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Abstract 

 

All too often, narratives in media, public discourse, and some scholarship in the United States 

and Canada focus on low access and retention rates of black students attending post-secondary 

institutions.  Although it is important to understand the reasons tempering the success of students 

socialized as black, it is equally important to study how and why some black students succeed. 

The aim of this research inquiry, which was guided by a pragmatist approach, was to learn from 

the experiences of black graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions, a topic that has 

received little scholarly attention in Canada to date.  Specifically, this study examined how black 

graduates navigated obstacles, adopted success strategies, and drew on family and community 

support.  This qualitative, phenomenological study engaged 16 participants from Ontario in a 

semi-structured telephone interview.  An interdisciplinary theoretical framework engaging 

concepts of Critical Race Theory, Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth Model, and 

Resiliency Theory was developed to support and form the interpretation of the findings of this 

study.  Participants described everyday expressions of racism, faculty interactions and/or 

relationships, institutional resources, and academic challenges as presenting obstacles that 

created difficulties during their programs.  The findings demonstrate that the participants 

employed a variety of resources and strategies, which led to their success.  The results of the 

study allowed identification of specific success factors and strategies, such as encouraging and 

supportive faculty interactions and/or relationships, encouraging and supportive black faculty 

interactions and/or relationships, support groups, familial and kinship traditions and values, work 

ethic modelling, use of institutional resources, engagement of various forms of resistance tactics, 

and resilience.  Findings explore the significance of various forms of community cultural capital, 

including aspirational, navigational, social, familial and resistant.  Contextual differences such as 
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participants’ personal and family histories and education experiences in Canada informs which 

of the community cultural capital were utilized. 

Keywords: Black Students, Racism, Canada, Post-Secondary, Critical Race Theory 

 



6                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

Dedication 
 

This dissertation is dedicated first and foremost to all the women elders in my family who 

mothered me, including my ‘mommy’ Hyacinth, Auntie Maise, Aunt Flo, my grandmothers, 

Imogene (Ms. Gene) and Louise (Mother).    

I will be forever grateful to belong to, loved and supported by my father, siblings and the 

rest of my paternal and maternal kin as well as my husband, Dennis, and the children we parent 

together, Osheah, Akil, and Kedenah. 

To my sista friends and their children who called me Auntie Carla, thank you for your 

continued love and support.   

  



7                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

Acknowledgements 

I could not have completed this dissertation without the continued encouragement and 

support of Dr. matthew heinz.   Dr. heinz approached me on campus, volunteering to be my 

Supervisor, before I was even aware that this was needed to complete my dissertation.  I was 

new to academia and pursuing a second career after spending most of my adult life working in 

the Finance and Non-For-Profit Sectors.  Dr. heinz modelled all of the attributes required of a 

supportive faculty member, especially for students who are traditionally marginalized within the 

walls of academia.  He provided insights regarding the process of completing a doctoral level 

program, established high expectations, provided thoughtful constructive feedback and critique, 

and promptly responded to all and every of my questions.  Sometimes family commitment 

created challenges throughout this journey, and when I considered abandoning this project, a 

gentle but firm prod from Dr. heinz kept me going.  The selection of the other members of my 

committee members, Dr. Leesha Thrower and Mr. Neil Price, was also completed with Dr. 

heinz’s help. 

Dr. Leesha Thrower and Mr. Neil Price, thank you for the thoughtful questions and 

recommendations during the drafting of my proposal and during the candidacy exam which 

helped me to focus more clearly on how to approach this study.  The constructive feedback and 

recommendations received on my initial draft was greatly appreciated and helped tremendously 

to improve the final manuscript.  Thank you all for your support, guidance and more importantly 

the giving of your time to make this moment possible.   Thank you!  

The support provided by the library staff at Royal Roads University was excellent 

especially from Norman Macleod, Library Assistant.  Norman, thank you for responding quickly 



8                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

to my many requests, and spending the time to locate and provide links to articles and mailing 

books housed at various libraries and repositories to my attention.  

Finally, I would also like to thank all sixteen participants for their willingness in sharing 

their experiences, stories, and time with me.   Without your involvement, this research project 

would not be at all possible.  I am hopeful that you are satisfied with my interpretation of your 

voices and that other black students will learn from your experience and expertise as black 

graduates. 

  



9                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................. 12 

Problem Statement .................................................................................................................. 13 

Purpose of this Study .............................................................................................................. 17 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................. 17 

Theoretical Framework .......................................................................................................... 20 

Methodology ............................................................................................................................ 22 

Chapter 2: Literature Overview ................................................................................................ 26 

Interdisciplinary Theoretical Framework ............................................................................ 27 

Definition of Terms ................................................................................................................. 33 

Centering Blacks in Canadian History ................................................................................. 34 

Blacks Experience of (Post-Secondary) Education in Canada ........................................... 44 

Evaluation of Post-Secondary Initiatives and Other Factors Supporting Black Students’ 

Success ...................................................................................................................................... 58 

Summary .................................................................................................................................. 70 

Chapter 3: Research Methods ................................................................................................... 73 

Methodology ............................................................................................................................ 73 

Research Design and Rationale .............................................................................................. 73 

Sample of Study Population and Selection Criteria ............................................................. 76 

Instrumentation ....................................................................................................................... 81 

Role of the Researcher ............................................................................................................ 82 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation and Data Collection ....................................... 84 

Data Analysis ........................................................................................................................... 88 

Trustworthiness Strategies ..................................................................................................... 92 

Summary .................................................................................................................................. 94 

Chapter 4: Findings .................................................................................................................... 96 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................... 96 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................. 96 

Participants .............................................................................................................................. 97 

Research Setting ...................................................................................................................... 97 

Demographics .......................................................................................................................... 98 

Data Analysis and Results .................................................................................................... 106 



10                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

Themes and Sub-themes ....................................................................................................... 107 

Theme 1 Everyday Expression of Racism.......................................................................... 108 

Theme 2- Faculty Interaction and/or Relationships ......................................................... 117 

Theme 3- Support Systems. ................................................................................................ 120 

Theme 4- Familial Kinship Traditions and Values ........................................................... 123 

Theme 5-Work Ethic........................................................................................................... 126 

Theme 6- Institutional Resources. ..................................................................................... 130 

Theme 7-Academic Challenges. ......................................................................................... 131 

Findings Applied to Research Question .............................................................................. 135 

Summary ................................................................................................................................ 158 

Chapter 5: Discussions ............................................................................................................. 160 

Findings Related to Current Literature Review ................................................................ 162 

Interpretation of Major Findings ........................................................................................ 172 

Findings Supporting Existing Research ............................................................................ 173 

Findings that Add to Existing Research ............................................................................ 176 

Contradictions to existing Research .................................................................................. 189 

New Findings ...................................................................................................................... 190 

Expanded Interdisciplinary Theoretical Framework ........................................................ 190 

Summary of the Framework ............................................................................................ 209 

Limitations of this Study ...................................................................................................... 211 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 212 

Implications for Social Change ............................................................................................ 213 

Implications for Interdisciplinary Theory .......................................................................... 214 

Implications for Post-Secondary Practice ........................................................................... 215 

References .................................................................................................................................. 219 

Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Question ................................................................ 269 

Appendix B: Recruitment Email ............................................................................................. 274 

Appendix C: Poster brochure .................................................................................................. 275 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH ON Black Graduates’ Experiences at 

Canadian Post-Secondary Institutions ................................................................................ 275 

Appendix D: Consent Form ..................................................................................................... 276 

 



11                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

List of Tables 

 

Table 1. Sample Demographics……………………………………………………………….106 

Table 2. Frequency of Themes………………………………………………………………...135 

Table 3. Success Factors and Strategies in Order of Frequency………………………………142 

Table 4. Summary of Verbatim Recommendations from Participants………………………..157 

Table 5. Relating Research Findings to Literature Review…………………………………...163 

 

  



12                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

Introduction 

“Contributing to the cyclical reproduction of marginalization, disengagement, and outcomes 

inequities that disadvantage Black male collegians should bring about the same shame and 

consequences as being caught [committing overt racism]. Meaning, those who do (sic) racist 

things to Black males and other students of color should be subjected to the same social scrutiny 

as those who publicly say (sic) racist things. Similarly, there should be something embarrassing 

about publishing only deficit-laden scholarship (…)” (Harper, 2009, p. 709). 

Although Shaun R. Harper, Professor and Executive Director of the Race & Equity 

Center at the University of Southern California, investigated the lived experiences of black1 

collegiate men, his conclusions about the responsibilities of education scholars can be extended 

to apply toward black students in general.  Some black students do succeed and graduate from 

post-secondary institutions, however, “their experiences are often overshadowed by the master 

narrative” foregrounding “underachievement, disengagement, and attrition” (Harper, 2009, p. 

710). Harper argues that oppressive stereotypes distract black students from their academic 

goals. He maintains that this master narrative must be replaced with narratives of higher 

expectations for their achievement and lower tolerance for racist caricatures perpetuated by the 

dominant class (Harper, 2009). Black student success is unlikely if the dominant class of faculty 

and administrators at Canadian post-secondary institutions possess only one view of black 

students – the view that is repeatedly presented in scholarship, media, and public discourse 

(Harper, 2009). Some scholars argue, and I concur, that one way to challenge the prevailing 

popular negative discourse is to conduct achievement-oriented research and to record the stories 

and experiences of those who have managed to overcome obstacles by focusing on their 

perspectives (cf. Bonner, 2003; Codjoe, 2001, 2006; Fries-Britt, 1997; Goings, 2016; Harper, 

 
1 Black is reflected with the lowercase “b” in this paper to acknowledge that it is a descriptor utilized to categorize 

those considered to be at the bottom of the social hierarchy.  This adjective is currently assigned to people who are 

of African descent because some of their ancestors were enslaved and/or colonized by Europeans. This category or 

label persists as it conveys to all members of society to whom racism should be applied. (cf.  Bashi Treitler, 

2013; Eligon, 2020). 



13                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

2009, 2010).            

 This dissertation presents the findings of an empirical investigation into the lived 

experiences of black Canadian students in five chapters. This first chapter introduces the research 

question, contextualizes the inquiry, discusses my positionality, introduces the interdisciplinary 

theoretical framework, and provides a summary overview. The second chapter presents the 

literature review. The third chapter details the methodology and methods; the fourth chapter 

details the results; and the fifth chapter discusses the findings and offers an extended theoretical 

framework.  

Problem Statement 

 

Black graduates are still underrepresented and underserved at Canadian post-secondary 

institutions (Smith & Gottheil, 2011). This problem continues to exist despite acknowledgment 

by the United Nations that people of African descent are often denied access to quality education 

and a U.N. declaration that 2015-2024 would be the decade for people of African Descent 

(United Nations, n.d.).  Increasing the number of black graduates at Canadian post-secondary 

institutions appears to be a challenging and complex problem that requires real-world knowledge 

that transcends traditional academic approaches and single disciplines. Indeed, several scholars 

propose that revolutionary insights along with holistic and systemic solutions are required to 

increase the number of black post-secondary graduates from Canadian post-secondary 

institutions (Lyall et al., 2011; Repko, 2012).       

 First, one must consider that the reality of blackness is sometimes based on an 

individual’s perspective, both in terms of one’s self-identification and in terms of the way a 

person is perceived by the world (Vargas & Kinsbury, 2016).  Blackness in the West is 

sometimes considered a racial social construct that may describe physical features such as skin 
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tone, hair texture, facial features; and/or the African ancestry of a person in order to align 

individuals to a particular race (Khanna, 2011).  The definition ascribed to blackness may also 

change depending on the country an individual resides in (Khanna, 2011). For example, a person 

constructed as white in Brazil could be considered black in Canada and the United States 

(Khanna, 2011).  Another person considered brown in Jamaica could be considered black in the 

United States (Mills, 2010) and Canada. The racial categorization assigned to an individual has 

real implications for a person’s life chances and their consciousness within and sometimes 

outside of the country and culture they reside in (Mills, 2010).  A country’s history, culture, and 

belief systems construct whether individuals are seen as black and the treatment they receive as a 

result of being seen by the dominant group and the larger society as black. Canada’s historical 

mythologies center and legitimatize the history and belief systems of white2 French and English 

Europeans within a broader white society and context (Austin, 2010).  Therefore, black graduates 

continue to attend Canadian post-secondary educational institutions in a white society that 

marginalizes their position. They face prejudice, discrimination and racism resulting in 

oppression, exploitation, and limited access to and support for education (Henry & Tator, 2009; 

Khanna, 2011; Winant, 2015). At the same time, black graduates also resist prejudice, 

discrimination, and racism (Winant, 2015).         

 Black graduates’ success narratives are not widely shared or available in a Canadian 

context. In my practice as a professor at a Toronto Community College I have witnessed black 

students complete their programs, receive scholarships, and attend graduation ceremonies. Some 

institutions, such as the University of Toronto, have publicly acknowledged black graduates by 

 
2 White is reflected in lower case in this paper to acknowledge that it is a descriptor utilized to categorize those 

considered to be at the top of the social hierarchy.  This adjective is currently assigned to people who are of 

primarily European descent (cf. Bashi Treitler, 2013; Eligon, 2020). 
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hosting all-black graduation celebration ceremonies (Gordon, 2017).  The first all-black 

graduation there for approximately 80 graduates was held in 2017 (McQuigge, 2017). The 

University of Toronto also admitted the largest cohort of black medical students in 2020 (Bahl, 

2020; Collie, 2020). While some research confirms that black students graduate from post-

secondary institutions despite facing obstacles (i.e., Apugo, 2017; Brathwaite & James, 2000; 

Harper, 2009), the majority of research on the experiences of black students in the Canadian 

[post-secondary] environment reflects a deficit model focusing on comparatively low graduation 

rates (e.g.,Abada et al., 2009;  Dei, 2008; Hampton, 2010) and higher drop-out rates (Brathwaite 

& James, 2000; Dei, 1995;  Dei et al., 1997;  Hampton, 2010; Smith & Gottheil, 2011). Other 

studies have engaged negative language and the concept of failure attributed to black students 

(see Palmer et al., 2014) to explain the lower numbers of black graduates. Henry and Tator 

(2009) suggested that black students arrive at Canadian post-secondary institutions unprepared to 

deal with obstacles such as systemic [anti-black] racism.     

 Failing to increase the number of black graduates at Canadian post-secondary institutions 

is a social challenge that is tied to other complex social problems such as unemployment 

(Branker, 2017; Brown, 2016; Lewis, 1992), poverty (Wortley, 2003), mental health issues 

(Brown, 2016; Carleton, 2016; Wortley, 2003), crime (Wortley, 2003), and imprisonment 

(Brown, 2016; Lewis, 1992; Tecle, 2016).  A study designed to explore ways of increasing black 

student recruitment and retention therefore needs to draw on knowledge from multiple 

disciplines as well as from community-based expertise (Repko, 2012). It is evident from the 

literature that disciplinary scholarship has been used to explain [anti-black] racism and the 

diverse education experiences of blacks in the West, such as scholarship from African studies 

(e.g., Lindsay, 2015), anthropology (e.g., Henry & Tator, 2009), communication (e.g., 
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Covarrubias, 2008), education (e.g., Hampton, 2010; Tilley & Taylor, 2013) and history (e.g., 

Winks, 2014).  An interdisciplinary approach allowed me to draw on a foundational 

understanding of the different perspectives held by these disciplines for a more holistic 

explanation.  Since no one discipline can fully explain black lives, this approach will foster 

further understanding of the black graduates’ experiences and solutions to improve black 

students’ participation in academia.        

 Black scholars have long recognized that the black experience transcends any one 

discipline and that an interdisciplinary perspective is required to map out and understand the 

black experience (Biondi, 2014; Crawford et al., 2012). As a result, previous interdisciplinary 

work by black scholars has led to the emergence of new knowledge and fields of study, such as 

African/Black Studies, Black Women Studies (Biondi, 2014; Bongmba, 2014) and Black Queer 

Studies (Johnson et al., 2005). My study honors and continues this tradition of using an 

interdisciplinary approach to study and understand the black experience with the intent to add 

new knowledge to the existing, albeit small and growing African/Black Canadian literature. In 

addition, my research seeks to counter the pervasiveness of negative language and the concept of 

failure attributed to black students in most of the available literature (Palmer et al., 2014) and the 

media (Awgu, 2018; Maynard, 2017a; 2017b).       

 Drawing from my professional experience, and guided by scholarship and research in this 

area, I have applied a critical but empowering approach to my research and was able to 

document success narratives that might be able to support and motivate black students 

considering, starting, or currently completing post-secondary education.  
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Purpose of this Study 

 

This interdisciplinary study documents and examines perceptions of black Canadian post-

secondary graduates. It is a transformative inquiry that incorporates creative, analytical, and 

practical intelligence and knowledge, thus creating potential solutions for this real-world 

problem (Lyall, Bruce & Tait, 2011; Repko, 2012).  I conducted a qualitative phenomenological 

study by interviewing 16 black graduates regarding their experiences attending Canadian post-

secondary institutions. The goals of this research project were two-fold. I hope that the findings 

from the study may help prospective Canadian black students to attend post-secondary 

institutions in Canada. I also hope that they will be able to help Canadian post-secondary leaders 

and administrators provide institutional programming and resources to support the recruitment 

and retention of Canadian black students. 

 

Research Questions 

 

I formulated four research sub-questions to answer the overarching research question 

“How do black graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions perceive their educational 

experiences?” These sub-questions are: 

• Which obstacles did black graduates experience while pursuing post-secondary 

education? 

• Which success factors and strategies do black graduates identify as having been 

instrumental in attaining graduation?  

• To which factors do black graduates attribute being able to complete their post-secondary 

programs at Canadian post-secondary institutions? 
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• What do the experiences of black graduates reveal about the phenomenon of community 

cultural capital? 

 Positionality and Self-Reflexivity 

Vincent (2006) argues that “research [often] reflects the politics, values and assumptions 

of the researchers …as does the kind of evidence … [viewed as] credible “by researchers and 

educational institutions.” My politics, values and assumptions are influenced by my lived 

experience.  This experience includes being a Jamaican-born black woman who is a doctoral 

student, a faculty member at a Toronto college, a graduate of several post-secondary institutions 

in Canada, a human resources practitioner, and a mother to children who have experience with 

various levels of the education system in Canada.   Morgan (2014) writes that “from the first 

moments of infancy our experiences are shaped by others [and] as we mature even our private 

thoughts are based on concepts that have been socially shaped” (p. 1047). In the Jamaica of my 

youth, children competed to gain entrance to the best high schools in Jamaica by sitting 

standardized entrance examinations.  Once my parents emigrated, my mother decided that I 

would remain in Jamaica for school and visit Canada for the summers.  If I were to be 

unsuccessful sitting the standardized exam, then I would emigrate to Canada.  At the time, my 

mother was alarmed by the devastating impact the education system, policing and the various 

child protection agencies in Canada were having on black families and their children.  I passed 

the exam and completed my education up to the secondary school level in Jamaica.  Within my 

first few months at a local Canadian community college, I was called the “N” word by a white 

male while walking alone in the hallways on campus.      

 Today, I continue to experience stereotyping, marginalization, and anti-black racism 

within and outside of academia. Also, the children I mothered have also experienced [anti-black] 



19                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

racism.   In our Canadian society, I am seen as the “other” and given labels such as “visible 

minority” or “racialized” woman. I do share the pain my children, nieces, nephews, siblings, 

friends, and others socialized as blacks experience when they are perceived by the dominant 

class as not having the ability to graduate from any level of our educational system. Conversely, 

I have experienced some privileges, such as working as a human resources practitioner, 

researcher, and professor, that may be attributed in part to graduating from post-secondary 

institutions in Canada.   These experiences impact my beliefs and the actions that I take.   I 

believe that blacks have been historically socialized and politicized as inferior in our educational 

system (Braithwaite & James, 2000; James & Taylor, 2010). I also believe that the social and 

economically dominant class responsible for education has sustained this continued construction 

of black people as inferior.  Although some black students who wish to do so are currently 

unable to remove themselves from the bounds of this reality, others have been able to do so by 

graduating from [Canadian] post-secondary institutions (Harper, 2009; Sium, 2014).  

 It is my assumption that becoming a black graduate from a Canadian institution is 

complex and constitutes a real-world problem that requires real-world knowledge transcending 

disciplinary approaches. The problem I examined needed to be approached from a paradigm that 

recognizes the value of the different philosophical assumptions about ontology and epistemology 

(Morgan, 2014); pragmatism offers such a framework.  Pragmatism is attuned to the ontology of 

practice and conducting research that may solve real problems benefiting members of the [black] 

community (Friedrichs & Kratochwell, 2009). Pragmatism was the guiding research philosophy 

for this project. This research also constitutes a knowledge change inquiry with subjective 

intentions (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001).  The participants and I come with existing knowledge 

based on our lived experiences.  Our subjectivities and perspectives are embedded in the findings 
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and discussion.  According to Coghlan and Brydon-Miller (2014), “there is always a human 

contribution to any form of knowledge production as researchers are active participants in the 

making of our world. Researchers are never mere spectators; their thoughts and actions constitute 

the inquiry process of solving a problem” (p. 8).  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Researchers may utilize either a conceptual or a theoretical framework to guide their 

research inquiry and to establish a foundation for establishing credibility (Adom et al., 2018). 

While both frameworks share some similarities in their objective, they are different with respect 

to their content and the role each play in the research process (Adom et al., 2018).  Conceptual 

and theoretical frameworks are similar because “the overall aim of the two frameworks is to 

make research findings more meaningful” and “acceptable to the theoretical constructs in the 

research field” (Adom et al., 2018, p. 438). Further, these frameworks may encourage research 

and at the same time ensure the extension of knowledge by providing both a road map and 

momentum for the research inquiry (Adom et al., 2018). Adom et al. (2018) suggest that 

conversely both frameworks are different with respect to their content and role including how 

ideas, theories, models, and the study is approached by the researcher. For example, researchers 

adopting a conceptual framework approach their research inquiry with very specific ideas, as 

opposed to a broader set of ideas.  A theoretical framework’s foundation is indicative of 

scholarly tested and validated theories.  Conceptual frameworks allow the researcher to propose 

or adapt a model or design as an answer to the questions defined in the research inquiry.  The 

aim of such a framework is to facilitate the development of a theory that other scholars may use 

in the discipline.  On the other hand, theoretical frameworks allow the researcher to test, critique 



21                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

or extend theories in order to explain current conditions or predict future outcomes in a 

phenomenon (Adom et al., 2018; Camp, 2001).       

 Such theoretical blueprints guide the research inquiry, and the researcher stays within the 

confines of the established theories in their scholarly contribution (Lester, 2005).  To develop a 

theoretical framework, Camp (2001) argues, the researcher “must first identify and summarize a 

set of theoretical assumptions that explains the relationships among the phenomena” (p. 19). In 

addition, the researcher is required to build conceptual linkages demonstrating how the 

assumptions of the theories within the framework guided the study with respect to areas such as 

the purpose and methodology (Camp, 2001) of the research inquiry.  I chose to pursue a 

theoretical framework to guide my research inquiry, one that draws from dominant theoretical 

assumptions commonly engaged in Black Studies, Critical Race Studies, and Cultural Studies. I 

arrived at the initial premise for this study’s theoretical framework by integrating Critical Race 

Theory, Yosso’s 2005 Community Cultural Wealth Model, and Resilience Theory. I adopted the 

following assumptions and conceptual linkages: Anti-black racism is a tool used to sustain white 

supremacist societies (hooks, 2006).  In education, [anti-black] racism is expressed through anti-

deficit discourse and the curtailing of access to education in order to reduce the status and wealth 

of black people (Cole, 2017; Yosso, 2005).  [Anti- black] racism is central to the educational 

experiences of black students (Museus et al., 2015).       

 My study therefore assumed that black students who become graduates of Canadian post-

secondary education might have utilized their community cultural capital or wealth to resist anti-

black racism (Yosso, 2005) and to build resilience. 
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Methodology  

 

My choice of methodology was influenced by the theories that attracted my attention as I 

was conducting my initial review of literature. I noted that certain aspects of Critical Race 

Theory, Yosso’s 2005 Community Wealth Model, and Resilience Theory sought to address 

various limitations or adverse issues within society that temper some social groups’ growth 

(Bernard, 1991; Cole, 2017; Roberts et al., 2002 & Morgan, 2014). For example, Critical Race 

Theory posits that racialized people, including those considered black, have a history and 

experiences with oppression [in Canada] and its education system (Cole, 2017; Delgado et al., 

2017). Yosso’s 2005 Community Wealth Model uses a critical lens to acknowledge that the 

dominant’s society view of people of colour was one in which they position these communities 

as at a “culturally poverty disadvantage,” lacking valuable knowledge for hierarchical 

advancement, and deficient (Yosso, 2005, p. 69). Resilience Theory in education assumes that 

students experience adverse life circumstances or trauma that may alter their ability to succeed in 

education (Bernard, 1991; Bryan, 2005).       

 Scholarly literature confirms that anti-black racism creates traumatic, adverse life 

experiences for black graduates both within and outside of the education system (Braithwaite & 

James, 2000; Daniel, 2018a, 2018b; Winks, 2014). I found that these theoretical assumptions and 

the purpose of my research inquiry were aligned with the pragmatist approach.  For instance, 

Dewey’s version of pragmatism opposes any form of domination that would limit the growth 

capacity of any group (Morgan, 2014).  Further pragmatism allows researchers and their social 

communities to determine the problem and the best way to approach the inquiry for a meaningful 

solution (Morgan, 2014).          

 Pragmatism provides workable approaches to social justice problems (Morgan, 2014) 
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such as increasing the number of black students who attend and graduate from Canadian colleges 

and universities.   For instance, some of the underlying tenets of Critical Race Theory share this 

notion of community and group empowerment (Delgado et al., 2017).  This is also evident in 

some aspects of the wealth capital of racialized people in which commitment to the well-being of 

the entire community, including not just the nuclear family but also other kinship relationships, 

are highly valued (Yosso, 2005).  This dependence on family members links Critical Race 

Theory with Resilience Theory as family is one of the protective resources used by students to 

build resilience (Ong et al., 2006; Roberts et al., 2002).  Critical Race Theory lends itself to this 

idea that storytelling opens “a window onto ignored or alternative realties” (Delgado et al., 2017, 

p. 71) as people who experience racism can give voice to their experiences.  They voice their 

experience through storytelling and counter story telling.  Counter storytelling is challenging, 

discrediting, or critiquing the dominant narrative or story which is socially constructed using a 

variety of medium (Delgado et al., 2017).   Storytelling and counter storytelling are intrinsic to 

Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Capital model, for example in the concept of linguistic 

capital in which communities share oral history, traditions, and advice through storytelling, 

which in turn supports aspirational and navigational capital (Yosso, 2005). Both aspirational and 

navigational capital incorporate aspects of Resilience Theory (Bernard, 1991; Bryan, 2005; 

Yosso, 2005). Resilience is evidenced when families, communities and students “dream of 

possibilities beyond their present circumstances (…) [sometimes] (…) without the means to 

attain those goals” (Yosso, 2005, p. 78).  For navigational capital, people rely on their internal 

and environmental resources to maneuver through educational institutions that were not created 

for them.  External resources include their cultural strategies and their own experience [with 

racism] to augment resilience (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; Yosso, 2005).     
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 This concept of sharing stories and narratives chronicling traditions, guidance and help 

lends itself to a qualitative phenomenological approach.  This approach allowed me to 

investigate the phenomenon of black Canadian post-secondary graduate success by starting with 

the lived experience of the participants. The objective then was to describe the lived experience 

and what this experience meant to the participants (Sadala & Adorno, 2002). According to Grant 

and Osanloo (2014), research findings allow the researcher to critique the theories used in their 

study.  Such findings can reveal new information and surprises emerging during data analysis, 

which allows the development and expansion of the theoretical framework by the researcher 

(Adom et al., 2018; Grant & Osanloo, 2014; Munhall & Chenail, 2008).  The interdisciplinary 

framework for this research was re-conceptualized and expanded to incorporate aspects of the 

findings revealed by the participants and to support the conclusion of my research inquiry on 

black graduates’ experiences at Canadian post-secondary institutions.  

This study was conceptualized, in alignment with pragmatism, to help bring about social 

change. Experience with anti-black racism forces black people to remain hyper-vigilant and 

prepared to respond to both overt and covert racism even when they do not consciously discern 

discrimination (Hudson et al., 2020).  This constant stress results in both physical and mental 

illnesses (Berger, & Sarnyai, 2015; Brondolo et al., 2011; Hudson et al., 2020; Priest et al., 

2013).  This study confirms that anti-black racism is alive and well at Canadian post-secondary 

institutions, which also was previously documented by other scholars such as Henry and Tator 

(2009), Henry et al., (2017) and Eisenkraft (2010).  Therefore, contemporary black graduates and 

current students are contending with the usual challenges that all post-secondary students face, 

overlayed with the obstacles, trauma and health issues associated with anti-black racism.  Some 

black students and their family members who contributed to this study perceive that education 
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increases your chances for social mobility (Harris, 2008; Hudson et al., 2020; James & Taylor, 

2010; Trudell, 2012). Failure to realize their aspirations due to the barriers presented by anti-

black racism and white power brokers’ unwillingness to address it has devastating consequences 

on the black community. These consequences include placing the requirement to overcome 

racism on black people’s shoulders and creating inequalities in outcomes related to 

socioeconomic and health factors (Clair & Denis, 2015).       

  This study alone will not change existing white supremacy structure or anti-black racism. 

However, I hope that the strategies and success factors used by these 16 black graduates will 

help to lighten the burden of prospective black students confronting anti-black racism while 

pursuing post-secondary studies at Canadian institutions. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Overview 

 

 Some solutions for improving the experiences of black students at Canadian colleges and 

universities to promote access, retention and higher graduation rates exist.  These solutions include revising 

and implementing policies, introducing traditional year programs and pilot accessing bridging projects, 

creating anti- racist policies (Braithwaite & James, 2000; Hampton, 2010; Sium 2014), fostering black 

associations on campuses (Guiffridat & Doothit, 2010), and recruiting and hiring a critical mass of black 

faculty (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003).  Unfortunately, many of these recommendations and 

solutions, if they were implemented by institutions, were not sustained and have ultimately been rendered 

ineffective through reduced funding, lack of skilled administrators’ commitment to anti-racism and in some 

instances, lack of action (Black Liberation Collective, University of Toronto; Henry et al., 2017; Lund & 

Carr, 2015; Tate & Bagguley, 2017).  This problem was important for me to explore because black students 

continue to experience covert and overt anti-black racism at some Canadian post-secondary institutions 

(Martis, 2020). In addition, there is no way to ascertain retention and graduation rates of black graduates, as 

Canadian post-secondary institutions do not necessarily collect or make this type of information readily 

available (Antone et al., 2010; Henry et al., 2017), nor do they provide race-based data in order to determine 

which solutions were implemented and which outcomes were achieved, if they were measured at all.  I 

wanted to design a study that taps into the knowledge of black graduates of Canadian institutions, who may 

be able to offer recommendations for prospective black students at a time when post-secondary institutions 

have not yet fully committed to identifying and addressing anti-black racism.   

This chapter includes an overview of the interdisciplinary framework shaping the study, definition 

of key terms and a literature review of various disciplines informing scholarship in this area, including 

African Canadian history; [black] feminism; black studies; Canadian studies; counselling and development; 
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education; ethnic and racial/racism studies; history; humanities and social sciences; political studies; 

psychology; sociology and media studies.  Although it is impossible to generate an exhaustive literature 

review on this topic, scholarly literature on the history of blacks in Canada, blacks’ experiences of (post-

secondary) education in Canada, evaluation of post-secondary initiatives and other factors supporting black 

students’ success is also included.  

Interdisciplinary Theoretical Framework   

  

Scholars from many disciplines have sought to gain an understanding of marginalized 

students, including blacks’ experiences at the post-secondary level of education. Some of the 

theoretical frameworks drawn upon in such scholarship reveal either common or conflicting 

insights regarding blacks’ experiences at the post-secondary level. For example, Critical Race 

Theory revealed the complexity of race and education resulting in non-white students 

experiencing discrimination, oppression and marginalization (e.g., Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 

2016; Cole, 2017; Figueroa & Rodriguez, 2015; Henry & Tator, 2009; Museus et al., 2015).  

Students who experienced anti-black racism may employ different strategies recognized by 

theories such as Yosso’s 2005 Community Wealth Model, which showed that some vulnerable 

marginalized [black] students, despite the inherent risk of failing or dropping out of school, 

develop the capacity to maintain high levels of achievement by relying on different types of 

support from their community (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016).  Resilience Theory used in 

education studies revealed that against all odds some students recover from obstacles and risk 

factors to graduate from their respective programs (Bryan, 2005).      

 All of these theories allow for distinct understandings of black graduates’ experiences at 

the post-secondary level of education. Given that much work in this area approaches the 

experiences of black graduates from a narrow disciplinary perspective (Repko, 2012), it was my 
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assumption that an interdisciplinary framework might provide more complex assessments and 

solutions.  I developed an interdisciplinary theoretical framework drawing on concepts from 

Critical Race Theory, Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model, and Resilience Theory.   A 

detailed analysis of the framework is discussed further in Chapter 5. Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

is derived from the work of scholars such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Frantz Fanon, Richard Delgado, 

Jean Stefancic and Derrick Bell (Cole, 2017). The theory is based on a rejection of eurocentrism 

and argues that colour and race are central to the oppression and domination of certain 

individuals in the world (Cole, 2017).   CRT has two wings of proponents – the idealist and the 

materialist wings.  The materialist wing is concerned with factors such as the labour market and 

profits and views racism as a means of granting privilege, status and wealth to certain members 

of society (Cole, 2017).  Education is one means by which privilege, status and wealth may be 

controlled. At the post-secondary level racism is sometimes expressed through the curriculum, 

stereotyping, and harassment of black students (Calliste & Dei, 2000) hoping to become 

graduates. Conversely, the idealist wing of theorists is concerned with the analysis of discourse 

(Cole, 2017).   Racism is expressed and experienced by the meaning given to words and symbols 

used in the stereotyping and categorizing of people reflecting racist thoughts and attitudes (Cole, 

2017). CRT allows for the examination of the ideology of [anti-black] racism discourse by 

listening to the injured and giving voice to these people (Yosso, 2005). In giving voice to the 

injured, black students may become graduates by sharing stories regarding their community’s 

legacy of resistance to [anti-black racism] and by being able to critique and learn to defend 

against deficit-thinking discourse of black culture while at post-secondary institutions (Yosso, 

2005).  Deficit thinking is a prevalent form of racism apparent in education; it enforces the 

notion that blacks belong to a culture of deprivation (Yosso, 2005).  Deficit thinking occurs 
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when those whose beliefs, values, norms, and ways of being are different from the culture of the 

dominant group are seen as inferior (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Yosso, 2005). Blacks’ poor 

academic performance when they arrive at post-secondary institutions is often attributed to a lack 

of “normative cultural knowledge and skills… and [a lack of parents who] … neither value or 

support education,” a position that places the problem with the individual students rather than the 

institution (Yosso, 2005, p. 75). Contrary to this normative narrative maintained by the power 

structures in the academy, the sharing of stories among blacks reveals a legacy of resistance and 

a culture of valuing education by black parents as a means for social mobility (see Brathwaite & 

James, 2000; James & Taylor, 2008).  Black students who become graduates may have 

discovered from the stories challenging [anti –black] racism shared by other students, friends, 

and their families that they can rely on and gain strength from the rich cultural wealth available 

in their own communities while pursuing their studies.       

 The Community Cultural Wealth Model was conceptualized by Yosso as “different forms 

of capital developed in and nurtured in families and communities” of colour (Samuelson & 

Litzler, 2016). The model is a critique of and extension of Pierre Bourdieu‘s capital framework 

(Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). Yosso’s model provided a broader perspective on how different 

cultural attributes may be utilized by students of colour as they navigate [post-secondary] 

institutions (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Yosso, 2005).  According to Yosso (2005), the problem 

with Bourdieu’s cultural framework was that it was often used in education to explain away why 

[black] students did not fare as well as whites in academia. This was directly attributed to the fact 

that Bourdieu’s interpretation of cultural capital is premised on white middle class cultural norms 

(Yosso, 2005).   Yosso challenged this interpretation of cultural capital and built on the work of 

scholars such as Susan Aurbach, Patricia Gandara, Daniel Solorzano and Octavio Villalpando to 
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recognize the unique cultural capital that students of colour, otherwise marginalized, bring with 

them to these institutions while pursuing education (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Yosso, 2005). 

Although Yosso’s model emphasizes her studies on the educational experiences of Chicana/o 

students, this framework can be applied to the experiences of Black Canadians.  Yosso’s 

Community Cultural Wealth model consists of six forms of capital, which are not mutually 

exclusive but operate as a dynamic process that builds on each type or form of capital 

(Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Yosso, 2005).  The six forms of capital Yosso (2005) identifies are 

aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant.  Aspirational capital is 

described by Yosso (2005) as the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the 

face of real and perceived barriers (p. 77) and resilience evidenced in those who allow 

themselves and their children to dream of possibilities beyond their present circumstances, often 

without the objective means to attain those goals (pp. 77-78), even in the face of real and 

perceived barriers. Navigational capital is defined as the student’s skill and abilities to maneuver 

through educational institutions with white dominant norms while maintaining high levels of 

achievement (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Yosso, 2005). Social capital is described as the 

networks of people and community resources including religious and spiritual gatherings 

available to communities of colour (Yosso, 2005).  These networks provide emotional and 

tangible support for accessing and navigating academia; those who gain access later share 

information and resources with their community (Yosso, 2005). According to Yosso, students of 

colour may arrive at educational institutions with intellectual and social skills attained through 

their communication experiences within their cultural community that may include more than 

one languages (Yosso, 2005). This linguistic capital may include a tradition of listening to and 

telling stories of oral histories, parables and proverbs utilizing skills such as memorization 
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(Yosso, 2005), which may support learning. Samuelson and Litzler (2016) argue that familial 

capital includes knowledge about one’s culture that is developed among family members and is a 

commitment to the well-being of one’s community. They stress that this “broadens the concept 

of family and emphasizes community connections” (p. 97).  For example, the description of 

family goes beyond the traditional white European middle-class heterosexual version of family 

to include not only immediate family but those categorized in normative narrative as extended 

family such as aunts, uncles, cousins, friends considered by the individual as family (Yosso, 

2005). Resistant capital is knowledge and skills developed through oppositional behavior 

challenging inequality in education, which is transformative, political, collective and conscious 

(Samuelson & Litzler, 2016; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Yosso, 2005).  Maintaining 

and passing on community cultural wealth is the knowledge base for resistance capital (Yosso, 

2005). Part of the knowledge base of resistant capital includes information on becoming resilient 

either consciously or unconsciously (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). The six capitals of 

Yosso’s Community Wealth Model recognize that vulnerable students, despite the inherent risk 

of failing or dropping out of school, can develop the capacity to maintain high levels of 

achievement (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). This is possible through a reliance on networking, and 

previous experience to strengthen one’s functioning to become resilient (Samuelson & Litzler, 

2016). The utilization of one’s community cultural capital to overcome obstacles created by 

racism may build resilience.          

  Resilience in education “is the ability to succeed academically despite risk factors that 

create obstacles to do so” (Bryan, 2005, p. 220).   Contrary to conventional wisdom, most people 

are not necessarily overwhelmed by and irreparably damaged when exposed to adverse life 

circumstances (Bernard, 1991; Roberts et al., 2002).  In fact, people can and do develop 
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protective resources that enable them to achieve positive outcomes despite the adversity they 

face (Ong et al., 2006; Roberts et al., 2002).  These protective resources are both internal to and 

developed by the individual and exist or can be developed in the environment. For example, 

protective resources developed by an individual may include self-motivation, sociability, 

autonomy or being good at something.  Environmental protective resources may include parental 

support, family interdependences, developing supportive peer support, and opportunities for 

meaningful participation (Ong et al., 2006; Roberts et al., 2002).  By drawing on these theories, I 

have been able to develop a multi-faceted interdisciplinary theoretical framework that allows for 

the integration of critical race theory, community cultural capital, and resilience concepts.  

 This framework relies upon theories primarily generated from scholarship about some 

communities racialized as people of colour, including blacks within the United States, as a means 

to analyze and understand the experiences of black Canadian graduates within the Canadian 

context.  I have relied on American-generated theories because first, both Canada and the United 

States of America are white settler societies located on the same land mass and predicated on 

white supremacy and the subjugation of racialized people (Stuart, 1988; Vitalis, 2015).  Second, 

some people racialized as black and whites have moved back and forth between the two 

countries to live, work, or obtain an education (Blay, 2020; Elgersmann, 1999; Kappler, 2020; 

Winks, 2014). Third, Canada, unlike the United States of America, has traditionally promoted 

the myth of racelessness in Canada, either by denying racism or by having been typically silent 

about racism (Dei, 1996; Ku et al., 2019).  This tradition, I believed may have limited or 

dampened the proliferation of research on race in Canada when compared to the United States. 

Fourth, there is a longer tradition and a much larger scholarship on race, racialized and 

marginalized communities in which scholars within American post-secondary institutions 
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utilized aspects of these theories to explain the experiences of racialized people including blacks 

living in a white hegemony.  (See Howard-Hamilton, 2004; Figueroa & Rodriguez, 2015; 

Vitalis, 2015). 

Definition of Terms          

 A number of core concepts emerged from the literature; I am including the definitions of 

the concepts as I applied them in this study here.  

The term African American here “refers to a person of African ancestral origins who self 

identifies or is identified by others as African American. While the term African American has 

been used at least since the 1920s, it has been the preferred term in the [United States of 

America] since the 1970s. (…)Most African Americans are descendants of persons brought to 

the Americas as slaves between the 17th and 19th century… [These] people differ from others 

who came from Africa or the Caribbean in the 20th and 21st centuries (recent ancestry), in terms 

of culture, language, [and] migration history‘’(Agyemang et al., 2005, p. 1016).    

Black is a social classification used by society irrespective of the person’s culture, 

ethnicity, or country of origin (Khanna, 2011). The term refers to persons with African ancestral 

origins (Agyemang et al., 2005) or African attributes such as their hair, skin colour, facial and 

other physical attributes (Khanna, 2011).        

 Metropolis is the power center of a wider imperialist network, made up of primarily 

modern European empires that have power over the people and the resources in other territories.  

These Europeans including the English and French are considered colonizers and the places they 

took over colonies (Farías & Stemmler, 2012; Grosfoguel, 1999; Owolabi, 2012). 
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Centering Blacks in Canadian History 

 

Contemporary Canadian history is a mythological power narrative that centers France 

and Britain as the founding nations and by rights the descendants of these two nations as 

legitimate Canadians (Austin, 2010).  Therefore, a white person is viewed as Canadian-born; 

citizenship is defined by white normative standards through which a white settler society is 

promoted under the guise of multiculturalism (Austin, 2010; Wane & Massaquoi, 2007).  This 

mainstream narrative excludes other histories including pre-colonial contact, colonization, 

genocide, enslavement of Indigenous and African people, restrictions on Chinese labourers, and 

exploitation of people of colour including Sikhs (Austin, 2010; Das Gupta et al., 2018). The 

pervasiveness of excluding ‘‘other histories is so rampant that a former Prime Minister of 

Canada, Stephen Harper denied the existence of Canada’s colonial history at a G20 meeting in 

2009 (Austin, 2010).  Approximately 10 years later, former Prime Minister Paul Martin admitted 

his ignorance of the enslavement of black people in Canada during a discussion with Jamaican-

born Canadian Afua Cooper while in Halifax (Brown, 2019).  By excluding these histories from 

mainstream Canadian discourse, blacks are alienated, marginalized and pathologised (Austin, 

2010).             

 Black bodies were and are present in Canada, despite efforts to silence this history. 

