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The study examined how the NSF-funded, Maryland PROMISE AGEP program, the 

Summer Success Institute, functions as what is known as a third space. Ten African 

American doctoral students in STEM disciplines shared their perceptions of the 

benefits of being in a third space. The study hypothesized that SSI operates as a third 

space, promotes persistence, and combats social isolation in graduate school. The 

study expands on current work exploring the need for a program like the Maryland 

PROMISE AGEP’s Summer Success Institute to provide critical mass and its 

intended outcomes of producing diverse doctoral graduates who pursue faculty 

positions. This paper includes the works of Oldenburg, Bhabha, Yosso, and Lovitts’ 

research to frame the role of SSI as a third space. These approaches provide 

administrators, faculty, students, and institutions with theories that can be applied to 

efforts highlighting the positive aspects of graduate education and supporting African 

American graduate student persistence. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Topic and Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to inform strategies for addressing the problems 

of isolation and belonging by examining how a program called the Summer Success 

Institute (SSI) functions as a third space for African American doctoral students in 

STEM programs. The SSI is part of a menu of programs and workshops supported by 

Maryland’s Alliance for Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP) known as 

PROMISE (PROMISE, 2003–2018. (n.d.-a)).  In this chapter, I begin with the 

research questions and introduce the key ideas and motivations for the study. I follow 

with a discussion of third spaces, a construct used to identify valuable, typically 

public spaces in which individuals can interact with others, pursue mutual interests, 

and experience a sense of community (Oldenburg, 1999). I discuss how the special 

challenges African Americans confront when utilizing public spaces as third spaces 

are more acute in doctoral education, particularly for African American students 

enrolled in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) programs. 

Next, I discuss the problems associated with isolation and persistence in STEM 

programs for African Americans and why policymakers and scholars believe the 

provision of third spaces might address some of these problems. I follow this 

discussion with an argument for why it is important to increase African American 

students’ sense of belonging and persistence in STEM programs. I provide an 

overview of the study, including a discussion of SSI and its structure, how SSI links 

to third spaces, and the potential significance of the study to the literature and 

programming. I end the chapter with a summary and definitions of key terms used 

throughout the study. 
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What Are Third Spaces? 

Two African American men were arrested mere minutes after walking into a 

Philadelphia Starbucks and sitting down to meet a White colleague for a business 

meeting on April 12, 2018 (CBS Mornings, 2018). The incident, captured on video by 

a witness, documented detailed racial profiling in a public space as the two visibly 

calm men were arrested and escorted out of the store. Starbucks’ executive chairman 

at the time, Howard Schulz, condemned the incident and asserted that the values of 

the company were to welcome all customers to their stores. Schulz stated, “Nobody 

should be asked to leave Starbucks; this is the third place between home and work. 

We serve millions of people, so I don’t want to ask anyone to leave” (CBS Mornings, 

2018, 3:25). 

Oldenburg (1999) described three spaces where people live their lives: the 

first space of home, the second space of work, and the third space, which is any 

public space where people can gather together informally without necessarily being 

tied to the responsibilities of the first or second places (see Figure 1). The third space 

exists to provide a connection to a community and an opportunity to have 

conversations in a relaxed and informal context. Third spaces can be cultivated 

anywhere by anyone as long as the shared values of community and conversation are 

present. Oldenburg and Putnam (2001) contended that Americans do not gather in 

third spaces as often as they should and, as such, lack the fulfillment that comes with 

engaging with public life. 
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Figure 1 

What is Third Space? 

 

Oldenburg (1999) did not address historical factors like segregation in the 

United States or discrimination; such factors limit opportunities for creating diverse 

third spaces and often exclude individuals who are not seen as part of the community. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s (2004) third space theory, which explores the postcolonial identity 

of members of communities of color, highlights the special challenges of navigating 

opposing cultures and climates. People of color are often closely monitored, policed, 

excluded, or, in the case of the Philadelphia individuals, ejected from spaces that are 

supposedly public and open to all. Being a minority in any space in America presents 

unique concerns about whether the individuals are truly welcome. Creating culturally 

diverse third spaces is an American historical dilemma, and higher education 

institutions are not excluded from this issue. 

While Oldenburg’s (2005) notion of third spaces assumes that such spaces 

exist for everyone, this dissertation was conducted to explore how third spaces are 

created specifically for African American doctoral students in STEM disciplines. 

Campuses invite students of color to attend and often welcome them warmly, but 
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there are intangible factors that differentiate a sense of community versus a sense of 

being tolerated (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Griffin et al., 2016; Johnson & Sheppard, 2004; 

Lovitts, 2001; Ong et al., 2018). Beyond feeling invited, students of color need safe 

and meaningful opportunities to express their feelings, explore alternative 

opportunities to fulfill educational expectations, and even challenge existing 

hierarchies of power that discriminate against them or suppress their sense of 

professional worth within their academic departments (O’Meara, Griffin, Nyunt, & 

Lounder, 2018). 

In this study, I investigated the notion of third space as it relates to supporting 

the doctoral education experience of African American STEM doctoral students at 

Predominately White Institutions (PWIs). The third space for African American 

students inherently supports a different need than the needs of the broader population 

of doctoral students (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Hubbard & Stage, 2010; Johnson & 

Sheppard, 2004; Lovitts, 2001; Museus et al., 2011; O’Meara et al., 2017). African 

American students experience doctoral school differently than their majority peers. 

Even if African American students exchange pleasant interactions with their advisor 

and colleagues, they may not feel fully able to express their identity the way they can 

around others from their culture or those who experience being the only minority in 

their program. There are limitations to formal, institutional interactions, particularly 

for students of color, that may preclude a sense of fully belonging in a program or a 

lab (Burt et al., 2018; Hanson, 2004; Johnson, 2007; Ong et al., 2018). Bringing 

African American doctoral students together in shared spaces can provide comfort 

and opportunities to reconsider these students’ daily messages about their 
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professional potential and to belong in their programs and on campus (Johnson, 2007; 

2012; Schwartz, 2012). The third space for minority doctoral students is an 

opportunity to engage in a safe, nonjudgmental environment that provides 

affirmations, support, and potentially valuable social and cultural resources. 

Former first lady Michelle Obama grew up in a predominantly Black 

neighborhood on the south side of Chicago. She attended the predominantly White 

Princeton University as an undergraduate and reflected on her experience there in her 

memoir, Becoming (Obama, 2017), stating, 

I imagine that the administrators at Princeton didn’t love the fact that students 

of color largely stuck together. The hope was that all of us would mingle in 

heterogeneous harmony, deepening the quality of student life across the board. 

It’s a worthy goal. … But even today, with White students continuing to 

outnumber students of color on college campuses, the burden of assimilation 

is largely put on the shoulders of minority students. In my experience, it’s a 

lot to ask (p. 74). 

Obama (2017) was preceded at Princeton by her older brother, Craig 

Robinson, who was a junior upon her arrival. She and her brother described a 

university effort woefully dubbed the Third World Center (TWC), a summer 

program, which had a mission to support students of color. Obama, her brother, and 

their friends found friendship during the summer program. The TWC hosted parties 

and co-op meals and provided volunteer tutors and “spaces just to hang out” (p. 75). 

Obama shared the importance of having Black friends at Princeton, saying, 
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We provided one another relief and support. So many of us arrived at college 

not even aware of what our disadvantages were. … Your world shifts, but 

you’re asked to adjust and overcome. … This is doable, of course—minority 

and underprivileged students rise to the challenge all the time—but it takes 

energy to be the only person in a lecture hall. … It requires effort, an extra 

level of confidence, to speak in those settings and own your presence in the 

room (p. 75). 

Michelle Obama’s experience at Princeton offers a deeply personal perspective on the 

social isolation that minority students face on PWI campuses. Yet, it also offers an 

optimistic insight into how providing underrepresented minorities spaces to be 

together can help alleviate the pressures of being among a few minority students or 

even the only minority student in the academic space. 

Research Questions 

I conducted an exploratory, qualitative study to better understand African 

American STEM doctoral experiences with third spaces, particularly the space 

created through SSI. Using data from 3 years of survey data collected from SSI 

participants and 10 interviews with individual participants, this study sought to 

answer the following questions: 

1. How does the Summer Success Institute (SSI) operate as a third space for 

African American doctoral students attending Predominantly White 

Institutions (PWI)? 



