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A Phenomenological Study of the Educational Experiences
of Black Women: Learning as You Go

Eva Young, DeVry University, Mary Ziegler, The Usigity of Tennessee,
Kathy Greenberg, The University of Tennessee
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Abstract: This research study provided a descriptive pictidireducational experiences
of three sets of Black sisters who grew up in tiner-city. A qualitative
existential-phenomenological research study desmmused to derive common themes
that represented the universal essence of theipanits’ experiences. This study
illuminated the formal and informal learning exgerges of Black women and the
profound role cultural experiences of family amadnenunity play in shaping their
learning experiences through adulthood. Findinggest that the educational
experiences of Black women influenced their develept, voice, self-esteem, and
self-defined achievement and success. These fiadiispute adult development theories
that suggest learning or development must precettaibthe other.

Introduction

Although there is considerable literature on adeitelopment, little focuses on Black
women'’s development or the relationship betweereldgment and educational experiences.
Adult development theories from a psychologicabkpective ignore the role that culture plays in
Black women’s developmental process (Goodman, 19@&0eton, 2002). Many traditional adult
development theories focused specifically on bimlalg psychological/cognitive and
sociocultural development, but did not accountifferences in culture, race, gender, class, and
sexual orientation (Baumgartner & Merriam, 200Gtleion, 2002). Because of this gap in the
literature, Black females’ development may be défe from that of other women (hooks, 1994;
Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1996). For example, waaokoknow whether or how the
development of Black women may be influenced by th@éucational experiences (Harris, 1992;
Jeffries, 1985). This underrepresentation of Bloknen in the literature is a gap that has
implications for practice in adult education. Theabof this research was to illuminate the
educational experiences of inner-city Black wonfesm their perspective, who live in a similar
socioeconomic and cultural context. Findings suggesore integrated theoretical approach to
adult development that goes beyond traditionalrieeo

Since the focus of this study was on the womexg®aence, phenomenology served as a
guiding theoretical framework that provided botphelosophy and method for this study. The
phenomenological approach explores the eventsrofhiexistence in an unbiased way so we
might come to an essential understanding of hurasaiousness and experience.
Phenomenology seeks to explain the basic natuuetste, or form of both human experience
and human behavior as revealed through descrifgoleiques. The phenomenological
approach takes experiences in everyday life anldgsrthe underlying meaning of the
experiences for the individual and groups of indiixls (Collins, 1986; Valle & Halling, 1989).
The purpose is to find essential meanings that@memon to the human experience.

Ihde (1986) describes phenomenology as a radicllsophy that “departs from familiar
ways of doing things and accepted ways of thinkihgverturns many presuppositions



ordinarily taken for granted and seeks to estalalislkew perspective from which to view things
(p. 17).” Because of this, phenomenology has bedapreasingly important in studying the
philosophical perspective in adult education (Mari& Brockett, 1997). Phenomenology is
rooted in the idea of giving respect to the livagaerience of individuals by examining meaning
(Stanage, 1989; van Manen, 1997). Although phenologwg provides a theoretical framework
for understanding experience, it also has evolaeula research methodology. We agree with
Allen (1995), the overall purpose of phenomenolmgy explore ordinary human experience
that is often taken for granted in order to estdibéi new perspective from which to view things.

Method

As an inquiry method, phenomenology focuses oordeag an experience and
determining its essence. Brookfield (1994) encoesagsearchers to conduct phenomenological
studies so learners’ can describe their experientteeir own words because this type of
research is lacking in adult education. The phemmiogical method was appropriate to address
the following research question that guided thewttiWhat are the shared meanings of
educational experiences for Black women in a soathmer-city neighborhood?” Conducting a
gualitative study with a phenomenological desigovpted a rich picture of the social
phenomenon of education and how women describé&detkigeriences. The design allowed for
collaboration between researcher and participanémsure research findings accurately reflected
the participants’ perceptions (Van Manen, 1997).

The study design and procedures followed the naetlogy described by Thomas and
Pollio (2002) and practiced by the University ohhessee Applied Phenomenological Studies
Colloquy, under the direction of Dr. Howard PolimdeDr. Sandra Thomas. The group serves as
a forum for colloquy researchers to share aspddteo studies with an interdisciplinary group
of faculty and students. Researchers bring thesrwews to be read aloud by the group and
during the reading identify themes in the text.@&amnalysis followed the procedures also
developed by Thomas and Pollio (2002) so the iddi&i interviews were analyzed and
reviewed by the Colloquy or a research team thHaivied similar procedures. Eva Young
conducted this research as her dissertation ang Klagler and Kathy Greenberg served as co-
chairs of her committee. All authors participatedhe collaborative data analysis process of the
Phenomenological Studies Colloquy. This collabesaprocess added to the study’s rigor
because of the dialogic process used to identiflyuaderstand themes in the data.