Canadians of African descents constitute an intergenerational, national, diasporic and 

transnational demographic group (Crawford et al., 2012).  Several scholars, some of them black 

Canadians, have contributed to the documentation of black people’s presence in Canada 

including Richard Nimjean, Austin Clarke, George Elliott Clarke, Njoki Nathani Wane, Notisha 

Massaqoui, Afua Copper, Robin Winks and others (Crawford et al., 2012; Wane & Massaquoi, 

2007).              
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 Black stories are challenging the dominant myth (Austin, 2010) and are being told in 

mainly academic journal articles and books, and on occasion in magazines, newspapers, films, 

videos and songs. The first written historical reference to blacks in Canada was recorded over 

400 years ago (Milan & Tran, 2004).   In 1605, it was noted in historical archives that a black 

explorer, Matthew da Costa, acted as a translator of the Mi’kmaq language to the then-Governor, 

one of Canada’s reported founding fathers, Samuel De Champlain (Austin, 2010; Milan & Tran, 

2004).  To become a translator of a particular language, it is fair to assume, fluency must have 

been achieved through some form of immersion among a people, culture or place in which the 

language is spoken.  Therefore, this historical reference suggests that blacks may have been 

present in this land, now known as Canada, earlier than 1605 (Austin, 2010; James et al., 2010).  

Matthew da Costa must have been fluent in the Mi’kmaq language, or another language shared 

by Africans and the Mi’kmaqs both of which were languages not spoken by De Champlain, the 

‘founding father’ who ostensibly hired him. This gap in literature regarding blacks’ presence in 

Canada prior to 1605 and during the periods from 1605 to 1608 in part reflects either the erasure 

of the black experience at all levels of the educational system (Maynard, 2017a) or an 

unawareness of and the marginalization of black people’s history within the larger context of 

Canadian history. The second black resident of Canada according to historians was Oliver Le 

Jeune who lived in Canada from the period 1628-1654 (Elgersman, 1999).  Scholars differ in 

their opinion regarding the status of Le Jeune in Canada, ranging from a classification as an 

enslaved person (Elgersman 1999; Kealey et al.2012), indentured servant, to free man 

(Elgersman, 1999).  However, most believe that he was classified as an enslaved person for most 

of his life (Kealey et al., 2012; Winks, 2014) even if he was a freed man at the time of his death 

(Elgersman, 1999; Winks, 2014).          
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 Social scientists up until the 1970s in general ignored or silenced black history in Canada, 

although some literature by authors such as Mary Ann Shadd (the first black woman publisher in 

North America and the first woman publisher in Canada) and Benjamin Drew (a white American 

abolitionist who interviewed enslaved persons who had escaped to Canada) existed (Este, 2008).  

Robin Winks was credited with conducting the first general survey of black history in his 

account of Blacks in Canada (Este, 2008).  Winks documented black presence from the period 

1628 to approximately 1970 (Winks, 2014). Winks’ 2014 account suggested that blacks in 

Canada were a diverse lot and may not share a common identity.  Winks (2014) attributed these 

differences with respect to black identity as a direct response to the seven diverse waves of 

migration patterns of blacks to Canada.  The migration waves may have begun with the 

introduction of slavery in New France in 1628 (Milan & Tran, 2004; Winks, 2014) which was 

subsequently legalized in 1689 (Elgersman, 1999) and continued until the early 1800s, primarily 

in Eastern Canada (Milan & Tran, 2004; Winks, 2014).  During this period, White Loyalist 

owners brought enslaved Africans with them as they migrated to Canada after the end of the 

American Revolution (Elgersmann, 1999; Winks, 2014) and Black Loyalists migrated to Canada 

in the 1700 attracted by the promise of land grants (Winks, 2014). Maroons from the island of 

Jamaica migrated to Canada after helping the British to defeat the Spanish in Jamaica (Winks, 

2014).  Black refugees migrated to Canada after the 1812 War (Winks, 2014), and some 

migrated because of the Fugitive Slave Law Bill and later the Black Codes introduced in the 

Northern American states including publisher and businesswoman Mary Ann Shadd (Reid-

Maroney et al., 2018). Black West Coast businessmen lived in British Columbia, mainly in 

Victoria, and black farmers moved to the Canadian plains just before World War 1 (Winks, 

2014).  After World War II, more black West Indians migrated to Canada (Milan & Tran, 2004; 
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Winks, 2014).   By 1960, the immigration policies were reformed to attract skill-based 

immigrants, which diversified the source countries for immigrants replacing the preference for 

Europeans immigrants (Milan & Tran, 2004). As a result, more blacks from countries within the 

Caribbean region, the African continent and elsewhere migrated to Canada, increasing the black 

population to 504,300, approximately 1.9% of the population in the 1990s (Milan & Tran, 2004).   

During the period from 1991 to 2000, the black population increased by 31%, compared to a 

10% increase of the overall Canadian population (Este, 2008). By 2001, the Census was 

reporting 662,200 blacks in Canada representing 17% of racialized people in Canada and 2% of 

the overall population (Este, 2008).  The 2016 Census noted that blacks are still the third largest 

racialized group in Canada and have surpassed 1.1 million people (Statistics Canada, 2017, 

Census Profile).   Blacks as of 2016 represented approximately 3.5% of the total population of 

Canada (Statistics Canada, 2017, Census Profile). Winks, along with other scholars’ accounts of 

blacks in Canada, such as Dorothy Williams’ book Blacks in Montreal 1628 -1986 (Este, 2008) 

contributed to debunking the continuing mythology among many Canadians that people 

racialized as blacks are only recent immigrants to Canada, and that the presence of the 

Underground Railroad supported the non-existence of slavery in Canada. Some blacks in 

Canada, like other immigrants, were extremely successful (Winks, 2014).  Many more were not 

successful in part because of discrimination and anti-black racism (Milan & Tran, 2004; Winks, 

2014).             

 Anti-black racism and discrimination continue to challenge the ability of black and other 

scholars to center the black experience and history in Canada.  Works by blacks and other 

scholars about Canadian blacks’ experiences and history continue to remain insulated within the 

walls of academia, stay behind a wall of silence, and go largely unrecognized by the general 
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public outside of occasional media events (Maynard, 2017a).  For example, in 2018, Philip S.S. 

Howard’s research paper On the back of blackness: contemporary Canadian blackface and the 

consumptive production of post-racialist, white Canadian subjects, was published in the 

academic journal Social Identities.  Howard’s research focused on the resurgence of the wearing 

of blackface in Canada including at Canadian universities during the preceding decade (Howard, 

2018).  He argued that the wearing of blackface was both a historical and contemporary 

component of anti-blackness prevalence in Canada (Howard, 2018).  In 2018, not many would 

have been aware of or read his work outside of the walls of academia. However, within less than 

a year of the publication of Howard’s research, several mainstream media outlets and social 

media released, during a 24-hour news cycle, images of Justin Trudeau wearing first brownface 

and later blackface. These images were released at the start of a federal election campaign in 

September 2019, in which Trudeau was seeking re-election as Prime Minister of Canada (James, 

2019; Walsh et al., 2019).  In interviews following the release of these images, Trudeau admitted 

that he was unable to recount the number of times he had appeared in blackface from 1980 to 

2001, a period of approximately 21 years.  He issued an apology in which he acknowledged 

ignorance of his actions as being racist and attributed this unawareness to his white privilege 

status in Canada (Walsh et al., 2019).   Trudeau is considered to be a progressive liberal by most, 

and his response confirmed Howard’s earlier argument that Canadian progressiveness is 

constituted on anti-blackness requiring sustained and on-going resistance (Howard, 2018) from 

those racialized as blacks and their allies. According to Howard (2018): 

being racially 'progressive' is not concerned with dissociating from dominant whiteness 

and historical racist expression. Instead, in the context of contemporary Canadian 

blackface, racial progress is understood as being so beyond the race question that one is 

now freed from worrying about causing racial offence, and from any need to consider the 
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salience of racial embodiment (including white embodiment) to social perspectives. (pp. 

93-94) 

 

Howard argued that Canadian racial progressiveness “ is actually a claim to a racial 

transcendence that need not care about causing racial offence and signals the ways that Canadian 

progressiveness is constituted by anti-blackness” (p. 88).  Media practice requires reporters to 

solicit statements from experts, including academic experts. Due to the Trudeau blackface 

coverage, the work of black scholars such as Howard, as well as the Canadian black experience 

of anti-black racism, discrimination, and resistance, were brought to national attention for a few 

hours. For example, Howard’s work was featured in several mainstream and alternative/specialty 

media including Global News, and The Star, (both mainstream Canadian media outlets) and 

Pride News (media targeting Caribbean audiences) shortly after Trudeau black face images were 

released (see Browne & D’Amore, 2019; Graham, 2019; Howard, 2019a).  In the Global News, 

Howard’s scholarly article, Racial Humour in the Post Racial:A Critical Race Africology of 

Canadian Black face Incidents as well as his compilation of a timeline on blackface incidents in 

Canada dating back to 1841 were featured (Browne & D’Amore, 2019). In addition, Howard’s 

opinion piece, Trudeau in Blackface is a symptom of Canada’s widespread anti-black racism 

was featured in The Star (Browne & D’Amore, 2019; Howard, 2019b).  This media event also 

brought to public attention the work of other black scholars such as historian Paul Lawrie, 

Winnipeg University (Khan, 2019).  Interestingly, Trudeau made no promises during the 2019 

federal campaign to address systemic racism or anti-black racism (Khan, 2019) and was re-

elected as Prime Minister in October 2019 (Harris, 2019).  The following month, a few days 

prior to the celebration of the November 11, 2019 Remembrance Event, Don Cherry, one of the 

hosts of a Canadian hockey television show called Coach’s Corner (broadcast nationally on 
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Sportsnet), accused immigrants of not buying poppies for Remembrance Day (The Canadian 

Press; Wagner, 2019).  In his now infamous poppy rant, he was quoted as saying: 

you people ... you love our way of life, you love our milk and honey, at least you can pay 

a couple bucks for a poppy or something like that…these [white] guys paid for your way 

of life that you enjoy in Canada, these[white] guys paid the biggest price (The Canadian 

Press).   

 

A public backlash on social media, primarily from millennials responding to his 

statement, resulted in Cherry’s firing the following Monday for his racist views (The Canadian 

Press; Wagner, 2019).   Mainstream Canadian media outlets who were complicit in the portrayal 

of only retelling white veteran narratives leading up to Remembrance Day used Don Cherry’s 

poppy rant media event to consult experts, some of whom were from varying racialized group 

including black academics, scholars and authors. This media event created an opportunity to 

reveal the hidden history of black veterans, and their experience while serving on behalf of 

Canada.  Similar to the Trudeau blackface media event, scholarship otherwise hidden behind the 

walls of academia (Maynard, 2017a) was revealed.  Some of the black experience scholarship 

that was featured during this event in mainstream media outlets included work from scholars 

such as Kathy Hogarth, University of Waterloo, Lindsay Ruck and Calvin Woodrow Ruck’s 

book, The Black Battalion 1916-1920: Canada’s Best Kept Military Secret (Abedi, 2019).  Of 

particular note, during this media blitz, scholars such as Kathy Hogarth (currently at the 

University of Waterloo) and Akwasi Owusu- Bempah (currently at the University of Toronto) 

utilize this particular poppy media moment not only to attempt to move the Canadian black 

experience from the margins to the center but also to decry the continued marginalization and 

exclusion of the black narratives from the curriculum of the Canadian education system (Abedi, 

2019).  In the article, ‘They fought to fight’: How Black Canadians battled racism to serve the 
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country, Hogarth was quoted as saying “Blacks fought for the freedom of Canada, while at the 

same time, Canada was fighting for the erasal of Blacks” (Abedi, 2019).  Further, Hogarth stated 

that “blacks soldiers endured racism while fighting in the pre-confederation wars, World War I, 

World War II and other wars, but this history is not disseminated as the education curriculum 

focus on ‘partial truths’ ”(Abedi, 2019). In the same article by Abedi (2019), Owusu-Bempah 

stated that a flaw in the Canadian education system can be directly attributed to those who are 

allowed to tell Canadian history (Abedi, 2019). Owusu- Bempah said in his media interview, “I 

think we need to look at who has been writing the narrative of this country,” he said. “That’s not 

to say there are not black historians, but I think Black people are perhaps underrepresented and 

certainly from major institutions” (Abedi, 2019). In the spring of 2020, due to the availability of 

video recording devices on personal mobile phones and social media, several anti-black racist 

incidents in the United States and Canada took center stage on mainstream, ethnic and social 

media platforms (Kappler, 2020).  Three prominent instances involved Amy Cooper, George 

Floyd and Regis Korchinski-Paquet (Kappler, 2020).  On the evening of May 25, 2020, a video 

went viral on various social media platforms and was later circulated by several mainstream 

media. The video showed a white woman calling the police on a black man and complaining that 

she was in fear for her dog and her life.  In the video, it became readily apparent that the white 

woman’s behavior was contradictory to the verbal complaint she was making to the police. The 

white woman in this video did not appear to feel threatened, and there was no evidence of the 

black man issuing threats to either the dog or her.  This white middle-aged woman was later 

reported to be Amy Cooper, purportedly Canadian, a graduate of the University of Waterloo, and 

a dog owner.  The black man was Christian Cooper, an American birder who had asked Amy 

Copper to leash her dog in an area of Central Park called the Ramble where legally dogs are to 
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be leashed at all times (Blay, 2020; Kappler, 2020; Mok, 2020).  Amy Cooper did not believe 

that Christian Cooper had the right or power to tell her what to do, so she called the police.  

Some journalists, in their critique of Amy Cooper’s actions, described her as [anti-black] racist 

(Blay, 2020; Kappler, 2020). Further, she was constructed as a willing participant in maintaining 

white supremacy to retain her white privilege.  Amy Cooper was able to maintain her status and 

power over a black man, Christian Cooper, by using one of the tools available to her, in this 

particular case, the police, typically used in a white supremacy society to control, subjugate and 

sometimes kill black men (Blay, 2020; Kappler, 2020) and women (Crenshaw, & Ritchie, 2015).  

On the same day, May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old black man was murdered by white 

police officer Derek Chauvin (Kappler, 2020; Vagianos, 2020). Derek Chauvin, with the support 

of two other police officers, kneeled on Floyd’s neck for under nine minutes while Floyd was 

handcuffed and lying face down on the ground (Bogel-Burrough, 2020; Vagianos, 2020). 

Floyd’s murder resulted in several protests world-wide (Vagianos, 2020).  A few days later in 

Toronto, Regis Korchinski-Pacque, socialized as black and Indigenous, died while with police. 

Korchinski-Pacque’s family had called police hoping to receive mental health assistance for her 

(Kappler, 2020).  Floyd’s murder and Korchinski-Pacque’s mysterious death resulted in several 

protests in many Canadian cities including Toronto and Ottawa (Bronskill, Perkel, & Casey, 

2020; Reddekopp & Knope, 2020; Vagianos, 2020).  All three of these events led Justin 

Trudeau, in a rare move by a sitting prime minister of Canada, to admit in a news conference that 

anti-black racism was real, and that systemic discrimination existed in Canada (Kapper, 2020). 

Anti-black racism and discrimination subsequently became the focus of media stories worldwide 

precipitated by protests organized primarily by the Black Lives Matter Movement worldwide.   

 The Black Lives Matter Movement grew out of the on-going anti-black racism 
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experienced by young black people, their elders and their ancestors in North America and 

worldwide.  The ultimate trigger for the start of this movement was the acquittal of George 

Zimmerman of the murder of Trayvon Martin on July 13, 2013 (Diverlus et al., 2020). Alicia 

Garza, like many black people around the world, reacted to this verdict by penning an open love 

letter to all black people proclaiming that our (black) lives matter (Diverlus et al., 2020). Shortly 

after Patrisee Khan-Cullors created the hagtag # Black Lives Matter using words from Garza’s 

letter.  An online platform was created and Garza, Khan-Cullors and Opal Tometi created the 

framework for the organization and a lens through which to critique and understand the 

historical, political and cultural (Diverlus et al., 2020) system built on white supremacy.  On 

November 24th, 2014, a white police office was deemed justified in killing another black male, 

Darren Wilson, by a Missouri grand jury.  This incident followed an earlier killing of a young 

black man, Jermaine Carby in Brampton, Ontario Canada (Diverlus et Al., 2020).  A planning 

session for a vigil in Toronto to mourn the lives of Ryan Reid and Jermaine Garby and Michael 

Brown resulted in the creation of the Canadian, Toronto chapter called Black Lives Matter, 

Toronto Coalition (Diverlus et al., 2020).        

 Similar to other media ‘worthy’ events, experts, including academics, were solicited for 

information on systemic anti-black racism and the many Black Lives Matter protests in Canada 

and elsewhere.  One of these academic experts was Dexter Voisin, Dean of the University of 

Toronto’s Factor-Inswentach faculty (Campbell, 2020).  In response to the Justin Trudeau 

admission of [anti-black] racism in Canada, Voisin called for a shift in political policy decision 

and action.  According to Voisin, “policies are made among key constituents. It has to move now 

from the attention to policies (… ) how we react to these times is definitely going to shape 

history” (Campbell, 2020). A second academic expert, El Jones, a poet and professor at the 
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University of King’s College, used historical reference to confirm in her interview with the 

media several notable historical events that adversely affected blacks in Canada (Vermes & 

Mclaughlin, 2020).  Jones argued that these events were tied to a deep-rooted history of systemic 

racism and anti-black racism that has not been addressed by the Canadian curriculum. Some of 

these events included slavery; the history of some enslaved blacks leaving Canada and going 

back to the Northern parts of America; the first recorded North American (1784) race riot in 

Shelburne, Nova Scotia, Canada; and racial violence, segregation and segregated schools 

(Vermes & Mclaughlin, 2020).  Jones summarized these events by stating that “white settlers 

burned out their black neighbours in an act of racial violence and segregation that persisted in 

Nova Scotia until 1996 and the last [Nova Scotian] segregated school [was] closed in 1983” 

(Vermes & Mclaughlin, 2020). 

Blacks Experience of (Post-Secondary) Education in Canada 

 

Black students’ experiences of anti-black racism at post-secondary institutions are 

directly influenced by Egerton Ryerson, the 1850 Education Act, and the adoption of 

multiculturalism in Canada (Brathwaite & James, 2000).       

 Egerston Ryerson (1803-1882) (Knight, 2016) was a Methodist reformer (Houston & 

Prentice, 1992), later appointed to the role Office of Chief Superintendent of Education for 

Upper Canada in 1844 (Houston & Prentice,1992; Livingstone, 2015; McLaren, 2004).  

Ryerson’s began his work in education “as a white minister tasked with bringing civilization to 

an indigenous population, supporting the combination and conflation of education, Christianity 

and civilization throughout his work and life” (Knight, 2016, p. 30). He held the role of Chief 

Superintendent until 1876, a period of which allowed for government funding to schools in 

Upper Canada.  During this period, wealthy families hired tutors for their children or sent them 
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to private schools; and other children attended common schools organized by the community in 

their towns (Knight, 2016). The School Act of 1843 made it officially illegal to have segregated 

schools. However, in practice, exclusion of Canadian blacks from common schools was routinely 

accepted, and many were denied the right to an education (McLaren, 2003; 2004). According to 

McLaren (2003), white Canadians believed that they were racially superior to people of the 

“inferior African race” (p. 77). More importantly the presence of blacks in British descendant 

schools conflicted with the image of Canada as a white British society (McLaren, 2003).  This 

feeling was so pervasive in society that it was an everyday occurrence for towns to build separate 

schools for whites and blacks; sometimes whites would abolish a district school rather than have 

black students in attendance (Yee, 1994).         

 The black leaders and community at the time enthusiastically promoted schools as a part 

of community building (Yee, 1994). However, as a response to black students’ exclusion from 

government-run common schools black teachers, community leaders and religious groups 

created alternative private schools (McLaren, 2004; Yee, 1994).  The majority of these “African 

Canadian” (McLaren, 2004, p. 37) led private schools were open to all including Indigenous, 

black and white students (McLaren, 2004). Several of these black schools were very successful 

and superior to the common schools (McLaren, 2004); other schools struggled due to racism and 

underfunding (Yee, 1994). Faced with these obstacles, the black community disagreed on the 

ways in which they could resolve issues of racism and underfunding.  Some argued for 

integration while others supported segregation (Yee, 1994).  Some argue that Ryerson introduced 

a segregated school policy at the bequest of the black community (McLaren, 2004).  However, 

Knight (2016) argues that Ryerson’s proposals “were grounded in liberal philosophy” (p. 7). 

This liberal philosophy was evident in Ryerson’s education proposals. A proposal based on the 
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premise that public schooling was a project for creating a “ ‘civilized’ nation”  (Knight, 2016, p. 

7).  In this project, people were socially constructed as either normative or non-normative. 

Separate schools were required for those who were considered normal citizens, a part of civilized 

society and those who were not (Knight, 2016).   Those who were not civilized were internally 

deficient and did not belong with civilized people.  Civilized people would attend the universal 

or common schools. “Common schools depended on the creation, maintenance, and regular 

exclusion of people circumscribed within categories of difference as contained within separate 

schools” (Knight, 2016, p. 7).  Therefore, separate schools were foundational to Ryerson’s 

education proposal and ultimate plan (Knight, 2016,). In designating separate schools, Ryerson 

and his contemporaries relied on and reproduced a belief that different peoples belong in 

different spaces (Knight, 2016, p. 11).          

 In 1850, An Act for the Better Establishment of Maintenance of Common Schools in 

Upper Canada, which regulated segregated schools for “coloured people” was introduced 

(Knight, 2016, p. 69).  Although this act was very controversial and both black and white groups 

voiced their opposition (McLaren, 2004), it was not officially amended until March 12, 1964 in 

Ontario (Bradburn, 2018).  This amendment to the legislation occurred due to the advocacy of 

the first black provincial legislator in Ontario, Leonard Braithwaite, who brought this issue to the 

forefront in his first speech at Queens Park on February 4, 1964 (Bradburn, 2018).   The 1850 

Act was devastating to the black community.  After 1850, African Canadians legally and 

officially could not attend common schools in most towns (McLaren, 2004). Later, in 1854, the 

Supreme Court ruled that if a separate racial school existed in a town, black students had to 

attend this school irrespective of the quality of the school or the distance from the student’s home 

(McLaren, 2004). The 1850 Education Act, introduced by Methodist Reformer Egerston Ryerson 
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(Houston & Prentice, 1992) during his tenure as Chief Superintendent of Education for Upper 

Canada, (Knight, 2016) legitimized separate schools for black people.  Black people were among 

those considered by Ryerson as non-normative and uncivilized and therefore to be managed 

differently from the universal normative citizens (Knight, 2016), in other words, white students.  

This anti-black racist education policy encouraged the practice of excluding black students from 

quality education by promoting segregated underfunded schools, schoolrooms and black row 

benches in schools intended to educate white students (Winks, 2014).  According to 

interdisciplinary scholar Fredrick Ivor Case, the Education Act could be best described as “a 

major act of violence against African Canadians” (Brathwaite & James, 2000, p. 205), the impact 

of which was felt within the walls of academia well into the 20th Century (Brathwaite & James, 

2000) and beyond.           

 The adoption of multiculturalism in Canada brought some changes to the education 

landscape.  Unfortunately, the multicultural polices introduced into curriculum in Canada failed 

to acknowledge and address racism whether it be subtle, blatant, structural or systemic 

(Brathwaite & James, 2000). Rather, these policies served to “other” those who were not 

descendants of the French and English settler community (Brathwaite & James, 2000).   

Multicultural liberalism doctrine at the post-secondary level operated under the conviction that 

academia is a space of equal opportunity for all people (Brathwaite & James, 2000). This 

implicit blindness to white supremacy in the adoption of multiculturalism mutes the possibility 

of offering an equitable education to black students, as these spaces were not created for them 

(Brathwaite & James, 2000). Many cultural policies and practices in education have negatively 

impacted the experiences of black Canadians at all levels of the education system, including 

colleges and universities (Brathwaite & James, 2000), resulting in negative outcomes. Some of 
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these negative outcomes include teachers streaming, labelling, suspending, and expelling black 

students (Brathwaite & James, 2000; Hampton, 2010).  Other disciplinary actions taken by 

teachers contribute to the creation of at-risk students (James & Taylor, 2010) from the 

elementary to the secondary level of education. These actions contribute to lower participation 

rates for black students at the post-secondary level. According to Statistics Canada, in 2016 4.8% 

of the black population (immigrants and non-immigrants) between the ages of 18 -59 attained a 

university certificate or diploma below a bachelor level. And 27.5% a university certificate, 

diploma or degree at a bachelor level or above.  More importantly, 28.6% had some college, 

CEGEP or non-university certificate or diploma (Statistics Canada, 2020).  In addition, a 2017 

report, Towards Race Equity in Education: The Schooling of Black Students in the Greater 

Toronto Area, reported that the longer a black family lives in Canada, the worse their educational 

outcomes become. Second-generation black students had worse educational outcomes than first, 

with the third generation having the worst educational outcomes (James & Turner, 2017). 

Further, this 2017 report stated that while some black students (25%) from the Toronto school 

board were admitted to universities, and while more black Toronto students (21%) applied to 

colleges than white Toronto students (14%), the number of black student (43%) who did not 

apply to any type of post-secondary institution was approximately equivalent to the number of 

whites (47%) accepted at university (James & Turner, 2017).       

 My more than seven years of experience as a professor at an urban community college in 

Toronto confirm that black students are participating at the college level. Black students, on 

average, may represent anywhere from 0 to 4.4% of the classes I teach in the Centre for 

Business, School(s) of Human Resources and Management, however not all black students are 

retained, and fewer black students are present for my second- and third-year level courses.  
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Unfortunately, it continues to be challenging to obtain race-based or disaggregated data from 

Canadian post-secondary institutions on participation, retention and graduation rates of black 

students (see Antone et al., 2010; Henry et al., 2017) to confirm my life experience and that of 

other black professors and students. This lack of data has resulted in demands from various anti-

racist and black coalitions to demand data, (for example, the Black Liberation Collective, 

University of Toronto) resulting in some commitment from both the University of Toronto and 

Ryerson University to start collecting race-based based data (Wong, 2017). This has resulted in 

the University of Toronto releasing preliminary findings in 2017 stating that black students 

represented approximately 1-2% of each class at their institution (Gordon, 2017), however no 

data is readily available on retention and graduation rates.  Despite the scarcity of quantitative 

race-based data, qualitative research confirms that black students who participate in such 

research experience isolation, exclusion, and marginalization upon arrival at Canadian post-

secondary institutions (Apugo, 2017; Henry & Tator, 2009). In some cases, they, too, drop out of 

these institutions. Some argue that black students’ experiences at educational institutions in 

Canada have not significantly improved since the beginning of the 20th Century, despite many 

decades of struggle and advocacy work by African Canadians (Brathwaite & James, 2000; 

Hampton, 2010; Henry & Tator, 2009).  This is in part because changes to systemic anti- black 

racism and policies are very slow to materialize in Canada and are never fully entrenched in 

society and institutions (Codjoe, 2001; Mohamoud & Doerge, 2018; Pinkerton, 2019; Sium, 

2014; Yang, 2018).  From time-to-time progressive pro- black polices and laws are implemented, 

then later reversed depending on the prevailing social views and governments’ commitment 

regarding equity (Sium, 2014).  Canadian society does not appear to value black people 

(Maynard, 2017a; 2017b), and elected governments tend to mirror the social values and beliefs 
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of this country (Domise, 2016).          

 Anti-black racism in Canadian society, and therefore education, can be defined in terms 

of periods of progress and regress (Museus et al., 2015).   Historically, there is a pattern of a 

period of backlash to any progress made in [anti-black] racism education and in the broader 

society (Museus et al., 2015).  Since changes are not sustained, blacks have responded by 

sometimes pursuing education outside of Canada (Smith, 2020) and, over the last 100 years, by 

advocating and struggling for education equity (Brathwaite & James, 2000).  For example, 

Sophia Jones born in Chatham, Ontario in 1857, was unable to access a proper medical education 

from the University of Toronto and became a physician by graduating in 1885 from the 

University of Michigan, located in the United States of America (Reid-Maroney 2004; Smith, 

2020). In 1947, Marisse Scott was initially barred from nursing school (Braithwaite & James, 

2000) in her hometown of Owen Sounds and was accepted at St. Joseph Hospital in Guelph, 

Ontario (Wakeman et al., 2018). Scott graduated in 1950 (Wakeman et al., 2018).  There was the 

sit-in at Sir George Williams (Concordia) University in February 1969 to protest racism and the 

introduction of Saturday schools such as the Black Heritage Program (Braithwaite & James, 

2000).  The Toronto School Board, pressured by various racialized groups including Black, 

South Asian and Portuguese associations concerned with racism and violent racial incidents in 

schools, created a subcommittee on Race Relations in the 1970s (Braithwaite & James, 2000).  

One of the black associations that pressured the Toronto School Board was the Black Liaison 

Committee.  This group was instrumental in ensuring the inclusion of racialized representation 

on the Race Relations Committee.  As a result, the Board’s 1979 Final Report included 119 

recommendations to combat racism against black students (Braithwaite & James, 2000).  A 

review of practices in the Toronto School board in the 1980s has revealed that the 
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recommendations were not implemented (Braithwaite & James, 2000).   The Stephen Lewis 

report, commissioned by the New Democratic Party (NDP) Government of Ontario, in the 1990s, 

came into effect due to pressures from the Black Community Report (Braithwaite & James, 

2000).  This report included consistent recommendations presented by black Canadians over the 

years.  It included the introduction of an African-centered curriculum, African-centered schools 

(Hampton, 2010), cultural studies, Saturday schools, elementary/secondary school partnership 

with universities, revision of the admission policies, and the transitional year programs at some 

universities in Ontario and Halifax (Braithwaite & James 2000; Sium, 2014).  While some 

universities, for example York, Toronto, Waterloo and Dalhousie, have implemented some 

changes such as Transitional Year programs and other pilot bridging projects (Brathwaite & 

James, 2000), government policies and laws have not been consistent in fighting anti-black 

racism and anti-black educational reforms.  For example, in the 1990s, the NDP Government of 

Ontario developed some policies and laws and was well on its way to implementing changes, 

recommended by the Stephen Lewis report, when an election was called. The election resulted in 

the defeat of the NDP government by Mike Harris and the Ontario Progressive Conservative 

party shortly after work began on anti-black racism policies.  All policies and laws were reversed 

once the Ontario Progressive Conservative government came to power (Sium, 2014). Individuals 

who were hired to implement equity in the Ontario education system were subsequently fired 

(Sium, 2014). In June 2017, the Ontario Liberal Government implemented the Anti-Racist Act, 

which was intended to provide protection for racialized groups, particularly blacks and 

Indigenous peoples (Government of Ontario, 2016). However, history once again repeated itself, 

and the government was defeated in 2018 by the Ford Ontario Progressive Conservative 

government.  This new government has since moved the Anti-Racist Directorate under the 
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Ministry of Community Safety and Correctional Services, suggesting that racism is an issue of 

policing and safety (Yang, 2018), specifically, policing black bodies for the safety of others 

rather than one of the protections of black people impacted by racism.  Activists such as the 

Black Lives Matter movement who fought for changes and were instrumental in moving the 

previous liberal provincial government to implement some changes were forced to watch as the 

Ford Conservative government began a rollback of all their hard-fought gains (Diverlus et al., 

2020).  In January 2019, the Deputy Minister, Anti-Racism Directorate appointed during the 

Ontario Liberal Government reign was removed from his position, as the Anti-Racist Directorate 

under the announcement that the Ford Ontario Conservative was moving in a new direction (A. 

Khenti, personal communication, February 5, 2020).      

 According to Museus et al. (2015), one of the ways to improve racial equity in higher 

education is through government interventions and long-term efforts and policies at the higher 

institution level. However, as noted previously, Canadian history confirms that it is not feasible 

to assume that governmental interventions will be supportive of equity in education, and when 

new legislation or Acts are implemented that they will be sustained for the long term (see Sium 

2014; Yang, 2018).  In fact, Canadian history suggests that governments at the federal, 

provincial, and municipal levels have often adopted strategies which brought about the erasure 

and concealment of the lived experience of blacks (Diverlus et al., 2020) rather than ones to 

support them. In addition, solutions such as revision to university policies and introduction of 

Transitional Year Programs (Brathwaite & James, 2000; Hampton, 2010; Sium, 2014) while 

sometimes helpful, do not create sustained solutions to reduce the outcomes of anti-black racism 

such as marginalization, domination, and oppression.  For example, at the 2013 Conference 

“Building the Anti-Racist University,” organized by Shirley Tate and Paul Bagguley at the 
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University of Leeds, United Kingdom (University of Leeds, Centre for Ethnicity and Racism, 

May, 2013)  scholars acknowledged that despite the implementation of equality and diversity 

polices at their respective universities gains achieved  in the 20th century and the early part of 

the  21st century were eroded while inertia exists at other institutions (Tate & Bagguley, 2017).    

The inertia that exists at some post-secondary institutions and the erosion of gains achieved 

through the implementation of anti-racist polices at others may be attributed to the liberal-

inclusive approach adopted by most institutions.   This liberal-inclusive approach is based on a 

commitment to diversity without” taken on board the pervasiveness of the Racial Contract” (Tate 

& Bagguley, 2017, p. 295).  This “Racial Contract” “is based on keeping European and 

European descent, white superiority in place for its signatories at the levels of political economy, 

culture, psyche, and epistemology” (Tate & Bagguley, 2017, p. 295). This contract further 

“ensures the continuation of racial exploitation and a normative position in which white privilege 

need not be questioned” (Tate & Bagguley, 2017, p. 295).  Therefore, since liberal-inclusive 

polices are not enough, universities committed to equity and inclusion may want to adhere to 

student campaign calls to decolonize post-secondary institutions for lasting and fundamental 

changes to anti-racism within its walls (Tate & Bagguley, 2017).     

 The concept of decolonizing post-secondary institutions seeks” to reform [post-secondary 

institutions] with the aim of creating a less provincial and more open critical cosmopolitan 

pluriversalism – a task that involves the radical refounding of our ways of thinking”, which is a 

critique of centering Eurocentric models and an inclusion of different epistemic traditions and 

culture (Mbembe, 2016, p. 37 ). It is not possible to ascertain how many colleges and universities 

are moving in the direction of decolonizing post-secondary education. However, the Ontario 

College of Art and Design (OCAD) University included language on decolonization in their 
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most recent academic plan for one of their divisions.  The actions taken by the university to 

implement this plan included several steps.  First, in 2016, under the leadership of OCAD 

President Sara Diamond, Elizabeth (Dori) Tunstall was hired as the OCAD Dean of the Faculty 

of Design, on a five-year term contract, with an option for a five-year renewal (Fanfair, 2016; 

Levitt, 2017).  Tunstall is regarded as the first female black allowed to be dean of a Faculty of 

Design (Levitt, 2017).  Her hire was designed to meet OCAD’s strategic and academic plan for 

2017-2022 of decolonizing design education; to realize the work of Indigenous and people 

racialized as black; and to support the university diversity and equity plans (Levitt, 2017; 

“Toronto’s OCAD U hires five permanent Indigenous faculty”, 2018).  Second, after a year in 

the role, Turnstall indicated that one of the barriers she faced in advancing OCAD’s decolonizing 

strategy was the lack of sufficient Indigenous and black faculty to include their perspectives into 

the curriculum (Levitt, 2017).  Third, in 2018, OCAD University hired five permanent tenure-

track professors who identified as Indigenous Peoples of North America or Peoples of Turtle 

Island for the Faculties of Liberal Arts & Science, School of Interdisciplinary Studies and 

Faculty of Design (“Toronto’s OCAD U hires five permanent Indigenous faculty”, 2018). 

Fourth, in December 2019, the university posted an open call, subject to budgetary approval, 

seeking black applicants to fill three tenure-track positions in the Faculty of Design for August 1, 

2020 in order to address 144 years of black underrepresentation of faculty (OCAD University, 

Academic Careers, 2020).  According to OCAD, this recruitment search for black professors 

became possible because of a ‘special program’ under the Ontario Humans Right Code and in 

recognition of the Declaration of the International Decade for peoples of African Descent by the 

United Nations (OCAD University, Academic Careers, 2020). Prior to this posting, OCAD 

University, Faculty of Design had not hired a full-time black faculty member in 143 years 
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(OCAD University, Academic Careers, 2020).  After a 15-year tenure, Diamond was replaced by 

Ana Serrano on July 1, 2020 (OCAD University, Internal Updates 2020; OCAD University, 

News 2020a; CNW Group, 2020).  However, towards the end of Diamonds’ tenure, five new 

permanent black faculty were hired in June 2020 (OCAD University, News 2020b). A change in 

leadership typically signals new directions in organizations, and the same may hold true for 

OCAD, whose current academic plan ends in 2022 (“Toronto’s OCAD U hires five permanent 

Indigenous faculty”, 2018).  

After several protests by Black Lives Matter and other activists in Canada in 2020 (see 

Bronskill et al.; Reddekopp, & Knope, 2020; Vagianos, 2020), some Canadian post-secondary 

institutions began to announce policy and staffing changes.  For example, Concordia University 

launched of Equity and Black Perspective offices (Roach, 2020). Bow Valley College promoted 

its Vice President Academic, Dr. Dr. Misheck Mwaba, to President and CEO effective 

November 2020. (Bow Valley College, Our Stories 2020). Only time will tell if these small 

changes at these institutions will be sustainable long after 2022 or the end of the Decade for 

Peoples of African Descent. However, given Canadian history, these small gains could 

potentially be eroded.         

 Racialized students including blacks in the 21st century are continuing to experience 

domination and marginalization through both overt and covert racists acts within academia. 

These acts include but are not limited to the resurgence of blackface parties hosted and attended 

by both white faculty and students, lack of representation of black students and faculty, 

silencing, reduction or termination of programs that focus on black people, and  black students’ 

experiences of microaggression on universities campuses all over Canada (Baker, 2017; Bailey, 

2016; Bundale, 2019; Habtemariam & Hudson, 2016; Howard, 2018; Johnstone, 2019; Lund & 
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Carr, 2015; Mandhane, 2016; Rodriquez, 2019 ).  This contemporary surge in racism on 

Canadian campuses is attributed to the rise of or awakening of a broader right-wing resurgence 

in Canada which affects minority students (Zhou, 2017a; 2017b).  Correspondingly, black 

students have tried to respond and resist the current climate of racism, often without the support 

of senior university leadership and administrators, by creating groups such as Black on Campus, 

Black Lives Matter and the Black Liberation Collective (see Habtemariam & Hudson, 2016; Tate 

& Bagguley 2017). The Ryerson University Chapter of the Black Collective in a November 2015 

letter to their university president expressed black students’ concerns regarding 

underrepresentation of students and tenured faculty, their feelings of fear and isolation, and a 

desire to see the creation and enforcement of a more racially aware and inclusive curriculum at 

the university (Black Liberation Collective, Ryerson).   The chapter of the Black Liberation 

Collective representing students at the University of Toronto also expressed concerns with the 

underrepresentation of both students and tenured faculty at their institution and demanded that 

anti-oppression and equity training be mandatory for faculty, students, governors, administrators, 

and other employees of the university (Black Liberation Collective, University Toronto).   

Further, students at the university of Toronto, in an attempt to sustain the traditional year 

program gifted to them by their parents and grandparents through their advocacy work, (see 

Brathwaite & James, 2000) demanded in 2017 the elimination of the fund freeze to this program 

(Black Liberation Collective, University of Toronto).       

 A number of scholars (i.e., Kathleen S. Berry, Julie Caouette,  Matt Champion, Gulzar R. 

Charania, Lisa Comeau, Beverle Jeam M. Daniels,Debbie Dunskly, James Frideres, Carl E. 

James, Tracely Lindberg, Laura Mae Lindo,  Tim Mccaskell,  Herbert C. Northcott,  Kelly D. 

Powick, Brad J. Porfilio, Cynthia Levine Rasky, R. Patrick Solomon, Susan A. Tilley, Donald 
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M. Taylor, Gina Thésée, Christine Wihak) contributing to Lund and Carr’s (2015) edited book 

on reframing whiteness, privilege and identity in Canadian education argued that not a lot has 

changed for non-white students and that dominant white perspectives and privilege continue to 

prevail at Canadian post-secondary institutions.   The whiteness of education policy persists at 

the post-secondary level and has morphed (Lund & Carr, 2015) in such a way as to allow the 

culture of whiteness to be structurally embedded in the policies and programs intended to address 

racism, which then makes it extremely difficult to remedy racism (Henry et al., 2017).  This 

“inhibits the recognition and remedy of racism” (Henry et al., 2017, p. 309). “The most 

significant aspect of whiteness is the power of white subjects to resist anti-racist efforts,” Henry 

et al. wrote (2017, p. 309). White Canadians who benefit from the current university structure are 

not interested in changing this balance (Lund & Carr, 2005).      

   According to Mandhane (2016), one of the ways that change can occur is by collecting 

data.  Data collection is required to first identify equity gaps (Trimble, 2019).  Once equity gaps 

are identified, institutions committed to improving black students’ outcomes would practice on-

going data collection and monitoring to inform decision making and the allocation of resources 

(Trimble, 2019).  However, Carl James makes the claim that “there is no real data to help us to 

make the case for real commitment to equity and there is no obligation for post-secondary 

institutions to collect race based data” (Lund & Carr, 2015).   Therefore, the little data that is 

available makes it very difficult to keep institutions accountable for creating and maintaining 

inclusive and safe space for black students, without empirical sanctioned data. 
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Evaluation of Post-Secondary Initiatives and Other Factors Supporting Black Students’ 

Success 

 

Limited empirical sanctioned data from Canadian post-secondary institutions also makes 

it difficult to evaluate whether initiatives and programs were implemented and if so, how 

effective they were at attracting, retaining and supporting of black students.  Extant literature 

suggests that for several decades primarily U.S. scholars have studied black students’ 

experiences and recommended and evaluated programs and initiatives aim at supporting black 

students’ success (for example, Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Arredondo, 1999, Fries-Britt & Turner, 

2002; Guiffrida, 2003; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010; Wood & Turner, 2010; Kunjufu, 2012).  

Therefore, Canadian institutions interested in adopting black inclusive policies and programming 

have a wealth of literature from a variety of scholarly disciplines, albeit primarily from the U.S. 

context, to rely on or use as a guide to build their programming for black students’ success.  

Interested adopters would note that some of these scholars share some similarity with respect to 

the type of supportive factors that may enable black students to succeed.  However, some 

scholars have cautioned adopters interested in enabling black students’ success to keep in mind 

that black students are not a homogenous groups and consideration of the differences is critical 

before implementing programs (Guiffrida, 2003).        

 Some of the disciplines which framed some of the scholars’ perspectives on the enablers 

and supportive factors of black students’ success included business, counselling, economics, 

education, law, mathematical science, biological science, and social sciences.  For example, 

Jaswant Kunjufu argued from a business and educational perspective in his book, There Is 

Nothing Wrong With Black Students, that the problems with black students success lies with the 

type of deficit models institutions adopt for dealing with black students. According to Kunjufu 
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(2012), black students struggle in institutions that accept that the deficit lies with the students and 

their parents rather than the institutions themselves. He stated that when the people in an 

institution work from or believe in deficit discourse such as racial achievement gaps, cultural 

deficits, low income, lack of parental education and involvement models to explain learning 

outcomes of black students this adversely impact their progress (Kunjufu, 2012).  Conversely, 

educational institutions that accept that the deficit lies within their institution and implement 

initiatives to address them have better outcomes for black students (Kunjufu, 2012).  These 

institutions recognize that the quality and type of their teaching staff; having low expectations of 

black students; the inadequacy of an eurocentric focus curriculum; lack of love for black students 

and the incompatibility of pedagogy with student learning styles are all contributory factors 

deterring or hampering black students’ success (Kunjufu, 2012).   

 Accepting that the deficit may lie within the institution, other scholars have also 

conducted research on black students with this lens.  For example, Douglas A. Guiffrida and 

Kathryn Douthit conducted research with the purpose of obtaining knowledge to educate post-

secondary counsellors supporting all types of black students at predominantly white institutions.  

At the time the research was published, Guiffrida and Douthit were affiliated with the 

department of counselling and human development (Guiffrida &. Douthit,2010), Guiffrida’s area 

of research interest is counselling and education, and Douthit came from an interdisciplinary 

background which included counselling, biological and social science (Warner School of 

Education, University of Rochester, 2020a; 2020b).  According to Guiffrida and Douthit (2010), 

the findings in their study, The Black Student Experience at Predominantly White Colleges: 

Implications for School and College Counselors, resulted from a review of previous research 

conducted in the disciplines of higher education and cultural studies.  It surmised that black 
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students’ relationships with faculty, family, friends from home and black student peer groups 

affected achievement and persistence (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). Guiffrida and Douthit 

suggested that black students who have a strong relationship with their faculty are more 

successful in their post-secondary studies, that black students have better outcomes with black 

faculty than white faculty, and that black faculty are perceived to be more committed to black 

students’ success, than white faculty as they provide “students with comprehensive academic, 

career, and personal advising; actively support and advocate for students at college and at home; 

and  demonstrate beliefs in students’ academic abilities” (Guffrida & Douthit, 2010, p. 312).  