 

7 

2. How do the SSI experiences of African American doctoral students in 

STEM align with administrator intentions to create a third space as these 

students navigate their second space of graduate school at a PWI? 

The outcome of this study aimed to support evaluation efforts of not only the 

PROMISE AGEP programming and SSI, but institutions seeking meaningful 

opportunities to engage African American doctoral students. While not organized 

from an evaluation design, the study identified retention programming that students 

perceive as most helpful and identified potential areas for improvement or additional 

study. 

Significance of Addressing the Problem 

The participation of African American in STEM professions is extremely low 

relative to proportion of minorities living in the United States. According to recent 

projections, by the year 2060, Blacks/African Americans will constitute 17.9% of the 

nation’s total population, and the Hispanic demographic is projected to reach 28.6% 

of the nation’s population (United States Census Bureau, 2021). However, the 

number of African American participants in STEM doctoral degree programs and 

related professions is not proportionate to their 12.4% share in the nation’s population 

in 2020. For example, according to the National Science Foundation, in 2020 just 

7.1% of science and engineering doctoral degree recipients were African American 

(National Science Foundation, 2021). These low numbers show that opportunities to 

pursue STEM doctoral degrees and professions—including faculty positions—are not 

equitable. From a social justice or equity perspective, there is a need to increase the 

number of minorities in STEM proportionate to their representation in the population 
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(Cole et al., 2017; Denson & Chang, 2011; Griffin et al., 2016; Hanson, 2004; Harper 

& Hurtado, 2011a; Harper & Hurtado, 2011b; Hubbard & Stage, 2010;). 

There are strong economic reasons for increasing African American students 

in STEM programs and professions. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(Vilorio, 2014), “Employment in occupations related to STEM is projected to grow to 

more than 9 million by 2022. That’s an increase of about 1 million jobs since 2012 

employment levels” (p. 3). African American STEM doctoral students and faculty are 

key to perpetuating academic diversity, which generates new knowledge and expands 

career choices for traditionally disenfranchised groups (Committee on Science, 

Engineering, and Public Policy, 2007). Policy organizations, such as the National 

Academies (Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy, 2007), have cited 

a need to invest in and recruit domestic talent in the STEM fields, particularly if the 

United States has a goal to remain globally competitive. The fastest-growing 

demographics in the United States are individuals who are underrepresented 

minorities. Considering the high percentage of African Americans in the United 

States, tapping into this pocket of domestic talent makes sense. Recruiting greater 

numbers of African American students in STEM can help protect and shield STEM-

related industries to sustain economic growth (Committee on Science, Engineering, 

and Public Policy, 2007). The risk to society of not including African American 

STEM doctoral students is that African American’s future contributions to the 

workforce, economy, and innovation will be limited. African American doctoral 

students in STEM face additional barriers. Further research and subsequent action 

should be used to address these barriers. 
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The presence of African Americans in public spaces is a value diversity brings 

to society (Denson & Chang, 2011; Hurtado et al., 2011a). African American 

retention is a substantial problem in doctoral programs (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Griffin et 

al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001). The cost of noncompletion is high; African Americans who 

do not complete doctoral programs encounter lost time, lost income, and lost 

employment opportunities. Institutions experience a loss of investment in admitting 

students who subsequently do not complete their program (Lovitts, 2001). 

Noncompletion in doctoral programs also reduces the pool of eligible faculty to serve 

higher education institutions and advance research and innovation in various STEM 

disciplines (Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy, 2007). The 

attrition problem is further exacerbated in communities of color, where participation 

in STEM degrees is already dismally low (AIR, 2011; Committee on Science, 

Engineering, and Public Policy, 2007). Therefore, it is important to understand how 

problems of isolation and belonging affect attrition and completion of STEM doctoral 

degrees for African Americans, and how the problem may also contribute to the low 

numbers of African American STEM faculty at universities in the United States. 

Problems of Isolation and Belonging 

The doctoral program experience can be isolating (Ali & Kohun, 2007; 

Johnson & Sheppard, 2004; Lovitts, 2001; Museus & Liverman, 2010; Nettles & 

Millett, 2006; O’Meara et al., 2017; Swail et al., 2003). Many doctoral students who 

experience a sense of isolation when they enter their doctoral programs struggle to 

integrate into the environment. Students bring their previous socialization experiences 

to the doctoral environment, such as previous schooling, home experiences, and work 
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experiences. The students’ ability to bridge their prior socialization to their new 

environment can determine their likelihood of persisting to degree completion 

(Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 2012). The rigor of any academic program 

is made more challenging in environments where students may not experience full 

integration into the campus culture (Tinto, 1993). Unlike the undergraduate 

experience, where success depends heavily on completing a prescribed number of 

courses, success in a graduate program relies heavily on building and maintaining 

successful interpersonal relationships with members of the doctoral community, 

especially one’s advisor (Lovitts, 2001). For example, a student who can successfully 

engage in relationship building can better navigate the doctoral environment and 

experience better outcomes, including a greater likelihood of completing their 

doctoral degree (Carter-Veale et al., 2016). 

Although previous research documents the importance of reducing social 

isolation by building community (O’Meara et al., 2017), few researchers specifically 

explored or identified the physical gathering space on campus for social interaction or 

lifted it as a solution to the problem of social isolation. Office space or other types of 

spaces are cited as having the potential to reduce doctoral attrition because such 

spaces facilitate interactions with classmates and faculty (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 

2006). In these spaces, students can learn about various opportunities for funding or 

research, or financial packages in the form of assistantships that alleviate financial 

burdens (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 2006). Stock et al. (2006) found that among PhD 

students in economics, having access to shared offices seemed important for retention 
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and degree completion. Stock et al. speculated that office space facilitated community 

building and sharing information among doctoral students.  

Although research on doctoral student integration and persistence focuses 

broadly on integrating students into the doctoral environment, few solutions proposed 

the third space as a possible option to address social isolation in doctoral school. The 

two studies that addressed space and social isolation (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 

2006), focused on the importance of shared physical space, such as office space, but 

failed to address minority students’ issues within this type of third space. 

Multiple factors explain the attrition of qualified African American STEM 

doctoral degree-seeking and faculty candidates; among the most prominent factors 

repeatedly identified in the literature are problems of isolation and belonging for 

students of color on predominantly White campuses (Ali & Kohun, 2007). While 

social isolation might be a common experience for many doctoral students and a 

driver for graduate student attrition, African American STEM doctoral students face 

additional challenges of racial or ethnic social isolation that stem from a lack of 

diversity within a department and or an entire institution (Ali & Kohun, 2007; 

Johnson, 2012; O’Meara et al., 2017). A perceived or real sense of disconnection 

from the doctoral program or concerns related to one’s racial identity can dampen a 

student’s psychological sense of community and weaken their motivation to persist in 

their doctoral program (O’Meara et al., 2017). In addition to social interaction with 

peers of the same race and social background, minority doctoral students benefit from 

interacting informally with faculty and staff (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Schwartz, 

2012; Tull et al., 2012). Combating social isolation and the lack of diversity on a 
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campus might force African American doctoral students to redefine or expand their 

peer group to members outside the department or university campus. In doing so, they 

might seek out opportunities where they can commune in third or alternative spaces 

that are separate from the campus and also provide them the opportunity to network 

and receive encouragement and support (Burt et al., 2018; Harper & Hurtado, 2011; 

Kalua, 2009; O’Meara et al., 2018; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993). 

African American students carry an additional burden of being a numerically 

small part of the campus community. They may not encounter many students from 

their race or ethnic background in the academic space (Johnson, 2007, 2012; O’Meara 

et al., 2017). Oldenburg (1999) defined the third space as a neutral territory where 

individuals can convene as equals from all walks of life. In this space, a leveling of 

roles and dispensation of hierarchy occurs that discards formal titles and established 

status and focuses on the talents and abilities that those present bring to the space. 

The third space serves as a home away from home, where those present can 

experience a sense of ownership, but without the responsibility of ownership. In the 

context of this study, the third space serves as a space away from the formality and 

innate hierarchy of the academic classroom, lab, or office (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 

2006). Oldenburg described the dynamics of public gathering venues and how, within 

those gatherings, smaller groups convene in their own spaces to discuss topics of 

interest. Oldenburg’s framework, adapted to a doctoral setting, translates to spaces 

that accomplish a similar goal—community building or cultivating a sense of 

belonging (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Bhabha’s (1994) work applied to a doctoral 

setting implicates third spaces that recognize the culture and history of the individuals 
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inhabiting the space. Providing informal spaces, for example, to African American 

doctoral students delivers networking and collaborative possibilities that afford 

opportunities to assuage feelings of isolation and detachment in the campus setting. 

