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Logan: Promoting Academic Excellence of African-American Students; Issue

Given the declining college enrollment of
Black students, strategies are outlined to
promote excellence and educational growth.

Promoting
Academic
Excellence of
African-American
Students: Issues
and Strategies

Sadye L. Logan

During the 1980s the challenge in higher education
was to deliver quality education. Current reports suggest
that the challenge for the 1990s remains the same {Nelson,
1989; One Third of A Nation, 1988). Any institution, says
Beal {1987), that can help students to find their talents and
help those talents grow may be viewed as a quality institu-
tion. However, the implication of this charge holds unigue
challenges for colleges and universities attempting to un-
derstand and meet the needs of ethniciracial students in
the decades ahead.

With respect to ethniciracial students, the past three
decades have witnessed interesting trends in American
publicinstitutions. Perhaps the trend that created the great-
est impact on the educational system was the equality
movement of the 1960s. This movement supported the con-
cept of access to higher education for disadvantaged or op-
pressed groups within society. The decade of the seventies
witnessed an increase in the number of underrepresented
or unrepresented ethnic or racial groups in higher educa-
tion. However, by the mid-eighties participation rate of
blacks (enrolled in college) showed a remarkable decrease.
According to Wilson (1989), despite the slight increase in
black enrollment from 1984 to 1986 (by about 5,000 stu-
dents), this rate did not appreciably make up for the loss of
over 30,000 black students from the peak of 1980. He further
points out that this increase was at the graduate level,
whereas blacks at the undergraduate level showed little or
no increase during this period. It follows that the recruit-
ment drives of the sixties coupled with reenroliment (reten-
tion) efforts of the seventies have not resulted in black stu-
dent academic achievement and growth in the eighties.

In view of the current needs of blacks in higher educa-
tion, such declining college enrollments and low participa-
tion in teacher education, science, and math and the predic-
tion that more than 80 percent of black students will
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continue to attend predominantly white schools in the fu-
ture (Wilson 1989), this article identifies and discusses is
sues and concerns related to promoting the academic ex-
cellence of black students. This discussion of the issues
thus serves a twofold function. First, it establishes a frame-
work for examining the current levels of program effective-
ness. Second, it provides underlying principles and guide-
lines for promoting academic excellence.

Black Students and Academic Success

The academically successful student is one who expe-
riences learning as a fulfillment of intellectual and personal
development. Not only is learning exciting to such stu-
dents, but they demonstrate evidence of this learning in
terms of new knowledge and skills. Current reports indicate
that for some black students, academic success is elusive
if not totally non-existent {Carmody, 1988). This mixed pic-
ture of success extends from high school, if not earlier, to
college. According to the Seventh Annual Report of Blacks
in Higher Education, between 1976 and 1986 the percentage
of young adults between 18 to 24 years of age who com-
pleted high school has improved more for blacks than any
other group. Moreover, according to this report, black fe-
males completed high school at a higher rate than black
males, although black males experienced a greater gain in
high school completion. However, approximately one-
fourth of all blacks continue to leave high school before
graduation. Juxtaposed against this background are re-
ported increases in the numbers of blacks participating in
the Scholastic Test, the Advanced Placement Test, the
American College Test, and the Annual Report National As-
sessment Educational Progress as well as their test scores
(Wilson, 1989). Additionally, it is said that the 1988 cohort of
black high school graduates is the largest and best pre-
pared of any black group in history (Seventh Annual Status
Report, 1988). Yet despite these optimistic changes, black
college enrollment declined steadily from 1976 to 1986. This
decline in enrollment is compounded by the loss of blacks
in four-year colleges (Wilson, 1989). However, black enroll-
ment in professional schools has maintained a steady im-
provement from 1977 to 1986. This cohort enrolled in profes-
sional schools includes only 14,000 students or 5.2 percent
of the total enrollment. The implication of this untenable sit-
uation is that colleges and universities must find creative
solutions to promoting the academic success of blacks cur-
rently enrolled, as well as those not yet enrolled.

Issues in Black Academic Success

Much has been written about factors or conditions im-
pacting the quality of higher education for blacks. In part,
some of the issues are unique to blacks and some are
shared in degrees by all college students. Those issues re-
ported in the literature and anecdotally as having the great-
est impact on the education growth of black college stu-
dents are (1) social and academic adjustment, (2) negative
stereotypes, and (3) lack of financial resources.