Faculty who self-identify and are socialized as black are perceived to be personally invested in 

black students’ social, emotional and academic success (Guffrida & Douthit, 2010).  In addition, 

black faculty set a higher academic achievement bar for black students compared to their other 

students which some black students suggest is a motivating factor for them to excel 

academically, while others perceive this demand as a burden (Guiffrida, 2005; Guiffrida & 

Douthit, 2010).  In general, black students perceive white faculty as culturally insensitive. This is 

evident in a number of ways: a) making stereotypical comments about black people; b) excluding 

black perspectives and experiences from the curriculum; c) placing the requirement or burden on 

black students to counter stereotypical arguments, and d) placing expectations on black students 

to be the expert on black and cultural matters (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Guiffrida, 2005; 

Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  White faculty are also not realistic role models for black students 

(Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  In order to support student success, institutions may teach white 

faculty to be more culturally sensitive, but more importantly institutions need to hire black 

faculty as they make more realistic role models and are more inclined to go over and above for 

black students, especially those who carry on the tradition of othermothering (Guiffrida, 2005; 
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Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  Othermothering stems from a recognition in African-centered 

communities that it is unwise to raise a child alone and so other women who are not blood 

relatives share in the mothering responsibilities (Collins, 2000).  Black faculty who carry on this 

aspect of African culture are not only involved in black students academic development, but also 

their social and psychological development, and students from African-centered backgrounds 

expect this type of behavior from their faculty to feel supported within post-secondary 

institutions (Guiffrida , 2005; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).     

 According to Guiffrida and Douthit, (2010), some of the researchers included in their 

review found that family and friends were a liability to student success and recommended that 

students break ties with family and friends while pursuing post-secondary studies.  However, 

others disagreed and suggested that family and friends are assets and supportive enablers for 

black students’ academic journey.  For low achieving and leavers of post-secondary institution, 

researchers found that financial stressors were the main reason given for poor academic 

performance. Examples of financial stressors included feelings of guilt utilizing scare financial 

resources needed by the family to further themselves.   Some families were unable or unwilling 

to provide financial resources, which forced black students to work long hours, which in turn 

affected their academic success.  Others felt that their family could have supported them more 

financially and some students were encouraged to leave school or felt obligated to support their 

family financially while or instead of pursuing their studies (Guiffrida , 2005; Guiffrida & 

Douthit, 2010).  Conversely, high achieving black students had family members who provided 

emotional, academic, and financial support and encouraged their children to make healthy 

separations when transitioning to college (Guiffrida, 2005; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  Friends 

from home can either support or detract black students from their post-secondary studies.  
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Friends become a hindrance to academic progress when they disapprove of, or are unable to 

relate to, college life (Guiffrida, 2004; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). In some instances, black 

students temper their academic brilliance for fear of being called out for acting white by their 

black friends.  Acting white may be attributed to behaviours such as spending many hours at the 

library, reading, studying for a test or volunteering (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Friends that 

support student progress are those who can often relate to the black students’ experience and 

provide and express strong emotional support to these students while there are pursuing their 

studies (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).         

 Similar to relationship with friends and families, involvement with formal black peer 

groups or organizations affected black student’s achievement and persistence both negatively 

and positively according to the research literature reviewed (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  Since 

black students are not a homogenous group, those who are from predominantly white 

communities, prioritize high academic achievement, or get over involved with black groups at 

the expense of their academic work, experience negative outcomes by participating in black peer 

groups or organizations (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Guiffrida, 2003; Guiffrida, 2004; Guffrida 

& Douthit, 2010).   Black students who view black peer groups as an enabler or supportive factor 

for their post-secondary success provided several reasons for holding this perception.  First, such 

students believed that black organizations provided opportunities to network with black 

professionals who acted as mentors and supported their goals. Second, these organizations gave 

black students the ability to volunteer within their community and advocate on behalf of other 

black students.  Third, black organizations created a safe space for respite, where one can 

socialize, dress, talk and avoid negative stereotypes being placed on their bodies and behaviours 

(Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  Black organizations are especially important to black students who 
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are from predominantly black communities (Guiffrida, 2003; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).   

Guiffrida and Douthit (2010) concluded from their review that three themes are important 

considerations when providing and improving counselling for black students.  They are  

(a) adopting expanded definitions of student-centeredness that are consistent with Black 

expectations, (b) remaining mindful of the complexities inherent in maintaining strong 

ties to family and friends at home, and (c) encouraging participation in student 

organizations that provide support for the shared concerns of Black students (p. 315). 

 

Student-centeredness consistent with black experience and expectation would need to 

acknowledge covert/racial stereotyping in classes, students’ disappointment with white faculty 

lack of involvement, challenges with higher expectation from black faculty, and the expectations 

of black students in terms of their perception of the role of faculty member beyond academic 

work.  Institutions and counsellors interested in supporting students are required to act as change 

agents who educate and train faculty members to become more sensitive to the needs of black 

students (Guffrida & Douthit, 2010).  Post-secondary institutions, counsellors and administrators 

must address these complexities when supporting black students.  For example, in helping black 

students with maintaining family and home peer relationships several initiatives are required, 

including:  a) educating students and families regarding this issue; b) encouraging parents to 

provide as much emotional and financial support possible and; c) encouraging parents to 

motivate their children academically.  Other programs may include the use of senior students as 

mentors to support other black students. Institutions could encourage university students to 

mentor and prepare high school students for post-secondary education and use senior year 

students as peer support for new students.  It is critical that the institution try to deemphasize the 

aligning of academic success with acting white by bringing in black professionals to speak with 

students while in high school and university (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). Finally, institutions 
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and counsellors should encourage black students to join black peer groups so they can feel a 

sense of belonging while on campus, connect with mentors, have a safe space on campus and be 

provided with an opportunity to volunteer.  Black students should also be cautioned about over-

involvement at the expense of their academic progress (Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). Recognizing 

that there is a wide range of diversity within the population racialized as black, literature was 

also reviewed by scholars who approached research on black students from either a gender 

identity or sexual orientation lens.   

   Some of the scholars who examine the experiences of black students at post-secondary 

institutions through a gender identity or sexual orientation lens included Crystal 

Renée Chambers, Mary Howard-Hamiliton, Robin Huges, Brian McGowan, Ronda Vonshay 

Sharpe, Caroline Turner, and J. Luke Wood.  Work by these scholars also revealed supportive 

and institutional factors included supportive faculty, recruitment of black faculty, formalized and 

structural mentorship programs, creation of safe spaces such as support groups and formal black 

associations as enablers of black student success. Education scholars who focused on the 

experiences of black male community college students found that for some, family was a source 

of support (UC Davis, School of Education, 2020; Wood, 2020).  However, for the 

overwhelming majority of these students, the role faculty chose to play in their academic journey 

affected their ability to succeed (Wood & Turner, 2010).  Faculty who was apathetic to students 

were perceived as a hindrance to student success versus those who were interested or paid 

personal attention to students (Wood & Turner, 2010).   Faculty who paid personal attention to 

black male students “ (a) were friendly with students from the onset; (b) checked in on student 

academic progress; (c) listened to student concerns; (d) were proactive in addressing 

performance issues; and (e) encouraged students to succeed”  (Wood & Turner, 2010, p. 143).  
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Based on these findings, Wood and Turner (2000) recommended that institutions encourage their 

professors to invest in the personal attention of African American male students and to attract, 

retain and promote faculty willing and able to work in diverse populations.   They further 

recommended to provide training to all faculty interacting with black students.  In the book, 

Black Men in the Academy: Narratives of Resiliency, Achievement, and Success, several 

academic personnel shared their post-secondary experiences in the role of students, faculty, and 

counsellors (McGowan et al., 2016).  These contributors were from disciplines such as 

counselling, education, sociology and mathematics.   They included contributors such as Brian L. 

McGowan, Robert T. Palmer, J. Luke Wood, David F. Hibbler Jr., T. Elon Dancy II, Terence 

Hicks, Christopher C. Jett, Willis A. Jones, John Michael Lee Jr., Eric Love, Ferlin G. 

McGaskey, Christopher B. Newman, Keon M. McGuire, Don C. Sawyer III, J.T. Snipes, Jameel 

A. Scott, and Michael Steven Williams (McGowan et al., 2016). For many of these contributors, 

role models, black mentors, supportive faculty, mentoring programs, same-sex and gender 

support groups, institutional (cultural and gender) research teams, black associations, community 

(cultural and religious), parents who value education, positive messages of encouragement, and 

family were the supportive factors that enabled their success as students.  As these scholars 

transitioned from students to faculty members, black mentors, and senior faculty support -- 

which sometimes involved learning about the hidden curriculum -- enabled the move from 

student to professional. The information and support from senior faculty provided information on 

how to navigate the institution and the path to attaining tenure and fulltime employment in 

academia. Ken McGuire described this support as “purposeful socialization” or by the words of 

Jaz “how to move in a room of vultures” (McGowan et al., 2016, p. 123).  Institutions interested 

in adopting supportive factors to enable black faculty success need to be mindful of the struggles 



66                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

of overburdened faculty of colour, as black labour continues to be seen as easy to exploit 

(McGowan et al., 2016). Finally, rather than creating centers of refuges for black students, 

institutions need to create a more inclusive environment campus across the board (McGowan et 

al., 2016).      

Black women experienced two types of marginalization on campus: racism and sexism. 

This intersectionality of race and gender, although not unique to black women, creates situations 

in which some students, faculty and administrators expect them to fit a particular mold (Cole, 

2009; Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003). While most may not face 

overt racism, they experience covert racism in the form of microaggressive encounters on 

campus and in residences (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Education scholars suggest that 

one of the ways that institutions may support black women would be to recruit and retain a 

critical mass of black students, faculty and staff, so that students may be seen as individuals 

rather than a representative of all black people or a particular mold (Hughes & Howard-

Hamilton, 2003). Institutions and their personnel must learn and educate themselves on the 

societal and educational issues that black women face, so that culturally relevant programs and 

policies are developed and implemented (Arredondo, 1999).  Before doing so, higher education 

personnel must evaluate their own beliefs and how these shape practice when dealing with black 

students (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Sue et al., 2009).  Policies and practices that may be 

implemented to support black students’ success include allowing black women to create and 

access safe racial and gender spaces such as formal black associations and sororities for respite 

from microaggression and stereotypes.  These safe spaces afford the opportunity for black 

women to discuss and share their experiences with stereotypical and microaggressive encounters 

(Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Howard‐Hamilton, 2003). In addition, deliberate culturally 
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institutional programming, support systems and black centered counselling to support black 

women from a psychological, spiritual, social and academic standpoint should be implemented 

(Howard‐Hamilton, 2003). For example, formalized and structural mentorship programs should 

be introduced, and sister circles established for students (Sharpe & Chambers,2012; Watt, 2003). 

Counsellors should educate themselves on the suboptimal and optimal resistance strategies used 

by black women and try to avoid the strong woman stereotypes. Rather than perceiving black 

women to be indestructible, without human emotions and vulnerabilities, angry or mad (Stewart, 

2017), counsellors instead should address the copying mechanism used by black women to 

survive (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Watt, 2003).  

Black lesbians attending most post-secondary institutions may face racism, sexism and 

homonegative attitudes and beliefs (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012).  Their intersectionality means 

that similar to their non-black LGBTQ peers they contend with discrimination based on their 

race, but they also experience homophobia and heterosexism. In addition, being seen as or 

gendered as a woman results in students facing gender discrimination and sexist expressions 

from primarily male students, faculty, and administrators. Finally, being socialized or identifying 

as black means that they face overt and covert racism from their interactions with people on 

campus and with their post-secondary institution (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012).  Therefore, black 

lesbians find it difficult or challenging to obtain support from multiple groups on campus while 

being their authentic self (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012).   Blacks are reported to have more of a 

negative attitude towards homosexuality and gay rights, as a result, black lesbians are less likely 

to be able to rely on family and the black community as a supportive enabler for academic 

success (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012).        
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Black trans people perhaps faces the highest level of discrimination when compared to all 

trans (George, 2014) and black people.  Black trans people must contend with anti-black racism, 

homophobia and transphobia (Grullón Paz & Astor, 2020).  In 2011 it was reported that 

approximately 50% of black trans people who attended school faced harassment and just under 

50% of these same respondents considered committing suicide (George, 2014). However, unlike 

the Sharpe and Chambers (2012) study, black trans people who were out to their family reported 

strong family support when compared to non-black trans people (George, 2014)     

 Black lesbians and trans people are also less likely to obtain support from other racial 

groups because discrimination and racism and the devaluing of black lives also exist in the 

LGBTQ community (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Grullón Paz & Astor, 2020).   In order to 

support black lesbians and other black LGBTQ members at the post-secondary level, researchers, 

based on their participants’ suggestions, have recommended several institutional supportive 

initiatives they deem necessary to support their success:  First, the development of facilitated 

discussions between white and black LQBTQ communities.  Second, the development and 

facilitation of discussions between black communities and organizations with the LGBTQ 

community. Third, the implementation of safe spaces on campuses for LGBTQ training and 

discussion. Fourth, training LGBTQ faculty on how to help and talk with black LGBTQ 

students. Fifth, facilitate the possibility for black LGBTQ members to come together, and 

maintain their confidentiality while doing so (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012).     

 All the studies discussed above recommended several solutions to enable black students’ 

success.  However, two consistent findings or recommended solutions were evident in these 

studies:  providing supportive [black] faculty and encouraging black students to join and gain 

membership in black [peer] associations/organizations/sorority regardless of the diversity among 



69                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

black students.  It would appear that despite the various solutions recommendations from study 

after study, albeit primarily from the United States of America, Canadian institutions are still not 

perceived as safe or welcoming for some black students.  For example, Eternity Martis, in They 

said this would be fun: Race, campus life and growing up, a graduate from Western University, 

did not feel welcomed or safe while pursuing her undergraduate studies.  She described that at 

the end of her first month on the campus at Western University, she had only seen four black 

students (Martis, 2020) excluding a black male she was close with.  Therefore, including her 

black male friend, she saw a total of five black students on campus within her first month 

(Martis, 2020).  Martis also described her difficulty and effort in making connections with other 

black students as she passed them in the hallways.  She felt that making connections was difficult 

as black students while in attendance at Western University tried not to be seen.  Martis (2020) 

said, “I made eye contact and it happen again: eyes and ahead down, no acknowledgement. And 

then again. And again. It was as if they didn’t want to be seen at all” (p. 30).  Martis’s 

recollection implies that at Western University, some black students felt extremely unsafe, to the 

point that they were afraid to acknowledge another black person even with a smile. Based on 

Martis’s recollection, she experienced a Western University culture where she felt mainly 

isolation and exclusion from her black peer group and others. Martis related that she became 

friends with one male black student.  They both supported each other by meeting in their rooms 

where they played hip-hop music, laughed obnoxiously and were unapologetically black (Martis, 

2020).  Some students on their floor would join in with their activities, while some of the white 

girls on campus stopped talking to them because their noise made them mad (Martis, 2020).  At 

the end of her third year on campus, a new course called Black Women’s History in Canada was 

advertised and implemented by the university in an attempt to introduce more knowledge about 
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Black women’s history in the curriculum. She signed up for this course hoping that it would not 

be cancelled; it was not (Martis, 2020).  On the first day, she walked into a room full of black 

women and other women of color and it became a safe space for respite.  According to Martis, it 

was an opportunity to share their experiences without charges from the dominant culture that 

they were bitter or exaggerating their experiences (Martis, 2020).  This experience taught Martis, 

that black female friendship was life-changing especially during dark times (Martis, 2020).   

 Canadian post-secondary institutions’ inability, lack of commitment or unwillingness to 

create inclusive and equity spaces has resulted in continued marginalization, oppression, and 

domination of black students like Martis.  As recently as 2017, reports were being made by black 

students regarding feelings of alienation, isolation within their program and on campus, and lack 

of engagement with programs and curriculum that were anti-black racist in scope (James & 

Turner, 2017). Some of these students, as they participated in programs to support and encourage 

other high school black students to pursue post-secondary studies, were themselves asking for 

support to continue their post-secondary studies (James & Turner, 2017).  Current literature on 

the status of black students in Canada shows that black students pursuing post-secondary studies 

are requesting support (James & Turner, 2017). There is also a resurgence of overt and covert 

racism on campuses (Baker, 2017; Howard, 2018; Rodriquez, 2019). The underrepresentation of 

black students and faculty on campus continues to be pervasive (Black Liberation Collective, 

Ryerson; University of Toronto), and institutions are hindering, and erasing programs geared to 

black students and anti-racism (Tate & Bagguley,2017).  

Summary 

 

The literature shows that scholars have documented a long history of systemic and anti-

black racism within Canadian institutions including post-secondary education. The review shows 
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that scholars have generated knowledge from the perspectives of many disciplines to better 

understand the experiences of students racialized as blacks in the United States and Canada (see 

Braithwaite & James, 2000; Hampton, 2010; Harper, 2009; Henry & Tator, 2009; James & 

Taylor, 2010; James, & Turner, 2017; Sium 2014).         

 Studies conducted in Canada primarily focused on black students’ experiences from the 

elementary to secondary level of the education system (see Brathwaite & James, 2000; Hampton, 

2010; James & Taylor, 2010; James & Turner, 2017) or their parents (see Brathwaite & James, 

2000; James & Turner, 2017; Sium, 2014). Other studies that included black students’ 

experiences at the post-secondary level in Canada focused primarily on racism and equity within 

the institutions.  These studies, however, did not focus specifically on the black student 

experience at the post-secondary level and featured other racialized groups (see Henry & Tator, 

2009; Tilley & Taylor, 2013).  Conversely studies conducted in the United States have not only 

examined black students’ experiences (Apugo, 2017; Harper, 2009) but have also researched the 

factors enabling student success (Sharpe & Chambers, 2012; Guiffrida &. Douthit. 2010; Wood 

& Turner, 2010). The majority of the research, with its shared and sometimes conflicting insights 

regarding the issues black students face and the best ways of enabling student success, is based 

on U.S. data.  

 Based on the literature review, it is evident that black students continue to be 

underserved and underrepresented at Canadian post-secondary institutions.  Policies and plans to 

address anti-black racism when created, and if implemented are usually resisted, repealed, and 

abandoned later by governments and post-secondary institutions (Henry et al., 2017; Lund & 

Carr, 2015; Sium, 2014).  Therefore, new solutions are required.  No studies appear to have been 

conducted on the experiences of Canadian black post-secondary graduates from an 
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interdisciplinary approach, as I have done in this dissertation.  Black graduates who have 

overcome racist obstacles to successfully complete and graduate from a Canadian post-secondary 

program may be in a strong position to generate recommendations and solutions. Given the inter- 

and transdisciplinary reach of the scholarly literature addressing the experiences of black 

Canadian students, a multi-faceted interdisciplinary framework appeared most appropriate to 

understand the issue and to answer the overarching research question emerging from the 

literature review which was: How do black graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions 

perceive their educational experiences?   

 To gain a better understanding of these black graduates’ lived experience while pursuing 

their post-secondary studies, I chose phenomenology qualitative research method for this study 

(Buzzanell, 2015).  In Chapter 3, I explain my rationale for selecting this research methodology 

and describe my methods and techniques in detail.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

 

This chapter begins with an overview of the methodology and research method used for 

this study. The chapter describes the research design and rationale, sampling and selection 

criteria, instrumentation, role of the researcher, procedure for recruitment, participation, data 

analysis, and trustworthiness strategies. 

Methodology 

 

This study examining the experiences of black graduates at Canadian post-secondary 

institutions was approached from a pragmatic paradigm. A pragmatic approach disallows a 

commitment to any one philosophy (Frey, 2018) and provides the freedom and flexibility to 

produce knowledge that is practical, useful for problem solving (Morgan, 2014), and potentially 

transformative (Frey, 2018). Pragmatism does not require a particular method or method mix 

(Feilzer, 2010), but it does involve decisions regarding which method will be meaningful to 

achieve the stated goal of the research inquiry (Frey, 2018). I have chosen phenomenology as my 

research method. The purpose of a phenomenological inquiry is to describe and interpret the 

meanings given to a lived experience. As a qualitative research method, phenomenology creates 

the possibility for researchers to gain a better understanding of people’s lived experiences within 

a specific cultural context (Buzzanell, 2015). In this study, phenomenology allowed black 

graduates to voice and interpret their experiences of post-secondary life.      

Research Design and Rationale 

 

Research designs for some social research scientists are conceptually approached either 

from a quantitative or qualitative approach (Noack, 2018).  Researchers use the quantitative 

approach to describe the social world or a phenomenon using numbers (Noack, 2018), frequently 
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using statistics as a tool (Remler & Van Ryzin, 2015). In contrast, the qualitative research 

approach describes the phenomenon or social world using words (Noack, 2018). The utilization 

of only numbers or words as an approach to explain a social phenomenon is sometimes viewed 

as insufficient in capturing the complexity of people’s experiences (Noack, 2018).  As a result, 

researchers sometimes combine both quantitative and qualitative when studying a phenomenon 

(Noack, 2018). The process of combining both a quantitative and qualitative approach is often 

referred to as a mixed method approach.  In a mixed method approach “researchers integrate 

quantitative methods of data collection and analysis and qualitative methods of data collection 

and analysis”(Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016, p. 56). I chose a purely qualitative research method 

for this study, because rather than trying to look at cause and effect for black graduation rates or 

the distribution of a particular attribute among black students, I was interested in how black 

Canadian graduates interpret their post-secondary experiences (Merriam, 2009).  

 The purposes of qualitative research are to help researchers understand how people make 

sense of their lives and to “delineate the process (rather than outcome or product) of meaning 

making and describe how people interpret what they experience” (Merriam, 2009, p. 14). There 

are many different qualitative research techniques. I conducted in-depth interviews to gather 

primary data for this inquiry.  Interviews are useful data gathering tools which allow researchers 

to develop first-person descriptions of a variety of human experiences (Davis et al., 2004; Myers 

& Newman, 2007), some of which are not directly observable (Patton, 2015). Specifically, I 

conducted phenomenological interviews, which are primarily concerned with understanding the 

meaning ascribed to a particular experience. Once it is identified, the meaning is then named 

using either the language of the participants or the conceptual framework influencing the 

researcher (Davis et al., 2004).           
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 For this research inquiry, I used a semi-structured interview format.  Semi-structured 

interviews enable participants to describe their life world experiences of a particular 

phenomenon.  The researcher gathers information from the descriptions of the lived experiences 

of the study’s participant with respect to the interpretation of the meaning of the described 

phenomenon (Brinkmann, 2013; Davis et al., 2004; Opdenakker, 2006). Semi-structured 

interviews are viewed as having higher knowledge producing potential because they allow for 

the follow-up of ideas seen as important by the researcher (Brinkmann, 2013).  The technique 

allows the researcher greater visibility as one of the contributing participants in the knowledge 

production on the particular phenomenon (Brinkman, 2013). The researcher has a greater say in 

steering the conversations on the issues that are being examined (Brinkmann, 2013). Since the 

underlying motives of the researcher are not always explicit but do influence the staging, a 

reflexive accounting of the researcher’s personal and social motive must be accounted for in the 

reporting of the phenomenon. In developing the actual questions for the interview, the goal of the 

researcher is to gain a description of “what” and “how” from the study participants’ experience 

of the phenomenon rather than their theorizing and reflections (Brinkmann, 2013).     

The interviews for this study were conducted by telephone.  Telephone interviews are 

being used more frequently for conducting qualitative research and gathering descriptions from 

participants (Opdenakker, 2006).  They are a very flexible tool for data collection for both 

researchers and participants with access to either a telephone, computers or software applications 

such as Skype, which allows for visual cues if it is a video call.  Despite the limitations of 

sometimes missing visual social cues, when not using visual technology devices, telephone 

interviews have many advantages (Novick 2008; Opdenakker, 2006).  Participants can disclose 

sensitive and intimate information from a space that is comfortable and during time-periods that 
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are convenient. Researchers are able to take notes without attracting undue attention and to 

record voice memos of the interview allowing for rich data collection.  Costs constraints for 

transportation and the challenge of creating a neutral space for a face-to-face interview is also 

eliminated (Novick, 2008; Opdenakker, 2006), as are structural barriers for participants such as 

access to transportation or location in remote areas. Phenomenological researchers such as 

Bhopal and Pitkin (2020); Haegele, Zhu, and Holland (2020); Park, Bang, and Jeon (2020); 

Resor, Hegde, and Stage (2020,) and Talley-Matthews, Wiggan, and Watson-Vandiver (2020) 

have used telephone and video call interviews to collect data.  These researchers are in several 

different disciplines including early childhood teacher education, interpersonal violence, 

psychology and race, ethnicity and education.  Three of the aforementioned researchers focused 

on education (Bhopal & Pitkin 2020; Resor, Hedge, & Stage, 2020; Talley-Matthews, Wiggan, 

& Watson-Vandiver 2020), however Bhopal and Pitkin (2020) and Talley-Matthews, Wiggan, 

and Watson-Vandiver (2020) focused on race, ethnicity and education which is similar to my 

study. 

Sample of Study Population and Selection Criteria  

 

A non-probabilistic purposive sampling approach was utilized for conducting these 

qualitative interviews.  According to Patton (2002a; 2015) a non-probabilistic purposive 

sampling approach sees bias as a strength and allows for the deliberate selection of information- 

rich cases by the researcher regarding the issues central to the purpose of the research inquiry. 

The cases or participants selected for the inquiry are either knowledgeable or experienced with 

the phenomenon of interest (Creswell & Plano, 2011).  The data gathered from selected 

participants provides insights and “in-depth understanding” regarding the issue “rather than 

empirical generalization” (Patton, 2002b, p. 273).  I was interested in studying the experiences of 
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contemporary black graduates from Canadian post-secondary institutions. These black graduates 

were chosen to participate in this study “because they have this wealth of experience to offer, 

they have the resource of lived experience to draw on in recounting their story, how these impact 

on their lives, and the implications of these for social practices” (Emmel, 2013, p. 139). Black 

graduates for the purposes of this study included people who had completed their course of study 

without delay, attempted several programs, and/or experienced some form of interruptions in 

their post-secondary journey before completing a program.  Scholars have noted that some black 

students follow delay and interrupted pathways (Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Denise, 2017; 

Goldrick-Rab, 2006) in their post-secondary journey and may return to school with some college 

education as a result of not completing a program they previously enrolled in (Denise, 2017).  

Therefore, interviews were conducted with participants who self-identify or are socialized as 

blacks and who are contemporary graduates of a program from various Canadian post-secondary 

institutions.  I defined “contemporary” as having graduated within the last five years. The 

candidates that were interviewed met the following criteria: (a) self-identify as black, (b) socially 

constructed as black, (c) graduate of a Canadian post-secondary institution within the last five 

years.             

 Scholars conducting qualitative research are rarely in agreement regarding the criteria for 

the actual number of interviews that should be conducted, or the appropriate sample size required 

(Emmel, 2013; Guest et al., 2006).   In an effort to establish a quality framework, some scholars 

have argued for the use of a saturation standard (e.g., Morse, 1995). Others suggest that these 

studies should be guided by the concept of information power (e.g., Malterud et al., 2016) and 

others resist these notions of a full scale acceptance of a framework standard (e.g. O'Reilly & 

Parker, 2013) and argue instead for a realist approach (e.g., Emmel, 2013).   
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Saturation is broadly defined as “‘data adequacy’ and operationalized as collecting data 

until no new information is obtained” (Morse, 1995, p. 147). Saturation allows the researcher to 

create rich data by focusing on scope, and replication, which supports theoretical inquiry (Morse, 

2015).  Although Morse (1995) previously argued that there were no guidelines or tests available 

to determine appropriate sample size for conducting research, she later suggested that fewer 

participants are required when the topic of a research is obvious and clear, and the data easily 

obtained by way of an interview (Morse, 2000).  Noting the lack of guidelines in existing 

literature, several scholars have later attempted to determine a recommended sample size.  For 

example, Guest et al. (2006) cautiously posited that 12 interviews were enough of a sample size 

for qualitative inquiries that had a narrow objective involving homogenous participants and 

utilized a structured or semi-structured interview format. Conversely, studies in which the 

researcher was only interested in understanding “high level overarching themes about the 

participants” required only six interviews (Guest, 2006, p. 79). Gueterman (2015) in his review 

of sampling practices in phenomenological studies noted that on average the sample size used for 

education research was 15 participants and the range of participants varied anywhere from 8 to 

31.             

 Emmel’s (2013) approach to conducting quality qualitative research differs from 

saturation and information power. This approach is more pragmatic and realistic and views study 

participants not “[as] single data points, but detailed stories that elaborate on experience” (p. 

139).  Emmel argues that researchers choose research problems based on their background and 

experience with the phenomenon.  Researchers’ investigations are driven by the ideas held about 

the phenomenon.  Therefore, their sample population is chosen using these ideas (Emmel, 2013). 

It is from this sample that researchers gain descriptive narratives of events and experiences. 
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Regardless of the size of the sample in the study, each fragment of data is viewed as a “rich 

elaboration of experiences” (p. 139). Therefore, in adopting a realist sampling strategy for 

purposive research work, one should view a number for the sample population of the study as 

merely a plan noted in the early stage of the research, for example the research proposal (Emmel, 

2013).  Researchers, academic supervisors, funders, ethics boards and administrators should 

allow for some flexibility and reflexivity and recognize that as the research changes and progress 

this planned sample number may also change (Emmel, 2013).  My study on black graduates 

involved a somewhat homogeneous group of participants in that they share one consistent 

characteristic in the social construct based on race – whether they self-identify and/or are socially 

constructed as blacks -- and the demographic characteristic of being graduates of Canadian post-

secondary institutions.  I anticipated that the participants would be diverse concerning other 

factors, such as the type of institution attended (college or university), program of study, age, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, socio-economic background, religious belief, and personal 

history in Canada. Given these considerations, I aimed to recruit 15 participants; 16 actually 

responded to the call. A sample size of 15 participants is supported by the conceptual model of 

information power (Malterud et al., 2016), which argues that the more information the sample 

population holds and the higher the relevance of this information to the actual study, the lower 

the number of participants that are required for qualitative research. Several factors influence the 

size of a sample with enough information power. These factors recommended by Malterud et al. 

(2016) include: (a) the aim (narrow or broad) of the study.  A narrow aim requires a smaller 

sample; (b) sample specificity (dense or sparse) relates to the experience or knowledge level held 

by the participants of the phenomenon being studied. A smaller sample is required for 

participants with dense experiences and knowledge, and if they hold characteristics specific to 
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the aim of the study; (c) established theory (theoretical background of the study). A study with 

specific theories for planning and analysis would require a smaller sample size; (d) quality of 

dialogue (strong or weak). A study with clear and strong communication protocol between the 

researcher and participants and a researcher with strong interviewing skills and maturity would 

require fewer participants; (d) analysis of strategy (case or cross-case). Cross-case may require 

more participants and the recommended sample size is 6-10 participants, with diverse experience 

and knowledge.   An application of Malterud et al., (2016)’s criteria resulted in the following 

description of my research project: This study has a very narrow focus -- black students who 

have graduated from the Canadian post-secondary system within the last five years.  The 

characteristics of the study participants were specific to the aim of the study. The individuals 

selected for this study had experience and knowledge of post-secondary institutions in Canada.  

The theoretical framework used for the analysis of the data for this study is robust and integrates 

critical race theory, community cultural capital, and resilience concepts. My previous and current 

professional experience allowed for a strong quality of dialogue. As a human resources 

practitioner, I was required, in my practice, to interview prospective employees. My faculty 

experience includes delivering lectures and communicating with students.  The utilization of 

semi-structured interview questions in this study established strong dialogue between me, in my 

role as researcher and the participants. Cross-cases were conducted based on the diversity of the 

participants with respect to factors such as the type of institution attended (college or university), 

program of study, age, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic background, religious belief, 

and personal history in Canada.  
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Instrumentation 

 

The purpose of the interviews during the data collection phase of this inquiry was to fully 

capture the actual words of each participant and therefore their perspectives (Patton, 2002a).  I 

developed the instrument, a semi-structured interview guide, to collect data.  The interview script 

(see Appendix A) consisted of two series of questions. Series A used 10 questions to collect 

demographic information, and series B solicited data on participants’ Canadian post-secondary 

experience based on 22 questions.   In order to record the verbatim responses to the questions, I 

used a tape recorder and took notes during the interviews (Patton, 2002a).  There are several 

advantages to using a recording device while conducting an interview. These include increased 

accuracy in the information collected; attentive listening to the participants; focused attention by 

the researcher to the participant’s needs and cues; and reduced risk of the researcher “tuning out” 

conversations and changing meaning due to the researcher’s interpretation of the words spoken 

by the participants (Patton, 2002a).  Some of the disadvantages of using recording devices are 

the potential malfunctioning of the device, ethical considerations about audio recording sensitive 

information, and participants’ requests not to be recorded (Patton, 2002a).  These disadvantages 

may be offset by incorporating some notetaking during the interviews.   Note-taking in 

conjunction with the utilization of a recording device allows the interviewer to take more 

strategic and focused notes (Patton, 2002a).   It also allows the researcher to make note of their 

“thoughts, musings, speculations and hunches” (Merriam, 2009, p. 174) while collecting and 

preparing the data for analysis (Merriam, 2009).  I further used the practice of notetaking at the 

end of the interview to reflect on the interview process, the quality of information received 

(Patton, 2002a) and to add identifying notations (Merriam, 2009) to support further analysis of 

the data.   
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Role of the Researcher 

 

 It is my assumption that my examination of black graduates’ experiences at Canadian 

post-secondary must be approached from a pragmatic framework, which recognizes the value of 

different philosophical assumptions about ontology and epistemology (Morgan, 2014).  I view 

my role as that of a co-participant in this study.  In this type of research both the researcher and 

the participant co-create the data prior to and during our interactions while the interview is being 

conducted (Lowes & Prowse, 2001) with a view of gathering rich data for analysis to gain a 

greater understanding of black graduates’ experiences (Dingwall, 1997; Lowes & Prowse, 2001). 

First, the questions I created for this study were guided by my experiences (Hunt, 2011; Kline, 

2008). This includes being socialized and identifying as black; my identity and role as student, 

graduate, mother and aunt in a Canadian and African context, and my personal beliefs and biases 

(Hunt, 2011; Kline, 2008) that blacks are seen by the Canadian education system as inferior 

(Braithwaite & James, 2000; James & Taylor, 2010) and despite these perception overcome 

these obstacles to graduate. Second, my questions were also informed by a review of the 

literature (Hunt, 2011; Kline, 2008). Third, the data or knowledge produced in this study is co-

created by me and the participants as I probed and sought clarification on the descriptions 

provided during the one-on-one interviews (Walshan, 2006 & Lowes & Prowse, 2001). Fourth, 

my pragmatic ontology of practice assumes that both the researcher and the participants will co-

create a product (Lowes & Prowse, 2001) that will benefit members of our community 

(Friedrichs & Kratochwell, 2009).          

 As a black Canadian scholar-practitioner in the post-secondary system, I hope that my 

research will support and motivate black students considering post-secondary studies, 

considering resuming post-secondary studies, or those being currently enrolled in post-secondary 
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studies. On a theoretical level, I hope my research will contribute to studies in post-secondary 

administration, education studies, black/ethnic studies, and critical race studies.      

 Although the non-probabilistic purposive sampling approach was biased towards 

recruiting participants who either identified and/ or are socialized as black, an identification and 

socialization shared with me, I was only acquainted with one of the participants. I met that 

participant in person on the George Brown College campus on two occasions before data 

collection.  The first meeting was to introduce the study to the George Brown College’s Black 

Student Success Network’s leadership to formalize and strategize the process for the email 

campaign to their members. The second time, I was in contact with this participant was during 

her attendance at an event that was hosted by the George Brown College’s Black Student 

Success Network.   Overall, I did not have a personal, professional or student-faculty relationship 

with any of the participants in this study.  However, the participants and I either self-identify or 

are socialized as blacks and (based on the results of the interview) have attended and graduated 

from post-secondary institutions in Canada. Even though I was not known personally by the 

participants before data collection and could have been perceived as an outsider initially, our 

shared racialization position, whether through self-identification or socialization, made me an 

insider.  Once a researcher is perceived as an insider, they are able to build a relationship with 

their participants based on a commonality such as race.  Then participants often assume that the 

researcher is conducting research for their community’s best interest; there is a fair amount of 

trust in the researcher and the information supplied on matters of race may be more authentic 

(Buford May, 2014).  In addition to race, other intersectional characteristics such as gender and 

class allowed me to share other “insider moments” (Buford May, 2014, p. 130), which generated 

richer data for analysis. 
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 This study is a knowledge change inquiry with subjective intentions (Girod-Seville & 

Perret, 2001). My research is based on the belief that anti-black racism is an inherent part of 

Canadian post-secondary institutions and that it is impossible “to stand outside of the interview 

process” (Lowes & Prowse, 2001, p. 478). Therefore, subjectivity is desirable and unavoidable 

and the interpretation of the described experiences of the participants was undoubtedly 

influenced by my beliefs, experiences, and pre-conceptions (Lowes & Prowse, 2001).  My own 

beliefs and experiences are shaped by several factors including my roles as a current doctoral 

student, a faculty member at a Toronto college, and a human resources practitioner. They are 

also shaped by my experiences of being Jamaican born and living in Toronto, obtaining 

certificates, diploma, undergraduate and graduate degrees at Canadian colleges and universities, 

and being socially constructed as a black woman. My experiences have allowed me to enjoy 

some privileges, for example playing the role of researcher, but I have also had to deal with 

stereotyping, marginalization and anti-black racism within Canadian post-secondary institutions 

and Canada in general.  

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation and Data Collection 

 

I sent recruitment emails (see Appendix B) and a poster brochure (see Appendix C) 

explaining the study to potential participants through the following organizations: organizers of 

the University of Toronto Black Graduates; George Brown College’s Black Student Success 

Network; George Brown College’s Centre for Business, School(s) Human Resources and 

Management; Black Liberation Collective post-secondary chapters in Canada; current and past 

members of the African Canadian Heritage Program; other professors and my professional 

network.  Potential participants who responded to the call received a follow-up telephone call to 

explain the research, schedule interview time, and to discuss privacy and consent requirements.  
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A consent form (see Appendix D) and a copy of the semi-structured telephone interview guide 

(see Appendix A) were also sent by email in order to provide participants with an opportunity to 

reflect on the questions before the interview, provide informed consent and to be as inclusive as 

possible by addressing any accommodation requirements that potential participants may have 

had.  This practice of providing a list of questions to the prospective interviewees was 

incorporated from my practice as a human resources professional in which typed interview 

questions are provided to potential applicants during in-person interviews as an accommodation 

requirement.   Consent to participate in the study was received in writing by email and/or 

verbally from potential participants prior to data collection. The Research Ethics Board of Royal 

Roads University had reviewed and approved the research protocol and consent material prior to 

the beginning of the participant recruitment.  All volunteers for this study were able to exercise 

their right to withdraw without prejudice at any time prior to the analysis and interpretation of 

the data set.  Basic demographic data was collected using 10 questions seeking information about 

participants’ graduation date, type of institution, name of institution, self-identify and 

socialization, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, socioeconomic background, religion or 

belief system and family history in Canada.  In addition, participants provided data on their 

Canadian post-secondary institution experience through their narrative responses to an additional 

22 questions. These questions were derived from four sub-questions pertaining to the obstacles 

black graduates experience while pursuing post-secondary education; success factors and 

strategies instrumental in attaining graduation; community and family support; and reasons 

graduates perceive enabled or supported the completion of post-secondary programs at Canadian 

post-secondary institution.  Participants indicated at the onset of the telephone interview their 
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desire to remain either anonymous, use an alias or to have their first name reported in the 

research study.  All interviews were recorded using an audio recorder. 

Based on the nature and the type of qualitative data required, a large volume of 

information was collected (Patton, 1990) which was organized and managed (Merriam, 2009; 

Patton, 1990) by coding.  “Coding is nothing more than assigning some sort of shorthand 

designation to various aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the 

data.  The designation can be single words, letters, numbers, phrases, colours or combination of 

these” (Merriam, 2009, p. 173).  Coding methods can be divided into deductive and inductive 

coding.  For the purpose of this research inquiry the deductive coding method was used to 

organize and analyze the data (Yi, 2018).  Deductive coding is used by researchers who have a 

general sense of or direction about their research topic and a rough code book is developed by 

the researcher before data collection (Yi, 2018).  The code book may be changed and added to 

during data collection and as interview notes are organized and categorized (Patton, 1990; Yi, 

2018).  For example, codes were developed using abbreviation for different types of post-

secondary institutions prior to data collection such as UNI meaning University and COL 

meaning Community Colleges in order to support access for the analysis and write up of the 

research findings (Patton, 1990; Merriam, 2009; Yi, 2018).  

I transcribed the data collected during the interviews. Transcribing these interviews 

offered preliminary insights and inklings as I moved between the raw data to rudimentary and 

emerging analysis (Merriam, 2009).   All participants were provided with the opportunity to 

review the completed transcript if they so desired. I offered this because I believe that 

researchers have an ethical responsibility to ensure that what is written is not a distortion of the 

participants’ responses but instead a concise capturing of the participants’ narratives (Morris, 
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2015). Further, offering the transcripts to be reviewed by the participants in the study not only 

verified the accuracy of the information collected but was used to gain agreement on the way 

participants were being portrayed and addressed any additional concerns with respect to their 

confidentiality (Kaiser, 2012).  All participants reviewed and approved their transcript. Some 

participants made changes to some of the information that I had transcribed. 

Confidentiality in practice means ensuring that participants are known only to the 

researcher (Kaiser, 2012). It also  

means not disclosing any information gained from an interviewee deliberately or 

accidentally in ways that might identify an individual. In a research context, 

confidentiality means [first] not discussing information provided by an individual with 

others, and [second] presenting findings in ways that ensure individuals cannot be 

identified (chiefly through anonymization) (Wiles et al., 2008, pp. 417-418).   

 

One of the ways utilized to prevent the accidental identification of this study’s participants was 

first to establish numerical codes in my interview notes for names of institutions, which were 

attached to the abbreviations mentioned earlier used to establish the distinction between colleges 

and universities. Second, in reporting my findings the name of the institutions was not directly 

linked to particular participants unless specifically requested by the participant for it to be 

included.  Rather “city”, “rural” or the name of the province the institution is located in was 

mentioned.  Another way of ensuring confidentiality for those participants desiring this was to 

offer them the option of the use of pseudonyms.  This was a negotiated process with each 

participant in order to accommodate those participants wishing to use their own names (Wiles, 

2008). These options were pursued in recognition of how these concepts of “anonymity (the 

voluntary condition of nonbeing) and pseudonymity (the voluntary condition of being other) call 

into question assumptions about agency, subjectivity, biography, naming, authorship, and (post) 
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colonial identity” (Newell, 2013, p. 14) when related to black bodies.  The political and social 

history regarding the power of black people to name ourselves is complex and very important as 

is evidenced by Malcolm X in his resistance to using an imperialist surname that he believed 

carried a violent brand; to the practice of West African writers’ utilization of pseudonyms during 

the colonial periods “to experiment with voices, genders, genres, and opinions; [and] to vocalize 

across identities (Newell, 2013, pp. 12-13). This process will, I suggest, honour the importance 

of controlling how a person chooses to be named. For the purposes of this study only first names 

were used (real or pseudonyms) to attempt to reduce accidental identification.  In addition, I 

checked back with all participants after their interview was transcribed, in order to reduce further 

concerns regarding accidental identification and allow participants a measure of control over 

their narrative including how they should be named (Kaiser, 2012; Wiles, 2008).  To further limit 

the accidental disclosure of information, areas of interest and interesting cases were only 

discussed with the dissertation supervisor (Wiles, 2008).  All data collected was safeguarded and 

a master copy was stored in a safe, secure and password protected place as the loss of exact 

responses from participants cannot be re-captured even if the participants consent to a second 

interview (Patton, 1990). 