Such spaces can be created by simply providing students with event or lounge spaces 

that facilitate collaboration and networking (Lovitts, 2001; Tull et al., 2012). 

Existing research on doctoral student retention discusses the critical 

importance of social networks and campus support to facilitate better experiences of 

integration into the doctoral community for students (Lewis et al., 2004; O’Meara et 

al., 2017). Minority student populations in interviews reported feeling invisible or 

overlooked, leading to feelings of isolation (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lewis et al., 2004). 

Students who can connect to a network of peers and mentors are much more likely to 

continue their degree programs (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Johnson & Sheppard, 2004; 

Lovitts, 2001; O’Meara et al., 2017). Minority students may seek each other to share 

common experiences (Ong et al., 2018; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). These 

informal gatherings may provide important opportunities for African American 

doctoral students to discuss experiences and develop support independently of the 

institution. Unfortunately, when African American doctoral students are forced to 

create their own spaces, institutions have fewer opportunities to serve these students’ 

needs better. Institutions can be left out of an opportunity to learn how to serve their 

African American students better if they do not purposefully create such spaces 

(Solórzano et al., 2000). Without access to students in the third space, institutions will 

find it difficult to know what, if any, programmatic changes can be addressed to stave 

off social isolation and lack of a sense of belonging for African American doctoral 
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students. Informal third spaces can be useful tools for supporting African American 

doctoral student persistence. African American doctoral students seek opportunities to 

build community and do so by drawing on their navigational capital (Yosso, 2005). 

SSI builds on the navigational capital gained from the first space or through bridge 

programs, potentially augmenting the support provided by advisors and departments. 

SSI programs share their networks and connections with African American doctoral 

students to help students gain access to research opportunities, and grants, 

scholarships, postdoc fellowships, or job opportunities. 

The third space in an academic setting offers doctoral students a respite from 

the first space (home) and second space (work/doctoral lab or classes). PROMISE 

AGEP can be viewed as a third space (O’Meara et al., 2018). SSI, which served as the 

focus of this study, operates within the programming of PROMISE AGEP as a space 

for participants to engage informally. African American doctoral students may view 

the third space provided by SSI as a physical conduit between persistence and 

community. For African American students, the opportunity to gather in safe spaces 

can help them achieve a sense of balance by offering additional tools to face doctoral 

study challenges. 

Understanding the experiences of African American doctoral students through 

participation in an SSI may help combat the problem of social isolation in graduate 

programs and demonstrate how created third spaces can serve as a tool to reduce 

attrition. A third space that addresses, acknowledges, and affirms the experiences and 

identities of African American doctoral students in STEM can support institutional 

efforts to improve persistence outcomes and diversify STEM doctoral students, 
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faculty, and professionals. The creation of third spaces on predominantly White 

campuses could serve as an effective strategy to address the problems of isolation and 

belonging among African American doctoral students and increase African American 

participation in STEM-related fields in the United States. 

Overview of the Study 

PROMISE AGEP and SSI 

The Alliance for Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP) is a 

network of universities dedicated to increasing the number of underrepresented 

minorities obtaining doctoral degrees in STEM. The AGEP receives funding from the 

National Science Foundation (NSF, 2010) to promote minority participation in higher 

education in STEM disciplines (PROMISE, 2003-2018a). PROMISE is an initiative 

provided by a National Science Foundation-funded grant, which includes the 

University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC), the University of Maryland, 

Baltimore (UMB), and University of Maryland College Park (UMCP). The 

PROMISE program is Maryland’s coalition of three public research universities 

dedicated to increasing the number and diversity of PhD doctoral students and faculty 

in science and engineering. The three universities serve the 12 University System of 

Maryland institutions through various programming, including the SSI (PROMISE, 

2003-2018b). POMISE supports the efforts to increase minority retention in STEM 

programs by providing support through programming at participating alliance 

institutions (PROMISE, 2003-2018b). Student activities such as mentoring, 

collaborative group experiences, special seminars, and summer activities are 

conducted year-round to promote participants’ sense of belonging and boost 
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motivation to persist to degree completion (Sharp, L., Kleiner, B., & Frechtling, J., 

2000). The PROMISE program creates third spaces with its programming to address 

the problem of social isolation among African American doctoral students (O’Meara 

et al., 2018). 

As a program of PROMISE, SSI operates like an orientation for new and 

returning doctoral students on University System of Maryland campuses (see Figure 

2; APAA, 2018.). The Co-Principal Investigators of PROMISE, who were based at 

UMBC, launched SSI in 2003 to bring together new, incoming, and returning 

doctoral students from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, to help them prepare 

for and develop tools to navigate the upcoming academic year of doctoral study 

(PROMISE, 2003-2018 (n.d.). Prior to SSI, the Meyerhoff program was a successful 

University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC) undergraduate program initially 

created for African American males. The Meyerhoff program eventually expanded to 

African American women and further grew to include other underrepresented 

minorities. UMBC serves as the lead institution of PROMISE, which is a Meyerhoff-

inspired doctoral professional development program at UMBC; SSI is one of its 

components (Maton et al., 2012). SSI is one of several PROMISE programs that 

seeks to increase the number of students completing quality degree programs in 

STEM by introducing them to a community of scholars and mentors early on in their 

doctoral experience. SSI is held strategically at the beginning of the fall semester to 

introduce attendees to a community of scholars (APAA, n.d.; Carter-Veale et al., 

2016; O’Meara et al., 2017; O’Meara et al., 2018). 
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Figure 2 

What is SSI? 

 

SSI Links to Third Space 

SSI is an example of a program that operates as a third space because it 

introduces participants to the doctoral student journey in a way the traditional, PWI 

mainstream campus does not. The concept of third space is something students have 

likely experienced but would not necessarily express as such. The term third space is 

not common in the lexicon of many doctoral students, so many students would equate 

SSI to a gathering that promotes a sense of community. In this study, I sought to 

connect African American STEM students’ experiences and use of third spaces, such 

as SSI, to their sense of belonging, inclusion, and community. The study was 

conducted to explore the intentions of SSI administrators who want to provide a safe 

community for STEM graduate students. The benefit of providing a third space such 

as SSI to African American students is an opportunity to help students realize their 

academic and professional worth in a setting that affirms their whole being and 

supports a sense of balance. SSI is simply one example of a third space; still, it is a 
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critical component of the doctoral experience because it is directed to incoming 

doctoral students and can shape how participants navigate the terrain of graduate 

school. The study of SSI provided insight into a potential solution for African 

American STEM attrition, while seeking students’ perspectives about their SSI 

experience offered students an opportunity to explore the third space and provide 

insight into best practices, which may spark future research and programming. 

Potential Significance of the Study to the Literature 

The existing literature on third spaces emphasizes the importance of providing 

spaces for people to experience connections to a community (Oldenburg, 1999), but 

much of the literature fails to consider the challenges that African Americans 

experience in finding third spaces or being included in third spaces (Bhabha, 1994; 

Yosso, 2005). Because PROMISE AGEP has been identified as a third space where 

African American participants in STEM programs find value in the programming’s 

ability to bring participants together in a community setting (Carter-Veale et al., 

2016; O’Meara et al., 2018; Tull et al., 2012), it is a program worthy of study with the 

potential to contribute to the literature on third spaces. In this study, I examined, more 

deeply, SSI’s role as a third space in students’ experiences and whether African 

American doctoral students believed the programming helped them combat social 

isolation within their department or institution and motivated them to persist in their 

degree programs. I also sought to identify the types of social and cultural resources 

students acquired through interactions with other African American doctoral students 

and how they believed the resources provided by SSI helped them in their doctoral 

journey (Yosso, 2005). 
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To date, few researchers specifically examined the role of third space in 

helping to reduce doctoral students’ sense of social isolation within a doctoral 

program (Ong et al., 2018). Moreover, few researchers have applied the concept of 

social isolation to broadly understand African American doctoral students’ unique 

needs, particularly on predominantly White campuses. Although the notion of third 

space was not part of the original conceptual framework for the PROMISE program, 

scholars recognized the potential usefulness of this construct in helping African 

American doctoral students negotiate feelings of isolation, buttress their identity as 

scholars, and challenge hierarchical structures that might exclude them from access to 

valuable social and cultural resources (Burt et al., 2018; Yosso, 2005). While 

anecdotal responses available from preliminary SSI evaluations provide some 

evidence that SSI serves as a third space for African American students, little 

information exists about how African American doctoral students perceive SSI as a 

third space (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Solórzano et al., 2000; O’Meara et al., 2017). 