Two principal criteria for selecting participarfits a phenomenological study are (1) an
individual having experienced the phenomenon ahdridndividual who is willing to talk about
that experience (Thomas & Pollio, 2002). Ten worparticipated in the study — three groups of
sisters, ranging between 24 to 60 years of ageplih@se for choosing groups of sisters, who
had similar inner-city educational experiencesh@irtyouth, was to see how their experiences
influenced their choices as adults. (All particifsawere given pseudonyms.) The phenomenon
of educational experience and its influence overcurse of one’s life, revealed through in-
depth interviewing, provided a means of reflectionthe exploration of meaning (Collins, 1986;
van Manen, 1997). Although phenomenological resedoes not allow for generalizations due
to the characteristics of this type of researcle$@ell, 1998), it illuminates the universal
essence of the educational experiences of Blackemomithin their lived reality. The resulting
themes that formed a thematic structure of the &ttlutal experience of Black inner-city women
were also reviewed by a research team.



Findings

The findings are reported in two parts based orctimeept of figure/ground, which is
essential to phenomenological interpretation (Tho&#&ollio, 2002). A theme describes an
aspect of the experience. These figural aspedtseaxperience stand out against a common
ground. The figural themes and the ground reprabenéssence of the whole experience. Labels
for themes were drawn from participants’ quotes tbflected the meaning of the theme; both
the label and its location in the quote where dwoed are presented first. Following the themes
is a description of the ground of the experience.

Theme one: | Seemed Like A Stupid Little Girl AjdNas This Smart, Intelligent
Woman....after a bunch of mistakes | finally ended up dvere at (name of school) and | hated
it. It wasn’t you know, | thought that | was thisart, intelligent woman and | seemed like a
stupid little girl again” (Lilith). This theme thatescribed positive and negative feelings
experienced during the course of educational egpeés. The women moved back and forth
between the positive self-esteem of an intelligemtnan to the negative self-esteem of a stupid
little girl. Self-esteem refers to global feelings of self-Wwdreld by the individual (Bednar et.
al., 1989). Kim discussed how her low self-esteemind her childhood made her fdgke a
Stupid Little Girl Kim was afraid to let people know she didn’t ursiend many school
assignments.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. So I'venalys felt | couldn’t tell

anybody. Lets say that you didn’t understand. Twewld look at me like “You

don’t get it?” And that made me have very low setiteem about myself. (Kim)

Several women in this study also felt periodsailat concerning their capabilities and
had low self-esteem after leaving high school wimade them feel like Stupid Little Girls,
again. Lilith, shared her negative feelings and $ml-esteem when she went to college.

| didn’t know anything, | didn’t know how to write paper, | didn’t know how to,

you know do all the things that | excelled in hgghool and in all my other years

of school, and | hated it. | hated it. (Lilith)

The themd Seemed Like a Stupid Little Girl Again/l Was Tamsart, Intelligent Woman
described how women in the study battled feelirfdgggh and low self-esteem during their
adolescence and into adulthood.

Theme Two: Staying in the Box/Stepping Out of the‘BVell, it's like you have a fear
and you're so used to being in an area with yofetgaet around you and if you do step out of
the box you might fail or you might mess up andt'soeasier to stay in the box than to step out
of the box and | have always had a safety net atoug and afraid to step out of the box”
(Angel). Staying in the Bgxdescribed the need to place others first, lirgitife possibilities.
While Stepping Out of the Badescribed how women made choices about what wasrtemt
for them,Staying in the Bowas about taking care of, and pleasing othersorygdwhat was
acceptable as described by family.

The idea of “self” among Black females is very céexpand involves the idea of having
a “voice” within the family structure. Black womene reared to value other people’s happiness
and need the approval of others to provide therh avgense of sense of self-worth. Kim stated
she wanted to please people but that it was aruskihg task.

| just felt like I've always wanted to be the typeperson to want to please people. It was

very exhausting. | had a great mind to think onawyn but | always wanted to make

other people happy. (Kim)



Black women in this study seemed to face a constaitie of fear of failure. Many
minority students are left with a sense of insagwabout their ability to learn and a feeling of
confusion with regard to their own cultural idetetst (Cummins, 1986; Ogbu & Matute-Bianchi,
1996). Continuing any form of education past higha®l was viewed aStepping Out of the
Box They viewed education as a means of personalaj@nent and not as a means to financial
security.

Theme Three: You Can't Let People Keep You Dowg/Thaght Us the Value$The
guidance counselor, who was not of my color, utll &ame, ‘Well you really don’t need to go
to college because uh, you'll never make it | g@l@nyway.” So | made up in my mind that day
that you know, that person could not tell me | donbt succeed because my parents had always
said to me that | could” (Stella). Participantghrs study recognized how some individuals in
society challenged them with racial ideology aredesitypical ideas. The women’s experiences
led them to believ&ou Can't Let People Keep You Dowihey also recognized that individuals
who provided positive emotional support were sosiaestrength.

Women in this study found positive and effectitrategies taught by loved ones
when faced with obstacles. Research suggests Blagien utilize social support
networks such as family, friends, and church td deth basic social and emotional
problems (Torres, 1996).

It is notable that only three out of the ten worhad college degrees, with one
participant having a graduate degree. Lilith comigyanegotiatedstaying In the Bgxo have
family support and acceptance, &tepping Out of the Bpi order to succeed in academia.