Data Analysis 

 

The analysis for this research initially began in the data collection phase as insights were 

drawn from the information received from the study participants (Patton, 2002a). I tracked and 

recorded these insights throughout the process (Patton, 2002a). At the end of the data collection 

phase the two primary sources of information were the responses to the questions developed for 

the interviews and the analytic insights and interpretations made during data collection (Patton, 

2002a).  I analyzed the data first by conducting a descriptive analysis based on primarily the 
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questions from Series A (demographic information) (see Appendix A).  In addition, an analysis 

of questions in Series B (Canadian Post-Secondary Institution) (see Appendix A) was based on 

my interpretation, which involves explaining the findings and placing patterns into an analytical 

framework (Patton, 1990, 2002a).  Since the focus of this study is on black graduates’ 

experiences at Canadian post-secondary institutions, I began the descriptive analysis using the 

cross-case analysis method (Patton, 2002a).  This involved grouping the answers from different 

black graduates to common interview questions and analyzing the different perspectives on their 

experiences at their respective post-secondary institution (Patton, 2002a). Once this was 

completed, individual cases were reviewed to provide a comprehensive analysis of the data 

obtained (Patton, 1990, 2002a).  

Although, I began a rudimentary analysis (Patton, 2002a) at the start of data collection, I 

also read and re-read the raw data and the entire volume of the transcribed interview data 

approved by all of the participants in this study, in order to gain a feeling and understanding 

about the data (Giorgi, 2012). Once I became fairly familiar with the data, the text of the 

approved transcript was labelled or coded (Woodall, 2016) with the codes that were already 

established independently of a literature review and listed in my rough code book developed 

prior to data collection (Yi, 2018) and; by creating and adding new codes developed after data 

collection to represent interest or salient information related to the research objective and/or 

questions (Woodall, 2016). Coding was done at both the manifest level which is simply using the 

words in the text that was transcribed and; at the latent level in which coding was done based on 

my own judgement, views, and reading between the lines of the interview text (Woodall, 2016) 

influenced in part by my previous reading of scholarship and literature on the phenomenon and 

my experience.  I coded at first using software features embedded in Microsoft Word as well as 
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manually using pen, paper, highlighters and with Nvivo 12 to differentiate the text (Woodall, 

2016). Once the text was coded, I used the Attride-Sterling (2001) 6 Steps Thematic Analytical 

framework to group the coded information into themes in order to move from a descriptive text 

(Attride-Sterling, 2001; Giorgi, 2012) to an interpretation (Attride-Sterling, 2001) of the text.  

Arriving at a theme is an iterative, subjective and interpretative process, in which the researchers 

develop logical and meaningful patterns from the data relevant to the research question by 

reading, coding, re-reading, reflecting, writing, connecting ideas and re-coding (Clarke & Braun, 

2013; Flick, 2014; Willig & Rogers, 2017).  The 6 Steps Thematic Analytical framework 

involves a six-step process which categorizes a three-stage analysis process of qualitative 

interview texts.  This includes “(a) the reduction or breakdown of the text; (b) the exploration of 

the text; and (c) the integration of the exploration” (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 390). The first step 

that I took was already mentioned and that involves coding the material.  Coding the material 

involves two steps – first developing a coding framework based on either or combination of 

topics, words, recurrent issues from the text or on a set of theoretical constructs.  A code book 

was developed prior to data collection and codes were continually developed and added to the 

book as the text was read.   The second step was to dissect the text into text segments based on 

the coding framework or code book (Attride-Sterling, 2001).  I looked for text segments focused 

specifically on the phenomenon or object of study and these were “meaningful and manageable 

chunks of text such as passages, quotations, single words, or other criteria judged necessary for a 

particular analysis” (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 391). This was a rudimentary stage of the analysis 

and set the stage for the second step that was followed which was to identify themes within the 

text.  In this step, themes were extracted from the coded text segment and refined by taking out 

common, important, and noteworthy text appearing to have underlying patterns and refine them 
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further into non-repetitive and broader text segments or themes. These themes became the basic 

foundation of constructing the network – Step 3.  In constructing networks, the themes were 

arranged into similar groupings which became the thematic networks for this study.  Each 

network was comprised of basic themes that were derived directly from the text; this network 

was rearranged into organizing themes which outlined and identified the underlying issues of the 

basic theme.  From this information, a global theme was deduced representing the core of the 

main point of the text.  Each of the networks was illustrated to support the analysis and further 

verify and refine the information for each theme.  This process was repeated for each groupings 

of text until all the data necessary for analysis was included in a thematic analysis network in 

preparation for Step 4, which involves describing and exploring the various networks that was 

developed.  The text was read again focusing on the concept of the three themes - basic, 

organizing and global -- for further analysis. This step anchored my interpretation of the data to 

actual themes (Attride-Sterling, 2001, pp. 390-393).  For Step 5, a summary of the thematic 

networks was developed by providing an overview of “the principal themes that began to emerge 

in the description of the network in Step 4 and begin to make explicit the patterns emerging in 

the exploration” (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 392).  In the final Step 6,  the patterns of the themes 

were interpreted, which involved bringing together first the deductions in the summaries of all 

the networks developed; and secondly, using these deductions and the multi-faceted 

interdisciplinary theoretical framework, integrating critical race theory, community cultural 

capital, and resilience concepts; to analyze and explore the significant themes, concepts, patterns 

and structures that came from the interview text (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 394). At this point in 

the analysis, my objective was to connect back with my overarching original research question 

and sub-questions, to examine the theoretical framework selected to frame them, and to answer 
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the research questions based on the patterns that emerged in the exploration and analysis of the 

narratives from the transcribed texts (Attride-Sterling, 2001, p. 394).   

Trustworthiness Strategies 

 

In qualitative research rigor is considered the standard by which trust and confidence in 

the methods, findings and accurate representation of the research population is established 

(Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). One of the ways to convey to one’s audience that rigor is present in 

one’s research is to explain the steps taken to ensure trustworthiness (Hunt, 2011).  For this 

study, the trustworthiness definition was defined by these criteria: truth–value (credibility); 

applicability (transferability); consistency (dependability); and neutrality (confirmability) 

adopted from the Lincoln and Guba model (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).   

Credibility established that the information provided is the truth or believable and 

correctly interpreted by the researcher (Connelly, 2016; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  Methods for 

demonstrating credibility include member checking (Connelly, 2016; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011) 

or informant feedback (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011), which involves returning the interpreted and 

transcribed data to the participants for validation and changes (FitzPatrick, 2019; Thomas & 

Magilvy, 2011) and reviewing the data collected for any “similarities within and across” the 

participants in the study (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p. 152).  For this study, all participants 

received a copy of the transcribed data for review and were free to make modifications before the 

analysis of the data.  Four of the 16 participants made changes to the transcript. These changes 

included interpretation of words, typographical errors, using Standard English language words 

rather than Jamaican patois, and, in one case, one participant opted after the interview to use a 

pseudonym instead of her real first name in the study.  Only the revised transcripts were used in 



93                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

the data analysis.  In addition, I noted similarities of the data, which were coded during the 

interview process and later as the data was analyzed. 

Transferability or applicability is the extent to which the method and findings generated 

from the participants may be useful to others in a different setting or context (Connelly, 2016; 

Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  Strategies for demonstrating transferability may include description 

of the studied population including demographics; geographic location or boundaries of the 

study, and providing transparency regarding analysis and trustworthiness (Connelly, 2016; 

Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  This study was conducted in Ontario; all participants graduated from 

colleges and Universities in Ontario.  A detailed description of the demographics of the black 

graduates who participated in this study can be found in Chapter 4. Based on the documentation 

of the process of this study, other researchers engaged in similar studies could determine the 

applicability in their setting or context. Conversely, readers or other black students who wish to 

apply the findings of this study to similar circumstances or experiences could use the 

documented information to compare their context and assess whether the results could be 

applicable to them (Connelly, 2016; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). 

Dependability or consistency relates to the idea that the raw data is stable and if another 

researcher follows the same step- by-step process it will result in similar or an enhancement of 

the original findings (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  An audit trail of the step-by-step process of the 

research incorporating the purpose of the study, data collection, analysis process, interpretation 

of findings and techniques utilized for credibility is incorporated in chapters 1- 5 (Thomas & 

Magilvy, 2011). 

Confirmability or neutrality is achieved by meeting the criteria of credibility, 

transferability, and dependability in the study (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).   The qualitative 
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researcher is required to be “reflective, [while] maintaining a sense of awareness and openness to 

the study and unfolding results” (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011, p 154).  Reflective notes were taken 

regarding any biases, perceptions, or insights I observed during the interviewing process, when I 

was listening to the audio tapes and while re-reading the transcription records during coding and 

analysis (Thomas & Magilvy).  In addition, throughout the interview process, clarification of 

terms was sought from participants.  In two instances, during the interview process, the term 

socialization was defined to participants, but they held a different view on the definition of the 

term and so rather than lead the participants (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011), I was encouraged to 

offer their own interpretation of the term which produced new insights. 

Summary 

 

  This chapter discussed the methodology, sampling and selection criteria, instrumentation, 

role of the researcher, procedure for recruitment, participation, data collection, data analysis and 

trustworthiness strategies used for this study. A pragmatic approach utilizing phenomenology as 

my research method was selected to understand the experiences of contemporary black graduates 

from Canadian post-secondary institution.  The characteristics of this study population are 

graduates who a) self-identify and/ or are socialized as blacks and b) were graduates from 

Canadian post-secondary institutions in Ontario within the last 5 years. A total of 16 participants 

were interviewed using semi-structured telephone interviews.  My role in this research was that 

of a co-participant. Potential participants for this study were recruited through academic, student 

support and professional networks. The data collected from the telephone interviews was 

recorded and later transcribed.  All participants were given the opportunity to review the data for 

accuracy and approval.  The trustworthiness criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, 
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and confirmability were used to establish rigor for this study. Results of the findings and data 

analysis will be presented in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to examine the phenomenon of black 

graduates who self-identify or/and racialized as black in Canada and successfully completed a 

post-secondary program from a Canadian post-secondary institution.  I was interested in gaining 

a deep understanding of how black graduates, who gain a measure of success within the walls of 

Canada’s colleges and universities, bear witness to their educational experiences.  

 A pragmatic phenomenological approach was used to gain the perspectives of black 

graduates and give voice to the experiences of this population typically marginalized in 

education. Given the complexity of race and education in Canada, an interdisciplinary 

framework integrating common grounds between the concepts of a critical view of [anti-black] 

racism, linking aspects of community wealth capital and resilience factors was used to guide and 

make sense of their narratives (see Chapter 5). This study investigated the obstacles black 

graduates encountered, strategies and enabling factors for success, and community capital that 

prospective black students may consider using while pursuing post-secondary studies at 

Canadian post-secondary institutions. 

Research Questions 

The overarching question for this research study was: How do black graduates of 

Canadian post-secondary institutions perceive their educational experiences? 

Four sub-questions were used to aid the exploration of the overarching questions and 22 

questions emerged from the four sub-questions (see Appendix A).  The four sub-questions are as 

follows: - 



97                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

1. Which obstacles did black graduates experience while pursuing post-secondary 

education? 

2. Which success factors and strategies do black graduates identify as having been 

instrumental in attaining graduation?  

3. To which factors do black graduates attribute being able to complete their post-secondary 

programs at Canadian post-secondary institutions? 

4. What do the experiences of black graduates reveal about the phenomenon of community 

cultural capital?  

Participants 

Sixteen black graduates who successfully completed credentials/certifications including 

diplomas, undergraduate degrees, and graduate degrees at Canadian post-secondary institutions 

in Ontario participated in this study.   

Research Setting 

The participants in this study were identified through making initial contact with 

organizers or members of black or educational organizations, other professors, and my 

professional network.  The organizations contacted included the University of Toronto Black 

Graduates; George Brown College’s Black Student Success Network; George Brown College’s 

Centre for Business, School(s) Human Resources and Management; Black Liberation Collective 

post-secondary chapters in Canada; and the African Canadian Heritage Program. Each 

participant received an email requesting a scheduled meeting time to explain the study, review 

the consent requirement, and verify that prospective volunteers met the participation criteria.  An 

interview time was also scheduled. Each participant who agreed to continue with the study after 

our initial conversation was emailed the Consent Form, Semi-Structured Interview Guide along 
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with the scheduled agreed upon interview time.       

 Telephone interviews were the data collection instrument used for this study.  All 

questions on the semi-structured interview guide were used as a data source.  The semi-

structured interview guide consisted of two series of questions.  Series A consisted of 10 

questions to collect basic demographic data about participants’ type of institution, name of 

institution, self-identity, and socialization as black, age, gender identity, sexual orientation, 

socioeconomic background, religion or belief system and family history in Canada.  Series B 

consisted of 22 questions seeking narrative responses from the participants regarding their 

experiences at Canadian colleges and universities. Each interview lasted between 35 to 95 

minutes depending on the stories participants chose to tell when responding to each question. 

Some respondents offered additional information that was not solicited for the study. 

Demographics 

A summary of the descriptive statistics provided by the participants is included in Table 

1. Eight (50%) of the graduates attended university; 7 (43.75%) attended community college and 

1 (6.25%) attended both a college and university during the last five years.  The graduate who 

attended both a college and university received a diploma from Humber College and a degree 

from Guelph University.  The Guelph-Humber model allows students to obtain first a diploma 

from Humber College and a degree from Guelph University within 4 years (University Guelph-

Humber, 2020).   All participants pursued studies at colleges and universities in the province of 

Ontario including Centennial, Durham, Fanshawe, George Brown, Humber, Loyalist, Niagara, 

and Seneca –colleges and Carleton, Guelph, Ontario Tech, Ryerson, Toronto, and York 

universities.  Seven participants attended multiple institutions over the last five years for various 

reasons including completion of multiple credentials and or failure to complete any type of 
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credentials at the first institution they attended.  Of these, three participants did not complete a 

credential at the first institution they enrolled in for the following reasons: one participant left a 

law clerk program with one course remaining at Seneca College, and later started a new program 

at George Brown College. A second attended Seneca College for Early Childhood Education 

delivered by a traditional in-class format and left this program because of child-care 

responsibilities. The participant later finished the same program online through Loyalist College.  

This same participant also returned to Seneca College for a bachelor’s degree in Child 

Development and at the time of data collection was enrolled in a graduate program at Ryerson 

University. The third participant spent one year at Carleton University and later transferred to the 

combination diploma and degree program at Guelph-Humber.   The four other participants who 

attended multiple institutions completed their first credentials and pursued or are currently 

pursuing additional credentials at various post-secondary institutions.  The first of the four 

participants completed a credential as a Registered Nurse Practitioner (RN) at Centennial 

College and is currently pursuing specialty certification on-line in Emergency Room Nursing at 

Humber College while simultaneously pursuing a Registered Nursing degree at Athabasca 

University.  This participant is a second career graduate previously severed from the Finance 

Industry. The second participant completed a first program in Community and Justice from 

Niagara College and then completed a second program from George Brown College in Child and 

Youth Worker.  At the time of data collection, this participant was pursuing a degree in Social 

Work at York University.  A third participant completed a degree from Ontario Tech University 

in psychology.  At the time of this study, this participant was enrolled in a social worker diploma 

at George Brown College.  The fourth participant completed two degrees, the first from Ryerson 

and York University in Child and Youth Care, followed by Education within the last 5 years. 
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These graduates completed credentials at various levels of post-secondary ranging from two-year 

diplomas up to and including the doctoral level. Seven (43.75%) of the participants completed 

undergraduate degrees, 4 (25%) completed three years advanced diplomas, 3 (18.75%) 

completed two-year diplomas, 1 (6.25%) completed a master’s degree and 1 (6.25%) a doctoral 

degree.  Programs pursued by participants encompassed several disciplines including Child & 

Youth Worker, Community & Justice, Criminology, Education, Human Resources, International 

Development, Law Clerk, Media Studies, Nursing, Practical Nursing, Paramedic, Project 

Management, Psychology, Social Work, Social Service Worker, Sociology and Theology. 

All (100%) of the respondents self-identified as black, which was one of the recruitment 

criteria for participation in this study.  However, while 14 (87.5%) of the participants felt that 

they were socialized as black, two (12.5%) did not perceive this to be the case in all instances. 

For instance, one of the participants was of mixed- race (possessing a white mother and black 

father). Her responses suggest that self-identification and socialization as a black person is very 

much contextual. This is especially salient among people who have immigrated from countries 

with an ethnically diverse population or those who are from mixed-race families where race 

might not have been discussed and so people in these situations may not have identified as black 

(Martis, 2020). This participant, (Cherry) perceives that her appearance is not representative of a 

white person but rather that of a “darker Spanish” individual; she also had an Italian surname 

before marriage which allowed her to appear white on paper. She described herself as having 

“middle coloured skin “with very “curly hair.”  Some members of the public perceive her to be 

Brazilian or Hispanic. However, most members of the public perceive her as a black person.  In 

other instances, members of the public question her ancestry by asking her to self-identify as 

mixed-race, black or something else. Being socialized as black is both arbitrary and contextual 
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(Khanna, 2011; Mills, 2010; Williams, 1995). The definition of blackness may vary from 

country to county, location within a country, time- period in history, person’s belief system, 

possessing African features and or having just one drop of African blood (Khanna, 2011; Mills, 

2010; Williams, 1995). The second of the two participants who did not perceive that she was 

socialized as black was unable or unwilling to perceive differences in socialization attributed to 

race and the colour of one’s skin.  This participant attributed the term first to the generic meaning 

– people whom you choose to be around socially. With further clarification of the term by me, 

this participant elaborated on her earlier response and stated that when persons are from counties 

dominated by black people, one sees things through the lens of class, whether you are rich or 

poor. This participant surmised that people simply had to learn how to observe or study their 

environment. 

A total of 16 participants between the ages of 18 and 51+ years provided responses to the 

interview questions for this study.  Of these participants, 12 indicated that they were between the 

age range of 18-24, the most common response for age; 2 participants were in the 25-30 age 

range, 1 participant in the age range 46-50 and 1 identified as being over 50 at the time they 

started their current post-secondary program.  

Eleven (68.76%) of the participants identified as female, 3(18.75%) as male, 1(6.25%) as 

cisgender female and 1(6.25%) as cisgender heterosexual female.  Cisgender is defined as a 

“person whose inner sense of who they are…matches the sex assigned to them at birth (Johnson, 

2014, p 291).  The majority of the participants, 12 or 75%, identified their sexual orientation as 

heterosexual, 1 as cisgender heterosexual, 2 as bisexual and 1 as lesbian. 

The most frequent responses (10) given for participants’ socio-economic status was 

middle class (Mo = 66.7%), defined by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) as a household with middle income ranging from 75% to 200% of the 

median national income (Wilson, 2019). According to Statistics Canada, the median income in 

Canada and Ontario respectively for an economic family in 2018, based on 2018 constant dollars 

was $97,400 and $101,800 (Statistics Canada, Table 11-10-0191-01).  An economic family is 

defined as two or more individuals residing in the same household who may be related by blood, 

marriage of same or opposite sex, common law, adoption or in a fostering relationship (Statistic 

Canada, Table 11-10-0191-01). Based on a census family, which represent the total income for 

all members of a family, the median income in 2018 for all family type was $89,270; $97,830 for 

coupled families and $49,8200 for single parent household in Ontario. The national figure was 

$87,930, $96,080, and $48,750 (Statistics Canada, Table 11-01-009-01).  Although middle-class 

can be defined in terms of income, it is also seen as a social designation, economic classification 

and in terms of consumption levels and may be defined in either relative or absolute terms 

(Kharas, 2010).  For the general Canadian public, the term is very elastic and imprecise and may 

describe values, income, total wealth, education such as a university education, possessing a 

good job, owing a house, car and or the ability to take an annual vacation (Cazzin, 2017). As a 

result, most Canadians tend to self-identify as middle class (Cazzin, 2017).  One participant, who 

currently defined her socio-economic status as middle-class was keenly aware of the fluidity, 

contextual nature, and interconnectivity of race and class status.  This participant (Cherry) 

indicated that one’s economic status could change depending on where you were sleeping on any 

given night or weekend.  For example, if you are a product of a mixed-race couple who are no 

longer together, you could move from a solidly (white) middle class home to a (black) working 

class home and vice versa.  In addition, if you were partnered with a poor spouse versus a 

middle-class spouse this would also impact your status. This particular participant (Cherry) 
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experienced a middle-class lifestyle while residing with her white mother, a working middle-

class status while residing with her black father and a lower-class status while residing outside of 

either of her parent’s home. Further, this participant shared that her current middle-class lifestyle 

is now provided by her Jamaican spouse, allowing her the ability to pursue graduate studies full-

time at the time of this study. It should be noted that the respondent did not identify the race of 

her spouse.  However, although Jamaica is peopled by descendants from places including Spain, 

England, Scotland, China, India, Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine, the majority of the population is 

of African descent and the majority self-identify as black or mixed with black (Kelly, 2020). 

Four of the 16 participants self-identified as belonging to the lower class, which is defined by 

The Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) as persons living in 

households with income below 75% of the median national income (Wilson, 2019). In Canada 

people socialized as blacks are victims of socioeconomic inequality (Gosine, 2008), which may 

contribute to some identifying as belonging to the lower class. One person responded that they 

belonged to the working middle class, and 1 person identified as belonging to the upper middle 

class, those belonging to households with income above 200% of the median national income 

(Wilson, 2019).   

Most of the participants (11 or 73.3%) were Christians. Two responded that they did not 

have any religion or belief system. One person identified as Muslim, another participant said 

they did not believe in god but attended church, and one said they believed in a god but did not 

adhere to any prescribed religion. 

The history of the participants and their family history in Canada ranges from first 

generation, which includes people born outside of Canada (Statistics Canada, 2011) to almost 

third generation, described as individuals who were born in Canada to parents who were also 
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both born in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2011).  Seven (43.75%) of participants were descendants 

of parents who migrated as adults, described by Statistics Canada as second generation and 

children of immigrants (Statistics Canada, 2011).  According to Statistics Canada, one is also 

categorized as second generation if an individual was born in Canada and one parent was born 

outside of Canada (Statistics Canada, 2011). One participant was born to parents who both 

migrated as teens to Canada, a second generation Canadian (Statistics Canada, 2011). One 

participant was born to parents of which one was born outside of Canada and the other was born 

within Canada, not quite a third generation Canadian, since one parent was born outside of 

Canada.  Three of the participants immigrated to Canada as teens; 2 immigrated to Canada prior 

to their teen years; 2 immigrated to Canada as adults, all described as first generation Canadian 

according to Statistics Canada (Statistics Canada, 2011). 

All participants determined how they would be named in this study as a measure of 

control over their narratives and to prevent accidental identification (Kaiser, 2012; Wiles, 2008).  

The options negotiated by participants were anonymity, pseudonyms, or the use of their own 

name.  Only the first name (real or pseudonyms) was used in this study to reduce accidental 

identification when reporting the findings. Five of the participants elected to remain anonymous 

to readers and other participants and are reported as Anonymous A, B, C, and D. Pseudonyms 

were used by five participants who appear in the study under the following names: - Cherry, CJ, 

Heather, Mae and Monique. This voluntary condition of appearing under a chosen name may 

have allowed these participants to discover and or give voice and share opinions on matters 

based on their experiences and intersectionality that would otherwise not be shared (Newell, 

2013). Six participants opted for using their real names in the study.  They are Brandon, Icelyn, 

Kishale, Krystal, Rochelle and Shakkoi. 
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Table 1. Sample Demographics 
Gender N (%) 
Female 13 (81.25%) 
Male  3 (18.75%) 

  
Age N (%) 

18 to 24 years old 12 (75%) 
25 to 30 years old 2 (12.5%) 
45 to 50 years old 1 (6.25%) 

Above 50 years 1 (6.25%) 
  

Post-Secondary Education N (%) 
College 7 (43.75%) 

University 8 (50%) 
College and University 1 (6.25%) 

  
Credential N (%) 

2-year diploma 3 (18.75%) 
3-year advanced diploma 4 (25%) 

Bachelor’s degree 7 (43.75%) 
Master’s degree 1 (6.25%) 
Doctoral degree 1 (6.25%) 

  
Sexual Orientation N (%) 

Heterosexual 13 (81.25%) 
Bisexual 2 (12.5%) 
Lesbian 1 (6.25%) 

  
Socio-Economic Status N (%) 

Upper middle class 1 (6.25%) 
Middle class 10 (62.5%) 

Working middle class 1 (6.25%) 
Lower class 4 (25%) 

  
Religion N (%) 
Christian 11 (68.75%) 

None 2 (12.5%) 
Muslim 1 (6.25%) 

Non-believer attending church 1 (6.25%) 
Unaffiliated believer 1 (6.25%) 

  
Family History N (%) 

Second Generation Immigrant 7 (43.75%) 
First Generation Immigrant 7 (43.75%) 

Other 2 (12.5%) 
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Data Analysis and Results 

 

Interview data for this research was collected by telephone using an audio tape recorder.  

During all of the interviews, I also took notes, which supported my ability to transcribe the data 

and offset one of the disadvantages that may occur when using an audio recording device 

(Patton, 2002a).  The malfunctioning of a recording device is one of these disadvantages (Patton, 

2002a) which occurred in one of my interviews.  I had some technical difficulties with my tape 

recorder, which was further compounded by the fact that the participant was driving during the 

interview. These factors created disruptions in the audio recording.  At the end of the interview, 

while re-listening and backing up the audio, I noted that not all of the conversation had been 

recorded.   My notetaking was instrumental in offsetting this disadvantage of relying solely on 

the information transmitted on this recording device (Patton, 2002a).  In addition, I took notes in 

the creation of the first draft of each transcript using Microsoft Word during the interviews; I 

also jotted down preliminary comments after the interviews to reflect on my thoughts and 

feelings regarding the information that was gathered from each participant (Merriam, 2009). 

 I transcribed each of the interviews using the notes taken on my draft transcripts and the 

recordings from the audio file. Participants were then asked to verify the accuracy of the 

information I had transcribed.  All participants confirmed that they had reviewed and approved 

the information contained on the transcripts.  Five of the participants made or requested changes 

to their transcript.          

All transcripts and the notes documented in my notepad were read multiple times.  

During each of my readings, additional notes and comments were made and potential codes were 

documented and included with the codes under consideration and developed before the 

interviews began, for example, codes for the names of programs or schools.  The literature 
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review compiled prior to the research was read again, and I conducted an additional review of 

literature included recently released books and journals.  Significant responses made by the 

participants in this study were noted, highlighted, extrapolated, and coded in the NVivo 12 

software.  Responses with similar meaning were placed into clusters. These clusters were 

reduced into various categories, themes and sub-themes using parent and sub nodes in Nvivo 

software.             

 In order to determine the major themes in the study, I re-read my literature review, 

research questions and the themes and subthemes that were previously coded.  Based on further 

reflection, I arrived at a guideline to facilitate the process of selecting the major themes for this 

study.   In order to determine a major theme, evidence of a common shared experience among 10 

(62.5%) of participants or more was used as the threshold. The sub-themes from these shared 

experiences were developed based on a logical or meaningful pattern connecting the major 

themes to the participants’ experiences and the research questions.  

Themes and Sub-themes   

 

Seven major themes and 26 sub-themes emerged from the data analysis process. The 

major themes for this study are representative of a shared common experience by at least 10 

(62.5%) of the participants in this study.  Table 2 provides a compilation of the themes and sub-

themes. The seven major themes emerging from the transcripts of the 16 participants in order of 

frequency for this study are as follows: 

1. Everyday Expressions of Racism 

2. Faculty Interaction and/or Relationships 

3. Support Systems   

4. Familial Kinship and Values 
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5. Work Ethic  

6. Institutional Resources 

7. Academic Challenges 

Theme 1 Everyday Expression of Racism  

The theme of Everyday Expression of Racism emerged in all 16 interviews. Many of the 

participants when asked directly if they encountered racism while pursuing their studies 

recounted their own experiences and encounters with racist comments or functioning in a racist 

climate.  However, others while they stated that they did not experience racism directly in the 

course of our interview conversations shared the racist encounters of their peers, the hyper 

awareness of race, attributed some negativity to blackness and described the racist climate of 

their institution.  For example, participants described an awareness of race (Anonymous A), that 

people on campus attributed rowdy behaviours and the pursuit of art courses and degrees to 

black students (Heather), sat in on lectures in which professors portrayed indigenous students 

negatively, experienced people objecting to the wearing of African clothing while residing in 

Canada, told by others to open their eyes and see racism (Icelyn) and experienced being the only 

black person in a class or program (Brandon).   Racism and its expressions are deeply entrenched 

and embedded in our everyday life and our institutions.  It is so systemic in nature, that some 

people are only able to see it when perpetuated or advanced explicitly on an individual basis 

through hostile behaviours and discriminatory comments (Gillborn, 2018; Schmidt, 2005; 

Young, 2011).   The level of racism experienced or perceived by participants varied in this study.  

Everyday expressions of racism were not always explicit or overt and sometimes rendered 

invisible to some participants. One-third of the participants, at least 5 (31.2%), did not perceive 

that they experience racism. Two-thirds of the participants perceived that they experienced 
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racism while interacting with some students and faculty at post-secondary institutions located in 

Canada.  Graduates described that these interactions presented as obstacles while pursuing their 

studies and manifested as a challenge white students did not have to contend with as they 

pursued their studies.  Everyday Expressions of Racism, whether overt or covert, were among 

the worst negative memorable experiences for some graduates at their respective post-secondary 

institutions. The sub-themes are presented in order of frequency. Sub-themes represent the 

following experiences: graduates’ actual description given to their experience of racism, 

participants sharing how they felt while on campus, graduates’ descriptions of their response to 

racism expressions, and participants who said that they did not experience racism while pursuing 

their studies. 

 Sub-theme 1:1: Negative Stereotyping. Ten (62.5%) graduates directly encountered 

negative stereotypes and/or perceived that people within and outside post-secondary institutions 

held negative stereotypical views about black people. Overcoming these negative stereotypes 

lent more importance to being a black post-secondary graduate in Canada. Kishale was very 

aware of the negative view held by the wider society about black people. She described that 

being a graduate from both an undergraduate and graduate program contributed to rewriting this 

on-going negative stereotypical image of black students dropping out of school.  Kishale 

explained why graduating was so meaningful to her and a symbol of overcoming negative 

stereotypes: 

I along with a lot of other black graduates are basically doing what your study is basically 

trying to put the message across. We are re-writing the narrative of what it means to be 

black students.  It’s like far too often black men and women are stereotyped and 

undermined in the media, educational systems and the corporate sphere, because media 

depiction there [pause]depicted as uhm high school dropouts or gangsters. Unfortunately, 

a lot of people internalize these stereotypes and they put a cap on the capability of black 

people. So in my opinion achieving both my masters and my bachelor’s degree it aided 
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me to say that I am qualified and I am capable of pursuing any endeavor whether that be 

higher education or job endeavours. I deserve a seat at the table, I definitely do, I am 

capable of it. 
 

Negative stereotypes directed at participants by students and faculty were typically subtle and 

took the form of comments or inappropriate jokes or were embedded in the course content or the 

program curriculum.  Some of these comments, jokes and lectures were very blatant and difficult 

to miss and students found these occurrences very challenging and a major obstacle to pursuing 

their studies.   Anonymous C and Anonymous D described their interactions with a student that 

occurred at Niagara College. 

 

Uhm mainly Niagara College, just certain comments that were made by students. So, I 

remember like even being in Niagara College, I was talking to a buddy of mine. He came 

from Toronto also, and he was a black man also and we were just talking and making 

jokes. And I remember one white dude comes in and he goes oh are you guys going to 

talk like that when you get a professional job, because I don’t think that will be good, 

good of you guys.  It was an awkward experience and he was like.  Why do you guys 

always talk like that? And it was like he assume that because he didn’t talk like us, and 

majority didn’t look like us then we are doing things the wrong way and we are not 

professional.  That is one thing that definitely stood out for me. (Anonymous C) 

 

I never really like [pause] I know it was there, but because I was one of the very few 

black people that was there I tried not to really think about it. Because I find like I would 

always just get mad. But uhm [pause] people just make like silly comments and they 

think that they are funny, [stress chuckle] that was the main issue, that was the main issue  

that I had white people make a lot of jokes and they think that black people are gonna 

laugh at their jokes, but they are not really funny and those were my, my[pause] I think 

that was to me that racism.  [I asked the participant if he remembered any of the jokes] 

yeah uhm someone said that all black people eat uhm fried chicken, and grape juice and 

something like that, and I am like what are you talking about? [I probed: Do you 

remember who made the joke] yes it was an Irish guy.  No. he either said fried chicken 

and watermelon or fried chicken and grape. I guess that was, I don’t know if that was big 

in Niagara, like a funny joke, but everyone started laughing as if, but we are from 

Toronto thou and we don’t make jokes like that [chuckle, strain/stress]. And like I 

remember, in my last year me and my friend was talking and we were talking in our 

neighborhood slang and then the guy [white] just walk up to me and said so what when 

you graduate or you still gonna talk like that  and then my [pause] I took it well but then 

my other friend kinda snap, like people were making silly comments all year and I guess, 
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you just get to the point where you kinda blew up because you are tired of it , yeah  but 

you hear stuff like that all of the time. (Anonymous D) 

 

Shakkoi described an on-going pattern of professors showing black people in a negative light 

even in African programs on campuses at the University of Toronto.   Shakkoi provided an 

example that occurred in one of her courses: “Last year a white teacher teaching a course in 

which [pause] everyone of her video show us as so barbaric and it was hard to watch it and not 

see the connection.” Not all participants perceived that negative stereotyping about black people 

was primarily the purview of nonblack persons; people racialized or socialized as blacks also 

held negative views of black students.  Anonymous B explained that: 

sometimes even, like I have heard, I have even heard black teachers themselves having 

difficulty with black students, and sometimes it sounds like it is coming from a 

judgmental perspective rather than like O.K. maybe there is something going on. I find 

even within ourselves we still go with those stereotypes. 

 

All of the participants who described their experiences with negative stereotypical aspects of 

being black echoed experiences similar to those explained by Kishale, Anonymous C, 

Anonymous D, and Shakkoi. 

Sub-theme: 1:2: Forms of resistance including engagement, disengagement, and 

unawareness. 10 (62.5%) of the participants that responded stated that they tried to resist racism 

in the various forms that it was expressed while attending post-secondary.  Resistance took many 

forms including responding to a racist attack, spending the majority of time with other black 

peers, laughing off racist attacks and trying not to internalize racial expressions when directed at 

one.  Kishale shared her thoughts on resisting racism, when she said: 

just not internalizing peoples’ opinions about you and your capabilities, you have to 

know that it is unfounded, and you are more than capable of graduating from a Canadian 

post-secondary institution.  Just not internalizing uhm, the westernize perception of 

blackness and black capability and black intelligence because that is false.  
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Resistance is burdensome, and sometimes appears futile, meaning that participants sometimes 

needed to disengage. Anonymous E described this process when she said “A lot of time you 

either fight or you disengage. You know. This is not worth it, whatever I don’t have time.”  

Some graduates, who did not face overt racism, appeared to be unaware of dealing with racism 

and one graduate Icelyn said that she was so unaware of racism that her classmates had to 

explain the concept to her.   Icelyn described the incident as follows: 

Racism? Oh.  Well to tell you the truth. I uhm when they are talking about racism, I had 

to ask them to explain things to me. Because, I didn’t know what it meant, and I ask them 

about that and then they explain it to me.  You know, other students, I would ask, and 

even the teachers and I said I don’t have any problem. I said I can mix with any group 

and I don’t have any problem. If I say well, I don’t understand this like I told you about 

how I did not understand language.   

 

[Probe:  Before being in class when they discussed racism, you did not know about or 

understand racism?]  No. I did not understand because I was getting along with 

everybody. 

 

 

Sub-theme 1:3: Harassment /Microaggression. Nine (56.2%) of participants described 

being harassed by faculty and student or having to deal with microaggression from faculty and 

students.  The Canadian Human Rights Commission defines harassment in part as a form of 

discrimination based on race, which may include unwelcome remarks or jokes, threats or 

intimidations (Canadian Human Rights Commission, Human Rights).  According to Sue et al., 

(2007) racial microaggressions are “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults toward people of color” (p. 271). Graduates in 

this study described the various ways in which they were harassed.  Harassment included micro-

aggressive racial exchanges; unwelcome jokes, comments or remarks; violent and negative 

writings on bathroom walls specifically geared to racialized students; comments regarding 
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students clothing, faculty willingness to either play up negative stereotypes in response to 

students’ questions or forcing black students to explain a racial concept to the rest of the class. 

Shakkoi described an exchange with a white professor in which she reflected that the professor 

attacked her:  

I was in culture class, talking about social issues on a black scale [pause] he was using.  

One student say I have an example, Ebola and the whole class started laughing and 

because it is something in Africa. So I gave an example of a social issue, white privilege, 

instead of the professor explaining it, he said can you explain it, rather than explain it off 

my example like he did for the other student... [after the explanation]. He said don’t hood 

the class… so you are attacking me, cus I challenge your white privilege he couldn’t even 

say that [pause] just get out my face” [emphasis added]. 

 

 Monique shared that an all university email alerted her to the fact that racial slurs were written 

on the bathroom’s walls at Guelph University, which immediately increased her discomfort on 

campus:   

Like for example, my [small chuckle] my first week there they had like the orientation, 

like the first year students orientation starting on Monday and then by the Wednesday, 

the whole school got an email saying that racism was no longer tolerated and we saw that 

in the bathrooms there were racist slurs written all over it, telling people to go home uhm 

and that is no longer tolerated and people who uhm commit these vandalism act or 

whatever would be disciplined. And from that one email, I started to not feel, I started to 

feel uncomfortable at that school uhm and that was my like third day [chuckle] at the 

school. 

 

Sub-Theme 1:4: Alienation & Isolation. Seven participants (43.7%) experienced racism 

leading to feelings of alone; being alone; attending campus only for classes and leaving right 

after class; being unable to make black or any type of friendships, and/or being one of very few 

or only black persons in a course or program at the institution they attended. Monique described 

the degree of alienation and isolation she felt while attempting to pursue a master’s degree at the 

University of Guelph, a program she eventually abandoned due to the high degree of exclusion 

evident at this campus.  Monique explained that: 
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I did experience a little bit in my Masters.  Uhm so basically uhm right after post-grad 

[undergrad] I did go into my masters at the University of Guelph uhm but because of the 

community there and me feeling kinda unwelcome, and definitely way less, uhm less, 

there was a less black population at the University of Guelph and just the program itself, I 

didn’t like, I did not finish my master’s there. uhm  I did face racism a little bit of racism 

at  Guelph. But at the University of Toronto, I didn’t face racism 

 

[Probe: How did you know you were experiencing racism at Guelph?]   uhm [pause] 

Well basically within Guelph, my the department at Guelph was really small, and there 

was only a handful of people and there were only two black people including myself in 

the whole department and; I just notice that a few that myself and the other black 

gentleman were not invited to certain events [pause] not so much professors, but more 

from our colleagues.  We were not invited to certain events and even when it came down 

[to] like group projects we were not asked and there was this weird push back. I guess 

you could say an unwelcome feeling to be in those groups and  I can tell that I was not 

welcome, not like flat out oh she is  black and I am not gonna be friends with her kind a 

thing, but just little subtle not feeling welcome and not being able to like [pause]so cus 

basically Guelph is more a rural area so most of  the people from rural Ontario go to 

Guelph, so not really being able to connect with people [in the] program, cus I never 

lived on a farm and I don’t come from a small predominantly white neighborhood, so just 

could not really connect.  I lived in Toronto and no one in my program ever lived in 

Toronto, and if they visited Toronto only once and so it was like, it was a big cultural 

difference, maybe it was cultural difference but you [it] also felt racial.   I was not able to 

continue. 

 

In another conversation, Monique shared this while we were on the topic of discussing 

challenges, she faced at the post-secondary level: 

[At Guelph],  I didn’t have friends, uhm I was walking alone a lot of the times, and 

maybe that email that like scared me and whatnot, but I just did not feel welcome,  even 

when I went to the cafeteria to purchase food, people were like, the workers there was not 

friendly and did not talk to me but.. because at the University of Toronto, everyone was 

friendly and there a lot of different cultures working there. But at Guelph University, it 

was only white people working at the cafeteria and I did not feel welcome there. Even 

just eating lunch at the table, I just felt very isolated. And I am somebody who have 

multicultural friends. I not only had black friends. So, it was just a very big shock to me 

when I went to Guelph, I could not gain friends [laughter] or acquire friends, I guess. 

And when I mention friends (…) I wasn’t trying to become best friends with anybody but 

just a person to do work with. 

 

Sub-theme 1:5: Hidden Curriculum.  There are several definitions for the term “hidden 

curriculum.” The definition most similar to the responses provided by the participant is that of 
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Svinicki (2019), who describes the hidden curriculum as different from the formal curriculum 

that is often the official written or stated offering of a course or program conveyed to all 

students.  Unlike the formal curriculum, the hidden curriculum is how and to whom 

extracurricular information is conveyed by informal means between interaction of faculty and 

other institutional leaders with certain students to advance their learning (Margolis, 2001; 

Svinicki, 2019).  This extra learning occurs in both formal and informal spaces, for example 

during professor office visits and during coffee and pub meetings between students and faculty 

(Svinicki, 2019). The hidden curriculum is not static and moves and refine itself as it reproduces 

inequalities and differential outcomes (Margolis, 2001) for racialized and marginalized students.  

Three (18.7%) of the participants became aware later in their respective programs that there was 

a wealth of resources and connections available in the institution that they were unaware of.  

These connections and resources had great implications on navigating the institution, completing 

programs, obtaining placement, and gaining access to future graduate programs for the 

participants.  Anonymous E described her discovery of some of the information, resources, and 

connections that she realized had been previously hidden to her.  She said: 

I think that in the beginning (…) it was hard but it was O.K. And then I discovered that, 

uhm, non-black students and non- women coded students actually had access to a whole 

world of resources and connections that I had no idea existed.  

 

[Probe:How did you find that out?]  I think it was watching how other faculty engage 

with other students. You know. And where student, like you know you would hear about 

somebody getting something and you would like how did you find out about this? And 

then they would say that the information is on the website, but it is not like actually easily 

found. Like things like where you would actually need like faculty nomination. Where 

the faculty would go to the person they would want to nominate, you know (…) I think 

other people have written about the “Hidden Curricula”. But it was like this knowledge 

that gets casually shared like in culturally coded exchanges that I wasn’t privy to. 
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 Sub-theme 1:6: Requirement to maintain white comfort. Three (18.7%) of the 

participants shared that they felt required to ensure that white persons are always comfortable 

and feel included. This could mean adjusting your speech, body language, personal image and 

taking extra care in issuing invitations to them or risk white people’s wrath should they become 

uncomfortable.  Failure to maintain white comfort may result in negative responses of anger or 

retribution, the participants said.   Anonymous D shared his experience when starting a Christian 

group at his college: 

So once again we have our own culture, ways that we do stuff, ways that we talk and 

people just look at us as if we are alien and at the same time they want to fit in with us. 

So that’s the weird thing.   It is almost like if we don’t allow them to fit in then they feel 

offended and just start discriminating against us.   

 

[Probe: Can you give me an example?] I started a bible group on campus and another 

white guy started a bible group on campus. We were actually in the same class, I didn’t 

know there was another group on campus, I just thought you know, I wanted to start a 

Christian group, so we started it and he realize people started coming to our group rather 

than his group. So he found, some like I don’t want to say loophole, but he made us say 

something that he took out of context, and then reported us so that our group would close 

down, so that his group could thrive. I think it had something to do with we don’t have 

any woman leaders only guy leaders or something like that. And the school policy was 

that if you are religious group or something, it had to be both sexes that are leading it.  

 

[Probe: Your group was being led by only men?] Yeah pretty much and by all black men. 

So he just found something random to say to them so they can shut down our group, no, 

no [Probe: Who shut down your group?] The school, yeah, no, no they did not shut us 

down, they did not give us funding, they refused to give us funding, so he got all the 

funding for the religious stuff.   It’s kinda weird now that I think about it.  [Probe: Did 

more people start going to his group after that?] Yeah cause they had merits, hats,  T-

shirts printed, books, tracks to give out and all that stuff and we did not have anything, all 

we did was get together read the word, talk about certain topics and; more coloured 

people went to ours and more white people went to theirs, that is kinda like how it was. 

 

Kishale shared her classroom experience of white discomfort when these students interacted with 

black students she considered brilliant and were willing to tackle black related issues in class. 