This study contributes to the literature on third spaces, alternative spaces, 

doctoral students’ sense of community, degree persistence, and African American 

interest in the STEM professoriate. The expected benefits to the literature also include 

acquiring additional information about support efforts to improve African Americans’ 

supplemental doctoral programming and adding to the information on how to best 

increase recruitment and retention of African American STEM faculty. 

Potential Significance of the Study to Programming 

The current method of evaluating the PROMISE AGEP programs includes 

collecting brief surveys in post-program evaluations. The information gathered from 
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the surveys helps gauge what participants gain from the programming. SSI collects 

information through Eventbrite surveys. The Eventbrite tool, an online event planning 

platform, provides an efficient way to collect responses and conduct event planning. 

It also permits account holders to ask a few salient questions about participants’ 

expectations for the program (Eventbrite, 2022). However, the data collected from the 

Eventbrite responses from 2014 to 2017 provided preliminary but somewhat 

superficial information about participants, and it was not particularly rigorous. Data 

also provided limited information on how participants perceived the SSI benefits. 

This study offers a more rigorous examination of the programming and potentially 

lays the groundwork for further study of the effectiveness of PROMISE programs and 

activities, particularly SSI as an intervention. The opportunity to explore these aspects 

of the program may help determine further directions for research about PROMISE 

programs. 

Summary 

Many strategies, such as third spaces, have been posed in the literature and 

enacted by universities to address the challenges facing African American doctoral 

students at PWIs. Nonetheless, these solutions have not been extensively studied 

beyond a very few papers. One such solution includes the SSI program, which 

includes, among other solutions, the provision of third space for minority doctoral 

students. A study of the SSI program provided an opportunity to examine how 

minority students experienced this space and used it to address feelings of isolation. 

Relevant definitions for the terms in this study are available in the glossary. This 

work adds to the available literature on doctoral education by focusing on how 
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minority students discussed the benefit of their opportunity to convene in spaces 

where their inherent gifts are defined by their personality, willingness, and ability to 

share. In this third space, their race, socioeconomic background, and social standing 

do not define who they are and what they have to offer. The founders of the 

PROMISE program intended for the SSI to serve as a third space that could reduce 

feelings of isolation and serve as the conduit that links individuals to a community of 

scholars ready to encourage them to persist. I sought to find out if the participating 

doctoral students agreed with this assessment.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The research on African American graduate school retention in STEM is 

established and growing. The importance of the growing body of literature is that it is 

conducted by minority scholars who are both observers of the experiences of Black 

and other underrepresented minority graduate students and who understand lived 

experience coupled with educational research experience. Minority scholars go from 

being the object of study to the conduit who can observe and understand the unique 

experiences of the population of focus.  

Multiple studies and reports cite the need to increase the enrollment and 

retention of African American graduate students in STEM. The available scholarly 

literature applying third space theory to underrepresented minority graduate student 

experiences is wide-ranging across topics but is limited in its depth on any specific 

subject. I sought literature that approached the graduate education of African 

Americans and underrepresented groups through an anti-deficit lens. Anti-deficit 

literature challenges existing work that characterizes minority students as lacking the 

tools to succeed in college or graduate school. (Harper, 2010; Yosso, 2005). While 

researchers have chronicled the barriers underrepresented minorities face in graduate 

programs, I sought literature that provided examples of success among minority 

students. The rationale behind this strategy was to understand and determine the 

characteristics, both of students and their programs, that promote successful degree 

completion. This literature review draws on existing research to understand how third 

space theory and the graduate education experiences of African American students 

and students in sciences, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) can intersect. 
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I used the University of Maryland Library System to search third space theory 

to determine the breadth of relevant research. I sought literature on underrepresented 

minority graduate students and subsequently narrowed my project by searching for 

research on African American graduate students. The terms sense of belonging and 

psychological sense of community were relevant searches because of the need for 

African American and underrepresented students and various combinations thereof. 

The search term third space theory Bhabha returned nearly 400 results on the UMD 

library system, although many results were duplicated. For all searches, I 

subsequently reviewed each abstract. I tried to pull from articles that focused on 

African American doctoral students in STEM programs with the potential to connect 

to the problem statement and research questions. Whenever I could, I reviewed the 

reference lists of selected articles and gleaned additional articles that appeared 

relevant.  

I retrieved about 17 unique documents related to third space and various 

disciplines. Most documents on third space were third space studies, including one 

conference presentation. The available third space literature is narrow compared to 

the wider body of African American graduate student retention, scholarships, 

Psychological Sense of Community (PSOC) for African American undergraduate 

students, and STEM educational contexts. The application of third space theory in 

various fields is broad: elementary education, international education, economics, 

sociology, anthropology, gerontology, politics, and music. The wide-ranging uses of 

third space theory in academia provides flexibility to apply the theory to graduate 
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education in several contexts. For this study, third space theory is applied in terms of 

African American doctoral students in STEM. 

Ultimately, I uncovered a small sample of literature on third space theory with 

educational applications that seemed relevant to the research questions I was seeking 

to explore. The literature on third space theory is broad but lacking in depth. For 

example, multiple articles explore the concept of third space theory in educational 

contexts, but each article discusses specific, narrow topics that are loosely associated 

because of their educational categorization. The literature on retention issues is more 

readily available and requires a more selective and focused approach on the graduate 

student population. 

The literature review will begin with existing research on African American 

graduate student retention and institutional integration. A general overview of barriers 

to graduate student retention, such as the marginalization of African Americans at 

PWIs, will be presented, followed by specific information about challenges faced by 

African American doctoral students in STEM disciplines. The third section will 

provide information about the literature on the psychological sense of community, the 

relevance of creating critical mass, institutional integration and the role of the 

educational environment on a student’s ability to connect and experience a sense of 

belonging during their graduate education. There will be an exploration of the 

literature on forming critical mass among minorities at PWIs. The fourth area of the 

literature review will contain a discussion of the available literature on third space 

theory in education. Finally, the available literature on PROMISE AGEP’s role in 

supporting African American and other underrepresented STEM graduate students 
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and the role of critical mass for these groups will be covered with a specific lens 

toward SSI. 

African American Graduate Student Retention and Attrition 

Graduate student retention among underrepresented minority students is a 

concern raised at the national level. The Council of Graduate Schools authorized the 

Doctoral Initiative on Minority Attrition and Completion (DIMAC), a 21-institution 

study on underrepresented minority STEM students (Sowell et al., 2015) The 

project’s aim was to extend research into the reasons for doctoral student retention 

and attrition. The results of the study revealed, 

The seven-year completion rate for [underrepresented minority] students in 

engineering was 48% and the seven-year attrition rate was 36%. For life 

sciences students, the seven-year completion rate was 52% and the seven-year 

attrition rate was 31%. For physical and mathematical sciences students, the 

seven-year completion rate was 39% and the seven-year attrition rate was 

47% (pp. 15–16). 

For minority students, Supreme Court decisions in Regents of the University 

of California v. Bakke, Gratz v. Bollinger, Grutter v. Bollinger, and Fisher v. 

University of Texas at Austin curtailed race-based considerations in admissions (Allen 

et al., 2018). African American students' participation in higher education has 

declined at PWIs as states have adopted anti-affirmative action policies in response to 

the Supreme Court decisions (Allen et al., 2018). 

Existing research presents evidence that suggests African American faculty 

members and students experience severe marginalization on PWI campuses and this 
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marginalization significantly reduces their access to networks, resources, and 

experiences necessary for academic success and even degree completion (Allen et al., 

2018). In addition to legislative and judicial influences on African American graduate 

degree enrollment, Golde (2005) asserted there are other important reasons for 

understanding doctoral attrition, including (a) attrition at the doctoral level is poorly 

understood; (b) consistently high levels of attrition may signal problems in a 

department, university, or discipline; and (c) there are economic costs to institutions 

and psychological costs to students who leave programs. Golde contended that while 

many researchers looked at the characteristics of students who leave graduate school, 

more attention should be directed on how doctoral education could be improved. 