‘We’ve seen you graduate once (laugh).” And | veanthem to understand the

significance of that accomplishment. But most @nthdidn’t. (Lilith)

Lilith discovered support also comes from indivatkiother than family members.
Participants recognized individuals who were sasiafestrength. By doing thi§hey Taught Us
the Values

Learning As You Go. The Ground of the Experief\dee’ve experienced so
many different things, you learn as you go ‘cause gon’t have any instructions” (Sha).

The common ground of the experiences shared by wamthe study wakearning As
You Go The ground of the experience makes the themésderisecause they stand out
against it (Polkinghorne, 1989; Thomas & PollioD20Valle & Halling, 1989). The
themes are related to one another and compridettigy of the experience.

Learning As You Gmvolved not only individual needs, wants, or des;j but
occurred within the context of what they perceiasdnost important to the lives of their
families, and not necessarily for themselves.

Discussion and Implications

Educational experiences shared in this study peavichportant insights into the
relationship between learning and overall develapraed refutes Vygotsky’'s (1978) idea that
learning comes before development. The reflectreegss builds upon what is learned, or not
learned, from past experiences (Brookfield, 199H)is study should add to the literature to help
create newly integrated theoretical approachesditt development that go beyond the
traditional models.

The findings in this study also suggest that thecational experiences of these Black
women influenced sense of voice, self-esteem, alidisfined achievement and success.



Therefore, this study contributes to the practicAdult Education. This is crucial to
understanding lifelong education as a means ofisglfovement, empowerment, and as a way
to help family and community.

Educators’ methods should encompass narrativeslyfamstory, and autobiographies to
draw on the strength of the lived experiences niiynstudents bring to the classroom (Bell,
1987; hooks, 1994; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 1996dell, 1998). Examining the educational
experiences of students of color can help gairebettderstanding of the most appropriate ways
to help students achieve educational success @ffpuassi, 2000).

References
Allen, D.G. (1995). Hermeneutics: philosophicabiteons and nursing practice research.
Nursing Science Quarterly(4), 174-182.
Baumgartner, L., & Merriam, S.M. (200Rdult learning and development: Multicultural
stories Malabar, FL: Krieger.
Bednar, R. L., Wells, M.G., & Peterson, S. R.§9pSelf-esteem: Paradoxes and innovations in

clinical theory and practiceVashington, DC: American Psychological Associatio
Bell, D. (1987).And we will not be saved: The elusive quest foratgastice New York: Basic
Books.
Brookfield, S.D. (1991). The development of critiveflection in adulthoodNew Education, 1@30: 39).

Collins, A., & Susswell, D. (1986). The Afro-Ameaic woman’s emerging selvelkurnal of
Black Psychology, 13-11.

Creswell, J.W. (1998)ualitative inquiry and research desighihousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications.

Cummins, J. (1986). Empowering minority studentdrainework for innovationHarvard
Educational Review, 588-36.

Frazier-Kouassi, S. (2002). Race and gender atrtigsroads: African American females in
school. ERIC Document Services No EJ654858.

Goodman, D.J. (1990, Fall). African American wonsewoices: Expanding theories of women’s
development.Sage: A Scholarly Journal on Black Wome(2)73-14.

hooks, b. (1994)Teaching to transgress: Education as a practicke#dom New York:
Routledge.

Johnson-Bailey,J., & Cervero, R. (1996). An analydithe educational narratives of reentry
black womenAdult Education Quarterly, 46142-157.

Littleton, R.,Jr. (2002) Afrocentricity: The misgjtiask in black adult development? ERIC
Document Reproduction Services No. ED467419.

Merriam, S. B. & Brockett, R.G. (1997)he profession and practice of adult educati@an
Francisco. Jossey-Bass.

Ogbu, J. U., & Bianchi, M. E. (1986). Understandsagiocultural factors: Knowledge, identity
and school adjustment. In Beyond Language: Saacidlcultural factors in schooling
language minority students, 73-142. Los Angelestlation Dissemination and
Assessment Center. California State University.

Polkinghorne, D. (1983Methodology for the human sciences: Systems ofrinqdibany:

State University of New York Press.

Stanage, S.M. (1989). Lifelong learning. A phenoatlegy of meaning and value transformation
in postmodern adult education. Paper presentdgagimerican Association for Adult
and Continuing Education, Atlantic City, New Jgrse



Thomas, S.P., & Pollio, H.R. (2002)istening to patients. A phenomenological approtach
nursing research and practicBlew York: Springer.

Tisdell, E. J. (Spring 1993). Feminism and Adulahang.New Directions for Adult and
Continuing Education, 501-103.

Valle, R.S. and Halling, S. (198%xistential-phenomenological perspectives in pskodho
New York: Plenum, 1989.

van Manen, M. (1997Researching lived experiendeondon, Ontario, Canada: The Althouse
Press.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978)Mind in society: The development of higher psyahickl processes
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.



	A Phenomenological Study of the Educational Experiences of Black Women: Learning as You Go
	Recommended Citation

	/var/tmp/StampPDF/Q8TxH_s9rn/tmp.1450391770.pdf.Ci1NY