Kishale explained white students discomfort as follows: 
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I feel like a lot people, they were like a lot of very, very smart and strongly opinionated  

black student, so if there is a black issue that is being discussed,  a black person would 

raise their hands and state their opinion on it  and if  because.[pause] my school is very 

diverse but, I would watch the faces of the students who were not minorities, [pause] 

uhm, or not black [pause] they would be, uhm, they would be super taken aback by how 

bold some of these really, really intelligent  people were,  uhm, and they [other white 

students in the class] would be kinda offended and you could see like they were saying or 

kinda [they the other white students]  you could see that they saying what s/he talking 

about and why is he [black students]  so mad, and it was as if [pause] they were being 

super defensive rather than being receptive [to these black students]  to the strong 

opinions of people. But when people have not shared that experience; it is really hard for 

them to identify and understand exactly where that passion comes from. So I think that is 

definitely a challenge 

 

Theme 2- Faculty Interaction and/or Relationships                 

 Interaction and/or relationship with faculty was an important theme in my discussions 

with the participants. This theme emerged in all 16 (100%) interviews. Graduates described 

faculty as professors, teachers, and supervisors.  Based on the interactions that faculty engaged in 

with students or vice versa, faculty were seen as either instrumental to students’ success, 

burdensome, obstacles or challenging and thus attempting to thwart their success and ability to 

graduate.  The sub-themes categorize the nature and type of faculty interactions and relationships 

that participants described as having existed between faculty and themselves while pursuing their 

studies. These sub-themes reflect the most common responses.    

 Sub-theme 2:1: Encouraging and Supportive.  Ten (62.5%) participants had positive 

encounters with faculty.  They described meeting with faculty during office hours to review and 

clarify expectations; being enamored with their professor; receiving direction from faculty in 

settling on majors or areas of study; believed that these professors were invested in their success; 

obtained references for future graduate academic and labour market work; and encouragement 

and acknowledgment of their academic work.  These faculty persons were described as black, 
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white and racialized. Mae shared that she encountered an amazing professor while at York 

University.  Mae explained: 

But it was until I went to York, where I had a black professor, and she was just like 

WOW! Like she is what you needed at that school. And she was the one [who] would -- 

it was very direct, very honest and was very open.  Uhm, and yeah she was, yeah she was 

the professor that gave me that encouragement.  

 

  Sub-Theme 2:2: Unsupportive/Thwarting Success.  Seven (43.7%) of participants had 

interactions with faculty that they perceived hindered their progress during and after completion 

of their programs.  Participants described many examples of unsupportive behaviours. These 

included unfair distribution of marks, behaviors that appear punitive, professors’ dislike of 

certain students who were from marginalized or racialized communities, i.e. indigenous or black, 

re-directing or discounting the value of research work by suggesting graduate work would be 

more suitable for public rather than scholarly or intellectual scholarship, harassment, and 

displaying a lack of empathy for student specific situations. Cherry shared her example of a 

professor being both punitive and providing an unfair grade for her work.    

[I] had a professor that tried to fail me for one of my courses.[chuckle]  …I didn’t want to 

do my internship with her; And uhm, she didn’t get the email; because, she wasn’t 

checking them [chuckle] because of the strike. And, then she felt like I disrespected her 

by not taking up her prestigious position.  And, uhm, she is the professor who doesn’t use 

rubrics so she can basically give you whatever mark she feels like. And I had gotten like 

90 something in her course the semester before and then she gave me like a 51 for that, 

that semester.  And obviously I am an “A” something student to have gotten into a 

master’s program, and she just like of sort of saying like[pause] I don’t know she was 

like punishing me to give me a low mark. So, that was not fun but, I still uhm [pause] It 

did not affect my GPA too badly, so I was O.K 

            

 Sub-Theme 2:3: Black Faculty. 31.2% of the graduates interviewed described the 

importance of black faculty.  Although one participant voiced a concern that some black faculty 

were susceptible to the dominant negative stereotypical views held about black students, the 
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other graduates did not share this view.  Other graduates perceived black faculty to be supportive 

and, in some cases, more supportive than their white professors.  Participants said they felt that 

since black faculty may share similar experiences, they would seek these persons out when 

encountering difficulties within post-secondary institutions. Graduates were able to count on 

these professors to offer guidance and support or to connect them to campus resources. One 

graduate expressed concern about the additional labour that black professors, especially black 

female professors, had to take on when supporting black students along with their regular work. 

Some graduates who had an opportunity to interact with black faculty said that these faculty 

members were very supportive and on occasion created more burden for them as they worked 

towards completing their program. Black faculty became burdensome because some required 

more from their black students than the other students in their classes. Mae was one of the 

graduates holding this view.  According to Mae, “I don’t know if it is because they expect more 

out of the black students, but they are extra tough sometimes.  I don’t want to say it is race. Yeah 

sometimes, I find that they expect more.” Mae went on to explain that a black professor she 

encountered in one of her classes assigned the chapters perceived by all students to be the most 

difficult to her group, which was comprised of all black student members.  Mae felt that like 

everyone else, the black students just wanted “to pass the course”.  While assigning the most 

difficult chapters to the group, the professor advised the students that they were more than 

capable of doing the assignment, an expectation these black students later met.  It was Mae’s 

view that black professors at colleges and universities acted like “mothers and fathers” who have 

very high expectations of their black students, since these students also represented black faculty 

members.   In some circumstances, Mae wanted to explicitly tell black faculty that they were 

asking too much of black students when compared to other students.  However, Mae did not 
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indicate that she advised any of the black faculty she encountered of this concern or shared her 

perception with them.  She did confirm however, that she is now a teacher and, in this role, 

encouraged her black students and has high expectations of them.    

Theme 3- Support Systems.          

 All (100%) of participants indicated that a strong supportive (peer) group was important 

for a more positive and successful experience of post-secondary life.  Supportive groups allow 

students to discuss and validate experiences of racism, a means of creating a safe space to be, a 

space to gain an understanding of course content, enable the completion of group assignments, 

offer a source of encouragement, allow for the participation in student life, offer an opportunity 

to gain extracurricular information, and provide an opportunity to build relationships and 

friendships.  The sub-themes for this theme reflect the different types of supportive groups or 

systems that graduates reported taking advantage of while pursuing their studies ranging from 

the most to least used groups. 

  Sub-theme 3:1: Social Community Networks (cultural, belief systems, friendship, 

other). Various social community networks, including existing friendships outside of the 

institution, teachers from elementary/middle school, members of church communities, members 

of basketball teams, members of professional networks such as nurses, journalists, and childcare 

providers were all examples described by participants as supporters of their success.  This theme 

emerged in 14 (87.5%) of all participants’ responses.  These graduates described that their 

support network would encourage them by saying “you are almost done,” act as accountability 

partners, and served as role models “because of what they were able to do educationally.” Some 

of these role models were “black people in high position” and “black professionals.”  

Additionally, these social support networks would pray for them, provide childcare, bring them 
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food, proof papers and give them information about their courses or programs and an opportunity 

to practice their skills while on their work terms.   Heather shared her experience with how 

members of her church community would provide her with information about the program she 

was enrolled in at York:        

Uhm I would say uhm [pause] they were supportive in the sense that like they were other 

people who went through my program [before me] within in my community, that kinda help me 

to go through it and they kinda like help me in the sense like O.K. take this teacher or you don’t 

really need to buy this book and whatnot and like stuff like that, so they help me like you know 

complete my study in a sense. 

 

 Sub-theme 3:2: Family. Family was viewed as a support system by 14 (87.5%) of the 

participants.  Graduates described their family as parents, mother-in law, spouse/partner, 

siblings, aunts, nieces, and non-biological kinships.  Most participants said their family 

encouraged their studies. They prayed for them, allowed graduates a space to vent, gave pep 

talks, provided advice, edited papers, retrieved papers from the library, gave them “stuff,” 

offered financial support, provided child-care services, cooked and fed them, and sometimes 

helped these graduates to create their study schedule. Anonymous B received encouragement 

from both her spouse/partner and financial support from other members of her family.  She said: 

“I had a partner who was very, very encouraging. Uhm, who one day sat me down, (that’s how I 

started doing a study schedule) and said let’s do your study schedule for the rest of the semester.”   

 Sub-theme 3:3: Formal Black Associations.  Formal black clubs, associations or 

organizations emerged in 5 (31.2%) of the participants responses as one of the important 

supportive groups for black students. These formal associations were remembered with fondness 



122                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

and were among graduates’ best memorable experiences. Formal associations provided 

information on other student life activities, including the opportunity to go on trips and meet with 

other black students at various levels in the educational system. Graduates also used the 

associations as respites.  These organizations included Black Student Association at Carlton 

University; Black Student Success Network (BSSN) at George Brown College; IMANI at the 

University of Toronto; and the National Society of Black Engineers and the United Black 

Students Association at Ryerson University.  Shakkoi said her best experience was joining the 

IMANI program, in which black university students speak to black students in elementary and 

high school to discuss what it means to be black: 

I started school later, than most other students.  The first 3 years I didn’t really talk to a 

lot of people, it was draining to explain myself.  After IMANI, I felt like I was more 

appreciated by all students and felt more appreciated by peers. 

 

Conversely, Rochelle noted the lack of black clubs at her post-secondary institution, Durham 

College.  However, despite this lack, Rochelle believes that colleges and universities need to 

have these clubs on campuses in order to support black students to successfully complete their 

programs. Rochelle said: 

Mostly we need to provide support before going and while we are there. I found while I 

was at college, I don’t know about other colleges but [pause] there was not a lot of clubs 

geared towards black students.   There were clubs for other students Muslims, Punjabi 

students but we didn’t have clubs that was for us, people who look like us and talk like us 

and thought the way we did.  

 

 Sub-theme 3:4: Black Peer Groups. 6 (23.1%) of participants indicated that their 

relationship with their black peer group within the institution was a source of encouragement.  

Black peers or friends came together to help each other with course work, motivate each other to 

study and complete the work assigned to them while pursuing their studies.  Heather described 

her relationship with her black friends when she said “a couple of other black friends, we always 
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encourage each other to keep going and help out each other study and whatnot.”  She also shared 

her experience helping other black peers who were Nigerian, older and enrolled in the same 

program. Although not from Nigeria, she felt that these students had in common with her the 

African origin. Heather explained:  

During college and university I use to help a lot of the older students who felt like 

[pause] I am African right so a lot of the Nigerians they did not understand a lot of the 

English  I would help them learn, like tutoring them I guess and a lot of them graduate on 

my time  as well and a lot of people felt like they were old, they are African and they 

didn’t understand English, but they did really well and a lot of people was surprise about 

that, but I was glad because I knew that I had help then to attain that  

 

Theme 4- Familial Kinship Traditions and Values      

 Familial kinship and the values held by participants’ family emerged in all (100%) of the 

interviews.  Graduates familial relationship varied in its structure, composition, and membership.  

Participants described belonging to a variety of family types which included nuclear, lone parent, 

kinships networks, and transitional/temporal.   A nuclear family structure is a western concept 

defined as consisting of a married or partnered heterosexual couple living together in an 

household with or without biological or adopted children (Bengtson, 2001; Pilkauskas & Cross 

2018). Conversely, kinship networks are family relationships beyond nuclear structures; they 

may involve relationships forged from blood ties some of which may be intergenerational and 

include members such as cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents; and non-blood ties or fictive kin 

seen by the group or unit as a family member (Dilworth-Anderson, 1992; Livingstone, 2015). A 

lone parent family structure is one in which children do not live with both parents, but primarily 

with one and may or may not have a relationship with the second parent outside of the household 

(Bernardi & Mortelmans, 2017).  Transitional/temporal family structure emerged in this study 

based on Cherry’s description shared in our interview.  This type of structure represents a fluidity 
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of moving between two types of structures on a weekly basis to a newly created structure in early 

adulthood.  This newly created structure consisted of two young married adults each with 

children of their own and a child they share biologically.   Family tradition and values emerged 

as the reasons given why graduates were able to be successful and become graduates.  Family 

played a major supportive role in these black graduates’ lives. However, personal issues and 

domestic obligations created some obstacles.   The sub-themes of familial traditions and values 

ascribed to graduates education is discussed next.  These sub-themes were revealed as 

respondents defined their family, shared what their family meant to them and expressed whether 

their family played a role in their ability to complete a program.  Graduates shared specific 

family related attributes and values to support their responses.  These sub-themes are reported in 

the order of most to least frequency.        

 Sub-theme 4:1: Supportive.  81.2% (13) of 16 participants described familial 

relationships of fostering culture that was supportive of black graduates.  Family did everything 

they could to support participants while they were students to be successful, including when they 

faced challenges. Family support enabled some participants to graduate.  Anonymous B 

described the degree to which her mother supported her when she said: “Uhm I see my mom 

sacrifice, I see my mom go through hardship to make sure that I had it all.”   

 Sub-theme 4:2: Aspirational.  Eight (50%) of participants shared that their family 

traditions and their family’s hope for wanting a higher social position or maintaining a current 

social position motivated them to complete their program.  One participant described that he 

wanted to achieve what other members in his family attained. Anonymous C described how his 

family played a role in his success: 
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I think representation matters too right? Seeing people that look like you and people that 

are directly related to you being able to achieve something. People who we are all being 

brought up the same.  You kinda ask yourself, if they can achieve it, why couldn’t I or 

why can’t I?           

    

Sub-theme 4:3: Value Education.  8 (50%) of graduates described that their family 

culture is one in which great importance and value is placed on education, or members of their 

family have been educators or pursued professions in education over several generations.   

Families invested in education by paying for tutors and any extra classes.   The value placed on 

education was shared by Anonymous B when she said, “And in my family education is a big 

thing, so I couldn’t dare disappoint again.”   Mae further explained the value placed on education 

when she said: 

My Mom is very like, oh my gosh old school Jamaican. She is very for education, like 

that is a big thing for her.  Even when I was in high school, she invested so much time in 

education, if I wasn’t getting something, she would get me a tutor. If I wasn’t 

understanding something, she would be helping me. She is very smart and very 

intelligent, so I knew in high school not only for myself but for my mother too, that it was 

my goal to go to post-secondary and do well. Yeah, Yeah. Even throughout school, 

throughout post-secondary. 

 

For two graduates, their family members are educators and so education is part of their tradition 

and embedded in their culture.  Academics is a part of Anonymous E’s family culture, with a 

lineage of women professors and lecturers. She described it as an “academic culture, where my 

grandmother was a university professor, my mother was a university lecturer, and I spent a 

significant amount of my life on university uhm campuses.”  Anonymous C shared how 

education is embedded in the culture of his family C: 

A lot of the people in my family are in education in some way.  So, my mom is a nurse in 

mental health.  Uhm my brother is a teacher and uhm my sister is finishing her Master’s 

in Education. So, I would say, I come from a line of a lot of educators.  
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Sub-theme 4:4: Loving. Five (31.2%) of graduates described their family’s 

unconditional love for them. One participant basked in the knowledge of being loved, by a 

family that you can rely on for all things.  Monique said that a family “loves you 

unconditionally”.  She noted, with obvious joy and pride, that as the youngest and the only girl, 

she received unconditional love.  

Sub-theme 4:5: Hardworking.  25% (4) participants describe working hard to achieve 

one’s goals and dreams as one of the values of their family culture.  Working hard was one of the 

strategies these participants utilized to become successful at post-secondary studies and become 

graduates.  Mae shared that she came from a family culture that values hard work with little 

appetite for excuses:  

My family, my aunts, uhm sorry, people in my family they have done well with their 

lives, you know. They work hard at a lot of things. So, and they don’t like to make 

excuses. I would say like hard working, that’s how, that it is what they are use to 

practicing, that is what they are use to doing, Yeah. 

 

  

Theme 5-Work Ethic 

The theme work emerged out of 14 (87.5%) of participants’ interviews as they discussed 

the values that are important to their family, culture or community. Work figured prominently as 

they provided insights on how they became graduates and overcame challenges such as their 

interactions with racism.  Graduates talked about work in different ways such as “work hard” and 

“working harder” than others. The sub-themes categorized what work entails for these graduates 

and the meaning of work in the context of academic life.  The specific activities completed by 

graduates, the approach graduates implemented to get their work done and what graduates say 

about their ability to complete the work revealed a pattern for the sub-themes.  Sub-themes were 

ordered based on the frequency of similar answers from graduates. 
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  Sub-theme 5:1: Do the tasks (assignment, attend classes, readings, test, tutorial).  

 Eleven participants (68.7%) believed that it is necessary for students to complete various 

tasks to fulfill the requirement of the program.  This included completing assignments on time, 

completing readings before and after classes, doing the tests and attending tutorial sessions 

especially when facing difficulties with particular course content. Anonymous D shared that if 

you wanted to be successful and graduate from your program of study, paying the tuition fees is 

the first step.  Following this step students must meet the requirement for the course by 

completing assignments and tests and being mindful of the grade required to pass the course and 

program.  

  Sub-theme 5:2: Studying. Nine graduates (56.2%) described spending many hours 

studying.  This included “getting up at 3:00 o’clock in the morning,” creating a “dedicated study 

space” which may include space at home, dorms and at the library; and joining study groups.  

Heather shared that she studied all the time, and this would often begin right after classes ended: 

if I finish class by like 5:00, I am gonna leave around 7:00pm, go to the library and study, 

study, study.  uhm I study on the bus, I don’t like studying at home, I just prefer going 

home just to sleep so I use my time at school just to study 

 

Sub-theme 5:3: Co-ops/internships/placements.  The theme of co-

ops/internships/placements emerged in nine (56.2%) of the interviews as a category of ‘work’ 

related to their program of study.  Applied ‘work’ was described by 7 participants as part of the 

requirements for the completion of their program. For two of the participants for which ‘applied 

work’ emerged in their interviews this was not a requirement for their program. One graduate 

was not aware that her program had the option to do a co-op placement and learnt about this too 

late in her program. Monique said: 
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Oh and also probably not being aware of the benefit of doing a co-op program, I realize 

the benefit of doing a co-op program in my 4th year but it was too late. But I would really 

have appreciated or love the fact of doing a co-op program, but I was just not informed 

about it.  
  

Anonymous E taught and guest lectured while working on her PhD. Overall, six graduates 

described such experiential learning as among their best and most positive memorable 

experiences.  Mae, however, said her school practicum was the worst experience she encountered 

while pursuing her post-secondary studies. Re-calling the particular incident was very difficult 

for Mae and required a lot of probing.       

 Mae described her practicum experience in the following way: 

I actually had to end up switching my school practicum, because the teacher I was 

with, I didn’t want to label her, but they thought that she was racist.  That’s was 

probably the worst experience.   

 

[Probe: Can you describe the experience?].  Ahh, So I got placed, York had 

placed me in a school practicum for teachers college and the teacher I was with in 

the classroom, she was, [chuckle, sigh,] she would say certain things you know, 

you know, but I would kinda of  brush it  off, uhm because Number one I didn’t 

want to make it seem like, well, I am being sensitive like, oh this black girl here is 

getting offended by everything we say. Number two, she was in charge of my 

grade. So I just didn’t want to be so open to speaking my opinion about how I felt 

about certain things, but it got to the point where she would keep saying certain 

comments [surprise in participant’s voice at the comments] and I am like wait, no 

something is going on. So I actually went and I ended up speaking to the site 

coordinator at the school and thank God the site coordinator was a minority, she is 

not black, she is brown and so she actually, you know, she ended up telling me, 

like she was not disagreeing with pretty much with what I was saying. And she 

was like yeah there is something going on with my practicum, my uhm my, what 

do I call it, gosh, I forget the name, sorry oh yeah with my mentor teacher. And 

so, it blew up and I ended up having to speak now, then with my professor, and 

my professor who was white lady, but she was completely on my side, with 

everything, you know, and they ended up actually having to move me to a 

different school for me to finish my placement because my mentor teacher, who 

was white did not want me back in the classroom.   
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Mae further shared that once her teacher mentor was notified of the decision to move her 

to another school, she was not pleased with the decision.  Mae said that the teacher mentor 

assumed the role of victim and advised everyone that she would not accept any future teacher 

candidates in her classroom.   Mae said that the persons in charge of her program was not 

pleased with her because she failed to alert them of the issues, she was facing. She described 

being uncomfortable at the onset of the placement and her discomfort increased based on the 

comments made by the mentor teacher.  At least “15 things she had said” were documented by 

Mae. The comments made by the mentor teacher involved voicing her disagreement with the 

school’s policy for recognizing that the structure was located on Indigenous land, and stating a 

preference for the school to focus on Canadian history; declaring that  people of colour always 

have attitude, uttering that “it’s all the Indian kids that are not listening,”, when referring to 

South Asian students, expressing that black guys are always the aggressors if a fight ensues 

between  two males who are black and white, and affirming that she was not allowed to bring a 

black boy home to her parents.  Mae confided her experiences with a black teacher in the school 

she was placed in, who validated her experiences by sharing that she, too, had dealt with 

comments from this teacher while working as an Education Assistant in this mentor teacher’s 

classroom.            

 Sub-Theme 5:4: Time Management. Half of the participants (50%) believed that 

schoolwork should be a priority for students. In addition, students should use their time wisely 

and scheduled around the tasks that must be completed.  Time management was perceived to be 

an enabler for success and is a challenge that both black and others, including white students, 

would encounter.  Anonymous C shared how he managed his time wisely while pursuing his 

studies:   
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while you are in that program, prioritize, so set aside a certain amount of hours in a day to 

do your work, and to go over lectures and what’s been taught, this specifically. And time 

management also, use your time wisely. 

 

Sub-theme 5:5: Plan of Action. Six participants (40%) suggested that black 

students who have desire to become a graduate must come to the institution and program 

with a learning strategy, vision and their personal goal.  Anonymous E captured the 

essence of these participants’ sentiments when she said, “I think it takes a clear vision of 

why you are there and what you want to get out of it.” Anonymous B further explained 

the importance of having a plan of action by saying students have to “ really have a plan 

for every single year for how you are going to reach graduation, in terms of your 

studying, assignments, like have a plan.”   

Sub-Theme 5:6: Resilience.  Five (31.2%) mentioned that in doing the hard work of 

post-secondary studies, one will encounter challenges and have to recover and make things work 

for oneself.  Brandon:  called it “the whole concept of being hard working and persevering even 

when things get tuff you just have to buckle down and make things work somehow.”  Kishale 

shared that one has to keep at it and to be resilient, meaning that: 

you definitely need to keep trucking through cus you never know what is on the other 

side of the door, if you just stop and just lay down, and not keep going you just never 

know how successful that you can be 

 

Theme 6- Institutional Resources.        

  12 (75%) shared experiences which affected their perception of institutional resources. 

Graduates perceived that most institutional resources (which included the library, university 

events, learning strategist, tutors and counsellors) helped graduates to either respond to 

challenges and/or enable their ability to graduate. Kyrstal described some of the institutional 
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resources that she utilized as strategies to enable her success and recommend that students use 

these resources to help themselves: 

Uhm, get help. For sure. For like we had a student success uhm office, that helped us like 

[with] Time Management, and like Math help, English help stuff like that. I really went to 

those. So, if I finish an essay, I would go over there, and they would like look over my 

essay.  I have had problems like in my Data class, so I would go for Math help and they 

would help me.  Like, use your resources, cus they are there for a reason. 

 

 One graduate, although she utilized some of the services on her campus, had a concern with the 

counsellors at her school as she perceived they were not skilled or empathetic to the issues 

affecting black students.  Anonymous B said: 

The only one situation. I can think about truthfully was had to do with counselling; and 

again not being understood. Because some of the things you are expressing to the 

counselors, they are looking at you like what are you talking about. And sometimes it is 

hard, even though the college is offering these services, to access services even if you 

need it because you still feel like you [are] not being heard…[Probe: How did you 

respond?] Well. I stop going to counselling.  [Laughter] I stop going because [pause] 

Like it started to become a waste of my time… 

 

Theme 7-Academic Challenges.         

 11 (68.7%) of participants described questioning their ability to graduate due to academic 

challenges and/or perceived that academic challenges were among the obstacles they 

encountered while pursuing their studies.  Graduates experienced academic challenges while 

working in groups and as individuals.  Group work obstacles were specific to group members 

either not doing their part, starting their work late, doing not enough or incomplete work and 

“not being accountable.”  The type of academic challenges these graduates faced while 

completing work assigned for individual assessments were consistent in their characteristics.  

The data revealed that the general tenor of the academic challenges they faced revolved around 

lack of experience or knowledge regarding the course content and academic process and not 
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completing or failing courses or programs.  These challenges were similar for these graduates 

and are further explained as sub-themes. 

Sub-theme 7:1: unfamiliar territory/new material.  56.2% or 9 graduates disclosed 

that the main academic challenge that they faced pertained to a lack of understanding and 

knowledge regarding academic protocol, for example writing using APA format for writing 

papers, and studying new content in courses and academic disciplines. Graduates shared that 

unfamiliarity with course content and academic rules were perceived as obstacles, and they 

found these issues challenging.  Graduates also divulged that these obstacles or challenges were 

ones they perceived to be universally shared by all students.  Anonymous A, who came from a 

business/financial service background to nursing, shared why she found a new discipline and the 

academic process challenging by stating that:  

(…) it was a whole different learning curve for me. I mean, when I said I was going to do 

nursing, I didn’t think about what it entail.  But it is a very detail course. You know. You 

gotta know [pause] And it’s all about Why?  Why? Why? Why?  The course is all about 

that, you know. Why is this man having heart failure? What is it secondary to?  What 

would be the medication? What would the doctor be ordering? What would the patient be 

experiencing?  If you see the patient experiencing it, what would you do? You know. It’s 

why? What? What? What? All these [chuckles] it was very detail…”.   
 

Anonymous E described how she was unprepared to start a doctoral program in a 

field in which she had no prior knowledge:  

But the first (…) course I ever took, was in the PhD. And that was through what was a 

terrible oversight.  Uhm and had I known now what I knew then, I wouldn’t have done 

the program that I did. Because the first year was really, really hard.  I audited a class 

twice that I had already completed and gotten the credit for.  Just because I didn’t feel 

that I was comfortable enough with the material in it.  So, there was a lot of trying to 

overcompensate for my lack. But nobody advised me to not do it.  If that makes sense. 

You know, the program admitted me, but I wasn’t offered a lot of support. And I was, 

what you call it, like there was a really strong attempt from the department to recruit me. 

[Probe: Why was that?]  Because I am a black woman. I was the first black woman to 

graduate from that program. 
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Sub-theme 7:2: Failed exams/course and incomplete program (Lack of confidence 

and the imposter syndrome). According to Nimmo (2019), imposter syndrome is defined “as a 

feeling of self-doubt. The feeling that one day we’re going to be caught out as a total fraud. The 

fundamental fear is being unmasked and revealed as a fake. It particularly afflicts successful 

individuals and is more common after a significant accomplishment or award” (p. 318).  Some 

graduates expressed that they did “poorly” or received a “low mark in a class.”  However, 4 

(25.0 %) participants described failing either a course or exam or not completing a prior 

program.  A failed exam, course or incomplete programs were seen as obstacles and challenges 

while pursuing their studies. Graduates questioned their ability to complete their current program 

when they received low grades.  Krystal questioned whether she would graduate on several 

occasions:  

Anytime I got a low mark in a class, I am like can I really graduate? Is it really worth it, 

all this stress?  Sometimes I did well in a class and sometimes I didn’t, even up to my last 

year. So, it’s like am I really going to make it.      
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Table 2. Frequency of Themes 

Theme Frequency 

1. Everyday Expression of Racism 100% 

1:1 Negative Stereotyping 62.5% 

1:2 Forms of Resistance 62.5% 

1:3 Harassment/Microaggression 56.2% 

1:4 Alienation & Isolation 43.7% 

1:5 Hidden Curriculum 18.7% 

1:6 Requirement to Maintain White Comfort 18.7% 

  

2. Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships 100% 

2:1 Encouragement and Support 62.5% 

2:2 Lack of Support; Thwarting of Success 43.7% 

2:3 Black Faculty 31.2% 

  

3. Support Systems 100% 

3:1 Social Community Networks 87.5% 

3:2 Family 87.5% 

3:3 Formal Black Associations 31.2% 

3:4 Black Peer Group 23.1% 

  

4. Familial Kinship Traditions and Values 100% 

4:1 Supportive 81.2% 

4:2 Aspirational 50% 

4:3 Value Education 50% 

4:4 Loving 31.2% 

4:5 Hard Working 25% 

  

5. Work Ethic 87.5% 

5:1 Do the Tasks 68.7% 

5:2 Studying 56.2% 

5:3 Co-ops, internships, placements 56.2% 

5:4 Time Management 50% 

5:5 Plan of Action 40% 

5:6 Resilience 31.2% 

  

6. Institutional Resources 75% 

  

7. Academic Challenges 62.5% 

7:1 Unfamiliar Territory/New Material 56.2% 

7:2 Failed Exams/Programs, Incomplete Programs 25% 

Note: Number of participants represented as a percentage, e.g., 16 is equivalent to 100%.    
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Findings Applied to Research Question 

 

This section is modelled after Rangel-Clawson’s (2016) dissertation on: A 

Phenomenological Approach Examining the Completion of Latino High School Students through 

the Lenses of Critical Race Theory.  In her dissertation, Rangel-Clawson framed the findings to 

her research questions under the umbrella of the relevant themes that emerged from her data 

analysis and results section.  In addition, the data relevant to each of the themes and questions 

were documented and supported by additional narratives, some of which were not mentioned 

earlier in her data analysis and results section.   I have adapted her model and provided quotes 

taken from the data previously analyzed to lend emphasis or to clarify the findings when 

answering my research questions. 

Research Sub-Question 1 

Which obstacles did black graduates experience while pursuing post-secondary 

education?           

 The participants identified the following obstacles in their experience of post-secondary 

education: Everyday Expressions of Racism, Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships, 

Institutional Resources, and Academic Challenges.  According to the data, Everyday Expressions 

of Racism were present at the Canadian post-secondary institutions these graduates attended. 

However, racism was both overt and covert in its expressions.  Some participants said that they 

were unaware of racism and did not believe that they dealt with racism directly. The type of 

everyday expressions of racism experienced by participants, and their acknowledgement of 

racism and responses, varied.  Some graduates described having to contend with negative 
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stereotypes (Sub-theme 1:1) as a major struggle while pursuing their post-secondary studies. 

According to Heather negative stereotyping:  

was an obstacle because when I did very well people were going to question it but I can’t 

help it, I worked hard, so I am gonna answer the question right.  When I graduated, I 

graduated with Summa Cum Laude people were like shock, and I am like don’t be shock, 

like I am like day and night I am constantly studying. That is a real obstacle people 

doubting you and thinking that cus you are black, I don’t say cus your black realistically, 

because you are black you can’t achieve.  I feel like a lot of white students feel they 

deserve a good mark just because they are white.  I even didn’t know what Summa Cum 

Laude was, until I went to my graduation. I was saying what is this? During the 

graduation I was googling what it means…”   
 

Most participants with a similar experience described that the general consensus was that 

some people “have one specific[ally] thought” (Brandon) about black students, they are not 

smart enough, lack intelligence, and are “barbaric” (Shakkoi). Black graduates’ intelligence was 

constantly contested and questioned. Kishale described how she perceived that negative 

stereotyping was in play based on the interaction she had with her non-racialized peers in class. 

Just being stereotyped, I would voice an opinion, and some of my peers who are not 

minorities would tend not to accept it.  They were unsure if I could even speak on it.  You 

can kinda tell when someone is undermining you.  They start probing into what you say, 

picking it apart, not being able to understand that somebody who is not like them can be 

knowledgeable on a particular topic, so I definitely experienced that. 

 

Feelings of alienation and isolation (Sub-theme 1:2) expressions emerged from the data 

as some graduates described their experiences.  Participants did not explicitly attribute the way 

they were feeling to racism.  However, they described noticing that they were the only or among 

the few black students in a course or in their program, not being able to make friends, not feeling 

connected, presenting for classes only and going home directly after class, perceiving and 

noticing  at their institutions cliques that they were excluded from, not feeling welcome in 

cafeterias staffed only by white people, not being asked to join group projects in class,  

perceiving that they were unwelcome in the space, and perceiving that  post-secondary 
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institutions are “implicated and inextricable from violence against black women’s bodies” 

(Anonymous E).  Brandon acknowledged the challenge with being the only black student and 

why he was not fully at ease: 

(…) one thing that was pretty obvious was that I would look around the classroom and 

realize there were no other black students, we started off with 50 students and, I was the 

only black student around. That’s why it is definitely easier for other students to identify 

with other classmates as they can see themselves in other classmates. 

 

According to the data, Harassment/Microagression (Sub-theme 1:3) was one form in 

which everyday expressions of racism were exhibited and experienced by most participants. This 

particular obstacle was described by these graduates as a challenge they believed white students 

did not have to grapple with while pursuing their studies. They described classrooms, hallways 

and other on campus settings in which they or their friends contend with hostile stares, 

unwelcome jokes and remarks, visual images presented by professors portraying black people in 

a “barbaric” (Shakkoi) fashion, professors verbally attacking black students in class for using 

white privilege examples, and “racist slurs written” (Monique) all over bathroom walls.  Both 

students and faculty exhibited harassment and microaggressive behavior and /or expressions.  

Racism was a contributory factor for one graduate to abandon her studies at Carleton University.  

CJ described how other students harassed her black friends and how that atmosphere contributed 

to her leaving Carlton University: 

Again this was more at Carleton when I was in Ottawa.  Gosh those people were just 

racist. That is why I did not want to stay in the atmosphere. I feel like those people were 

just racist – the students.  They were just ignorant.  I guess it is the way they grew up and 

did things and still did things.   It was just different from the way things were in Toronto.  

These were student, so not me personally but like my friends that I am walking to class 

with, they would look at them weird in the hallways  cus they are wearing socks and 

sandals and apparently that was just like a city thing and they were not doing that in that 

city  Then again, I personally would not hear comments but my friends would say oh 

yeah this person said this in a certain class. 
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Other participants described that the hidden curriculum (Sub-theme 1:5) was an obstacle 

that “non-black students and non-women coded students” (Anonymous E) did not have to deal 

with.  Resources, connections, and information that is “casually shared like in culturally coded 

exchanges” (Anonymous E) with students who were not black.  Hidden curriculum was 

described as “finding placement” and “getting jobs while in school” (Anonymous D).  One 

participant, Anonymous E described this obstacle, the hidden curriculum when she said, “I 

would say, not having access to resources, not being included nor not being not excluded.” 

 A need to maintain white comfort (Sub-theme 1:6) by modifying speech, dress code, and 

allowing white persons “in” (Anonymous E) to the circle was also an issue. Participants 

described rules created on campus for the organizations of formal clubs that can be utilized to 

suppress organizations created by black students, for example religious groups.  Graduates also 

described white students being “super defensive rather than being receptive” (Kishale) when 

black students display their intelligence and conduct themselves in a different manner.  Mae 

shared becoming conscious of the need to adjust one’s behavior:  

But for some reason, I am finding like, I don’t know, I feel like a lot of black people do it 

too. It’s like you just automatically, you just become conscious of how they are like 

perceiving you, and you just, you try to conduct yourself ,you are not as relaxed, you start 

conducting yourself in a different type of way  to make them feel  more conformable, you 

know.  

  

 Some participants utilized various forms of resistance (Sub-theme 1:2) responses to deal 

with the everyday expressions of racism they encountered at various post-secondary institutions 

in Ontario, Canada.   Graduates described choosing not to internalize negative stereotypes 

attributed to their “capabilities” (Kishale), dismissing or disregarding negative stereotypes and 

racism in general, challenging and questioning what is being said, withdrawing from racist 

interactions, forming groups and friendships with other black students, talking with black 



139                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

professors, seeking counselling services, and for some, choosing to ignore racism or being 

unaware of racism if the expressions were not of an overt nature.  During one interview, CJ 

explained how she and her peers attempted to dismiss or disregard racism and sought respite 

from these interactions: 

But we kinda shrug it off, again that is why I was happy with who I had at Carlton, we 

were always facing the same backlash, negativity or whatever, so we took it and like 

made a joke of it ourselves.  We did not take it to heart. Because we were strong people 

and things like that.   We laughed it off and for the most part we stayed to ourselves. And 

that was that. 

 

Unlike CJ, some participants confronted race and racism expression directly. Shakkoi said, “I 

respond verbally. I have to respond to closed doors. I have to be prepared to put in the work, it 

could be something very fast.” 

 Seven of the 16 participants (43.7%) described that one of the obstacles that they faced 

was specifically attributed to Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships (Theme 2). Specifically, 

faculty were perceived as unsupportive and thwarting their success (Sub-theme 2:2).  Some 

graduates described non-racialized faculty dislike of racialized and accented students or students 

from a specific geographic location or religion.  Faculty did not support black students in class 

discussions on matters of race and demonstrated a willingness to participate with other students 

to devalue all things African.  They were also described as lacking empathy for some black 

students’ unique circumstances.  Rochelle described why she perceived that faculty were 

sometimes unsupportive when she shared this experience: 

I would say that some of the teachers didn’t always, you know understand my 

situation regarding attendance in class. I am a single mom, working full time and 

going to school, doing my co-op [internship].  There were times where my 

attendance was a bit low and there were some teachers/ professors who were not 

sympathetic/empathetic of my situation and made things difficulty for me when I 

did attend [pause], by making unacceptable comments about attendance and 
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punctuality.  I understand them [pause] but.[pause] I am a single mom, working 

while going to school. 

 

Twelve of 16 participants (75%) described institutional resources (Theme 6) as an 

important factor for enabling success. However, some participants shared that some of these 

resources were in fact obstacles to their success.  On example is counselling services 

Anonymous B had difficulty with counselling she said: 

The only one situation. I can think about truthfully was had to do with counselling; and 

again, not being understood. Because some of the things you are expressing to the 

counselors, they are looking at you like what are you talking about. And sometimes It is 

hard, even though the college is offering these services, to access services even if you 

need it because you still feel like you not being heard…  

 

Other graduates suggested that their unawareness of institutional resources meant that black 

students missed critical information that could have enriched their post-secondary life and 

program, for example associations or information on co-op programs.  One participant suggested 

that black students “may be accessing about 5% of what the university has to offer” (Anonymous 

E) to get their work done and this is an institutional problem rather than a student problem.  

 According to the data, Academic Challenges (Theme 7) emerged as an obstacle for 

62.5% of the graduates interviewed.  Some graduates described failing courses and exams as 

challenges they encountered which had them question their ability to graduate.  Others 

experienced not completing their program of study at the institution they started for a variety of 

reasons including childcare responsibilities and their experience with racism. One participant had 

only one course remaining in a Law Clerk Program at Seneca College at the time of our 

interview. She later pursued and graduated from Project Management at George Brown College.  

Anonymous B did not share the reasons for not completing the program.  Some participants 

found the program they pursued challenging because the material was unfamiliar to them or they 
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were not yet acclimatized to the culture and process of completing course work at the post-

secondary level.  Krystal shared her experiences with respect to the academic obstacles she 

encountered:  

I think there were academic obstacles. Like sometimes, it was hard to understand some 

things. Or there is a project that I don’t think I did really well on but I didn’t know how to 

improve. Or, time management skills when it came to do my work. So those were kind of 

obstacles I face.  

             

Research Sub-Question 2 

Which success factors and strategies do black graduates identify as having been 

instrumental in attaining graduation? 

The themes Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships, Support Systems, Familial 

Kinships Traditions and Values, Work Ethics; and Institutional Resources and their 

corresponding sub-themes were indicative of the success factors and strategies black graduates 

identified as instrumental in them becoming graduates.   Table 3 summarizes the themes and sub-

themes in relation to Research Question 2. 

Table 3. 

 

Success Factors and Strategies in Order of Frequency 

 

Themes/Sub-Themes Percentage 

Support Groups (Theme 3) 100% 

Familial Kinship Traditions and Values (Theme 4) 100% 

Work Ethic (Theme 5) 87.5% 

Institutional Resources (Theme 6) 75% 

Faculty Encouragement and Support (Sub-Theme 2:1) 62.5% 

Black Faculty (Sub-Theme 2:3) 31.2% 

 Note: Number of participants represented in percentages, e.g., 16 participant recorded as 100%. 
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Ten (62.5%) of all participants described encouraging and supportive faculty (Sub-

Theme 2:1) as a factor that contributed to their success as graduates.  Graduates perceived that 

building and having positive relationships with encouraging and supportive faculty is one of the 

strategies that may be employed by black students hoping to attend and graduate from post-

secondary institutions. Supportive and encouraging faculty spent time with students, gave 

permission for students to attend their section of course although students were enrolled in 

another section, encourage students “to come in and talk” (Anonymous C), acknowledged and 

valued their work, graded work fairly based on students’ contribution, and provided reference 

letters for graduate and internship work.   For some graduates, their relationships with 

encouraging and supportive faculty were among some of their most memorable experiences at 

the post-secondary institution they attended.  For Kyrstal, it was receiving a perfect score, 100%, 

for an assessment in a sociology class from a professor [who was also a psychologist] who “was 

like one of my favourite psychologists that I looked up to..   Icelyn shared another positive 

memorable experience with a racialized professor who supported her to complete one of her 

exams: 

(…) before I completed, you know my Masters. I was doing an exam or we were doing 

an exam, and I just could not understand what happen. I could not see. I just could not 

see. I say Oh my God, this cannot happen. You know, this is an exam. And what I am 

going to do now. And, I had taken some test, you know the day before.  So I told the 

professor, I said I am sorry I cannot write this exam. I cannot see. And so I was asked, 

what do you mean you cannot see.  I said, I just cannot see what is on the paper.  And he 

said O.K., we can fix it. He was Chinese. We got along very well.   Alright, Don’t panic.  

We can fix it.  I will never forget that and I have told many people about this experience.  

And he said, O.K. I will read the questions to you and then, you can’t see so you can’t 

write, you are going to go off the line; I am going to get one of the other students when 

they are finish to write it, because you are not going to fail this exam by not being able to 

see.  That is an experience I will never forget until I die. And then he asked the students 

to stop everything and he told them what happen.  Everyone was like Oh No, Oh No, Oh 

No. It can’t be yes, yes. Who do you want to write? Then he said, I choose who finishes 

first and do well. You can write it, while I read the question, and she answers it. You 
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know, that is one of the best experiences in school.  And when after, you know we all 

finish that because, you know it is was a slow process. Because we had to wait until 

someone finish writing their exam before they do the writing, the professor read and then 

they do the writing. We went over time too. Just for me. 

 

 Good connections and relationships with encouraging faculty continued after completing 

a course or graduating from a program for some black graduates, beyond letters of references for 

graduate studies, internship and job opportunities.  Cherry had such a relationship with one of 

her professors who brought her into an internship program at Seneca College.  Cherry said that 

after graduation, she remained friends with the faculty member and became friends with her 

daughter.: “I think like that one professor was really very instrumental in the whole experience of 

the program,” she said.  

The data revealed that black faculty (Sub-Theme 2:3) represented 5 (31.2%) of the 

participants’ responses, with some graduates drawing on black faculty support as an important 

strategy for attaining success and graduating from their program.  According to graduates, black 

professors provided information on counselling services and encouraged students to pursue and 

complete work with more academic rigor.  Graduates perceived that black professors shared a 

similar lived experience or understood black students’ experiences so they would be in the best 

position to help them to respond to their challenges.   Brandon shared that once he realized that 

he was the only black student in his program he needed someone to identify with, someone that 

would understand his experience and a person he could “see” himself in.   Brandon said: 

I am generally a pretty friendly person [pause] so I was able to speak to this black teacher 

that kinda understood the same experience. She was a black woman that [pause] ah 

[pause] who is now teaching full-time paramedics but she was also teaching in the 

paramedic  program so if I had a problem that  I thought only she could understand then  

I would speak to  her. 
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All 16 participants (100%) said that they utilized various support systems or groups 

(Theme 3) as a strategy to become graduates of Canadian post-secondary institution. The support 

systems included black peer groups, formal black associations, social community networks and 

family. These support systems helped black graduates to respond to challenges that were 

particular to black students as well as other challenges shared by all students.  The various 

support systems provided encouragement and motivation, served as a mental health respite, 

validated experiences of everyday expressions of racism, provided information and advice, 

childcare services, financial support and help with assignments.  All of these success factors and 

strategies assisted these participants in graduating from their respective program of study.    

Anonymous D shared her idea of a support system and the importance of such a group by noting, 

“it does not have to be a large group just one or two, three people who are just your cheerleaders, 

cus that will take you far.” 