Golde’s framework focused on how departmental practices and culture affect student 

attrition. Golde identified six areas that impact attrition: (a) program mismatch; (b) 

poor fit between expectations of student and department; (c) mismatch between 

advisor and student (d) mis-anticipation of what faculty life will be like; (e) 

perceptions about the job market; and (f) structural isolation of the student. Golde 

stated, “If students are unable to become integrated into the dominant and valued 

modes of interaction, they consider dropping out” (p. 692). Students isolated from 

faculty and peers “by virtue of programmatic features” (p. 692) were more 

susceptible to attrition.  

Golde (2005) highlighted a practice that lowers attrition rates in science fields 

is the expectation that undergraduates have conducted “graduate school-like research” 

(p. 683), thus providing students with a stronger understanding of what graduate 

school entails. Some departments build strategies to mitigate isolation, such as 
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common core classes or social traditions intended to bring students together. A 

challenge posed to social activities is sustainability, and notably, some of these 

activities die out. Golde noted that “a good deal of attrition is unnecessary and 

preventable” (p. 696). Golde’s conclusion, based on isolation theory, was that 

considerations of attrition must include both discipline and departmental factors. A 

weakness with Golde’s study is that it failed to include attrition issues related to race 

or gender. The only mention of underrepresented students in Golde’s study was a 

reference to how many of the 40% noncompleters were African American or 

underrepresented students, but no further discussion was offered on the reasons for 

non-completion by underrepresented students. 

Golde’s (2005) omission of important racial data concerning doctoral students 

highlights an important gap in the existing research and the need to study other 

specific populations in which the doctoral pipeline is already not very robust. 

Available research contends that campus climate contributes to student outcomes 

(Bean & Eaton, 2000; Denson & Chang, 2011; Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001; 

Okahana et al., 2020; Solórzano et al., 2000). At any level of education, integration 

into the learning environment is a factor in student success (Guiffrida, 2006; Padilla 

et al., 1997; Tinto, 1993). According to Jones (2001), researchers have only begun to 

examine the subtle effects of acclimating to a PWI on the success of underrepresented 

students as they separate from, yet try to maintain a connection with, their cultural 

heritage and identity. 

African American students often arrive at college without a full understanding 

of the expected conventions of academic culture (Tinto, 1993). Students are 
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concerned about their academic preparation, yet they are often missing skills needed 

to balance the multiple demands of the academic, social, cultural, and personal 

dimensions of their lives (Tinto, 1993). The behavioral expectations of college classes 

such as assertion, competition, and individualism often conflict with the students’ 

cultural norms and values that place more emphasis on collectivism and community. 

Imposter syndrome, along with a sense of alienation, enhances African American 

students’ sense of disjuncture, thus limiting their potential for success. Living on a 

PWI campus intensifies awareness of one’s own ethnic differences (Jones, 2001). 

Scholars (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Jones, 2001; Lovitts, 2001) agree that campus 

climate, community experiences, and strategic programming are critical to stemming 

the exodus of minority graduate students from STEM doctoral degree programs. 

Lovitts(2001) highlighted the concerns related to an absence of community in 

graduate school, stating,  

[W]ithin universities, the chilliness of their climates also accounts for a 

respectable proportion of the variance in attrition between departments. Even 

though direct contact with chilly climate factors may not cause all of the 

“victims” to leave or to think seriously about leaving, the prevalence of these 

negative factors has a chilling effect on the departmental environment as a 

whole and impacts its members’ willingness to persist (p. 107). 

Sowell et al.’s (2015) findings underscored that, “underrepresentation of 

racial/ethnic minorities in STEM doctoral programs is magnified by the fact that in 

comparison with those of all STEM doctoral students, their completion rates tend to 

be lower and attrition rates tend to be higher” (p. 1). Nettles and Millett (2006) cited 
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socialization as critical to the completion of doctoral studies. Nettles and Millett’s 

work echoed that of other scholars who cited the importance of student-faculty 

interactions (Johnson & Sheppard, 2004), peer interactions (Malcom & Malcom-

Piqueux, 2013), interactions with advisers (Lovitts, 2001), mentorship (Schwartz, 

2012), and career plans (Perna et al., 2009). Nettles and Millett found that student-

faculty interactions had a higher occurrence in STEM disciplines than in the social 

sciences and humanities. Within STEM disciplines, however, there are particular 

concerns for African American doctoral students. Nettles and Millett reported that 

social interactions between African Americans were of a lower quality compared to 

other racial groups stating, “African American engineering doctoral students 

perceived student and faculty interactions to be of lower quality than their Asian 

American, White, and international counterparts” (p. 92). 

Nettles and Millett (2006) stressed the importance of same-race interactions 

among African American students. Peer networking has a positive relationship with 

attendance at professional conferences and publications. The authors underscored the 

importance of African American students having some sort of support network based 

on African American students’ self-reports of dissatisfaction with the campus racial 

climate. Nettles and Millett revealed that in engineering, African Americans rendered 

the lowest ratings of faculty academic interactions compared to Asian Americans, 

Whites, and international students. 

White students are at the greatest advantage over all other ethnic groups 

regarding advisor relationships across disciplines, especially African Americans, 

because White male faculty are the most represented group in academia (Nettles & 
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Millett, 2006). African Americans continue to be a very small number of the U.S. 

collegiate faculty. Systematic discrimination and deprivation perpetuated by White 

supremacy blocks access to the professorate to African Americans. Affirmative action 

programs that seek to recruit Black faculty have been weakened in various Supreme 

Court cases, causing researchers to project that the issues of recruitment and attrition 

will persist and perhaps worsen (Allen et al., 2000, p. 126). The legal precedents set 

by Supreme Court cases that have impacted the enrollment and attrition of African 

American students at every level of higher education constrict or altogether eradicate 

the use of race to increase equality within higher education (Allen et al., 2018).While 

doctoral programs have more diverse students, the degree completion rate for African 

American students remains high (Griffin et al., 2016). Racial inequities have been 

identified as a persistent source of the cause of underrepresentation and lower 

academic status among African American higher education faculty (Allen et al., 

2000; Turner, Gonzalez, & Wood, 2008). The academic hierarchy favors Whites over 

non-Whites and typically penalizes African American professors, “who are less likely 

to be tenured, spend more time on teaching and administrative tasks than on research, 

work at less prestigious institutions, and have lower academic ranks compared to their 

White counterparts” (Allen et al., 2018, p. 112).  

The anti-deficit approach, notably in the works of Shaun R. Harper, seeks to 

dispel the notion that Black and other underrepresented students at PWIs arrive with 

deficits that their college or university must remediate. Harper (2010) challenged 

assertions that African American and minority students are mismatched to their 

institutions. Harper agreed that answering questions of attrition from the perspective 
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of student performance is essential to narrowing racial achievement gaps and 

attainment disparities in STEM. Still, Harper highlighted that most empirical studies 

amplify minority student failure and deficits instead of their achievements, 

contending that little is known about those students who, “despite barriers and 

complications that undermine achievement for their particular racial groups, manage 

to successfully navigate their ways to college and through the STEM postsecondary 

pipeline” (p. 63). Scholars have written comparatively less about students who stay 

and persist through STEM degree attainment. Harper studied characteristics of 

minority student achievement, not deficits, to build an anti-deficit framework in a 

study designed to explore and better understand what enables minority student 

achievements. An anti-deficit approach focuses on the talent, skills, and capital 

students bring to campus with them. The anti-deficit approach refutes the notion that 

minorities must assimilate to the institution's culture, often centered on 

Eurocentric/White norms. Institutions are encouraged to consider inclusion strategies 

that build community in meaningful ways. 

Yosso’s (2005) work conceptualized community cultural wealth as a critical 

race theory (CRT) challenge to traditional interpretations of cultural capital. CRT 

shifts the research lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color as places 

full of cultural poverty and disadvantages and instead focuses on and learns from the 

array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts possessed by socially 

marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged. Various forms 

of capital nurtured through cultural wealth include aspirational, navigational, social, 

linguistic, familial, and resistant capital. These forms of capital draw on the 
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knowledge that African Americans and other minorities bring from their homes and 

communities into the classroom (see Figure 1; Yosso, 2005).  