Academic and Social Adjustment

Much has been written about black students’ transi-
tion from a close, supportive home environment to an often
unfriendly, predominantly white school environment that
projects the unspoken message: “We are not sure we want
you here, but we had to recruit you!" Several studies about
black students’ adjustment to college life have simply af-
firmed what is generally known about the impact of racial
rejection on social, emotional, and intellectual capacities
{Astin, 1982: Fleming, 1984). It is a given, regardless of racial
overtones, that if students are placed in environments that
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do not acknowledge them fully, they will begin to feel lonely
and isolated. The situation is simply compounded when the
environment is predominantly white and unfriendly or hos-
tile. Oftentimes students remain in such non-nurturing en-
vironments, but at a severe price. James Comber, an award
winning child psychiatrist and brilliant educator, spoke
of this predicament in the context of his educational
experience:

.. .it was crystal-clearto me that being a good student
could save me from some of the indignities that my
black friends experienced in school. The word was
out. White equaled good and smart. Black equaled
bad and dumb. If you were smart and black you might
salvage a little. For this reason, being the best, being
perfect, became very important—too important. Too
many black students work under this pressure even to-
day {Comer, p. 113-114).

It seems clear from the above situation that it is natural
for black students to want to excel academically. However,
when the process of excelling consumes the product, the
question of whether it is worth it becomes paramount. In
other words, is the psychological distress and interper-
sonal conflict experienced worth it? Several have observed
that too much anxiety, stress and tension can lead to severe
emotional and physical disturbances {depression, schizo-
phrenia, ulcers, migraine headaches).

The learning styles of black students are another criti-
cal factor that plays an important part in academic adjust-
ment. Although a great deal of caution must be exercised in
generalizing about black students’ learning styles, some
evidence exists that supports afield-sensitive style of learn-
ing or cooperative learning (Rodriguez, 1983). Within the
context of an environment experienced as hostile or un-
friendly, black students have isolated themselves and are
not connected to their most effective and natural resource,
a collaborative/cooperative learning style. It follows that a
non-nurturing campus environment and unsupportive in-
structors will lead to lower satisfaction with college, poor
academic performance, and a premature exit from college
without a degree.

Negative Stereotypes

The negative stereotypes connected with education
and learning begin at the elementary and secondary school
levels and continue beyond college. Black children attend
schools where most of their peers, if not themselves, are la-
beled by the professionals as “culturally deprived]” “high
risk” “learning disabled;" “stupid” and “crazy” by their
classmates (Comer, 1988; Keniston, 1977). Their parents are
referred to as uncooperative, a disgrace to the community,
or as problem parents (Logan, 1990}. Even when such de-
scriptors do not fit students and their parents, the prevail-
ing attitudes still affect their well-being. The negative ste-
reotypes continue and are reinforced through the curricu-
lum and by the school's faculty. The U.S. educational sys-
tem is Eurocentric and does not in any appreciable way edu-
cate its student body to fully explore and appreciate their
ethnic and racial differences as well as their traits (Rodri-
guez, 1983). More specifically, such diversity is not incorpo-
rated and infused throughout the curriculum as a given.
From the perspective of the faculty, the tendency is to ex-
pect less academically from the black student and to as-
sume that nearly every black student does not meet the
standard academic requirements of the university
{Brookover, Beamer, Efthim, Hathaway, Legatte, Miller, Pas-
salacqua and Tornatzky, 1979; Forrest, 1987). This view of

https://ﬁ@ﬁbrﬁﬁ@gress.org/edconsiderations/vol18/issl/5
DOl 10.4148/0146-9282.1529

black students as well as students from other racial or eth-
nic groups is subtly reinforced by certain organizational
programs that are designed to “compensate for deficien-
cies in earliereducation” (see, for example, Weisman, 1968).
Oftentimes students are earmarked for these programs sim-
ply because they meet the criteria of being black, and also
because the program must attract certain numbers of black
and other racial or ethnic students in order to be funded. As
aresult, these students resent these specific university ini-
tiatives that are designed, according to most universities, to
“improve the academic performance of ethnic minorities”

Lack of Financial Resources

As previously indicated, numerous factors impact the
educational progress of black students. However, avery sig-
nificant factorin the reduced black college enroliment rates
is the lack of availability of financial aid. Between 1280 and
1988, there was a 4.1 percent drop in student aid from all fed-
erally supported programs. Additionally, between 1980 and
1983 there was an 18 percent drop. Although federal aid has
been increasing since 1983 it is still less than it was in 1980.
Overall, the loss in federal aid has increased the importance
of supplemental grants, college work study, direct loans
and state student incentive grants.

These changes in financing for college education have
a disproportionate impact on black and low-income stu-
dents. For example, according to Current Population Re-
ports (1988), in 1985 more than one-fifth of black college stu-
dents came from families with an annual income of less
than $10,000, compared to less than six percent of their
white peers.

It seems obvious that the issues discussed so far are
interrelated, and must be addressed as a unified whole. The
next section of this article addresses these issues in the
context of critical conditions that are needed for ensuring
black academic excellence.