Reliance on Familial Kinship Traditions and Values (Theme 6) was a strategy that all 16 

participants (100%) identified as enablers of their graduation efforts. Graduates described their 

family culture as representative of their culture or community.  The values and traditions that are 

held by participants included aspirational, hardworking, loving, supportive and an emphasis on 

the importance of education.   Brandon shared that his family was very loving and supportive: 

“very loving. Anything I have my mind on they will be behind me 100% all the time and guide 

me in the right direction.”  Kishale also shared the value her mother placed on education and the 

prompting she received from her to aspire for more.  Kishale said she did not think she would 

have pursued more post-secondary education without her mother, she said:    

My mom actually was the one to introduce the idea to me and I immediately shut it down 

and she kept introducing it to me and she just kept bringing it up, [she said] if you like the 

program so much why don’t you pursue your Masters, I know you want to go to law 
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school but why not pursue it you just never know. So that was always in the back of 

mind.            

      

Most graduates 14 of 16 (87.5%) described that a good work ethic (Theme 5) is a 

required strategy for attaining graduation. Some graduates perceived that black students have to 

work harder than others do.  Graduates shared that “hard work is a key factor” in their culture 

and that they use this value as a strategy to support their academic success.  Black people “are 

always grinding to make a living, uhm like hard work is definitely engrained in the Jamaican 

culture” (Kishale).  Students who wish to become graduates must be prepared to do the work.  

The strategy of working hard included developing a plan of action, studying, doing the various 

tasks (attending classes, completing assignments – on time and start on them early, reading, 

completing tests, attending tutorial) and managing your time effectively.  To become a graduate 

“takes dedication,” CJ said.  Heather said that to be successful in a program, one needs to study 

hard: 

You can’t just go to school thinking that you are going to do well.  Like grades just don’t 

appear on, you know it just doesn’t appear at the end of the semester, you have to work 

hard for it. So like if you want to be successful in post-secondary institution you have to 

work hard for it. 

          

 Participants also described institutional resources (Theme 6) as a factor leading to their 

success and ability to graduate. Participants took advantage of various student support services at 

their institutions.  The institutional resources graduates used were Career Services/Center, 

Counselling, Clubs, the Library, English Department for essay review service, Individual 

Education Plan assessment to obtain extra time for writing exams and submit assignments, 

Learning Strategists, Learning Circles, Plays, Student Services, Student Success Office for help 
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in Time Management, Math, and English, Tutoring Services, Talks, Concerts  and Financial Aid.    

Anonymous A stressed the importance of locating institutional help:  

Find resources to help you get through the course. That is one of the things I did…and 

then I also went to the English department [chuckle] And fortunately there was a lady 

there that would read and let you know where to put your commas, or say don’t you think 

this sentence would sound better this way. Some of them won’t do that.  You have to find 

who can help you. Not to do your work but to help make it better. 

 

Research Sub-Question 3 

To which factors do black graduates attribute being able to complete their post-

secondary programs at Canadian post-secondary institution? 

In addition to the success factors listed previously (Table 3), graduates who were 

consciously aware of or perceived they encountered racism while pursuing their studies adopted 

various forms of resistance (Sub-theme 1:6) to overcome daily everyday racism expressions 

(Theme 1) to become graduates.  In some cases, graduates described their resilience (Sub-theme 

5:6) as a factor that contributed to their ability to successfully complete their program.  Forms of 

resistance utilized by graduates are engagement, disengagement and ignoring racism expressions. 

Some graduates explained that sometimes they attempted to fight racism.  In other instances, 

they determined that it was “not worth it” (Anonymous E) to fight and described not giving their 

time to fighting.  Anonymous B described a refusal to internalize negative views held by others 

by ignoring or disengaging from these opinions and focusing on what she knew about her 

smartness and capability:       

And with the fact that people say oh wow, you did that. It really didn’t bother me 

because, in a sense, for me I felt like I have the upper hand, right. Yeah, because what 

you visualize and what you are seeing is not lining up to actually what it is, but for me 

that is O.K.  I know what I am capable of doing.  Uhm, initially it was shock, like Wow!  

But as I said, because I grew up in the Caribbean like no one question anything based on 

the colour of your skin.  It’s not like, if you are smart, you are smart. If you are 
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challenged, you are challenged, you may have difficulty learning, you have difficulty 

learning. At first, it was shock but then it was like, O.K let them think I am a fool. 

 

 Five (31.2%) of 16 participants attributed their ability to complete their post-secondary 

education to resilience.  Two participants actually used the word ‘resilience/resilient”, whereas 

the other three graduates described it in different terms. From a Western perspective, resilience 

may be defined within three contexts.  First, as a group of qualities or features that children have 

when despite adverse or disadvantage circumstances these children grew up successfully.  

Second, resilience is demonstrating competence while under stress.  Third, the ability of a person 

to recover from trauma (Ungar, 2008).  Resilience is also considered a quality or feature evident 

not only in the individual but also in their environment that increases the likelihood of a positive 

outcome or development (Ungar & Liebenberger, 2011). Shakkoi shared that to become a black 

graduate, you have to be resilient to overcome the obstacles arising from all of one’s various 

overlapping social categorization.  According to Shakkoi becoming a black graduate “mean[s] to 

be resilient, because there is a lot of obstacles in terms [of] intersectionality; when you are able 

to graduate, it is a really good sign of resilience.”   She further explained her attitude towards 

resilience as “a grungy ruthlessness. (…) I don’t care. I am going to do this and then I don’t 

care.” 

Research Sub-Question 4 

What do experiences of black graduates reveal about the phenomenon of community 

cultural capital? 

The participants described reliance on several forms of cultural capital while pursuing 

their post-secondary studies.  These included aspirational, navigational, social, familial, and 

resistant capital.   Cultural capital consists of knowledge, skills, abilities, competencies, and 
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contacts used by people who share similar beliefs, values and behaviours to gain success within a 

society (Clothey, 2016; Yasso, 2005).  Mae shared her hopes for a better future despite the 

inequalities and issues she observed in her community (aspirational).  Mae said “Like, I just, you 

know  (…)  certain areas close to me are a little rough. And I just kinda felt like, I wanted to do 

more for myself.”  Kishale also shared her familial background or history and what she aspired 

to, as well as the strategies employed to get there (navigational). She explained that: “even 

though I wasn’t from a super-rich, you know [pause] background, I just always made use of 

what I had.  I studied to make a more solid future for myself.”     

 Family and extended family (kinship) members as well as members from various 

supportive social networks such as friends and members of black church communities shared 

information that graduates found valuable to complete their post-secondary institution.  Such 

information pertained to the books that should be purchased for a program, which professor’s 

course they should enroll in, which professors were perceived as racist, what was needed to get 

through the institution and the various support programs available on campus (navigational).  

Anonymous B shared her experiences on advice she received from her social networks. These 

interactions allowed her to acknowledge and recognize the importance of learning what to watch 

for her when navigating space on campus: 

I think, where it really resonated about being black and being successful as a student was 

within George Brown College.  Uhm, and again, as I said, it was not until my last year 

where I really, you really thought about it and it was understanding how to navigate your 

space and get the most out of it. So, these were the lessons, these were some of the things 

that, you know, the conversations that I had. Some of the conversations were, you know, 

you are black the professors not going to like you. They are racist. I have gotten that.  

Uhm, And, how hard it can be as a black person. It is 10 times harder for a black person 

trying to make it, trying to be successful. Yeah and so, it was really like hearing about 

anti-oppression. And all of those things, cus like I said, all of these things, I never really 

thought about because It wasn’t part of my life, right. 
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Graduates described a supportive network of people (social) and family (familial) within 

their community that cared for participants, provided information, and helped them to cope, 

resist and respond to challenges and adversity they encountered while pursuing their post-

secondary studies.  Anonymous E described social contacts and community as lifesaving because 

they cared and provided emotional and educational support: 

I think, you know going back to community, the way that Black women support each 

other is lifesaving.  (…) like the way you know you would call a friend and be like that I 

can’t do this anymore and the friend like, you know what I am coming over with dinner, 

don’t worry about it, I got you.  You know.  Uhm. You know. And the friends that are 

like just, just send me your work and these are the next steps you to do now and the ones 

who would say I will be your accountability partner and I will check in with you daily 

until you get through this.  I had a friend who would check in with me on  a weekly basis 

and say,  You said you would do this last week, if you haven’t done it, how can I help 

you finish it and if you have done it what’s next.  Every week set up reminders and call 

me until I finish and graduated, you know. 

 

Anonymous B experienced community as the social contacts you reach out to when you 

need knowledge and encouragement, and together, you keep learning and sharing with each 

other: 

When I think of community, I think of people coming together. I think of with 

differences but learning and growing from each other. And, and when you are in place of 

lack, it is is a place you can go, help to, [get help] to alleviate that lack, whether it is 

knowledge, whether it be something physical - food, encouragement. Uhm your 

community, apart from God, your is where you would draw your strength from. 

   

Some graduates explained that when faced with obstacles such as everyday expressions 

of racism and academic challenges, they resisted and responded in several ways.  Some 

employed direct oppositional behavior. Shakkoi shared that she challenged inequity by 

completing course evaluations to record any issues of microaggression despite being anxious 

about final exam grades and showing up always as a strong black person: “I was black every day, 

I was so black, there was some professors I made uncomfortable.” Some graduates said that they 
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did not experience overt racism directly and did not directly voice the use of their community 

capital in this regard.  However, one participant mused that due to the multicultural makeup of 

the population of her university she may have missed some of the everyday racism expressions 

on campus   Heather described that she may have had on blinders at the time:  

Uhmm [pause] well I went to York and like York is pretty multicultural, I would say 

uhm[pause] I never really experienced[pause] like maybe I was just blind to it, because  I 

feel like now  racism is more I guess  the light is being shone  more than before to be 

honest so like , when I was on campus I never really experienced racism except like let’s 

say like when something rowdy was going on, I think that a lot of people assume that the 

person is to be black, you know what I mean or they are supposed to act more ghetto, or 

they are suppose be like a certain type of  way, you know what I mean..[pause] or they 

are supposed to take a certain type of courses, like [pause] they are supposed to take 

more of like, I guess[pause] the Arts or something like that, they would say nothing too 

tough. I guess. I guess that the type of racism I.[pause] that was there.” 

 

 

 Heather contributed social capital in the support of her Nigerian older peers who were 

enrolled in her program by imparting her knowledge and information on the English language to 

support their graduation efforts.  According to Heather, the older “Nigerians (…) did not 

understand a lot of the English I would help them learn, like tutoring them”    

Some graduates said they were explicitly conscious of certain values that their 

community, culture and family instilled in them.  These values allowed them to believe in 

themselves, and they used this knowledge and skill to respond to challenges. Anonymous B 

described herself as a person that loves learning.   She said:  

It is part of my culture.  I have been cultured to [pause] you make sure you do your 

homework on Sunday. You know you make sure your shoes is ready for Monday. Your 

clothes ironed. In terms of my approach to my study, my culture influence it a lot.  

       

Participants revealed success strategies and enablers for success at Canadian post-

secondary institution related to sub- questions 2-4.  The verbatim recommendations shared by 

participants on what is required to successful complete post-secondary studies are listed below. 
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(See Table 4 for a brief summary).  I have captured the recommendations verbatim in order to 

facilitate direct and simplified communication (the voicing) of the strategies utilized by black 

graduates from their perspective for the benefit of potential Canadian black post-secondary 

students.  I hope that future black students may read these direct quotes and obtain inspiration 

and knowledge that may help them while they are pursuing their studies. Graduates shared the 

following: - 

You have to figure out a learning strategy. Surround yourself with a good group of 

friends who have the same goals as you do. But if you can’t find that then you have to 

rely on you. At the end of the day it is all about you.  Being able to focus on you, you 

have to find some learning strategy. Yes, have a little fun in between, but it is going to 

take a lot of sacrificing for where you want to go.  They need to learn that everything is 

only for a time, and once you are done, when you achieve that goal and you know that 

you did it. It is a wonderful experience. You need to choose something that you can use 

to move around.  Choose a career that’s marketable.  I think that it is. Choose a career 

that is marketable. Focus on yourself. Figure out how you are going to get through the 

course.  Have some good group of friends around you. And if you don’t have that, at the 

end of the day it is going to be all about you. Find resources to help you get through the 

course. That is one of the things I did.   I have a friend who is a journalist and I make him 

re-read all my essays [laughter] and correct any grammar that I needed. And then I also 

went to the English department [chuckle] And fortunately there was a lady there  that 

would read and let you know where to put your commas, or say don’t you think this 

sentence would sound better this way. Some of them won’t do that.  You have to find 

who can help you. Not to do your work but to help make it better. (Anonymous A) 

 

Uhm, the first thing is you need a plan. Uhm, a lot of the times, students in general, uhm 

they will wait until the last year to figure out what I am doing next.  Uhm or they play it 

as they go. Sometimes their grades. So, having a plan, and saying O.K. I want a 3.5 GPA 

and this is how like I am going to get.  I am going to school for 3 years; at the end of the 

3 years I either want to go to work or I want to go to university.  In order for me to go to 

work I need to have a proper resume. Then now, there are places like Career Services or 

the different student services that you use. So, a lot of the times, student don’t realize that 

they are paying. This [it] is already paid for so it makes sense to access this service.  

Rather than waiting, for [when] you are finishing school in April and you are you are 

going to the career center in March, one month before you graduate. So, for me, it is one 

of those things I did not do, so that’s why I can say that, to use all those resources.  Uhm, 

to be open, and uhm try not to be intimidated by certain spaces. For me, my problem, I 

could ask in class and all of that, but as much as I was unaware of these services. I did not 

go out to ask to see if it was even offered. So, my thing is to ask questions. Make it your 

duty to know what is going on [on] campus. Have a good relationship rapport with your 
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professors.  But to really have a plan for every single year for how you are going to reach 

graduation, in terms of your studying, assignment, like have a plan. (Anonymous B) 

 

I think, it takes working hard, it takes prioritizing and I think it takes using you time 

wisely, I think it takes making connections with peers and staff and professors. I think it 

takes being open minded. I think it takes effort and I think it takes God also and your 

community around you too. Your community what would that be, your friends out of 

school, whether that your family. Them understanding your goals and them helping push 

you towards that goal.  And also putting God first. (Anonymous C) 

 

Hard work, uhm the will to stay focus and put your mind to it that no matter what 

obstacle you face, you gonna keep pushing and get through it.  (…) Have a community or 

support system behind you, it does not have to be a large group just one or two, three 

people who are just your cheerleaders, cus that will take you far. And uhm I would say if 

you are religious, have your people behind you. Cus that kinda where your faith lies.  

Uhm What else, Yeah I think that is kinda it. (Anonymous D) 

 

I think it takes a clear vision of why you are there and what you want to get out of it. 

Right. And it also takes a strong support and network. And it does not have to be a large 

one. And it is easier if you have an ally. (…)  I think mentorship from somebody who is 

where you want to be, who is similar to who you are. Is it fair for me to go to another 

black woman to say take on more labour in supporting me? You know. I think you have 

to be clear in what you want, and I also think there is a responsibility, for those of us who 

achieve certain things to make sure that we help other women younger than us to achieve 

too. You know, once again, I haven’t done it alone. And it works uhm, I think there is 

responsibility to keep an eye out and do what you can based on your capacity.  I also 

think the students need to be able to find and understand maybe like you’re never going 

to know what you need to know, that information is not being casually passed around; but 

if you know that for example you are a first generation university academic, then find a 

professor, who doesn’t have to be in your field. Find an instructor, a professor or even a 

grad student and say listen, I am first generation in my family and there are things that I 

don’t know. (…) Get in touch with alumni networks, like part of being at university is  

figuring out how to learn, it is not like just, solely in the classroom. It is for the rest of 

your life too. It is for the other areas in your life. (Anonymous E) 

 

Definitely takes, ah, some perseverance and the willingness to be uncomfortable in 

certain situations. And taking charge and making yourself comfortable and also a good 

support system that you can go home to or even to speak to people. Actually I do think  

friends are very important obviously not just at home and at school and you need people 

to be able to confide in and even people  help you out,  cus you can’t do everything on 

your own.  Yeah…just that drive that you know you have a goal and the way to attain it is 

going through school, so get comfortable with being uncomfortable and work your way 

through it. (Brandon) 
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I am trying to think of something that would be, would be different than other any other 

student and I can’t think of anything specific. Uhm.  So, like at the end of the day, once 

you have the funds to actually get to school, like I feel is a barrier for many people then it 

is just a matter of getting it down. Like you have to. I don’t know.  I can’t give very good 

advice, because I feel like I didn’t have a lot of many barriers.  You know.  People are 

always asking how do you do it with kids? You just do. You just show up.  You figure 

out what assignment needs doing and you just do them and you do them well.  I don’t 

have a very good advice is that area. I don’t think. (Cherry) 

 

I would say it takes dedication. It takes a good support team and it is a mindset in my 

opinion.   If you know that you want to do this and you really want to reach this goal and 

you put the work in and you have a good support team and a strong basis behind you, 

then you will be O.K. It is gonna get hard. Not everything in life is easy. As long as you 

know that, if you stick through it, study and work hard then I would say that you can 

complete your post-secondary education at any Canadian post-secondary institution. (CJ) 

 

I would say that for you to be successful it comes within yourself. Uhm. If you want to be 

successful in a program, you shouldn’t let, you need to study hard. You can’t just go to 

school thinking that you are going to do well.  Like grades just don’t appear on, you 

know it just doesn’t appear at the end of the semester, you have to work hard for it. So, 

like if you want to be successful in post-secondary institution you have to work hard for 

it. You have to have your own personal goal that say hey you want to achieve this you 

want to pass, and I am going to do everything in my power to pass. For me I wanted to 

get married, so I knew that if wasn’t, if I didn’t finish school my Dad wasn’t gonna let me 

get married. [laughter] So that was another like factor for me, I was dating my husband 

for like, at time almost 6 years by the time I was about to graduate and like we were 

ready to get married.  He was done school and I wasn’t done school and I knew that if I 

didn’t pass the course and I failed would have had to wait another year, and My Dad 

wasn’t gonna let me get married, so.  Yeah. To be successful, not just in school but in 

anything you have to have your own personal goal. (Heather) 

 

Well again, it goes back to mannerism, you know. They have to you know, respect 

people of all cultures. And they have to accept people of all cultures, you know.  You 

can’t try to change, you know people. You have to respect them for who they are. If they 

were born you know, Chinese, then they are Chinese. If they are born black, they are 

black, white etc.   You have to respect you know, say nationality. You may not like how 

they dress and or what they eat, but you have to try to understand the culture and 

according different culture act differently and eat different.  You don’t have to join with 

them or live with them. Just respect them and move on. Aim for the sky.   Proverbs Chp.3 

vs. 5 & 6.   Trust in the Lord (Icelyn) 

 

Resilience, uhm, making connections, because there are a lot of uhm, if you are not in the 

best financial position to fund your education, there are a lot of (…) not for profit 

organization that do help fund the futures of black students uhm  just also not 

internalizing peoples’ opinions about you and your capabilities, you have to know that it 
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is unfounded , and you are more than capable of graduating from a Canadian post-

secondary institution.  Just not internalizing uhm the westernize perception of blackness 

and black capability and black intelligence because that is completely false. (Kishale) 

 

Use your resources, like take advantage of that. Because if you don’t, like they don’t 

come to you. Like resources isn’t going fall into your hands, you have to look for it. And 

if there is like a Black Student Network get involved in it. Because that would be a great 

support system that you would need. (Krystal) 

 

I think, I think it is very important to make sure first you are taking care of yourself.  

Uhm, and that can be. I don’t know. If you. Whatever.  Do something or have something 

that you can turn to that makes you happy. Whether that’s even watching a movie, or 

getting a massage, or eating something, I don’t know have something that you can turn to 

that you know is gonna make you happy. Because a lot of times when people are in 

school, they get very overwhelmed with their program with their school work and then 

they are just, they start to feel like very discouraged. Uhm, I would also say, school is not 

just only for learning, but it is about having a good time, a healthy good time, a healthy 

and fun good time. Be a part of organizations, get to know people, make friends. Like 

everybody need somebody. Like make friends, be a part of organization, uhm go out to 

events stuff like that. Uhm, I think I said this before as well build connections also with 

your professors, because when you want to do that Master’s program, or when you want 

to go to a different program after your undergrad, you are gonna need those references. 

Like build those connections, if you can. Uhm, also give your time to complete work.  I 

made the mistake, of always saving my work to the last minute. Thankfully that must 

have been God. I always got it done, but I made the mistake of always saving my work 

until the last minute and uhm it’s like, it is not a good feeling when you are rushing, 

rushing, to get things done. So just give yourself time, uhm what else would I say.  Uhm, 

be open to also learning from other people. Like and don’t be so quick to react, if 

somebody says something that you disagree with. You know, especially with something 

like, I am so, I am proud of myself, with how I handle for example I handled the situation 

with my mentor teacher. Myself, would have been quick to react and say, “what do you 

mean by that and this and that?”  Try to look at things from like all angles and just let 

things be like a learning experience to you and kinda like let things unfold.  And knowing 

when to make the right steps and when it is time to say something about it. Uhm, what 

else would I say, and to get a lot of rest as well [laughter]. That is always important, 

sleep. (…) Oh and to find people who look like you. That motivates you alone. They 

might not, directly being saying we are black and we here together and we can do it 

together, but just being around other people that look like you is a good feeling. Like we 

are all going somewhere. We are either, you know, going to be engineers, going to be 

teachers, we are going to be business people, we are to be child and youth workers, 

whatever it is.  We are all trying to go somewhere in life.  Some of us live in rough 

neighborhoods but that is not stopping us from doing something so. That is what I would 

say. (Mae) 
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I guess based off of my experience, it would have to be their own will to want to 

complete it,uhm, because post-grad (…) is not easy I guess you can say.  You really need 

to prioritize school over other things.  You really having to prioritize schooling because 

undergraduate is a big undertaking I guess. I would say. (…)  And also having the 

support of people close to you to encourage you to finish uhm and also feeling, having 

that community at that school and I didn’t’ really realize how big[that]  was until after 

going to Guelph, really feeling that, that school is your own and you feel safe and it is a 

healthy environment for you to grow and learn and experience uhm.., the whole 

university atmosphere, you really do need to feel that sense of community or that sense of 

belong at the school or you will feel isolated and then it won’t be a fun time 

[chuckle/release].  And it will be really hard to finish basically  If you don’t feel welcome  

there and if you don’t feel like this your school then why would you really want to be 

there.  (Monique) 

 

I think increased support because we do often face (…) not me in particularly (…) there 

is this expectation that we are not going to graduate or not go to school.   If we can 

develop programs in high school to show or tell the kids in high school what type of 

financial assistance is available, offer mentorship and tutoring.  Mostly we need to 

provide support before going and while we are there. I found while I was at college, I 

don’t know about other colleges but (…) here was not a lot of clubs geared towards black 

students.   There were clubs for other students Muslims, Punjabi students but we didn’t 

have clubs that was for us, people who look like us and talk like us and thought the way 

we did. (Rochelle) 

 

Talk to other back students, so that their experiences are validated and cannot overlook 

their group as one huge problem or that a certain group should just know how to get out 

of  their lower status. (Shakkoi) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 . 
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Table 4. 

 

Summary of Verbatim Recommendations from Participants 

 

Participants Recommendations 

Anonymous A • Create a learning strategy.  

• Make school your priority but have some fun. 

• Choose programs or careers that are marketable and 

transferable. 

Anonymous B • Build good relationship and rapport with professors. 

Anonymous C • Work hard. 

• Prioritize your work, time management. 

• Make connections with peers and professors. 

• Rely on your community (friends from home, family). 

Anonymous D • Keep pushing through obstacles.  

• Create and/or use your community and/or support system 

as cheerleaders. 

• Rely on your faith if you are religious. 

Anonymous E • Have a clear vision and seek out mentorship.  

Brandon • Get comfortable with being uncomfortable. 

Cherry  • Show up, figure out what assignment needs to be done and 

do it well. 

CJ • Dedication and a mindset. 

Heather • You must have a personal goal. 

Icelyn • You cannot try to change people. You do not have to join 

or live with them. Respect people of all cultures and move 

on. 

Kishale • Resilience, and do not internalize negative opinions, you 

are capable. 

• Seeking financial aid, use non-profits that fund black 

students. 

Krystal • Seek out and use Institutional Resources. 

• Get involved in Black Student Organizations/Networks  

Mae • Self-Care 

Monique • Choose schools with a safe and healthy environment. One 

that foster a sense of community. 

Rochelle • Be aware that there is an expectation by others that you 

will not graduate. 

Shakkoi • Validate your experiences by talking to other black 

students. 

Note: Participant recommendations that were similar in nature were not repeated in this table. 
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Summary of Findings         

 The purpose of this study was to investigate black graduate’s experiences at Canadian 

post-secondary institutions.  This study sought to ascertain the obstacles black students 

encountered, to identify success factors and strategies required for graduation, to identify factors 

attributed to completing post-secondary education, and to gain an understanding of the 

community cultural capital assets available and accessed by these graduates.  The results of the 

study revealed that black graduates faced several common obstacles while pursuing their post-

secondary studies.  Participants described having to deal with both overt and covert everyday 

racism in the form of negative stereotyping, feelings of alienation and isolation, encountering 

microaggressions and harassment, dealing with the hidden curriculum, and during interactions 

with white persons maintain their comfort.  These participants told stories of contending with 

unwelcome stereotypical jokes, encountering disbelief from white persons regarding their 

intelligence, walking and eating alone, recognizing that there was a wealth of learning that was 

not available to them, and striving to make the white people they encountered comfortable with 

their presence.   Dealing with everyday expressions of racism was tiring for most people and 

required sometimes withdrawing from the fight.  Some graduates tried to fight against racism, 

others were unaware of its existence and some tried not to “really take it on too deeply” (Mae). 

According to the responses, success factors and strategies for attaining graduation and 

factors graduates attribute to completing their post-secondary education were similar except for 

two factors: resistance and resilience.  Participants shared that encouraging and supportive 

faculty, black faculty, support systems groups and networks, familial kinship traditions and 

values, work ethics and institutional resources were all success factors and strategies for 

competing their program and attaining graduation status.   All (100%) graduates described 
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support systems /groups and familial kinships traditions and values as the most frequent enabler 

or strategy for success.  Graduates related stories of support systems/groups which also included 

family providing care, advice, respite, information, services, and childcare services which along 

with working hard by studying and completing the course assessments as all important factors to 

“just finish” (CJ). Some graduates described resistance to everyday expressions of racism and 

evidence of resilience. The stories voiced by these participants brought out the existence of 

several types of community cultural capital that was a significant resource to these black 

graduates.  These included aspirational, navigational, social, familial and resistant capital.    

Summary 

 

This chapter described the findings and results from the questions posed to 16 

participants who responded to the invitation to join this study on black graduates’ experiences at 

Canadian post-secondary institutions. Participants responded to 10 questions designed to 

obtained demographic information labeled Series A. (see Appendix A), Semi-Structured 

Interview Guide) and 22 questions, Series B designed to obtained questions on participants 

Canadian post-secondary experiences. Based on Series A questions, the data was used to provide 

descriptive statistics on the study population.  The majority of the participants were between the 

ages of 18- 24 when they started their studies, and all participants pursued their post-secondary 

studies at colleges and universities in the province of Ontario. Participants pursued post-

secondary programs from the diploma to the PhD level in a variety of subject matter and 

discipline.  75% of participants identified as heterosexual. Most participants identified as middle 

class and Christian, although there were some diversity in class, and in religious and spirituality 

practices.  Participant’s histories in Canada were varied.   Series B questions were used to 

summarize the overall themes emerging from the data and relating to sub-questions 1-4.  
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The next chapter is Chapter 5.  This is the final chapter, which will present the 

interdisciplinary conceptual framework, compare the current findings in relation to the literature 

review, an interpretation of the findings, and offer a discussion, conclusions and 

recommendations for future actions.  
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Chapter 5: Discussions 

 

The intention of this qualitative research study was to investigate contemporary black 

graduates’ experiences at Canadian post-secondary institution.  This study was important for 

several reasons.  First, despite evidence dating back over 160 years of black Canadian students’ 

desire to pursue post-secondary studies at Canadian post-secondary institutions (see Reid-

Maroney 2004; Smith, 2020) this ambition is not yet fully realized. Second, the existence of a 

large body of research studies conducted mainly in the United States on how to improve the 

black student experience at American post-secondary institutions lacks Canadian comparisons 

(e.g., Arredondo, 1999, Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Guiffrida, 2003; 

Guffrida & Douthit, 2010; Kunjufu, 2012;Wood & Turner, 2010).  Third, the continued dissent 

of black students and their parents to anti-black racism within the Canadian education system 

including post-secondary institutions (see Braithwaite & James, 2000; Butler, 2020a; 2020b; La 

Grassa & Aziz, 2020; Shakkoi) needs to be addressed by these institutions.  Literature confirms 

that Canadian post-secondary administrators have continued to respond with apathy to the 

implementation and maintenance of combated measures to address systemic anti-black racism 

within academia (see Black Liberation Collective, University of Toronto; Henry et al., 2017; 

Lund & Carr, 2015; Tate & Bagguley, 2017). 

This study calls upon the voices of 16 black graduates who successfully completed at 

least one post-secondary program at any level at a Canadian post-secondary institution in 

Ontario, Canada. Through their voices I wanted to accomplish the following:  a) understand if, 

how and where they perceived that they experienced anti-black racism while pursuing their 

studies, b) document for future black students the strategies and tactics they utilized to become 
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graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions, and c) provide a counternarrative of black 

Canadian graduates’ attendance at and successful completion of a range of post-secondary 

programs ranging from diplomas to doctoral degrees.  

 The black graduates in this study answered a total of 32 questions during their individual 

interviews to address the overarching questions and four sub-questions that guided this study.  

They are as follows:  

Overarching Questions: 

How do black graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions perceive their 

educational experiences? 

Sub-questions: 

1. Which obstacles did black graduates experience while pursuing post-secondary 

education? 

2. Which success factors and strategies do black graduates identify as having been 

instrumental in attaining graduation?  

3. To which factors do black graduates attribute being able to complete their post-secondary 

programs at Canadian post-secondary institutions? 

4. What do the experiences of black graduates reveal about the phenomenon of community 

cultural capital?  

This chapter includes a review of the findings related to my current literature review, 

interpretation of major findings, my expanded interdisciplinary theoretical framework, 

limitations of my study, implications for practice and concluding remarks. 
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Findings Related to Current Literature Review  

 

In this section, the major findings in relation to a current review of extant literature are 

summarized in Table 5.  These findings reflect the insight gathered from the black graduates who 

were interviewed for the study. I present my findings in relationship to the literature reviewed 

and identify how my findings support, add to, or contradict previous research.  

Table 5. 

 

Relating Research Findings to Literature Review 

 

This Study’s Findings Literature Review 

 

Everyday Expressions of Racism 

 

• Negative Stereotyping 

• Forms of Resistance 

• Harassment/Microaggression 

• Alienation & Isolation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Supports: 

 

Apugo (2017) described that millennial black 

women graduate students while attending 

majority white urban American universities 

experienced expressions of racism in the form 

of microagression and negative stereotyping 

from white faculty and students. 

  

Bailey’s (2016) study revealed that 

Indigenous students and faculty experience 

overt, covert and subtle forms of racism at 

Canadian universities expressed through 

harassment/microagression, negative 

stereotyping and isolation. 

 

Harper’s (2009) study on 219 black male 

graduates with above 3.0 GPA and leadership 

roles on campus documented the everyday 

expressions of racism experienced by black 

graduates at American colleges and 

universities. These black graduates utilized 

various forms of resistance to resist negative 

stereotypes. 

 

Henry & Tator (2009) documented everyday 

racism in Canadian universities from a 

historical and current perspective experienced 

by racialized individuals, primarily racialized 

and Indigenous faculty and Caribbean 
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• Hidden Curriculum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

students. 

 

Adds to: 

People racialized as black, including teachers 

and faculty, internalize everyday expressions 

of racism from their prior schooling and the 

media. As a result of accepting negative 

stereotypical narratives, black teachers/faculty 

may interact negatively with black students or 

perpetuate and convey similar views with the 

dominant narrative which results in negative 

outcomes (Khalifa, 2015; Kohli, 2014; 

Spraggins, 2004).  

  

Black students attending Canadian 

universities and colleges experience everyday 

expression of racism, which may be overt, 

covert and or subtle.  Faculty, students, 

administrators, and other support workers in 

the post-secondary setting including cafeteria 

workers perpetrate these everyday 

expressions of racism. Black students 

experience negative stereotyping, 

harassment/macroaggression, alienation, and 

isolation. Some students ignore racism, others 

resisted racism by engaging, disengaging with 

and from racist attacks (e.g., Calliste & Dei, 

2000; Daniel, 2018a; 2018b; Dei & James, 

1998; James & Turner, 2017; Wilson-

Forsberg, et. al., 2020). 

 

Supports: 

Margolis (2001) book on the hidden doctoral 

curriculum details a similar manifestation of 

the hidden curriculum -- obtaining letters of 

reference, opportunities for teaching assistant 

roles, receiving explicitly shared information 

on norms and practices, introductions to a 

wider network of faculty and information. 

 

Margolis & Romero (1998) found that the 

hidden curriculum reproduces inequality 

based on race, gender, and other factors 

because in the absence of explicit formal 

structures for mentorship to take place at 
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• Requirement to Maintain White 

Comfort 

 

 

 

universities, racialized women find it difficult 

to establish relationships and networks with 

faculty, which is crucial for obtaining 

teaching and research assistantships. 

  

Adds to:                                                     

Some faculty and teachers consciously and 

unconsciously are prejudiced and hold 

stereotypical assumptions about black and 

other racialized students and so they 

minimize, belittle, marginalize, see and treat 

these students as second class citizens and 

have low expectations of them. This is a form 

of structural racism which is institutionalized, 

and black students have to overcome this 

everyday expression of racism – the hidden 

curriculum to become successful (Gillborn, 

1992; Ghosh, 2008; Pole, 2001)                                                                      

 

Adds to:                                                                   

White people in academia and other 

institutional structures use white fragility and 

white comfort as a form of resistance in order 

to produce and reproduce social and material 

advantage of white centrality. These strategies 

maintains their structural position and power 

(Collier, 2019; DiAngelo, 2011; Evans-

Winters & Hines, 2020; Foran, 2018).   

Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships 

 

• Encouraging and Supportive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Unsupportive/Thwarting Success 

 

 

 

 

 

Supports: 

Faculty who established good relationships 

with students, were supportive and 

encouraged students to succeed were all 

enablers for black students’ success 

(McGowan et. al.,2016; Wood & Turner, 

2010). 

 

Adds to: 

Brathwaite & James(2000); James & 

Taylor (2010) described unsupportive 

teachers and actions taken by them that black 

students perceive prevented them from 

succeeding in the Canadian education system.  
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• Black Faculty 

 

Supports: 

Black faculty are perceived by black students 

to be very instrumental in black students’ 

success.   Black students discern that they are 

more likely to receiving emotional support, 

encouragement, advice and ‘othermothering’ 

from black faculty.  These faculty members 

are perceived by black students to set a higher 

academic bar for them when compared to 

other students in their classes.  This high 

expectation is sometimes deemed as unfair by 

some black students while others use high 

expectations as a motivator to succeed 

(Guffrida, 2005; Guffrida & Douthit, 2010).   

 

Adds to:  

Racialized faculty included black women are 

required to take on additional work in the 

academy such as joining diversity committees 

and mentoring or advising students of colour. 

This creates an extra burden for these faculty 

members and sometimes impedes their 

progression in academia (Edwards & Ross, 

2017; Hirshfield & Joseph, 2011; 2012) 

Support Systems 

 

• Social Community Network (cultural, 

belief system, friendship, other) 

 

 

 

 

 

• Family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adds to: 

Black students used a variety of community 

networks to enable, inspire and support 

achieving post-secondary success (Alexander 

& Bodenhorn, 2015; Chambers, 2011; 

Guiffrida, 2004a; 2004b; Guiffrida & Douthit 

2010). 

 

Black families described as single parent, 

nuclear, extended and fictive kin relationship 

(Brooks, 2015; Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Palmer 

et al., 2011;) consider education to be vital.  

Black students perceive family to be very 

supportive of their post-secondary success, as 

family members support students by 

providing financial, emotional, 

communication support and share information 

and or experience about college life (Brooks, 

2015; Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Palmer et al., 

2011) 
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• Formal Black Association 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Black Peer Group 

 

Supports: 

Black associations are refuge for black 

students to acknowledge and develop 

strategies for dealing with negative 

stereotypes encountered in the institution and 

an opportunity for students to give back to 

other blacks (Guiffrida, 2003; Harper 2009). 

 

Clubs, Associations, Fraternities and 

Sororities allowed post-secondary to be 

enjoyable for some black students (McClure, 

2006) 

 

Adds to: 

Formal black clubs or associations is an 

important supportive factor for black students 

(Guiffrida &Douthit, 2010; Harper, 2009; 

McClure, 2006). 

 

Contradicts:  

Melendez (2008) found that black athletes 

attending predominantly white college 

perceive that they are judged and rejected by 

other black students on campus. Other non-

athletic black students perceive academic 

scholarship to be of more value than athletic 

scholarship. Some of these non-athletic black 

students who themselves receive an academic 

scholarship resent the idea that the majority 

(white) population on campus believe that 

they too are attending the institution on an 

athletic scholarship.   

 

 

Adds to: 

Black students bonded with each and got 

together to teach or tutor each other on topics 

that other black students needed. Black 

students provided support and information on 

navigating campus life, which enabled black 

students’ ability to graduate (Brooms & 

Davis, 2017b; Harper, 2013). 

 

Fris-Britt & Griffin (2007) concluded in their 

study that “ it is important to create 
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opportunities for Black high achievers to 

come to together to provide each other with 

encouragement and understanding” (p.521) as 

they balance the difference forms of 

resistance to negative stereotypes.  Fris-Britt  

& Griffin (2007) argue that black high 

achievers may use resistance as motivation to 

succeed however they could sometimes 

choose “resistance that is detrimental to 

[their] academic and psychological well-

being” (p. 521) 

 

Familial Kinship Traditions and Values 

 

• Supportive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Aspirational 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adds to: 

Black students belonged to families that 

demonstrated a tradition and culture of 

supporting their children in their post-

secondary endeavours. Supportive families, 

which included extended families, enabled 

black students to persist and become 

successful in their pursuit for a post-

secondary education.  Black students 

perceived that their families demonstrated 

supportive values in the sacrifice they made 

for their children, the encouragement they 

received and the ways in which black students 

are encouraged to seek out family advice and 

support when they face challenges (Barnett, 

2004; Irvine, 2019; Mason, 1998; Palmer, et 

al., 2011) 

 

Adds to: 

Black students came from a tradition or 

culture in which family members had great 

aspirations for them.  Family supported their 

success through role modelling and provided 

constant messaging regarding being hopeful, 

desirous and ambitious and convey that they 

wanted their children to complete their post-

secondary studies so they can attain a good 

job or something great (Barnett, 2004; 

Brooks, 2015; Brooms, & Davis, 2017a; 

McGee, & Spencer, 2015; Palmer et al., 2011) 
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• Value Education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Loving 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Hardworking 

 

 

Aligned with: 

Some black post-secondary students have 

family members who are professors or 

educators and so they were always immersed 

in a family culture that valued education 

(Barnett, 2004). 

 

Adds to: 

Blacks in Canada value education very highly 

and education is seen as a tool to make it 

possible to get ahead in society (Brathwaite & 

James, 2000; Smith, 2001; Wharton-

Zaretsky, 1999). 

 

Adds to: 

Black students perceive that attributes such as 

unconditional love from parents and other 

family members or possessing loving and 

nurturing family members helped students to 

stay on course with respect to their post-

secondary studies and goals (Hébert, 2002; 

McGee, & Spencer, 2015; Williams, 2016). 

 

 

 

Adds to: 

Black students acknowledge coming from 

families that embraced working hard to 

achieve their goals. Black students described 

their family members as hardworking for 

example their mothers, uncles, aunts, fathers.   

They then perceive that it was necessary for 

them to work hard to achieve post-secondary 

success. Families believed and were hopeful 

that education and hard work was the recipe 

for success (Palmer et al., 2011; Thomas, 

2014).  

 

Work Ethic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adds to: 

Brooms & Davis (2017a) found that family 

and community kin who themselves were in 

college told other black students ”you still got 

to do the work! (p. 44).” Black students 

perceive that a strong work ethic contributed 

to their success in their post-secondary 

endeavor (Irvine, 2019) 
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• Do the tasks (Assignment, attend 

classes, readings, tests, tutorials) 

 

 

• Studying 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Co-ops/Internship/placements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Findings:  

No relevant research found in which 

participants specifically listed what the work 

tasks may entail. 

 

Adds to: 

Students spent on average 21 hours weekly 

studying and some were advised by their 

parents to practice good study skills and to 

find good people to study with (Barnett, 

2004).  Taking personal responsibility for 

your success in your post-secondary 

education require a commitment in which you 

choose to study (Palmer& Young, 2009). 

Black students employed as one of their 

strategy study routines, which included 

joining study groups, creating a time schedule 

for studying and create study tools that 

supported their ability to excel and later 

graduate from their studies (Dapremont, 

2014). 

 

Adds to: 

Black students perceive that there are certain 

benefits in completing an internship while 

pursuing post-secondary studies (Williams et 

al., 2020). For some black students, co-op 

placements or internships were part of the 

requirement to complete their program of 

study and among their best learning 

experience (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2016; 

Williams et al.,2020). Conversely some black 

students had difficulty at their internship and 

were ignored and overlooked by their mentors 

or employers (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2016).  

Racialized teachers experiencing racism in the 

schools they were placed in for their 

practicum and struggling with the decision to 

report incidents of racism while they worry 

about the impact of such a decision on 

successfully completing their practicum.  

Examples of racism includes witnessing the 

stereotyping of racialized students by mentor 
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• Time Management 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Plan of Action 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Resilience 

teachers (Diakiw, 1999). 

 

 

Adds to: 

Learning Time Management skills as a result 

of involvement in campus activities or other 

means allow for the balance of academics, 

work and social life, which is important for 

black students to achieve success in their 

post-secondary studies 

(Harrison, 2014; Palmer & Young, 2009). 

Students and faculty shared in Gasman et al. 

(2017) study that time management skills is 

just as important as mastering the content of 

course material. 

 

Adds to: 

Having an educational plan is very significant 

and extremely critical in predicting the 

attainment of a post-secondary education for 

black (male) students Wilson-Sadberry et al., 

1991). 

 

 

Adds to: 

Regardless of academic and personal 

challenges, black students perceive that their 

ability to be resilient contributed to their 

success at colleges and universities (Irvine, 

2019). Black men (students) become resilient 

when they are able to identify and tap into 

protective factors such as their peers, 

supportive faculty, and mentors.  Typically, 

their family and mentors are their first line of 

defense or protective factors that are utilized. 

For some spirituality is also utilized along 

with family and mentors which builds their 

self-efficacy (Kim & Hargrove, 2013). The 

pathway to resilience is not always similar or 

shared by black students.  Therefore, each 

student’s resilience process may be unique 

and influenced by their socio-cultural ecology 

(Theron, 2013). 

 

• Institutional Resources 

Adds to: 

Colleges and Universities interested in 
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improving the achievement of black 

undergraduates [men] must create a plan and 

invest in institutional resources with a priority 

on programs and services geared to academics 

such as supporting students to learn about 

time management and how to study (Harper, 

& Kuykendall, 2012). 

 

Black students perceive that it is the 

responsibility of post-secondary institutions to 

provide resources for students. Equally as 

important, black students must invest the time 

and effort to utilize these resources to support 

their academic pursuit (Palmer & Young, 

2009). 

 

Some black [male] students and the 

institutions they attend perceive that 

academic, financial and personal counselling 

services enable retention of students at the 

post-secondary level.  However, counselling 

services that are not used by black students 

negate the stated purpose of such a service 

(Glenn, 2003). To support the utilization of 

counselling services on campus, black 

students perceive that counselling services 

tailored to black students are required to 

support retention on their success at majority 

white colleges and universities (Flowers, 

2004) 

 

 

 

 

• Academic Challenges 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• unfamiliar territory/new material 

Contradicts: 

Davis et al.,(2004) found in their study of 11 

black successful undergraduate students at a 

predominantly white university  that group 

work presented as an issue as [white] 

members of group perceived black students to 

be non-committed to their academic work and 

anticipated that they would fail or were 

failures (Davis et al., 2004). 