Figure 3 

Yosso’s Cultural Capital Framework 

Type of Capital 

Aspirational 
Definition A student’s hopes and dreams. 
Features Dreaming about and pursuing goals beyond the current circumstances. Goal setting. Persisting in 

pursuing goals despite barriers and setbacks 

Questions 1. How do institutions sustain and grow students’ aspirations? 
2. What assumptions are made about students’ aspirations? 

Linguistic 
Definition Language and communication skills students bring to their academic environment 
Features Storytelling, memorization, attention to detail, dramatic pauses, comedic timing, volume, rhythm, 

rhyme 

Questions 1. How are institutions supporting language and communication strengths? 
2. How are courses utilizing inclusive pedagogical practices? 

Familial 
Definition The social and personal human resources students bring to their environment based on family and 

community influences; pre-college experiences 

Features Family and community networks influence students’ pre-college experience and life beyond. 

Questions 1. How do institutions recognize and help students draw on wisdom from their home 
communities? 

2. How do institutions create environments that honor and invite families to participate? 
Social 

Definition Peers and other social contacts 

Features Students can utilize community and networks as a resource for emotional support and other 
assistance. 

Questions 1. How can institutions facilitate community connections? 
2. What can be done to foster a sense of belonging? 

Navigational 
Definition Student’s ability to navigate “social institutions” like education spaces 
Features Students adapt to institutional environments. Heuristic ability to move through unfamiliar spaces 

and persist through barriers. 

Questions 1. How do we help students navigate institutions, interactions with teachers/faculty, and 
interactions with student support staff and peers? 

2. How willing are institutions to admit a history of hostility/ unsupportive behaviors toward 
students of color and their communities? (e.g., U-Md. did not have its first African American 
student until the 1950s—over 100 years after its founding). 

Note. From “Whose Culture has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural Wealth,” by T. J. Yosso, 
2005, Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), pp. 77–81 (https://doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006). Copyright 2005 by 
Taylor and Francis. 

Yosso’s (2005) CRT approach to education involves a commitment to 

developing schools that acknowledge the multiple strengths communities of color 
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possess to serve a larger purpose of struggle toward social and racial justice. Yosso’s 

cultural capital framework further contributes to the body of anti-deficit literature by 

defining the six types of cultural capital that enrich and bolster the experiences of 

minority students. 

Institution Integration 

African American college students constitute approximately 11% of public 

and 16% of private 4-year colleges and universities (Allen et al., 2018). African 

American enrollment at PWIs is very low; researchers contend that pipeline issues 

and campus climate can affect minority students’ ability to fully integrate and adjust 

to campus life (Allen et al., 2018; Lovitts, 2001). Traditional notions of integration 

place the onus on students to adjust to the campus environment (Tinto, 1993). For 

example, Tinto’s (1993) theory of individual departure assumes that attrition results 

from “the individual student’s attributes, skills, commitment, intentions, and 

interaction with college members” (Seidman, 2012, p. 71). Tinto (1993) contended 

that the more a student can integrate into a college environment, the more likely they 

will persist and finish their degree. Students are expected to assume the culture of the 

college environment to obtain a degree (Tinto, 1993). 

Self-determination theory argues that students’ motivation to learn manifests 

through either intrinsic or extrinsic factors. More meaningful learning occurs from 

intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic and extrinsic factors propel degree persistence and 

completion (Deci et al., 1991; Guiffrida, 2006). Students who wish to pursue a 

graduate degree often have high aspirations for academic and career interests (Golde, 
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2005; Harper, 2010; Museus et al., 2011; Yosso, 2005). The pursuit of personal and 

professional goals drives the students’ desire to achieve. 

The available research shows opportunities to investigate further how 

extrinsic factors affect intrinsic motivation to pursue graduate degrees. For example, 

the literature on campus climate demonstrates how even highly motivated students 

can have negative experiences that affect their ability or willingness to continue the 

degree program (Golde, 2005; Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001; Museus et al., 2011; 

O’Meara et al., 2018; Tull et al., 2012; Yosso, 2005). This fact is reflected in 

retention rates, which show that at least half of all graduate students leave their 

program (Allen et al., 2018; Yosso, 2005). 

The available research also shows that African American graduate students 

are in greater debt than their non-minority or Asian counterparts, another extrinsic 

factor determining persistence (Kim & Otts, 2010). Research has also established that 

some students are given fewer opportunities by faculty (Johnson & Sheppard, 2004; 

Milner, 2004; Schwartz, 2012). Funding is an example of an extrinsic motivator that 

can be a source of frustration if opportunities are limited or unavailable, and can 

impact persistence. Additionally, Allen et al. (2018) asserted that hostile campus 

climates, “characterized by racial micro-and macro-aggressions, hyper-surveillance, 

stereotyping, invisibility, and gendered racism” (p. 64) sideline African American 

students. 

Institutions often expect graduate students in STEM programs to incorporate 

themselves into the research community and assimilate to certain academic standards, 

sometimes causing students to question their identity (Brawner et al., 2012; Burt et 
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al., 2018; Johnson, 2007, 2012; Malone & Barabino, 2008). According to some 

researchers (i.e., Brawner et al., 2012; Griffin et al., 2016; Hurtado et al., 2011), 

personal ambition and intellectual curiosity can positively influence African 

Americans in STEM disciplines. The extant research posits that underrepresented 

students of color particularly benefit when they pursue additional academic support, 

which may imply that African Americans must be self-motivated to seek this outside 

assistance (Golde, 2005; Griffin et al., 2016; O’Meara et al., 2018; Okahana et al., 

2020; Tull et al., 2012). Museus et al. (2011) considered the relevance of self-efficacy 

in helping to ensure student success, suggesting that a person must be mentally 

resilient enough to withstand the rigors of the STEM discipline they are studying. 

Existing literature on underrepresented minority persistence in graduate school 

further supports the anti-deficit framework (Harper, 2010) and Yosso’s (2005) 

cultural capital model, demonstrating that some graduate students can effectively 

navigate a system that is not fully designed to foster their success despite existing 

barriers. 

Bean and Eaton’s (2000) psychological model claims that student intentions 

can shape a student’s decision to persist through a program. An individual’s coping 

ability can determine integration into the campus structure. The purpose of using a 

psychological model rather than a sociological model was to help others “visualize 

how individual psychological processes can be understood in the retention process” 

(Swail et al., 2003, p. 46). Bean and Eaton asserted that a strong correlation exists 

between students’ attitudes, intentions, and behaviors. Bean and Eaton (2000) 

subsequently added coping behavior into their attrition model to explain student 
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adaptation to the campus structure. Other researchers, including Cabrera et al. (1992), 

argued that the Tinto (1993) and Bean (Bean & Eaton, 2000) models are quite similar 

but augment each other in a way that a blended approach provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of student persistence than the theories do standing 

alone. Researchers continue to explore the tension between individual persistence and 

systemic resistance towards the presence of African American students on campus.. 

Educational Environment 

Lovitts’ (2001) notion of chilly climate emphasizes a lack of a welcoming 

environment for graduate students at institutions, which Lovitts considered a trend. 

For minority students at PWIs, the research further layers the additional challenges of 

being the only individual of one’s background in a program or department. For 

example, Tinto’s (1993) theory on individual departure does not address the unique 

experiences of underrepresented minority students, women students, or individuals 

who identify within both categories. Nor does Tinto’s theory address the 

environment’s willingness to accept the student. For minority students, it is difficult 

to acclimate to an environment where the presence of a minority is not the norm (Burt 

et al., 2018; Lewis et al., 2004). African American enrollment at PWIs continues to 

be a challenge due to entrenched systemic practices that uplift Whiteness as the norm 

and continue to entertain anti-Blackness (Allen et al., 2018). Institutional responses to 

graduate student attrition are a growing area of research as more information becomes 

available to demonstrate the importance of students feeling accepted in their 

academic spaces (Burt et al., 2018; Guiffrida, 2006; Johnson, 2012; O’Meara et al., 

2017).  
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Graduate schools across the United States are developing better 

understandings of barriers that make incorporation into the graduate community very 

difficult or unattainable (AIR, 2005; Griffin et al., 2016). More campuses are 

developing strategies to address graduate student attrition in STEM to allay 

noncompletion rates because of barriers to student adjustment, such as limited 

mentorship, gender bias, or racism. Allen et al. (2000) contended, “The low 

representation of African American students at prestigious undergraduate institutions 

leads to their low representation at highly prestigious graduate schools.This situation, 

in turn, leads to low representation of African American scholars among the faculties 

of major research universities” (p. 113). Allen et al. argued that PWIs that wish to 

change the representation of minority populations on their campuses must fully 

confront these systemic issues with a commitment to develop effective retention 

models with the support of an administration that will incorporate diversity into their 

strategic plans. 