Conditions For Academic Excellence

The necessary conditions for excellence in educa-
tional growth have been identified as student involvement,
high expectations and evaluation and feedback (Involve-
ment in Learning, 1984). A creative learning environment is
an additional aspect that has often not been considered.

Student Involvement. Student involvement has been
defined in terms of the amount of time, energy and effort
which students devote to the learning process. This pro-
cess is generally operationalized in avariety of ways and de-
scribes students who devote a great deal of time to study,
participate actively in student activities, interact frequently
in aconstructive manner with faculty and peers, and work at
on-campus jobs.

Of course, student involvement requires quality time
and energy—precious resources that must also take into
consideration families and involvement with social activi-
ties. According to the National Institute of Education (1984),
colleges and universities can help students to become bet-
ter managers of their time by:

1. Altering the learning/teaching environment. For ex-
ample, the faculty should be encouraged to adapt
and incorporate teaching methods that require
greater student responsibility for their learning. Ad-
ditionally, such teaching methods must also ad-
dress the learning styles of blacks and other ethnic
or racial groups.
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2. Suggesting and providing significant opportunities
for trade-off. For example, provide greater opportu-
nities through part-time work or other activities that
connects the students’ lives in a substantive way to
the campus community.

High Expectations

The second condition of academic excellence is con-
cerned with the educational outcomes sought by students
and institutions. From the perspective of black students,
this is a very complex condition. On the one hand we are
talking about what students learn and how well they learn it.
Also we are talking about whether what is expected of stu-
dents is realistic. As indicated earlier, discrepancies some-
times exist between what faculty expect of blacks and other
ethnic or racial groups of students and the general student
body. In other words, the expectations are that black stu-
dents may need remedial help or simply cannot perform at
the same level as their white peers. Ultimately there must be
amatch between what students expect and need and what
faculty expect and require. Expectations cannot be too high
or too low, but need to be interesting and challenging.

Evaluation and Feedback

The third condition of academic excellence is con-
cerned with the overall effectiveness with which students,
faculty, and institutions carry out their learning and teach-
ing goals and objectives. Essentially, this condition dic-
tates that institutions be accountable for what they expect
students to learn as well as for how well they have learned.
Finally, provisions must be made for utilizing the new infor-
mation gained through this process for enhancing the over-
all quality of the learning process, and the effects of certain
courses and the impact of services and programs must be
considered.

Creative Learning Environment

Implicit in the above conditions of academic excel-
lence is the need for a creative learning environment, The
foundation for such an environment censists of humanistic
values, unconditional support, mutual respect and nurtur-
ance of differences. Available evidence suggests that stu-
dents within a creative learning environment are provided
the necessary opportunities and resources for thinking
through their futures, discovering theirtalents, and growing
emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually (Noel, 1987;
Pounds, 1987; Wright, 1989). Noel (1987) describes this
process as talent identification and talent development.
This suggests that learning and growth can take place in a
variety of arenas. These may include academics, dramatics,
sports, orleadership and social activities, or any means that
the university finds necessary to ensure students’ growth
and development. Of course, such an environment de-
mands aradical redefinition of what is meant by quality and
excellence in education as well as a creative vision. The fo-
cus must of necessity be concerned with individual student
needs, and the ultimate preparation of students to become
informed and fully functioning adults.

As a means of identifying factors characteristic of a
supportive learning environment, in 1985 a survey of twenty-
five black graduate social work students was done. Several
factors were identified as contributing to students’ aca-
demic success (Logan, 1985). The factors consisted of four
broad categories. These were:
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1. Educational
1. On admission, special evaluation of skills in ba-
sic academic prerequisites: reading, writing, and
speech;
2. Appraisal of educational gap;
3. Varied course loads arrangements.
2. Tutorial
1. Faculty mentorship relationships;
2. Buddy system with a higher level student;
3. Writing workshops:
4. Independent study;
5. Collaborative learning.
3. Financial
1. Tuition;
2. Cost of living expenses;
3. Extra expenses.
4. Emotional
1. Support group;
2. Networking;
3. Individual counseling.

Coupled with these areas of concerns are campus cli-
mate and commitment of colleges and universities in terms
of human and financial resources and leadership. Universi-
ties must actively and unequivocally promote the goals of
building and sustaining a multicultural/multiracial campus
community, and to prepare all of its students for effective
roles as adults in amulticultural society. This goal must be-
come an integral part of University educational mission.

Conclusion

It is obvious that entire university communities must
make new commitments to ensure enduring growth and de-
velopments of all students, especially black students. An
environment must be created in which a variety of cultural,
and learning styles are embraced and students' talents are
identified and developed. Such an approach to higher edu-
cation will not only promote quality education, but everyone
will be beneficiaries.
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