 

Adds to: 

Racialized students (blacks and Latinx) 

coming from less resourced academic 
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• failed exams/course and incomplete 

program (Lack of confidence and the 

imposter syndrome). 

background or lacking basic education in a 

particular discipline for example engineering. 

This placed some racialized student at a 

disadvantage to some of their peers as they 

are not prepared or unfamiliar with the course 

content thus making their learning curve 

steeper (Johnson, 2019). 

 

 

Adds to: 

Keon McGuire shared in Black men in the 

academy: narratives of resiliency, 

achievement, and success that encounters 

with racism exacerbated his self-doubt 

leading him to experience imposter syndrome 

(McGowan et al., 2016) 

 

Some successful black college men 

experienced failed tests, courses; programs 

included repeated failed attempts to earn a 

doctoral degree in their academic journey.  

Failure was perceived be a part of life 

although seldom discussed; as a result, 

students need to see that failure is not the 

issue. Rather, it is the overcoming of failure 

that is more important (McGowan at el., 

2016) 

 

 

 

 

Interpretation of Major Findings  

 

The research findings group in the seven themes in Table 5 were compared with both the 

literature review noted in Chapter 2 and an additional review of literature used to verify other 

scholarly work on the results of this study.  My comparison of scholarly literature revealed that 

this study contributed nine findings supporting existing research, 22 that add to existing research, 

two that contradict existing research, and one new finding.   
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Findings Supporting Existing Research 

 

This phenomenological study unsurprisingly affirmed existing literature that race and 

racism continues to be central to the lived experience of black students and graduates attending 

Canadian post-secondary institutions. For example, Bailey (2016) and Henry and Tator (2009) 

reported that Indigenous and racialized students and faculty historically and in contemporary 

times experience all forms of racism while at Canadian universities.   Black graduates in this 

study encountered different types of Everyday Expressions of Racism as a reality of post-

secondary life at Canadian institutions.  This theme emerged in 100% of participants’ responses, 

although some graduates express that they did not contend with racism directly or were unaware 

of overt racism.   Everyday Expressions of Racism were experienced in the form of negative 

stereotyping, harassment/microaggression, alienation and isolation, and the hidden curriculum 

and presented as obstacles while pursuing their studies. Black women graduate and black 

undergraduate men described experiencing subtle and explicit expressions of racism while 

attending American post-secondary institution while they were students (Apugo, 2017; Harper 

2009).  Like Canadian black graduates in this study, American men and women experience 

negative stereotyping, from white faculty and students, harassment/microaggression, and 

isolation (Apugo 2017; Harper 2009).  Three graduates in this study were very perceptive 

regarding the workings of covert racism and/or had previous experience with Canadian post-

secondary culture.  They identified the hidden curriculum as another manifestation of Everyday 

Expressions of Racism presenting as an obstacle while pursuing their studies.  Scholars Margolis 

(2001) and Margolis & Romero (1998) described the hidden curriculum as the information, 

opportunities, norms and practices that are shared with only certain in groups, for example white 
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males and females.   This practice recreates inequalities and limit the advancement of certain 

groups, like black students (Margolis & Romero, 1998).   

Black graduates in other studies confirmed using different forms of resistance (Harper, 

2009) as response to Everyday Expressions of Racism. In this study, the forms of resistance 

participants used included engagement, disengagement, and unawareness. Some participants 

confronted racism directly. Others took time out away from the people inflecting trauma, and 

others choose not to see racism.   

The findings from this study also attest to the importance of encouraging and supportive 

Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships as a factor that empowers black students to succeed in 

their studies.  All participants believed that relationship with faculty was a salient factor in their 

experience at Canadian post-secondary institutions.  According to McGowan et al. (2016) and 

Wood and Turner (2010), faculty are facilitators of black male students’ success when they 

initiate and foster good relationship and inspire them.  Ten black graduates in this study also 

came across faculty who were helpful, uplifting and motivated them while they were pursuing 

their studies.  Faculty who provided encouragement, support, explained course concepts and 

expectations were from different racial groups, including white, racialized (black) and racialized 

(non-black) professors. Black faculty are looked on by some black students as “othermothers,” 

persons more inclined than other faculty to offer more mental and intellectual help, advice and 

encouragement (Guiffrida, 2005; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010). 31.2% of black graduates in this 

study had the opportunity to interact and build relationships with black faculty members.  Black 

faculty counseled them and directed black graduates to the right spaces for the resources needed 

to support their post-secondary journey.  Unfortunately, like the studies conducted by Guiffrida 

(2005) and Guiffrida & Douthit (2010), black professors also were perceived to have higher 
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expectations of black students than white students in their class.  While higher expectations are 

great, students in this study felt that asking black students for more was burdensome.  Higher 

expectations were also described as unfair by African American students in other studies 

(Guiffrida 2005; Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010).  

Formal Black Associations such as clubs, associations, fraternities and sororities were 

described by African American post-secondary students as safe havens.  These safe havens 

provided black students with an opportunity to confer and expand their knowledge base to deal 

with anti-black racism and provide a space for pleasure amusement and recreation (Guiffrida, 

2003; Harper,2009; McClure, 2006).  Five Canadian black graduates also used Formal Black 

Associations as a buttress against anti-black racism. These Formal Black Associations were 

spaces where black graduates had the most fun while pursuing their studies.  Unfortunately, 

although these Formal Black Associations were a factor that supported black students’ responses 

to anti-black racism and a strategy for attaining success, they are not always integrated as a 

formal structure in some Canadian post-secondary institutions.  

The families of black graduates in this study Value Education. Although 50% of all 

participants explicitly stated that one of the stated values of their family culture is education, 

only two participants had either parents or siblings who were educators and witnessed the 

practicality and utility of a family culture that value education.  Anonymous C witnessed his 

brother completing post-secondary education to become a teacher and his sister’s pursuit of a 

master’s degree in education. Anonymous E was immersed in the academic community due to a 

lived experience of being on university campus because her grandmother and mother were 

professors and lectures on university campuses.  Other black students in Barnett’s (2004) study 

shared family support and interaction with their pursuit of post-secondary studies.  
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Findings that Add to Existing Research 

 

Everyday expressions of racism is a major theme of these black graduates’ experience at 

Canadian post-secondary institutions.  The literature reviewed for this dissertation addresses the 

internalization of racism by American black teachers, teachers of colour, black principals and 

educators in the acceptance of negative stereotypes (Khalifa, 2015; Kohli, 2014; Spraggins, 

2004). Prior research also examines black principals’ roles, in acting as agents of white 

supremacy by treating black students adversely (Khalifa, 2015.  Literature also documents 

teachers’ and educators’ awareness of how they and their students have internalized racism and 

the conscious action required to not reproduce racial hierarchy and negative stereotypes in their 

teaching practice (Kohli, 2014; Spraggins, 2004).  However, prior research does not appear to 

examine black graduates’ perception of how internalized racism affects the relationship between 

black faculty and black students at Canadian institutions. My study expanded on the impact of 

internalized racism on black faculty relationships with black students.  Black Faculty was one of 

the sub-themes of Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships.  The graduates in this study 

described the importance of black faculty interactions and relationships in their educational 

experiences. However, one of the participants described her concern that not all black faculty at 

Canadian post-secondary institutions can be trusted to support black students. They (black 

faculty) may have internalized racism during their formative schooling and from media and 

accepted the negative stereotypes regarding black students. Black faculty who internalizes racism 

and are unaware that they have done so carry on the white supremacist agenda and present as 

obstacles to completing post-secondary education.   

Prior research and literature in the discussion of Everyday Expressions of Racism focused 

primarily on the role administrators, faculty and students play in the advancement of anti-black 
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racist strategies.  Research confirms that various actors such as administrators, faculty and 

student commit various everyday expressions of racism that black students attempt to resist (e.g., 

Calliste & Dei, 2000; Daniel, 2018a; Dei & James, 1998; James & Turner, 2017; Wilson-

Forsberg et. al., 2020).  However, minimal attention is given to the role of other support workers 

at Canadian post-secondary institutions in committing acts of harassment/ microaggression 

which further black students’ feelings of alienation and isolation.   This study discusses a broader 

range of persons and roles that students interact with.   Some black graduates are placed under 

tremendous mental stress just procuring food on Canadian post-secondary campuses.  This 

reflects the engrained and systemic nature of anti-black racism. 

Everyday expressions of racism according to current literature are facilitated by the 

hidden curriculum that views black people and therefore black students through negative 

stereotypes.   Faculty and teachers consciously and unconsciously limit the educational 

experiences of black students (Gillborn, 1992; Ghosh, 2008; Pole, 2001).  This study expands on 

the argument that everyday expressions of racism are further institutionalized by professors in 

Canadian post-secondary institution when they openly disparage black students in lecture hall 

settings.   Such an action communicates to black and other students the sometimes less than 

second class citizenship of black students.   

The requirement to maintain white comfort is a Sub-theme of everyday expressions of 

racism. According to current literature, the requirement of people of colour to maintain white 

comfort is one aspect of white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011).  White fragility is a behaviour or a 

response used by white people to avoid acknowledging their white privilege and confronting 

their own anti-black racist attitudes and behaviour (DiAngelo, 2011).  Research reports that 

teacher’s white fragility adversely impacts elementary and secondary black students in American 
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public schools (Collier, 2019).   Another study reports that white teachers in teacher training 

classes use their whiteness to evade and resist anti-racist teachings and genuine class discussion 

on race and racism (Evans-Winters & Hines, 2020).  However, although the extant literature 

discusses white people’s dispensation to maintain racial comfort, it is wanting in describing the 

degree to which Canadian black students are expected to maintain the comfort level of other 

white students and the measures white students will employ to regain their supremacy.  My study 

provided a broader and expanded description of the measures black students took to make sure 

white students were comfortable. In addition, my participants provided examples of the tactics 

used by white students to re-gain what they perceived as their right to maintain dominance.  In 

all, 18.7% of black graduates made changes to their speech, appearance and body language in 

preparation to and during their communication and interaction with white students.  Black 

graduates were very mindful of the consequences and risk involved in failing to include white 

students in some of their recreational events.  Anonymous D described how a white male student 

worked to close his Anonymous D’s Christian club down because it was more popular than his 

own. This white male utilized institutional polices to re-direct all the funding earmarked for 

religious clubs to himself, thus ensuring that more people, including white people, attended his 

club. Anonymous D continued his Christian club with no funding, more racialized students and a 

reduction to the overall number of students who previously attended before he and his club were 

reported by the white male to be in violation of the institution’s policies. 

Unsupportive/Thwarting Success is a Sub-theme of faculty interactions and/or 

relationships. This theme was not fully addressed in the literature regarding students at the post-

secondary level.  Scholars have described teachers thwarting black students’ success at Canadian 

public schools up to and including the secondary level of education (Brathwaite & James, 2000; 
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James & Taylor,2010).  However, this study divulges that some black graduates’ relationships 

with some faculty at the post-secondary level could be best described as negative.  These black 

graduates perceived that some faculty attempted to derail or minimize their academic progress by 

utilizing a variety of tactics.  A total of 43.7% of the participants cited inequitable grading 

schemes, underrating scholarly work, and harrying behaviour perpetrated against them as 

examples of tactics professors used to undermine and create obstacles in their pursuit of a post-

secondary education. 

Prior research uncovered in this literature review on black faculty described a group of 

people who are often overburdened by extra work.  This extra work included excessive 

participation on committees and mentoring racialized students (Edwards & Ross, 2017; 

Hirshfield, & Joseph, 2011; 2012).  This literature described the extra work they faced from the 

perspective of faculty, some from the perspectives of African American or black faculty teaching 

at all white universities (Edwards & Ross, 2017). Some studies included the perspectives of 

African American and faculty with multiple identities contending with cultural and identity 

taxation -- extra work in academia associated with a faculty culture and identity such as race, 

gender, sexual orientation or combination of various identities (Hirshfield & Joseph ,2011; 2012; 

Padilla, 1994).  However, it does not explicitly address black students’ awareness of this issue 

and how it may temper their willingness to seek help from black faculty. In this study, black 

faculty was a Sub-theme of the theme Faculty Interactions and/or Relationships, which 100% of 

participants described as salient regarding obstacles and success factors for pursuing and 

graduating from post-secondary studies.  

Support Systems is described in the literature by some scholars as important for the 

retention and success of African American students attending U.S. post-secondary institutions.  
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These support systems include family, religion, spirituality, romantic and other friendships 

(Alexander & Bodenhorn ,2015; Sharpe & Chambers, 2011; Guiffrida, 2004; 2010).  This study 

adds to such literature by studying the Canadian post-secondary experience of a diverse group of 

black graduates based on gender, sexual orientation, belief system and family history. All of the 

participants recounted that reliance on their support systems was influential in their ability to 

graduate from their respective program.  These black graduates described their support system as 

social community networks (cultural, belief system, friendship, other), formal black associations, 

black peer groups and family).  Family is one of the sub-themes identified by 87.5% of 

participants as an important support system.  The literature describes the many different family 

structures acknowledge by black people to include single parent, lone parent, nuclear, extended 

and fictive kin relationship (Bernardi, & Mortelmans, 2017; Brooks, 2015; Herndon & Hirt, 

2004; Palmer et al., 2011).  However, in this study another concept of a black family emerged; I 

labelled it transitional/temporal family structure.  This type of family describes one in which 

individuals move between two or more types of family structures as they transition to adulthood 

and later form a new structure with two young married adults with biological children from prior 

relationships and children they share biologically.   According to the literature family structure, 

relationship and support affect the experiences and outcomes of African American students 

(Brooks, 2015).  African American families who consider education to be important impart 

information regarding their perspectives on race.  They also share beliefs and values and their 

expectation of students’ success to support their post-secondary journey (Herndon & Hirt, 2004).  

In addition, family is an important supportive factor for African American men to do well in 

their post-secondary studies (Palmer et al., 2011).  The literature needs to be expanded to include 

not only the importance of family, but the way Canadian black graduates utilized their families 
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as a support system.  The black graduates in this study related that their families beseeched God 

through prayer on their behalf, were available for students to reveal and release emotions, acted 

as child minders and chef, and offered advice and financial assistance. 

Another support system that is important for black students in their pursuit of post-

secondary studies is formal black associations.  The literature suggests that formal black 

associations such as fraternities and sororities allow black students a connection to black history 

and culture, integration into post-secondary life, networking with alumni, connection to black 

mentors, connection to labour market opportunities and an opportunity to give back (Guiffrida & 

Douthit, 2010; Harper, 2009; McClure, 2006).  All of these are factors that improve their post-

secondary experience and contribute to their ability to complete their program. However, the 

literature falls short in describing the types of formal black associations that exist for black 

students in Canada.  Black fraternities for men and sororities for women are gender-specific 

organizations or ‘Black Greek-Letter Organizations’ (BGLOs) primarily based on American 

university campuses.  These associations are sometimes shrouded in mystery and some have 

been in existence since the turn of the 20th century (Hughey & Hernandez,2013).   My study adds 

to this literature by including non-gender-specific Canadian associations such as the Black 

Student Association of Carlton, Black Student Success Network at George Brown College, 

IMANI at the University of Toronto and the National Society of Black Engineers and the United 

Black Student Association at Ryerson.  In my study, 31.2% of the participants reported that these 

organizations were important to their ability to graduate. Students used these clubs to learn more 

about resources and activities available at their post-secondary institutions, an opportunity to 

travel with other black students and to give back to black students at the secondary and lower 

levels at the public schools in Canada. 
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Black peers are also a Sub-theme of the theme Support Systems. The literature review 

states that black peers are important for black graduates when confronting the obstacles of anti-

black racist strategies deployed in our society and by extensions at our post-secondary 

institutions. Exposure to black peers who matriculated to post-secondary institutions was 

reported by American black graduates to be critical to their aspiration of pursuing post-secondary 

studies and to focus on their studies when they arrived at American universities (Brooms & 

Davis, 2017b). On arrival at some American universities, black students are sometimes actively 

recruited and encouraged to join black peer groups by their peers (Harper, 2013).  It was reported 

in the literature that at Harvard University, older black students would actively seek out new 

students in the hallways, lecture halls, residential facilities and on campus.  Older students would 

introduce themselves, provide their contact information with an encouragement for the new 

student to contact them if they needed support, apprise students about what they may undergo at 

the campus, and urge them to join some of the black organizations on campus (Harper, 2007; 

2013).  Black peers on some American university campuses also provide peer to peer 

instructions on race (Harper, 2007).  All black students can benefit from a black peer support 

system including high achieving black students who may be unable to complete their post-

secondary studies not because of a low GPA, but rather because of their inability to connect with 

their black peers as a support system when dealing with the prevailing negative stereotypes of 

black students, according to the U.S. literature.   My study expounded on the existing literature 

by including the nature of the relationships and information exchange that occurred among 

Canadian black peers in their peer to peer instructions on Canadian university campuses.  In this 

study, 22% of black graduates provided peer to peer instruction on course/subject matter content 

and English language training and translation, and they cheered each other on to the finish line.  
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In studies on predominantly African American students, graduates reported that the 

reason they completed post-secondary studies was due to their Familial Kinship Traditions and 

Values. Families viewed education as a path to their children’s liberation and success for which 

they were willing to make sacrifices (Barnett, 2004). They also drummed into them the import 

and relevance of education (Palmer et al., 2011).  Families acted as a buffer against anti-black 

racism, frequently interacted with their children while they were enrolled in college, and 

provided encouragement and guidance leading to their success in academia (Barnett, 2004; 

Irvine, 2019; Mason, 1998; Palmer et al., 2011).  African American males, including both 

traditional high school leavers and non-traditional over 24+ students attending white Ivy league, 

Historically Black Colleges and Urban Community colleges, reported the significance of family 

encouragement and role modelling as the main reason they continued and completed their studies 

(Irvine, 2019; Mason, 1998; Palmer et al., 2011). Family members like parents went back to 

school as adults, siblings attended colleges, and shared their knowledge of post-secondary 

education while others were business owners (Mason, 1998; Palmer et al.,2011).  Mothers’ hard 

work and discipline, and the support and encouragement of significant women in their lives, 

were important success contributors for black students, especially men (Barnett, 2004; Mason, 

1998; Palmer et al., 2011).  This literature describes the African American experience, and the 

studies are generally gender specific and institution type specific (Ivy league white, historically 

black colleges, community colleges).  However, my study explicitly describes the experiences of 

Canadian black graduates attending different types of post-secondary institutions in Ontario 

pursuing different levels or ranks of educational credentials.  All of the participants in this study 

stated that Familial Kinship Traditions and Values was a key factor and reason for students to 

complete and graduate from their program of studies. 
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Aspirational emerged as a sub-theme of Familial Kinship Traditions and Values. It is one 

of the cultural values indicatives of African American black families and instilled in black 

children prior to their college years. Families shared stories of historical struggles for education 

and their hopes for their children social and economic mobility.  They also modelled examples of 

triumphing over obstacles and challenging situations (Barnett, 2004; Brooks, 2015; Brooms, & 

Davis, 2017a; McGee, & Spencer, 2015; Palmer et al., 2011). This study expands on the existing 

literature by documenting that black Canadian families also disseminate the ambition to pursue 

post-secondary studies as a cultural value to their children.  Half (50%) of the participants 

reported that aspirational values were a part of their family culture.  

Another sub-theme of Familial Kinship Traditions and Values mentioned earlier in this 

chapter was value education.  The literature noted the Canadian experience in which students, 

parents, and black women activities demonstrated this valuing of education in their advocacy 

work and performance in their educational attainment at all levels of public school education up 

to high school, including the preparation for students to use traditional high school route or 

transitional programs to pursue post-secondary studies (Brathwaite & James, 2000; Smith, 2001; 

Wharton-Zaretsky,1999).  This study’s findings are an expansion of the literature to contribute 

that 50% of the participants in this study attributed their familial or kinship culture of valuing 

education as very important in their program completion. 

Unconditional loving from fathers, spouses, children and especially mothers and 

grandmothers was a source of strength and motivation nurturing African American students as 

they work towards achieving their post-secondary goals (Hébert, 2002; McGee, & Spencer, 

2015; Williams, 2016).  My study confirms evidence of this value in the Canadian context; 

31.2% of my participants described belonging to families with a tradition of culture and love, as 
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an influential factor which enabled their post-secondary success. Loving is a sub-theme of 

familial kinship traditions and values. 

 The literature also confirms that some families and kin believe that hard work coupled 

with education is a good recipe to advance oneself.  African American students reportedly model 

this value to achieve their post-secondary goals (Palmer et al., 2011; Thomas, 2014). However, 

the literature was sparse regarding Canadian black students’ views of honoring a tradition of hard 

work as part of their family culture. In this study, one of the values and traditions that 

participants embraced as strategy and a cultural capital for attaining their gradation status was 

being hardworking.  Hardworking was the final sub-theme of Familial Kinship Traditions and 

Values utilized by 25% of participants. 

The literature review discusses African black male students’ awareness that a strong work 

ethic was a predominant factors contributing to academic success (Brooms & Davis 2017b; 

Irvine, 2019) but did not fully address other types of black students based on gender or other 

characteristics.   In my study, 87.5% of the participants, who reflected different genders, sexual 

orientations, and socio-economic status, employed a strong work ethic as a strategy.  

Studying is congruent with having a strong work ethic. According to the literature review 

black post-secondary students studied weekly an average of 21.0 hours (Barnett, 2004).  

Studying rituals and routines were established, sometimes on the advice of their parents and as a 

commitment to themselves to succeed.  These students scheduled specific time on weekdays and 

weekends for studying. Black graduates also formed study groups with black and other peers in 

their program (Barnett, 2004; Dapremont, 2014; Palmer& Young, 2009). In my study, 52% of 

participants explicitly stated that studying was a strategy used to complete and graduate from 

their program.  The participants in this study provided detail on study rituals and routines 
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typically absent in the current literature. While some participants had a defined space and time in 

which to study, others described studying around the clock on public transportation and in other 

public facilities on campus such as libraries and work rooms.  

Post-secondary work also includes the completion of co-ops/internship/placements in 

order to fulfill the requirements and graduate from some programs. The literature review noted 

that African American black graduates perceived a correlation between internships and an 

increased opportunity to be hired into the labour market. An internship was often cited by black 

students as their best learning post-secondary experience as this afforded them the opportunity to 

apply theory and their knowledge to real-life experiences (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2016; Williams 

et al.,2020).  The literature review also describes racialized North American students’ racial 

encounters with supervisors and mentor teachers in specific programs such as STEM and teacher 

candidate programs which presented obstacles while pursuing post-secondary studies (Diakiw, 

1999). In this study, the Sub-theme co-ops/internship/placements emerged among 56.2% of 

participants when discussing the applied work required in some post-secondary programs.   

Some black Canadian graduates characterized their placements as their worst learning experience 

as they had to contend with anti-black racism.  Others bemoaned the fact that they learned about 

co-op programs much too late in their academic life and so felt that they lost out on an 

opportunity. 

The utilization of time management skills has been highlighted in literature on the 

African American male student experience.  Ineffective or poor time management skills 

compounded the academic challenges faced by such students.  The literature documents that 

black male students who are successful employ effective time-management skills which allows 

them to balance academics, social life, jobs, sports activities and other campus activities 
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(Gasman et al., 2017; Harrison, 2014; Palmer & Young, 2009).  These skills can be taught in 

formal programs or developed by students as a result of their immersion and involvement in 

campus activities (Gasman et al., 2017; Palmer & Young, 2009).  In my study, time management 

was an important sub-theme of participants’ work ethic;50% of the participants concentrated on 

their academic work ahead of all other activities when managing their time.  Further, these 

students perceived that poor time management present as an obstacle for all post-secondary 

students irrespective of race. 

The literature describes Canadian males of African descent who are coping with racial 

identity and negative stereotypes within the education system and society improve their 

academic performance and are more likely to attend post-secondary institutions if they have 

explicit and stated plan to do so (Wilson-Sadberry et al.,1991).  This study findings went deeper 

in describing how a plan of action is formulated and informs graduates work ethics;40% of the 

participants described that the developing of a plan of action begins with having a vision of your 

future, developing a plan, and setting personal milestones to achieve one’s goals.  This plan must 

also include a learning game plan.   

According to the literature review resilience skills caused South African and African 

American students, especially male students, to be imperturbable in the face of academic and 

personal hardships (Irvine, 2019; Kim, & Hargrove, 2013; Theron, 2013).  Both internal and 

external factors provided protection for South African and African American students such as 

living in areas where you had to be mentally tough to survive, spirituality, and the utilization of 

family mentors, peers and faculty for advice and support. Resilience was instrumental for 

achieving academic success (Irvine, 2019; Kim & Hargrove, 2013). In one study it was 

postulated that South African post-secondary black students’ resilience skills were molded by 
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their socio-cultural relationship with the people and their environment (Theron, 2013).  In my 

study, 31.2% of participants believed that resilience is required to get over the hard work of post-

secondary life at Canadian post-secondary institutions.   

Institutional resources in the literature review are credited with enhancing African 

American male and other students’ academic achievements at colleges and universities. Further, 

African American male and other students who are considered at risk rarely utilize these services 

(Glenn, 2003; Flowers, 2004; Harper, & Kuykendall ,2012; Glenn, 2003; Palmer & Young, 

2009). The literature further states that some progressive institutions interested in retaining black 

male students create fist year experience courses to teach students about and how to access these 

resources.  In addition, black students suggest that services such as academic counselling must be 

specifically created for African American students to support their retention (Flowers, 2004; 

Palmer & Young, 2009) and ability to graduate from their program. The literature did not 

explicitly refer to the practices of Canadian post-secondary institutions.   In this study, 75% of 

participants perceived that access to and the utilization of institutional resources helped them to 

deal with presenting challenges and led to them graduating from their program. Institutional 

services that were accessed included library services, learning strategists, tutors, student success 

office services such as math and time management courses and counsellors.  Black students in 

this study however also had difficulty accessing institutional resources such as counselling 

services that were black-centered.  Counsellors were ill equipped and lacked sensitivity 

regarding the issues that black students in this study contended with. 

Racialized students are sometimes less prepared for post-secondary education because 

they come across unfamiliar territory/new material, a sub-theme of academic challenges.  The 

literature states that some racialized students such as blacks and Latinos experience obstacles 
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while pursuing studies due to less academic preparation from previous high school education or 

inadequate foundational knowledge in the discipline they pursue (Johnson, 2019). The 

participants in my study shared this experience in regard to undergraduate and graduate studies; 

56.2% of the participants were not attuned to stated and unstated norms of university life and/ or 

had no previous experience with the discipline they chose to pursue.  This was perceived as an 

obstacle by them.   

Several other factors such as failed exams/courses and incomplete program (Lack of 

confidence and the imposter syndrome) present as academic challenges for successful black men 

in academia according to the literature (McGowan at el., 2016).  Encounters with racism and 

experience with failing courses or incompletion of a prior program contribute to black men 

doubting their academic skills and accomplishments and fearing that they will be found out 

(McGowan at el., 2016).  The participants in this study also doubted their capability to complete 

their program of study each time they received a failing or low grade for an assessment.  

However, despite receiving unfavourable grades, all of them graduated from Canadian post-

secondary institutions. 

Contradictions to existing Research 

 

Two contradictions became apparent in my comparison of the literature review to my 

findings.  These pertained to Black peer group a sub-theme of Support Systems and Academic 

Challenges.  In this study, 23.1% of participants drew on their black peers for support to 

complete their post-secondary education.  Although this was also true for African American 

students who attended American post-secondary institution in much of the literature, Melendez’s 

(2008) study of black football players described their inability to gain support and 

encouragement from both black and white students. 
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Group work presented Academic Challenges for 68.7% of the participants.  Some 

described group work as one of the hurdles they encountered while pursuing their post-secondary 

program.  They described dealing with other group members irrespective of race who were 

unreliable and inconsistent in producing the work assigned to them or late in the delivery of 

teamwork.  This finding is contrary to research findings by Davis et al. (2004), in which white 

university students avoided or were reluctant to work with black students in group as they were 

seen as incapable, requiring black students to employ extreme measures to prove their worth.  

New Findings 

 

Do the tasks (Assignment, attend classes, reading, tests, tutorials) is a sub-theme of Work 

Ethic. The literature review discussed the importance of studying, time management, co-

op/internship/placements, plan of action and resilience as important contributor factors regarding 

some aspects of the work performed and the approach taken by graduates to do the work.  

Participants in this study shared more knowledge in this area as they provided a step-by-step 

approach, detailed the process and listed the tasks that one must do to successfully complete a 

program at Canadian post-secondary institution.  Of the participants, 68.7% described the steps 

beginning with paying the tuitions fees, attending classes, completing assigned literature reading 

prior and following lectures, doing all assessments such as assignments and tests, attending 

tutorial sessions, attending office hours with faculty and paying close attention to the passing 

grade for courses and programs.   

Expanded Interdisciplinary Theoretical Framework 

 

As outlined earlier in this dissertation, it was one of my theoretical aims to integrate the 

findings from this study into an updated interdisciplinary theoretical framework. Critical Race 
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Theory (CRT) was fundamental to the development of the original interdisciplinary theoretical 

framework which includes aspects of Resiliency Theory and Yosso’s Community Cultural 

Wealth Model.  Critical Race Theory is an interdisciplinary supposition that recognizes the 

centrality of race and racism, dismisses “neutrality, objectivity, colour blindness and 

meritocracy,” centers the experiences and knowledge of black people and strives to end racial 

oppression (Esposito, 2011; Matsuda et al. ,1993, p. 6). It is my presumption that race and racism 

are central to understanding black graduates’ experiences at white run post-secondary institutions 

in a white supremacist country like Canada. 

White European colonizers, settlers and absentee settlers utilized racism as a tool to 

maintain white supremacy and privilege in their countries of origin and other countries in the 

world (Blay, 2011; Jackson, 2009; Mills, 2015).  White supremacy is defined by Blay (2011) as 

an historically based, institutionally perpetuated system of exploitation and oppression of 

continents, nations, and peoples classified as “non-White” by continents, nations, and peoples 

who, by virtue of their white (light) skin pigmentation and/or ancestral origin from Europe, 

classify themselves as “White” (p. 6).  White supremacy endures both structurally and as a social 

and cognitive framework in most westernized countries (Miller & Garran, 2016). 

White supremacy occupies a central tenet for Critical Race Theory (CRT) (Gillborn, 

2010).  Critical Race Theory’s conceptual understanding of racism is not necessarily focused on 

the extreme acts of violent racism perpetuated by those considered right wing, nationalist and/or 

neo-Nazi (Esposito, 2011; Gillborn, 2010). Instead, CRT’s focus is on the more pervasive 

sometimes hidden form of white supremacy which utilizes strategies which embedded racism in 

the” everyday mundane actions and policies which shape the world in the interests of white 

people” (Gillborn, 2010, p. 84).  In so doing, white supremacy as a political ideology of the 
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white privileged class maintains its continued effectiveness.  This strategy of embedment allows 

it to be hidden from those not actively looking to find it.  For example, it is hidden or remains 

cloaked by promoting the connection of the term “white supremacy” in the public psyche to 

extremist groups such as the Aryan Nation rather than have it perceived as applying to 

mainstream strategies and policies (Blay, 2011; Gillborn, 2010; Jackson, 2009; Ross, 1995). It is 

also handed down by a normalization of colonization and the Columbus legacy through 

education, media and everyday life and it is this form of cultural capital that sustains white 

privilege (hooks, 2006).   These strategies and their accompanying tactics allow white supremacy 

to be incorporated into institutional policies such as the educational system, in which race and 

racial hierarchy is created and maintained (Jackson, 2009).   This global racial system is 

predicated on white domination, exploitation, hoarding of resources and maintaining privilege 

over non-white people (Miller& Garran, 2016; Mills, 2015). 

Different types of racist strategies exist (see Grosfoguel, 1999; Quijano & Ennis, 2000; 

Weiner, 2012; 2014) to justify and sustain the suppression and oppression of various racialized 

groups in the world. For example, the utilization of biological or scientific racism as a strategy to 

distinguish superior from inferior people based on physical characteristics such as skin colour 

and hair type (Weiner, 2012).  This form of racist strategy relies on a particular concept of 

whiteness which distinguished the white colonizer from the non-white colonized population of 

the world (Quijano & Ennis, 2000). Biology or race is then used in the justification of 

Eurocentered capitalism (Quijano & Ennis, 2000), a system in which the resources and the 

labour of non-white people were and continue to be exploited to achieve wealth for the elite. 

More specifically, within this capitalist model the marker of unpaid labour and slavery was 

assigned to bodies of African people, those racialized as blacks (Quijano & Ennis, 2000) and 
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relegated to the bottom of the socially constructed racial hierarchy. Another example of a racist 

strategy that is employed and continues to maintain white supremacy is cultural racism.  Cultural 

racism is used to communicate the idea that the ‘parent state’ of former colonies and white settler 

colonies are superior and different from non-white minority groups and culture (Grosfoguel, 

1999).  This strategy ties the lack of labour market opportunities, poverty, unemployment, and 

education directly to what is characterized as impaired beliefs, values and work habits to the 

cultures of non-whites minority groups (Grosfoguel, 1999).  Non-white cultures are then also 

graded in a hierarchical fashion. One example of the tactics of a cultural racism strategy is the 

narrative used to hold out Asians as model minorities in white-dominated countries. The model 

minority narrative is disseminated in popular culture, media, and the education system.  Asian 

people’s success versus black people’s failure is often explained by attributing more positive 

cultural values such as hard work and a strong culture of two parent families to Asian people. 

This tactic is used to deflect and cloak persistent anti-black racism strategies (Chow, 2017). 

 Anti-black racism strategies are specifically geared at the domination and oppression of 

people of African ancestry socialized as blacks (see Lavalley, & Johnson, 2020; Lopez, 2019; 

Pon et al., 2011; Turner, 2015;).  Anti-black racism is experienced by people racialized as black.   

It is the intentional, unintentional, systemic, and structured policies, actions and expressions 

rooted in the history of slavery and colonialism designed to remind and keep black people at the 

bottom of the social hierarchy (Lavalley, & Johnson, 2020; Lopez, 2019; Pon et al., 2011).   

These strategies are embedded in the fabric and institutions of countries with any form of 

European legacy, including the Canadian education curriculum and system (Turner, 2015; 

Lopez, 2019).   White supremacy uses racism strategies to “inform the imagery, knowledge, 

history and hierarchies” ( Quijano & Ennis, 2000, p. 335) of settler societies, former colonies and 
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their subjects, and the metropolis (Grosfoguel, 1999; Weiner, 2012) ensuring the continued 

domination of racialized people, especially blacks. Anti-black racism strategies are the most 

salient risk factor impacting the survival of black people and their pursuit for post-secondary 

education. A risk factor, according to Morales and Trotman’s Resiliency Cycle (2010) theory, is 

typically an environmental factor that places students in danger.  Morales and Trotman offered 

substandard schools, poor parental skills and students belonging to a culture of violence as 

examples of risk factors. My adaptation of their model for this interdisciplinary framework 

defines structural anti-black racism in the world and education as a risk factor that places black 

students in danger with respect to their literal survival and ability to graduate from Canadian 

post-secondary institutions.  This structural anti-black racism is revealed in imagery and 

accepted narratives that “black bodies, minds and spirits are especially fit to endure trauma” 

(Clay, 2019, p. 79), institution-sanctioned violence, (Patton & Njoku, 2019), state-sanctioned 

violence (Crenshaw & Ritchie, 2015; Patton & Njoku, 2019), and deficit and deviance models 

used to describe black people with respect to education (Harper, 2009).  A fundamental practice 

of white supremacy racist strategies is to teach all people through socialization to hate those 

constructed as black (hooks, 2006), while revering, ensuring and maintaining white privilege.  

Since these strategies permeate the Canadian education system, sometimes they are rendered 

invisible to some people, including those racialized as blacks. This invisibility or the covert 

nature of racism increases the possibility for some black students to not be aware of racism 

and/or to adopt the belief that they did not contend with racism while pursuing post-secondary 

studies.  

 This indoctrination of anti-black racism is pervasive, especially in education.  Although 

not all people are similarly inculcated in hating black people by our education curriculum and 
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policies, family and the media, all people are socialized to be anti-black (Gillborn, 2008, 2009, 

2010). It is therefore internalized by everyone (including black Canadian post-secondary 

graduates), irrespective of how one is socialized within the context and hierarchy of race. 

Therefore, internalized racism is described in this framework as “the conscious and unconscious 

acceptance of a racial hierarchy in which whites are consistently ranked above those constructed 

as people of colour” (Perez Huber et al., 2006, p.184), especially black people.  This definition is 

extended beyond the idea that only black people internalize the stereotypes imposed by the 

dominant white majority and includes the notion that all people internalize the values, beliefs, 

and worldview fundamental to white supremacy (Perez Huber et al., 2006).   Anti-black racism 

tacitly encourages the devaluing of people living in black bodies.  This is achieved by embedding 

in popular culture, media, and the education curriculum a narrative in which black people, 

including students, are characterized as inferior, intellectually or culturally deficient and coming 

from a place of deviance (Harper, 2009; Perez Huber et al., 2006; Yosso, 2005).  Therefore, once 

one is born and therefore racialized as black in European legacy countries, anti-black racism 

strategies are deployed against one. A black person then internalizes and experiences racism 

consciously and unconsciously regardless of where as a black body one resides in this world.  

 At that same time, black families and communities also begin the process of verbally and 

non-verbally teaching and supporting their children to respond and attempt to resist anti-black 

racism (Garrod et. al.1999; Solorzano & Bernal 2001; Ward, 2000, Yosso, 2005),  

 as a matter of survival. In Souls Looking Back, Ward postulated that the process of teaching 

black children to respond to racism is racial socialization (Garrod et. al., 1999).  Racial 

socialization is a process by which black parents, teachers, extended family, friends and the 

black community share knowledge about race and discrimination to provide an armor to help 
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young black people guard against the harmful effects of anti-black racism (Garrod et. al., 1999). 

Children are taught as early as possible about their racial reality in the world within the social 

construction of race.  According to Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth Model, this 

racial socialization of children of colour is described as the nurturing of resistant capital. 

Resistant capital is described by Yosso (2005) as the process by which people of colour instruct 

their children how “to engage in behavior and maintain attitudes to challenge” and withstand 

oppressive racist systems and structures (pp. 80-81).  Yosso’s resistant capital is included and 

further extended in this framework to include the adaptive nature of resistant capital.  Young 

black people are also taught how to develop adaptive strategies based on the context, their family 

history in particular spaces such as country of residence, to resist the negative impact of on-going 

racial devaluation (Garrod et al., 1999; Ward, 2000). and combat anti-black racism.    

Anti-black racism strategies evolve and adapt (Bell, 1992; Gillborn, 2018) to opposing 

forces and other environmental factors, such as the country they operate in. While they adapt and 

morph, they keep whole discriminatory practices (Bell, 1992; Gillborn, 2018) that support and 

maintain white supremacy and white privilege.  This white privilege does not translate to the 

same material gain for all whites; however, all whites do benefit from a white supremacy 

structure. Gillborn (2018) argued than an example of anti-black racists strategies evolving to 

assure white privilege can be seen in the series of hurdles implemented in the education policies 

and system in England.  He postulated that for over a quarter century in England (a 

predominantly white populated colonial and post-colonial country) as soon as black students 

reduced the achievement gap between themselves and their white counterpart, a new benchmark 

for academic achievement is established to roll back the progress of black students and restore 

the gap that previously existed (Gillborn, 2018).  This occurred despite resistance to these polices 
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by black parents, activist groups, and advocates working within the education system.  These 

rollbacks, he argued, always have an immediate and direct racist impact on black students 

(Gillborn, 2018).  Strategies also were adapted in countries that were under colonial rule and 

peopled with a predominantly black population.  Two examples are Jamaica and Ghana, both 

colonized by the British.   Shortly after the abolition of slavery, education in colonial schools 

was used as an important mechanism for social control (Owolabi, 2012). Education was also 

used to promote Christian evangelization to convert the black population and create citizens 

loyal to the British Empire (Owolabi, 2012).   When the planter class of Jamaica grew concerned 

in the mid-1800s that mass education would undermine their ability to utilize the lower classes 

for plantation labour, education funding was cut (Owolabi, 2012).   In the 20th Century British 

policies in education focused on preserving traditional British institutions rather than educating 

the masses (Owolabi, 2012).  As such, the role of formal education was in part intended to build 

an elite class of local African people who would carry out the agenda of the British or other 

European colonial agenda and provide some leadership in these countries, primarily in the 

colonial language (Obondo ,2007; Trudell, 2012). 

Education can be used as a gatekeeper (Trudell, 2012). The successful completion of 

formal education is seen by most (including people of African descent from all over the world) 

as a means to enhance a person’s political, economic, and social mobility (Trudell, 2012). Within 

the African community, schooling and more schooling is seen by most as the gateway to a better 

life (Trudell, 2012). However, some see education as a means to raise political consciousness. 

Sometimes, in former colonial countries independent schools may develop, but these are quickly 

closed by governments representing the former colonial powers because such an education is 

seen as a base for political opposition (Ball, 1983). Oppositions to existing traditions and norms 
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are seen as threats to white privilege.  Therefore, white supremacy uses education policies to 

suppress any opposition to its survival.  Education is also used to limit social mobility of those 

racialized as blacks to enable continued access to resources and cheap labour (Owolabi, 2012).  

White people ensure that anti-black racist strategies are built into the education policies 

and curriculum (Brathwaite & James, 2000; McLaren, 2003;2004; Knight, 2016) to maintain and 

ensure the continuity of their white privilege. Examples of anti-black racist strategies within 

education policies and curriculum may include the following: the inclusion of a history 

curriculum that justifies the rightness of colonization and violence against non-white people (see 

Conrad, 2019; Pousa, & López, 2013); the promotion of a history curriculum that emphasizes 

white European greatness and contributions to the world (see Conrad, 2019; Pousa, & López, 

2013; Ware & Ware, 1996.); a suppression of African people’s greatness and contributions to the 

world and Canada (see Conrad, 2019; Dei, 2010; Ntuli, 2002);the inclusion of a pervasive 

narrative that positions people socialized as black in the world as deviant and/or deficient (see 

Conrad, 2019; Shakkoi). 

In order to survive the onslaught of anti-black racist education strategies, black students 

consciously and unconsciously engage different resistance strategies (Garrod et al., 1999; Ward, 

2000) as a response for example, relying on and tapping into stories and collective family and 

community history and tradition of struggling for access to education equity (Garrod et al., 

1999).  According to Godsay and Brodsky (2018), “resilience focuses on internal change goals 

aimed at withstanding, adapting, or resisting issues through intrapersonal action" (p. 57).   

 A continued fortification of black students’ resilience capacity improves their ability to 

respond and attempt to resist anti-black racism in education.  Black students strengthen their 

resiliency by relying on the knowledge and information learnt from their experience with racism 
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and shared over generations within families and communities (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal 

2001; Ward, 2000 Yosso, 2005). Yosso (2005) posited that the maintenance and passing on by 

families and communities of the other dimensions of the community cultural capital such as 

aspiration, linguistic, familial, social, and navigational is used as part of the knowledge base used 

to support students’ resistance capital. 

The white elite varies the ways in which anti-black racist education strategies are 

deployed, depending on the make-up of the population of a given country (see Gillborn, 2018; 

Owolabi, 2012; Trudell, 2012).  The tactics used in a white majority populated country will be 

sometimes different from ones in which the white population is in the minority.   Some of the 

tactics employed will also be different if the country is a settler country versus the ‘home 

country’ or metropolis of white Europeans.  For example, black students in white dominated 

spaces received their education from primarily white teachers, who have low expectations of 

black students and actively discourage their academic achievements (Codjoe, 2001). Conversely, 

in black dominated spaces, colonial legacy demanded the relinquishing of Indigenous languages 

and the embracing of the colonizer language in education, a process to support assimilation to 

white supremacy norms which devalued African languages and cultures (Obondo, 2007).  