It is important to consider differing motivations among minority students 

where retention programs are concerned, and address student needs as closely as 

possible, with the caveat that these groups themselves are not homogenous. Guiffrida 

(2006) critiqued the missing cultural component of Tinto’s (1993) theory of student 

departure. Guiffrida explained that intrinsic motivating factors are not universal, 

arguing that what motivates White students may not similarly motivate non-White 

students. Guiffrida stated that minority college students need to “retain and nurture 

their connections to their cultural heritage” (p. 452). Guiffrida attempted to fill in the 

gaps of Tinto’s theory by arguing that cutting oneself away from one’s community of 
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origin may not be appropriate for all students and posited that the term integration be 

replaced with a connection to describe the role that the home social system can play 

in supporting minority students in a higher education setting.  

When graduate students enter their respective academic departments, there are 

often well-established protocols, procedures, expectations, and a culture to which the 

student must adjust (Johnson et al., 2004). For some graduate students, the transition 

is relatively seamless. Other students must navigate an adjustment period. For a third 

set of graduate students, integration opportunities are challenged or limited by their 

program or their department’s preexisting culture and conditions (Hurtado, Milem, & 

Clayton-Pederson, 2011). In STEM degree programs, which are predominantly male 

and White or Asian, students who do not fit these categories must navigate and 

respond to biases that challenge their presence in the academic space (Ong et al., 

2018). Women and underrepresented minority STEM students connect the need to 

navigate bias from institutions of higher education on the micro and macro scale and 

push back against stereotypes that may threaten their progress toward degree 

completion (Johnson, 2007; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Ong et al., 2018; Ross, 2014). 

Research on high achieving Black college students has revealed that some students 

will leave college despite their academic ability and success (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 

2007). According to Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007),  

Facing a hostile campus racial climate can also adversely impact the 

achievement, integration, and retention of high achieving Blacks. Although all 

students experience certain life stresses, academically talented Blacks face 
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racism and hostility at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) that White 

students do not (p. 165).  

Unlike some literature on student failure, Padilla et al.’s (1997) research using 

the heuristic knowledge model sought to determine successful college students’ 

heuristic (trial and error, experimental methods) strategies. Padilla et al. identified 

four barriers: discontinuity, lack of nurturing, lack of presence, and resource barriers. 

Discontinuity was not limited to obstacles that hindered the transition from high 

school to college. Mental conditioning for success in higher education and a support 

base, among other barriers, were included. Lack of nurturing was characterized by the 

absence of nurturing on campus (or in a program); lack of presence included 

participation in culturally grounded activities; finally, resources, such as financial aid, 

hindered success in a program. While the study focused on successful students, its 

findings provide useful insights into the barriers to minority retention in higher 

education, such as low self-efficacy due to lack of faculty support, social isolation, 

limited feedback, and not persisting to the terminal degree (Padilla et al., 1997). 

Tinto’s (1993) model focuses on student departure, whereas the anti-deficit model 

emphasizes the characteristics associated with successful students, student retention, 

and the individual and institutional factors that result in college graduation (Harper, 

2010; Tinto, 2012).  

Literature on Psychological Sense of Community and Sense of Belonging 

The concept of a psychological sense of community (PSOC) informs the work 

of graduate education and the PROMISE AGEP by framing the work of community 

building (McMillan & Chaviz, 1986). According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), 
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“sense of community is a feeling that members have of belonging, a feeling that 

members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ 

needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (p. 9). Some literature on 

PSOC relates to African American doctoral students and other graduate students of 

color experiences in STEM degree programs (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Etzkowitz et 

al., 1994; Garces, 2014; Malcom & Malcom-Piqueux, 2013; Johnson, 2007, 2012; 

O’Meara et al., 2017). Still, the connection to PSOC relative to the need for a third 

space is an area open to further exploration, as McMillan and Chavis called for more 

research on the concept of sense of community. A limitation of the PSOC model is 

the acknowledgment of race and ethnicity. The features of the PSOC model discuss 

community more broadly and, therefore, are limited in terms of explaining the 

differences in sense of community for minority populations (Johnson, 2007, 2012; 

McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Moreira et al., 2019; O’Meara et al., 2017). 

Researchers on the graduate student experience have examined the retention 

of minority graduate students (Lewis et al., 2004; Tull et al., 2012), particularly 

African American and Latinx students. Some scholars examined social isolation in 

terms of the special problems of being a minority at a PWI. For example, Lewis et al. 

(2004) documented African American students’ experiences with social isolation at a 

PWI when students described feelings of difference. Students stated racial differences 

made them stand out from the campus norm. Findings indicated that African 

American doctoral students had “intense periods of feeling terribly isolated ... to the 

point they considered leaving the academic program entirely” (p. 2). 
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Although Lewis et al.’s (2004) study contributed to an understanding of 

African American graduate students’ racial and social isolation at a PWI, Lewis et al. 

did not unpack the relationship between race and space. Researchers have not 

explored in sufficient detail how the creation of third spaces might alleviate some of 

these challenges. An exception to the prevailing literature is O’Meara et al.’s (2017) 

work focusing on the social isolation of minorities and discussing alternative space as 

a contributing factor to the psychological sense of community. O’Meara et al. 

identified PROMISE, an AGEP program at the University of Maryland, as a “third 

space” (p. 269) for African Americans to experience a sense of community. O’Meara 

et al.’s use of the third space concept refers not to a specific fixed physical space on 

campus but more so to any physical space where African American graduate students 

can convene for a series of professional development events. These events sometimes 

occur off and on the different campuses of colleges and universities in the system of 

Maryland. O’Meara et al’s study suggests that a third space need not be a consistent 

fixed geographic area. The success of these professional development programs for 

African American graduate students builds on the theoretical understanding of the 

benefits of third spaces (Oldenburg, 1999), coupled with graduate students’ need to 

have an actual place to gather (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 2006), and African 

American doctoral students’ need to gather with each other (Lewis et al., 2004). 

Forming Critical Mass 

Critical mass is suggested as a strategy to foster environments that encourage 

underrepresented students to persist and perpetuate a sense of inclusion (Hagedorn et 

al., 2007). Hagedorn et al. (2007) defined critical mass in the higher education setting 
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as the “level of representation that brings comfort or familiarity within the education 

environment” (p. 74). Attaining critical mass is important, but requires systemic 

changes that will sustain increases in a diverse student population. Researchers have 

sought to determine how critical mass can be achieved, effective, and sustainable. 

Malcom and Malcom-Piqueux (2013) asserted that “building and sustaining critical 

mass of underrepresented minority (URM) students in STEM requires efforts beyond 

admitting students. A welcoming and supportive community of mentors and 

community must be in place” (p. 177). Etzkowitz et al. (1994) proposed that 

“university wide policies and programs regarding child care, parental leave, 

recruitment and retention, and slowing of the tenure clock be implemented at the 

institution level and at the departmental level” (p. 54). 

Garces and Jayakumar (2014) argued that dynamic diversity should be 

practiced to attain critical mass at institutions of higher learning. Dynamic diversity is 

the idea that fostering diversity requires meaningful interactions, improvements of 

campus climate, creating a welcoming environment, and an understanding that 

diversity is contextual (Garces & Jayakumar, 2014). Anderson et al. (2005) 

highlighted the importance of educating students in diverse settings to prepare them 

for a life of work and engagement in the United States, which is becoming 

increasingly diverse in population and practice. Diversity provides opportunities for 

cross-racial interactions that can contribute to student learning and growth (Garces & 

Jayakumar, 2014). Critical mass for African American students in doctoral programs 

can foster persistence and third spaces provide opportunities for critical mass to occur 

(Garces & Jayakumar, 2014; Hagedorn et al., 2007; Ong et al., 2018).  
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Third Space in the Context of Graduate Education 

Two prominent streams of third space theory are presented in the literature. 