Regardless of a student’s location all were and are fed a steady diet of colonial history to 

maintain white supremacy (Conrad, 2019; Obondo, 2007; Owolabi, 2012).   Since anti-black 

racist education strategies utilized in countries that are predominantly black are somewhat 

different from those in which blacks are the minority black students’ conscious and unconscious 

responses vary. However, all black students share in common a lived experience of responding to 

racism. This resistance of anti-black racism is a legacy gifted (Garrod et al., 1999; Solorzano & 

Delgado Bernal 2001; Ward , 2000; Yosso, 2005) consciously and unconsciously to those 
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racialized as blacks living in Canada and elsewhere in the world.   It is a continuum of adapted 

resistant strategies employed as an attempt to deal with anti-black racism in its various overt and 

covert iterations (Andrews, 2012; Henderson et al., 2010). The adapted strategies may be 

activated consciously when persons, like the black graduates in this study, are able to explicitly 

identify racism and attempt to oppose it (Andrews, 2012) or are innate and are activated 

sometimes without conscious thought.  In addition, depending on a person’s life experiences and 

the context in which they experience racism, the resistant strategies adopted will reflect whether 

they believe that interpersonal or structural racism is within or beyond their control. Individuals 

may utilize strategies to directly oppose racism rather than avoid it or adopt survival strategies as 

a more subtle form of resistance (Andrews, 2012).  Examples of adaptative resistant strategies 

may include: i) the utilization of a graduate’s critical race achievement ideology, which involves 

resistance, resilience, and a re-definition of achievement from a black student perspective (Carter 

2008); ii) counter-narratives from the perspective of black graduates (Henderson et al., 2010) and 

the black community; iii) relinquishment of anti-deficit and negative representations from others 

including the dominant group (Henderson et al., 2010); iv) acquiring and sharing resources and 

information with supportive peers within the academy (Daniel, 2018a; Henderson et al., 2010); 

v) employing a number of oppositional strategies including affiliation with social movement 

groups fighting racism such as Black Lives Matter (Godsay & Brodsky, 2018; Thomas, 2019) 

and/or withdrawing from the classroom by skipping classes, (Daniel, 2018b), dropping courses 

or withdrawing from academic life (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001).  and; vi) a multitude of 

other strategies defined and yet to be defined as black people adapt to newer and more skilled 

anti-black racist strategies.   
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The resistance strategies black students develop and learn to utilize will be different also 

based on their personal and family history and living and being educated primarily in black 

dominated versus white dominated countries.  For example, the personal and family history in 

Canada varied among the participants in this study.  Two participants in this study migrated to 

Canada as adults. Seven of the participants were born in Canada (See Table 1. Descriptive 

Statistics).  For the students who were born in Canada, lived experience would be one in which 

they resided and attended schools in a predominantly white populated settler country.  

 Resistance strategies utilized by these students will also vary based on the ways and the 

degree to which anti-black racism is internalized.  Some internalization of the indoctrination of a 

racial hierarchy and negative black stereotypes promoted by white supremacy is almost 

unavoidable. Therefore, all people irrespective of racial hierarchy unconsciously and consciously 

become agents of and are subjected to white supremacy, including black people. Blacks are 

particularly more vulnerable to internalized racism.  They are vulnerable to the actions taken by 

others situated above them in the hierarchy and are also susceptible to the harmful impact of how 

they are negatively portrayed.  Vulnerability is a component of Resiliency Theory. Morales and 

Trotman (2010) described vulnerability as an aspect of a student in a given situation and 

provided as an example a student receiving a low score on a section of standardized exam. In this 

framework this was adapted to describe how and the degree to which racism is internalized.  I 

postulate that a black graduate vulnerable to racism would be impacted by their individual and 

family experience and history with the different types of anti-black racism strategies employed 

world-wide to maintain white privilege. Regardless of where black people reside in the world, 

their lived experience is mainly one in which they consciously or unconsciously experience and 

internalize anti-black racism and at the same time attempt to resist this trauma.  
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Black students may choose or use a combination of one of three resistance strategies, 

terminal, conformist and transformative to resist anti-black racism (Daniel, 2018b; Solorzano & 

Delgado Bernal 2001).  Terminal resistance strategies have negative academic outcomes, as the 

person attempts to oppose racism by removing themselves from the educational institution 

(Daniel, 2018b; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal 2001; Yosso, 2005).  This type of resistance 

strategy is perceived by neo-liberalists to be at the personal and professional costs of the student 

(Clay, 2019; Daniels, 2018b).  The actions taken, for example skipping classes, and then 

underperforming in their academic studies, serve to reinforce negative and stereotypical concepts 

of blackness for self and the society in general (Daniels, 2018b). Students engaging with 

conformist resistance strategy strive to work within the existent social systems at their post-

secondary institutions to make their lives better.  They do not perceive that they or their family 

are to be blamed for being marginalized. However, they look for ways to support or reduce 

failing academic courses by requesting or demanding from their post-secondary institutions’ 

programs such as counselling and tutoring services (Solorzano & Delgado Bernal 2001).  

Transformational resistance strategies, also referred to as constructive resistance, is based on the 

idea that students have the ability to critique the educational system with respect to the practices, 

policies and ideologies of oppression and make an attempt to change or respond to the system 

(Daniel, 2018b; Solorzano, & Delgado Bernal 2001), while pursuing and completing their 

studies. For transformational resistance strategies black students may develop and choose which 

tactics can best be used to challenge anti-black curriculum in class discussions and the writing of 

papers and exams (Daniel, 2018b).   This notion of resistance converges with Yosso’s (2005) 

concept of resistant capital in which students acquire knowledge, skills and strategies to oppose 

or respond to racism is adapted for this framework.  
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Regardless of the resistant strategies used by black students, they utilize protective 

resources/factors to support this effort. The concept of protective resources is adapted from 

aspects of Morales and Trotman’s (2010) Resiliency Cycle in which students rely on multiple 

protective factors depending on the type and nature of the obstacles they faced (Morales & 

Trotman, 2010).   Protective factors are strength-based resources developed by or accessed by 

students which enable the mitigation of on-going presenting issues and obstacles (risk factors) 

(Morles & Trotman, 2010).  These protective factors are described as internal /dispositional 

which are developed by the individual and those existing outside of the individual. They are also 

developed in the students’ environment, such as their family and communities (Roberts et al, 

2002; Morales & Trotman, 2010).  Internal protective resources may include the student’s 

internal locus of control, self-motivation, sociability, autonomy, ability to excel at particular task, 

strong work ethic and spirituality(Roberts et.al, 2002; Morales & Trotman, 2010)  This study’s 

findings also suggest that  internal or dispositional protective resources posited by Morales & 

Trotman, 2010 may be extended to include the student’s ability to ignore or not see 

racism/choose not to focus or dwell on racism/be totally unaware of racism as a response to the 

risk factor racism. Further, rather than relying on middle-class white social capital as posited by 

Morales and Trotman (2010) as the community of choice to shore up resiliency capital, students 

in this study relied on the cultural and social capital from their black families and communities.  

Protective resources were developed and obtained from black families’ and communities’ 

experiences with anti-black racism and its expressions. It is Black students’ own family’s and 

community’s cultural legacy that serves as their environment protective resource to support their 

resilience. This cultural capital is all of the knowledge, information, skills, abilities, 

competencies and the built social groups and contacts established by the black communities to 
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respond to anti-black racism in education and the larger society. Black community cultural 

capital is refashioned using the language of Yosso (2005) Community Cultural Wealth Model for 

this framework. This cultural capital includes several social capital factors: resistant, aspiration, 

navigation, social and linguistic (Yosso 2005). 

 Black families and communities implicitly and explicitly share their legacy and evolving 

responses and resistant efforts to anti-black racism with their children (Garrod et al.1999; 

Solorzano & Delgado Bernal 2001; Ward, 2000, Yosso, 2005), recognizing that a need for being 

in a continued state of resistance requires shoring up black student’s resiliency capacity to 

respond and possibly resist racism.  The concept of resistance and resilience is inextricable 

intertwined in the lived experience of black people living in a white supremacy, anti-black racist 

world.   Both are responses that are developed and built on regularly by black people including 

graduates and that are continually engaged and re-engaged to survive another day in a racist 

world system (Andrews, 2012; Garrod et al., 1999).  

Black students who are primarily educated in predominantly black countries (for example 

Ghana, Jamaica) experience anti-black racism expressions differently from those educated in 

majority white countries (see Conrad, 2019; Gillborn, 2018; Owolabi, 2012; Trudell, 2012).  For 

example, black students and their families living in countries with a predominant black 

population may be exposed to a European-centered history curriculum that justifies colonization 

and supports white privilege (Conrad, 2019; Obondo, 2007; Owolabi, 2012). This occurs 

alongside a lived experience in which black students readily see black people represented in all 

classes and occupying a range of occupations in all strata of society (see Robotham, 

2000; Spronk, 2020).  In black dominated countries, elected leaders who appear to be running the 

country are mainly black or of some African ancestry (see Robotham, 2000; diG, 2020; Ghana 
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Web, 2020).   Similarly, professors, teachers, scientist, doctors, and the street cleaners are black 

or of African ancestry (see Robotham, 2000).   In this context black students and their family’s 

internalization of anti-black racism would be different from that of black students who have a 

longer history in white dominated countries.  Black students with a longer history in black 

dominated spaces may adopt a conformist approach and utilize different protective resources 

than those who live in a majority white country.  With this approach, black students and their 

families may believe that working within the existing education systems of their country/and or 

the country where the post-secondary institution is located will enable success.  Students are 

encouraged by their lived experience, family, and country (community) to aspire to fulfill the 

roles they see other black people execute.  The way to achieve one’s goal of becoming, for 

example, a doctor, is to pursue post-secondary education.  This idea of hoping and dreaming of a 

new or different reality, for example, becoming a doctor, draws on the notion of the social capital 

aspiration as described in Yosso’s 2005 Community Cultural Capital model. This type of capital 

is developed within the context of one’s social community and family. This is often done “ 

through linguistic storytelling and advice (…)that offer specific navigational goals to challenge 

(resist) oppressive conditions. Therefore, aspirational capital overlaps with each of the other 

forms of capital, social, familial, navigational, linguistic and resistant” (p.78).   These students 

with a longer history in black dominated spaces or country may also attempt to change the 

existing systems by employing transformative strategies because their lived experience allows 

them to believe that people are not limited by the skin they inhabit.  

Conversely, in predominantly white countries, black students in addition to being 

indoctrinated on European greatness also contend with being perceived as possessing deficit 

traits not conducive to education (see Codjoe, 2001; Conrad, 2019; Harper, 2009). These black 
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students must also contend with more overt expressions of racism such as contending with 

blackface images on Canadian university campuses and the utilization of the “N” words by 

Canadian professors as part of their lectures (Howard, 2018; 2019a; 2019b; Rodriquez, 2019; 

White, 2020).  The visibility of anti-black racism strategies is evident to black students and its 

outcomes more readily apparent in white dominated countries. For example, there are rare 

examples of black people holding senior professional positions in a white dominated society, 

including professorships (see Henry et al., 2017; Jefferies et al., 2018; Annan 2020). 

 Second, black students are not always visibly represented at post-secondary institutions 

proportionate to the population of blacks living in white dominated countries (see Martis, 2020). 

Third, blacks are continually portrayed in a negative light in society and in the education 

curriculum (see Baker, 2017; Codjoe, 2007; Conrad, 2019; Niemann et al., 1998).  Given this 

context, resistance strategies may either be terminal, conformist or transformational (Daniel, 

2018b; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001) or some combination of the three.   Black students 

raised in this context may rely on different protective factors such as their navigational capital to 

support responding and resisting anti-black racism. Navigational capital in this framework is 

borrowed from Yosso’s (2005) 2005 Community Cultural Capital model. Yosso (2005) posited 

that navigation capital is the ability or the stratagem to dodge, avoid or get around anti-black 

racism at post-secondary institutions. In this framework, I also posited that Black students, 

families, and communities with a longer history contending with anti-black racism in majority 

white populated countries like Canada have a higher degree of dealing with the risk factor anti-

black racism and therefore a higher degree of vulnerability to internalized racism. An adaptation 

of Morales and Trotman’s (2010) Resiliency Cycle model for this framework views anti-black 

racism as a risk factor for black students to graduate and how and the degree to which racism is 
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internalized as a vulnerability.  These factors would impact which protective resources would be 

activated.   The protective resources shared by these black families and communities may 

include the ability to recognize, identify and navigate both overt and covert racial expressions. 

This ability to see racism may limit one’s ability to graduate if one focuses on it. It may also 

influence which of the terminal, conformist, and transformational strategies one utilizes. When 

black students in white dominated countries adopt terminal resistance strategies to deal with an 

anti-black racist education system it may show up in the form of students exiting the education 

pathway permanently or temporarily (Garrod et. al.1999; George, 2015).  Students may drop out 

or are pushed out (George, 2015) because it is difficult to deal with the discriminatory practices, 

violence and aggression that are perpetuated against them within these Canadian institutions (Dei 

& James,1998). These students are often perceived by neo-liberals as failures (Clay, 2019) or as 

pursuing unhealthy strategies because they inadvertently replicate the stereotype and negative 

narratives regarding black students’ inability to pursue post-secondary studies (Garrod et al., 

1999).  It is rarely perceived as a rejection or “escaping” of the white supremacy system (Clay, 

2019). Black students may also adopt either conformist and/or transformative resistant strategies.  

When students do so, they have decided either to work with the existing system or attempt to 

change the system to make it more equitable for them and other black students. Those who 

conform accept the system and simply use the protective resources derived from their family and 

community to respond and resist anti-black racism in order to achieve their goal of graduating.  

Transformative strategies are utilized by black students who believe they can change the system.   

These types of black students will attempt to oppose anti-black racism at their post-secondary 

institution and in society. These students also may rely on different protective resources from 

their family and community to support themselves to resist anti-black racism.  
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As black students resist anti-black racism, they are building resilience. Resilience feeds 

into the ability to continue to be able to resist anti-black racism strategies in their various 

expressions and evolutions. Morales and Trotman, (2010) defined academic resiliency in their 

Resiliency Cycle Model as a process and an outcome in which students who come from “at risk” 

background succeed academically.  These authors refer to this group as the “statistically elite” (p. 

4).  I postulate that’ “at risk” background’ is the outcome of anti-black racist strategies, and 

simply defining black students as “at risk” is actually switching the outcome of racism onto the 

backs of black students, their families and communities, without recognizing the structural 

racism and ceaseless racial violence perpetuated against black students (Clay, 2019) that render 

them “at risk” in the first place.  Godsay & Brodsky (2018) posited that “resilience focuses on 

internal change goals aimed at withstanding, adapting, or resisting issues through intrapersonal 

action” (p. 57).  This framework recognizes that black students may have differing internal 

change goals. Therefore, building up academic resiliency is a goal chosen by some and does not 

necessarily suggest that the graduate who made this choice is exceptional and therefore able to 

triumph over anti-black racism (Clay, 2019) in education. The structural anti-racist education 

system creates a burden for any student trying to overcome its reach. Most participants in this 

study did not perceive that they were from “at-risk” background and identified their socio-

economic background as middle class (See Descriptive Statistics).  However, regardless of socio-

economic background, some clearly recognized the harmful effect of structural anti-black racism 

at Canadian post-secondary institutions. I have adapted and extended Morales and Trotman’s 

model (2010) to define black academic resilience as the process of dealing with the typical 

challenges and outcomes faced by most post-secondary students, as well as the (conscious or un-

conscious) decision to attempt working within and/or attempting to critique and change the 
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existing structural systems to achieve academic success.  This decision required black graduates 

to choose either adaptive conformist and/or transformational resistant strategies fueled by 

protective resources from their community cultural wealth to support adapting to, addressing, 

opposing both covert and overt racism to graduate from their program of study. These protective 

resources serve to further resilience.  Regardless of the resistance strategies adopted by black 

students who become graduates of Canadian post-secondary institutions, graduates are never left 

unscathed (Clay, 2019).   

Summary of the Framework 

 

Black students are born into a world in which different racism strategies such as 

biological and cultural racism strategies exist to maintain white supremacy (Blay, 2011; 

Grosfoguel, 1999; Jackson, 2009; Mills; 2015; Quijano & Ennis, 2000; Weiner, 2012; 2014).  

Anti-black racism strategies are utilized specifically to control and subordinate the ascendancy of 

people racialized on the bottom of the hierarchy as black (Lavalley & Johnson, 2020; Lopez, 

2019; Pon et al., 2011; Turner, 2015). Anti-racism is a risk factor for black people’s survival.  

Anti-black racism strategies are immersed in the institutions of countries with a European legacy 

and are therefore included in the education curriculum and polices of Canadian post-secondary 

institutions.  Racism and therefore anti-black racism are internalized (Perez Huber et al., 2006) 

by members of all racial groups through the indoctrination of white supremacy (hooks, 2006). 

This internalization becomes a vulnerability factor for black graduates.  As a direct response to 

this indoctrination and other active anti-black racist strategies families share consciously and 

unconsciously with their children how to respond to anti-black racism strategies (Garrod et al., 

1999).  This sharing of knowledge is the wealth of community cultural capital acquired by the 

community about anti-black racism and how to confront and remain defiant to its impact (Yosso, 
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2005). Black graduates’ resistant capital supports them in their ability to develop adaptive 

strategies to deal with and attempt to combat ever changing and progressive anti-black racist 

strategies (Bell, 1992; Gillborn, 2018).   Education is used as a gatekeeper (Trudell, 2012) by a 

white supremacist anti-black racist education curriculum and policies to limit black people’s 

ascendancy (Braithwaite & James, 2000; Mclaren 2003;2004; Knight, 2016) and to guarantee 

cheap labour. Therefore, anti-racism is a risk factor or an obstacle for black graduates. Black 

graduates when in attendance at Canadian post-secondary institutions utilize different resistance 

strategies and protective resources (Ong et al., 2006) to support the building up of their resiliency 

capacity to resist anti-black racism.  These efforts support their post-secondary goals.   

Strengthening of their resiliency capacity comes from using their community cultural capital 

(Yosso, 2005) as their protective resources (Ong et al., 2006). 

The white elite varies their anti-black strategies based on the make-up of the population, 

for example white dominated versus black dominated population in their former colonies, and 

metropolis (Gillborn, 2018; Owolabi, 2012; Trudell, 2012).  Black students’ response will also 

vary because they are a diverse group of people (Winks, 2014). These variations in resistant 

responses are affected by factors such as their personal and family history, which includes their 

education experience in Canada, length of residency in a white dominated country versus black 

dominated countries, and their vulnerability with respect to how and the degree to which racism 

is internalized.  These factors will result in students choosing one or a combination of terminal, 

conformist, and transformative resistant strategies (Daniel, 2018b; Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001).  Regardless of the resistant strategies pursued, black graduates rely consciously and 

unconsciously on some aspects of their black community cultural wealth capital legacy (Yosso, 

2005) as a source for developing and utilizing specific protective resources (Morales & Trotman, 
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2010).  These protective resources support black graduates’ ability to resist varying anti-black 

racism strategies in their everyday life and in school in order graduate from their post-secondary 

education programs.   

The black students in this study, all of whom graduated from Canadian post-secondary 

institutions, adopted either an internal goal or belief that they could work within the existing 

educational system structure.  Others may also decide, or believe, that after arriving within the 

system they also can critique and oppose the existing education structure while working within 

in.  Therefore, those who hold this belief utilize conformist, transformative (Daniel, 2018b; 

Solorzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001) or a combination of these two strategies to response to anti-

black racism. These resistant strategies are powered by the context of black graduates’ lived 

experience which influences the selection of a variety of protective resources from their 

community cultural wealth capital to foster resilience, which enables resistance to anti-black 

racism.    

Limitations of this Study 

 

As is customary in small qualitative studies, the sample demographics pose natural 

limitations. All participants had graduated from post-secondary institutions in the province of 

Ontario; black graduates’ experiences in other Canadian locations might be very different.  

Primarily women responded to this study, reflecting the experiences and perspectives of black 

women more so than black men. Some studies identified that black Canadian students were 

affected by financial inequity and constraints related to their socio-economic status 

(Chavannes,2018; Peters, 2004; Tolson-Murtty, 2008; Whittick, 2005) and sometimes lacked 

knowledge about government grants, loans, bursaries and scholarships (Peters, 2004). Other 

black Canadian students were aware that they could finance their studies through scholarships, 
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working and obtaining loans (Chavannes, 2018; Toklson-Murry, 2008). In my study, money or 

financial resources did not emerge as a major challenge, which may be due to the fact that the 

majority of the sample self-identified as belonging to the middle class. Another potential 

limitation is the fact that the participants who were interviewed for this study had personal and 

family histories in Canada dating back only to the third generation.  However, historical written 

records of blacks in Canada date back to 1605 (Austin, 2010; James et al., 2010).  Participants 

from different locations within Canada, a broader representation of gender identities, socio-

economic status and with a longer generational timeline of family history in Canada would have 

been desirable.  A natural limitation of small qualitative studies is the inability to speak to broad 

patterns that quantitative studies with large, randomized samples might represent. However, the 

richness of the data achieved in this study would not have been achievable under such a 

methodology. The self-selection of participants is another established limitation of social science 

studies that rely on volunteer samples; however, the interest of the participants here to talk about 

the challenges they encountered and the success strategies they employed would only align with 

the desired sample characteristics.  

Conclusion 

 

 The purpose of this study was to create suggestions and approaches from the perspective 

of Canadian black graduates, contending with anti-black racism, regarding increasing the 

retention and graduation rates of black students attending Canadian post-secondary institutions. 

From my interpretation of the voices of 16 participants, 7 themes emerged to address the 

research problem.  This study was important because it has implications for social change in 

Canada, interdisciplinary theoretical possibilities, and implications for professional practice at 

Canadian post-secondary institutions. 
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.   

Implications for Social Change 

 

Many black Canadian families and students are aware of the realities of anti-black racism 

in Canada (James & Taylor, 2008).   Despite these realities, some of these students and their 

families believe that acquiring a post-secondary education has been and continues to be a proven 

method for achieving and maintaining employment, careers, social mobility and navigating 

institutional racism (Clinton, 2019; Cole & Omari,2003; James & Taylor, 2008; Wood, 2014).   

Black students generally have high expectations of themselves and a desire to be successful in 

their education pursuit (Smith et al., 2005).  Unfortunately, present-day black students’ desires 

are often tempered and sometimes terminated by anti-racist strategies implemented by primarily 

but not limited to white administrators, faculty, students and other workers at Canadian 

universities and colleges (see Bailey, 2016; Baker, 2017 Bundale, 2019; Habtemariam & 

Hudson, 2016; Howard, 2018; Johnstone, 2019; Lund & Carr, 2015; Mandhane, 2016; 

Rodriquez, 2019). 

 The main spaces in which Canadian black students attempt to access various levels of 

post-secondary education are Canadian colleges and universities.  Historically and in 

contemporary times most of the players in these Canadian post-secondary institutions have been 

apathetic in addressing anti-black racism, actively engaged in advancing anti-racism and/or in 

reversing programming and resources previously implemented to support black students (see 

Black Liberation Collective, University of Toronto; Brathwaite & James, 2000; Henry et al., 

2017; Lund & Carr, 2005). While there have been a few instances of small gains at some post-

secondary institutions there have also been consistent instances of blatant anti-black racism 

expressions aimed at black and racialized faculty and students at Canadian post-secondary 
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institutions.  Two recent instances are first, the receipt of hate mail by faculty and students from 

the University of Windsor after participating in anti-black racism protest (Caton, 2020), and 

second, the use of the “N” word by professors and lecturers under the guise of academic freedom 

(Dea, 2020).  Given Canadian history it is unwise to anticipate a real willingness for those 

invested in anti-black racism to change.   

However, as black students continue their family’s legacies of advocating for change and 

attempting to resist anti-black racism, the strategies utilized by black graduates are worth 

considering by those students and their families who believe that they must work within these 

structures for now.  Since the strategies revealed in some of the themes supported these black 

graduates’ success, students desiring to succeed within the current anti-black racist institutional 

structure may benefit from the recommendations.     

Implications for Interdisciplinary Theory 

  

Three theories provided the original foundation for the interdisciplinary framework: 

Critical Race Theory, Resilience Theory and Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth model.  

Different scholars have used each of these theories alongside other theories to research black and 

other racialized students with respect to education and/or racism (e.g., Brooms & Davis, 2017a; 

2017b; Gillborn, 2018; Harper, 2009; Theron, 2013). However, the literature does not reflect 

research that combined all three theories in a framework to specifically address Canadian black 

graduates’ experiences. In the context of this study, white supremacy is recognized as the driver 

of anti-black racism worldwide; from a critical race theory perspective, anti-black racism 

emerges as the default setting/driver of post-secondary life (Gillborn, 2010).  Internalizing anti-

black racism strategy impacts everyone, more so black people and graduates.  Legacy knowledge 
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regarding resisting anti-black racism is shared with children who utilize their community cultural 

capital (Yosso, 2005) as reinforcement for their resilience. Resilience and resistance are a 

reciprocal in dealing with anti-black racism (Andrews, 2012; Garrod et al.,1999).  The 

combination of these three theories in this study offers a new look at how each of these theories 

speaks to specific aspects of the experiences of these participants and allows for expansion when 

taking into account the Resiliency Cycle Model advanced by Morales and Trotman (2010).  

Implications for Post-Secondary Practice 

 

A comparison of the literature review to this current study identified a total of 31 findings 

either supporting or adding to current research knowledge.  This literature primarily focused on 

black (African Americans) students/graduates experiences at U.S. universities and colleges.  

Interestingly, the strong alignment of findings confirms that although these students live in two 

different countries, they have similar experiences with anti-black racist strategies and 

expressions, the utilization of family and community cultural wealth for protective resources and 

support and required similar institutional resources to succeed at their post-secondary program.  

Some [post-secondary] institutions, for example OCAD University sporadically 

attempted to address colonialism and anti-black racism based in part on student activism and 

stories (Levitt, 2017; Tate & Bagguley, 2017).  However, this type of information is not widely 

disseminated beyond academic scholars (Maynard, 2017a), especially those who specialize in 

these discipline to the wider public. Therefore, the narrative of Canada as a tolerant multi-

cultural society continued fairly in-tact up until the years 2019-20 to resonate with the general 

public.  For example, prior to the release in mainstream and social media of Trudeau’s black face 

images in September 2019 (James, 2019; Walsh et al., 2019) and Amy Cooper’s utilization of the 



216                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
BLACK CANADIAN POST-SECONDARY GRADUATES’ COUNTERNARRATIVE  
 

 

police in her anti-black racist expression against Christian Cooper (Blay, 2020; Kappler, 2020), 

the collective prevailing non-scholarly commonplace narrative of Canada was that of an anti-

racist, inclusive, multicultural country free of white supremacy and a history of colonialism 

(Gulliver, 2018).  The photos of Trudeau, who at the time was seeking re-election as prime 

minister of Canada (James, 2019; Walsh et al., 2019), and the news about Amy Cooper 

(reportedly from Ontario and a graduate of Waterloo University) (Mok, 2020) were circulated 

world-wide; these media images successfully and completely acted as a catalyst to fracture what 

remained of the mythology of Canada’s inclusive, anti-racist multicultural image.  These public 

anti-black racist expressions by prominent Canadians in leadership positions may have forced the 

average Canadian public to re-think, confront and acknowledge Canada’s complicity in anti-

black racism.  It is my conviction that some Canadian post-secondary institutions can ill afford to 

continue to deny the existence of structural anti-black racism within academia, especially those 

who have reversed and defanged previous initiatives and or made no effort to address this issue.  

Although some Canadian post-secondary administrators and educators may have easily 

dismissed academic literature on anti-black racism at universities and colleges on the grounds 

that it has mostly been a problem that exist in the United States of America, this study, existing 

and growing scholarly evidence and the public outing and display of images that anti-black 

racism is alive and well in Canada should hopefully make it more difficult to continue with such 

a dismissal.             

  Future research in this area could inquire about the experiences of Canadian black 

graduates who attended colleges and universities in other Canadian locations testing out the 

utility of this expanded interdisciplinary framework. Other follow-up studies could be conducted 

to evaluate formal institutional resources and programming Canadian colleges and universities 
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have implemented and maintained based on the recommendations in the literature review and 

this study’s findings. Such studies could compare the programming/resources from inception, 

effectiveness in supporting and retaining black students and their impact on the graduation rates 

prior to and after the programming/ resources were implemented.  

In 2005, the Martin Liberal government in Canada, unveiled a five-year plan described as 

the first of its kind to tackle racism in Canada (Forsey ,2016; Library of Parliament: Hill Notes, 

2020).  Five years later, this plan of action was evaluated under the Harper Conservative 

government and found inadequate with respect to its design, implementation, and the outcomes 

unmeasurable (Forsey ,2016; Library of Parliament: Hill Notes, 2020).  This original plan was 

abandoned, and a new plan was not created until approximately nine years later (Library of 

Parliament: Hill Notes, 2020).  In 2017, under the Trudeau leadership another study was initiated 

on systemic racism and religious discrimination (Forsey, 2016; Library of Parliament: Hill 

Notes, 2020).  This study resulted in 33 recommendations including the reinstatement of the 

Canada Action Plan Against Racism with an inclusion of religious discrimination, creating a 

Directorate, and establishing measures, deadlines, reporting protocols, audits, and resources 

(Library of Parliament: Hill Notes, 2020) to deal with racism. In 2019, the Canada Anti-Racist 

Strategy 2019-22 was created under the Trudeau government (Forsey ,2016; Library of 

Parliament: Hill Notes, 2020).  At the provincial level only four provinces British Columbia, 

Alberta, Quebec and Ontario have created committees, plans or acknowledge the existence of 

racism in Canada (Library of Parliament: Hill Notes, 2020).  The most robust of these plans was 

the introduction of the Anti-Racist Act, 2017 in the province of Ontario, which resulted in the 

creation of a Directorate.  This Directorate was later defanged by the Ford Progressive 

Government, which is currently in power.  The Ford Government has been accused by several 
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organizations of failing to host a mandatory yearly anti-racist conference in accordance with the 

Anti-Racist Act of 2017, eliminated subcategories of anti-racism directorate, such as anti-black 

racism, anti-Indigenous discrimination, Islamophobia, and anti-Semitism, and reduced various 

committee budgets (Javid, 2019).  These examples exemplify the real lack of commitment by 

Canadian governments at every level to initiate legislations and adequately fund and monitor 

racism, including anti-black racism.  If governments are not leading the way, then it is highly 

unlikely that Canadian post-secondary institutions will do the same.  Unfortunately, for now as it 

was in the past, black families and students hoping to complete post-secondary will have to rely 

heavily on their community cultural capital to resist anti-black racism, if they accept working 

within a system that maintains it. 

In this study, black graduates have shared, in their own voices, their experiences with 

racism, their resistance strategies and how they build their resilience from the cultural capital in 

their communities to continue to resist racism and graduate from Canadian post-secondary 

studies.  Prospective Canadian black students wishing to work within this existing system to 

become graduates are invited to listen to these voices.  In listening to these voices from their 

community, they will have to adapt some of these strategies, as anti-black racist strategies 

themselves changes.  Also, these strategies for success may also be adapted and personalized, 

recognizing that despite our differences we collectively share the burden and trauma of anti-

black racism. More importantly, self-care and love are paramount.  Prospective black students 

and graduates must continue the legacy of our ancestors and elders of sharing knowledge and 

information with other students wishing to pursue post-secondary studies. 
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Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Question 

 

This interview guide consists of a series of questions to be asked of participants for a research 

study on black graduates’ experiences at Canadian post-secondary institutions. The questions are 

divided into two series.  Series A consists of questions intended to gather demographic 

information about the participants for the study.  Series B contains questions relating to the 

participants’ experiences while pursuing post-secondary studies at Canadian institutions.  The 

order of the series is in no way indicative of the order in which the questions will be asked 

during the interviews.  Possible answers are noted in the demographic information to allow for 

jotting down data during the telephone interviews.  A copy of the interview questions will be 

provided to participants prior to the phone meeting to accommodate varying styles regarding 

cognitive skills, synthesis of information and communication and to allow time for reflexivity.  

 

Greeting/Open-Ended Discussion & Questions 

The researcher will open the telephone interview (5-10 minutes) by thanking the participants for 

agreeing to be a part of the study and reviewing, information pertaining to the informed consent, 

the purpose of the study, pseudo names/names, privacy and confidentiality, target timelines for 

the completion of the collection of data and the analysis of the data.  Any point of interest the 

participant wishes to discuss briefly regarding personal interest – weather, vacation time, family, 

work will be also be discussed to break the ice and to provide a measure of comfort for the 

participant.   This will be very unstructured and participant-specific.  This portion of the 

interview will be recorded to document informed consent but the ice-breaking conversation will 

not be transcribed.  

 

Series A- Demographic Information: 

 

Did you graduate from a post-secondary institution within the last 5 years? 

 

Yes __   No ___ 

 

What is the name of the Canadian post-secondary institution you attended?  
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What type of institution? 

 

College ___   University___ Both _____       Transfer ____   

 

Bridging (professional programs for recent graduates) ____ 

 

Do you self-identify and/ or are you socialized as black in Canada? 

Yes ____                    No ________             Both ________ 

 

(NB: Note to researcher – be open and listen actively for any other comments that may arise in 

this category)    

  

What age range best describes you at the start of your program at this institution? (Ranges are 

provided to avoid any discomfort volunteers may have with providing their exact age). 

18- 24 ____  

25- 30 ____ 

31- 35 ____ 

36- 40 ____ 

40 plus ____ 

 

How would you describe your gender identity? 

 

How would you describe your sexual orientation? 

 

How would you describe your socioeconomic background? 

 

Do you ascribe to any religious belief?  How would you describe your belief system? 
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How would you describe your history and your family’s in Canada?  (For example are you third 

generation Canadian? Migration from where?) 

Series B- Canadian Post-Secondary Institution experience:  

 

You have pursued and completed a Canadian post-secondary program. Can you tell me what it 

means to be a black post-secondary graduate in Canada?  

 

Tell me how you came to be a graduate of your post-secondary institution? 

 

Tell me about some of your best /positive memorable experiences that you can recall while 

pursuing your studies at your post-secondary institution. 

 

Tell me about some of your worst/negative memorable experiences that you can recall while 

pursuing your studies at your post-secondary institution. 

 

Can you think of time when you ever questioned whether you were able to complete your 

diploma/degree?  If Yes, please describe when, where, why in as much detail as possible. If No, 

please describe in detail why not. 

 

What messages did you get from people (students, faculty, and administrative staff) within your 

institution about being a successful black student while pursuing your studies? 

 

Did you ever get messages from students, faculty, and administrative staff within your institution 

about not being a successful black student while pursuing your studies? 

 

Did you ever face or perceive any obstacles while pursuing your post-secondary studies?   If so, 

can you describe them?    If no, why do you think you did not encounter any obstacles?  

 

Tell me about the success factors and/or strategies you used and can identify as having been 

instrumental in you attaining graduation. 
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Describe for me how you would define your family.  Tell me what family means to you. 

 

Do you think your family played a role in your ability to complete your program? If yes, How?  

What role did they play? If no, why not? 

 

Tell me what the word community means to you.  Describe in detail your concept of community. 

 

Do you think there were any aspect/factors from your community that specifically supported or 

were enablers for you to complete your studies? 

 

Tell me what you mean when making reference to your culture? 

 

Do you think there were any aspects/factors from your culture that specifically supported or were 

enablers for you to complete your studies? 

 

What if any impact did religion or spirituality play in your daily life while pursuing your post-

secondary studies? 

 

How was race or racism experienced by you while on campus at your post-secondary institution?  

 

Based on your own experience, while in attendance at your post-secondary institution school, did 

you perceive or think that black students faced challenges that were different from those of white 

students?  If yes, please describe these challenges?   If no, why not? 

 

What challenges did you face that you felt were similar to those experienced by white students 

while pursuing your studies? 

 

Did you face any challenges that you perceive only black students had to contend with at your 

institution?  If yes, Please describe them.  If no, why not? 
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If you were aware of such specific challenges that you faced as a black student, how did you 

respond to those?  

 

Based on your experiences, knowledge and insight, what do you believe it takes for black 

students to successfully complete a program and become a graduate of a Canadian post-

secondary institution? 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

At the end of the telephone interview all participants will be thanked again for their participation 

in the study.  All participants will be advised that they will be contacted by the researcher to 

review and approve the transcript of their interview before the inclusion of their data in the 

study.   
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email  

 

Hello, 

My name is Carla Moore and I am a doctoral student working under the supervision of Dr. 

Matthew Heinz at Royal Roads University, Victoria B.C.  I am currently working on a research 

project studying the experiences of black graduates from Canadian post-secondary institutions.  

The title of the research project is “Telling a different story: A Counternarrative on Black 

Graduates’ Experiences at Canadian Post-secondary Institutions.” 

I am currently seeking volunteers who are a) graduates of a Canadian post-secondary institutions 

within the last 5 years, b) identify as black and/or c) socially constructed as black in Canada. 

Participation in this study involves being available for two phone meetings with me. The first 

meeting will be approximately 15 minutes, in which you will be briefed about the study and 

asked to schedule a time that is convenient for you to participate in a longer semi-structured 

telephone interview.  The second phone meeting will be scheduled for the telephone interview 

which will be for approximately 45- 90 minutes.  Your responses during the telephone interview 

will be recorded for future analysis.  

In appreciation for the time provided for this study, you will receive a small token of my 

appreciation.  It is hoped that your stories and the information you share will support other black 

students and provide a rich narrative of black students’ success in Canada. 

Please be assured that this study was approved by Royal Roads University Research Ethics 

Board.  Your personal information such as your name may not be used to ensure anonymity, 

privacy and confidentiality.  Your opinions and statements will be incorporated into the 

publically available research study but no comments will be directly attributed to you, unless you 

specifically request this.  

The option to participate is strictly voluntary. Should you have any questions regarding the 

authenticity of this research or any additional concerns that you believe should be addressed to 

another party other than the researcher, you may contact the Supervisor of this research, Dr. 

Matthew Heinz, Royal Roads University at matthew.heinz@RoyalRoads.ca.  

 If you wish to participate or learn more about this study please reply to this email/and or email 

me at Carla.6moore@RoyalRoads.ca.      

Thank you.   

 

 

  

mailto:matthew.heinz@RoyalRoads.ca
mailto:Carla.6moore@RoyalRoads.ca
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Appendix C: Poster brochure 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR 

RESEARCH ON Black Graduates’ Experiences at 

Canadian Post-Secondary Institutions 

  

I am a doctoral student at Royal Roads University in Victoria, British Columbia, and 

looking for volunteers to take part in a study of  

Black Graduates’ Experiences at Canadian Post-Secondary institutions. 

Title of the Research:  

Telling a different story: A Counternarrative on Black Graduates’ Experiences at 

Canadian Post-secondary Institutions 

 

As a participant in this study, you would be asked to participate in telephone 

interviews:  

Your participation would involve 2 sessions. 

The first session is approximately 15 minutes and the second may range from 45- 90 

minutes. 

 Volunteers are required to be a graduate of a Canadian post-secondary program 

within the last 5 years. 

A small token of appreciation will be provided. 

For more information about this study, or to volunteer for this study,  

please contact: 

Carla Moore  

Email: Carla.6moore@RoyalRoads.ca    

 

This study has been reviewed by and received ethics clearance  

from the Royal Road University Research Ethics Board. 
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Appendix D: Consent Form 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study about black graduates’ experiences at Canadian 

post-secondary institutions.  This form is part of a process called “informed consent” which 

allows you to understand this study before deciding whether to take part. 

 

This study is being conducted by a researcher named Carla Moore, who is a doctoral student at 

Royal Roads University, Victoria B.C., Canada. 

 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to explore why and how black students succeed to become graduates 

of Canadian post-secondary institutions.  The research is titled “Telling a different story: A 

Counternarrative on Black Graduates’ Experiences at Canadian Post-secondary Institutions.” 

 

Procedures: 

This study uses a qualitative research method.  If you agree to be a participant in this study you 

will be asked to answer a series of questions in a telephone interview.  One set of questions will 

be used to collect descriptive biographical data and the another set of questions relates directly to 

your experiences as a former student. The interview time may range between 45 – 90 minutes.   

 

Series A- Demographic Information: 

You will be asked a series of biographical questions to help the researcher to establish a 

profile of the research participants. The questions are related to factors including your age 

range, gender identity, socio-economic background, family/individual immigration 

history to Canada ( ie 1st, 2nd, 3rd generation; Caribbean, African etc.), types and name 

of institution attended. The information will be coded to protect your anonymity and 

confidentiality during data collection and the reporting of findings. You will be given an 

opportunity to review and approve a transcript of your interview before the information is 

included in the study. It is entirely up to you how much demographic information you 

would like to share.  

 

Series B- Canadian Post-Secondary Institution Experience: 

You will be asked a series of questions relating to your experiences while attending a 

Canadian post-secondary institution prior to completion and graduation from your 

program. 

 

Here are some sample questions for each series: 

 

• Series A-Demographic Information:  

What type of Canadian post-secondary institution did you attend?   What age range best 

describes you at the time of your attendance at this institution? ( 18- 24; 25- 30; 30- 35; 

35- 40; 40 and over). 

 

• Series B- Canadian Post-Secondary Institution experience:  
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Tell me how you came to be a graduate of your post-secondary institution. What, if any, 

impact did religion or spirituality play in your daily life while pursuing your post-

secondary studies?  

 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

This study is voluntary. You are free to accept or turn down this invitation. The researcher or the 

recuiters for this study will treat you no differently if you decide not to be in the study. If you 

decide to be in the study now, you can still change your mind later up to and including the period 

prior to the analysis of the data.   Once your data is transcribed by the researcher, you will be 

given an opportunity to review the transcripts of your interview so that the researcher may obtain 

your approval to include the information collected in the study and to verify that your 

anonminity and confidentiality is being maintained in accordance to your desire. You may 

withdraw from the study at any time prior to your approval to include your transcript in the study 

for analysis by the researcher.  

 

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 

Being in this type of study involves some minor discomforts that can be encountered in daily 

life, such as making the time to answer the questions during the telephone interview.  

Participating in this study will not pose risk to your safety or wellbeing. The benefits of 

participation is that you may help to generate solutions to address the underrepresentation and 

underserving of black students in post-secondary education. This is possible as your success 

stories or narratives would first serve to support and motivate black students currently enrolled, 

those whose studies were interrupted and those contemplating starting post-secondary studies. 

Second, the knowledge obtained from this proposed research would also contribute to the 

fledging Canadian scholarship on black success in education. 

 

Remuneration 

There is no formal remuneration for participating in this study. However, a token of gratitude 

will be given out to participants after the data for the study has been collected.This token will be 

sent to all participants by the researcher.  

 

 

Privacy: 

Reports coming out of this study will not disclose the identities of individual participants unless 

specifically requested by the participant. Details that might identify participants, such as full 

names or the program participants pursued, will not be shared. The researcher will not use your 

personal information for any purpose outside of this research project. Data will be kept secure on 

the researcher’s password-protected personal computer and recording device.  Data collected 

from all participants will be kept for a period of 5 years and then destroyed in accordance with 

Royal Road University guidelines.  
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All participants will be notified of any actual, potential, or perceived conflict of interest that may 

arise. Any conflict of interest and how it will be managed will be disclosed to the Royal Road 

University Ethics Board. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

You may ask any questions you have now. Or if you have questions later, you may contact the 

researcher via email at Carla.6moore@RoyalRoads.ca   If you want to talk privately about your 

rights as a participant, you can call my faculty supervisor, Dr. Matthew Heinz, at my university, 

Royal Road University by phone 250.391.2662 and or by email at 

matthew.heinz@RoyalRoads.ca.  Approval for this research was received from the Royal Roads 

University Research Ethics Board on July 20th, 2019. 

 

Please print or save this consent form for your records.  

 

Obtaining Your Consent 

If you believe you understand the study well enough to make a decision about participation, 

please indicate your consent by sending a signed copy of this form or an email simply 

confirming your agreement to be in this study to the researcher. An email reply will constitute 

consent for participants who are unable to sign, print and scan this consent form.  If these options 

are not convenient you may agree verbally at the time of the interview; your consent will be 

recorded at the beginning of the interview.  

 

I consent to participate in this study.  I understand that I may withdraw from this study at any 

time by way of email to the researcher at the email listed above; verbally at the beginning of the 

telephone interviews conducted by the researcher, and prior to the approval of my interview 

transcript by email or verbally while in conversation with the researcher. Once I have reviewed 

and approved my interview transcript by email or verbally by telephone, I understand that I can 

no longer withdraw from this study.  

 

 

 

 

___________________________ 

 

Name 

 

 

____________________________ 

Date 
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