The origins of third space theory are attributed to critical theorist, Homi K. Bhabha, a 

Harvard professor of English and American literature. The concept of third space 

emerged from Bhabha’s (2004) work on postcolonial theory. According to Benson 

(2010), Bhabha’s The Location of Culture defined third spaces as the creation of 

space by formerly colonized people that refutes limitations of oppressive forces like 

racism or classism and creates a new space with rules that are more beneficial to the 

historically oppressed group. Bhabha (2004) explained,  

[T]he third space is a mode of articulation, describing a productive, and not 

merely reflective, space that engenders new possibility. It is an ‘interruptive, 

interrogative, and enunciative’ space of new forms of cultural meaning and 

production, blurring the limitations of existing boundaries and calling into 

question established categorizations of culture and identity (p. 198).  

Bhabha’s (1994) conceptualization of third space is useful because it focuses 

on culture. Bhabha’s articulation of third space as a concept is observedly esoteric, 

but rich in its connections to framing the challenges of groups navigating challenged 

identities. Regardless, Bhabha’s work is important to undergird the cultural aspects of 

the third space by emphasizing the importance of retaining and celebrating one’s 

culture of origin amid environments that overlook or suppress the expression of 

cultural identity in favor of assimilating to the institutional environment. Bhabha’s 

work contends that both things can coexist. Colonized people, such as African 

Americans and other underrepresented minorities, can navigate the institutions that 
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grant them access to opportunities in colonized (i.e., White) spaces but still remain 

connected to and celebrate their heritage in a safe space. Bhabha discussed this idea 

through the concept of cultural hybridity, asserting, 

It is significant that the productive capacities of this Third Space have a 

colonial or postcolonial provenance. For a willingness to descend into alien 

territory … may reveal that the theoretical recognition of the split-space of 

enunciation may open the way to conceptualizing an international culture, 

based not on the exoticism of multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures but 

on the inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity. To that end, we 

should remember that it is the ‘inter’—the cutting edge of translation and 

negotiation, the in-between space—that carries the burden of the meaning of 

culture (p. 56). 

In the context of graduate education, African Americans and other 

underrepresented groups at PWIs are contending with the intersection of their race, 

ethnicity, and culture in traditionally White spaces. The other prominent 

understanding of third space discusses it as an actual place conceptualized and 

realized in physical space (Oldenburg, 1999). Bhabha’s (1994) explanation of third 

space has found a practical interpretation and application in the works of Ray 

Oldenburg (1999), a sociologist who crafted an understanding of third space as a 

public gathering place where individuals in the community can meet informally to 

engage in conversations. Oldenburg’s take on third space is that the American public 

needs to gather in a safe and welcoming environment to sustain the health of society 

and help individuals maintain a sense of satisfaction and balance in their lives. 
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Oldenburg (1999) discussed the concept of third space in terms of the public good 

and contended that people must gather informally to construct a sense of life balance. 

Oldenburg (1999) offered the following characteristics as key features of third space: 

(a) a home away from home, (b) a sense of warmth and welcoming, (c) a space that 

evokes a sense of balance, and (d) conversations without marked hierarchical roles 

(pp. 38–39). According toOldenburg (1999) the more balanced an individual’s life is, 

the more benefits communities and society experience. As such, third space is a 

philosophical term that identifies the psychological needs of social interaction and the 

benefit of physical space to address those needs (Oldenburg, 1999; Putnam, 2001). 

Oldenburg (1999) highlighted coffee houses, pubs, and community gathering 

locations as places of third space. For example, the third space is a hybrid between a 

child’s home and school environments to support learning. Oldenburg (1999) 

lamented that modern life has removed meaningful opportunities for interaction in the 

third space to the detriment of communities, leading to a sense of isolation. The third 

space in Oldenburg’s (2005) community context has applicable points to the graduate 

school experience for African American students. 

Bhabha’s 1994 coining of third space theory is a parent to the notion of third 

space in Oldenburg’s (2005) presentation of the concept. In this study, I applied 

Oldenburg’s conceptualization of third space to the graduate education of African 

Americans in STEM doctoral programs. Oldenburg (1999) addressed the need for 

American society to gather in informal social settings. These places can include 

coffeehouses, bars, and other community centers, which are important sites for people 

to come together as equals, engage in conversation, and be acknowledged as valuable 
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members of society with valuable ideas and opinions. Thus, third spaces serve as 

places where people can be validated. In the context of graduate education, graduate 

students have spaces where they can gather informally with each other and faculty on 

equal terms and experience opportunities to shed titles and hierarchies. African 

Americans need third spaces in graduate education to engender a sense of belonging 

and sustain students’ motivation to persist to degree completion. 

The concept of third space is mentioned in several disciplines. Third space is 

present in the literature on elementary education, women’s studies, business, and 

history (Amoamo., 2011; Benson, 2010; Bower, 2017; Bryant, 2013; Campbell, 2014; 

Ducheneaut et al., 2007; Flessner, 2009; Levy, 2008; Purnell & Breede, 2018; 

Rosenbaum, 2006; Saudelli, 2012; Skerrett, 2010; Wilson & Favoretto, 2014; 

Winkler et al., 2016). The application of third space in elementary education has 

centered around children’s experiences with literacy (Moje et al., 2004). In women’s 

studies, the creation of third spaces for women is presented (English, 2004). 

According to Wilson and Favoretto (2014), the application of third space to music 

describes music as a hybridization of identities to render them obsolete. The notion of 

third space is often presented in the existing literature in brief descriptions that 

support a broader idea or theory (Harris, 2007). Some studies have researched this 

concept. Lovitts (2001) operationalized third space as office space. 

The study most recognizably aligned with the parameters of this study is 

Purnell and Breede’s (2018) research to extend Oldenburg’s (2005) concept of third 

places as dynamic meeting places. The sites for Purnell and Breede’s study were 

conferences attended by the authors. Defining social events within the meeting spaces 
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of conferences as third spaces pushed the traditional third place theory forward. 

Purnell and Breede offered a way for rituals to be explored more deeply through the 

experiences they offered. The conference space was explored in its role “as a safe, 

relaxed space outside the home” that can lead to a deeper investment by attendees via 

third-place qualities (p. 1). The third-place quality offers a space within which human 

connections supersede a space’s designated purpose and become multi-purpose, 

durable, and long-lived, spanning space, time, and distance. Purnell and Breede 

recommended that the conference become a transformative space that alters a non-

place, a generic place, into a third place. The SSI program follows a conference 

format, which offered a relevant connection between SSI and Purnell and Breede’s 

research.  

Mentorship, community, institutional climate, and capital are factors in 

African American students’ experiences with social isolation in a graduate school 

setting (Lovitts, 2001). The concept of third space presents favorable circumstances 

for discovering how certain environments foment discussions that support African 

American degree persistence. This study sought to investigate the notion of third 

space as it relates to supporting the graduate education experience of African 

American students at majority institutions. The third space for African American 

students is inherently going to support a different need than the needs of the broader 

population of graduate students (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Hubbard & Stage, 2010; 

Lovitts, 2001; Museus et al., 2011; O’Meara et al., 2017). African American students 

experience graduate school differently than their majority peers. Even if African 

American student experience pleasant interactions with their advisor and colleagues, 
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they may not fully express their identity the way they can around others from their 

culture or those who experience being the only minority in their program. There are 

limitations to formal, institutional interactions, such as department hosted social 

events (e.g., a happy hour, picnic), particularly for students of color, that may 

preclude a sense of fully belonging in a program or a lab (Burt et al., 2018; Hanson, 

2004; Johnson, 2007; Ong et al., 2018). Bringing African American graduate students 

together in shared spaces can provide comfort and opportunities to reconsider these 

students’ daily messages about their professional potential and sense of belonging in 

their programs and on-campus (Johnson, 2007, 2012; Schwartz, 2012). Third space is 

an opportunity to engage in a safe, nonjudgmental environment that provides 

affirmations, support, and potentially valuable social and cultural resources (Kalua, 

2009; O’Meara et al., 2018). 

The literature on the social isolation of African Americans in graduate 

programs continues to expand. The challenges that African Americans experience in 

finding a community or a third space (Oldenburg, 1999, 2001) is an area this study 

further explored, building on Oldenburg’s (1999, 2001), Bhahba’s (1994), and 

Yosso’s (2005) research. Whereas Oldenburg (1999) called the community created by 

minorities who seek space outside of oppressive environments a third space, other 

researchers, such as Solóranzo et al. (2000) and Yosso et al. (2009) used the term 

counterspace. Solóranzo et al. (2000) and Yosso et al. (2009) created connections 

between Bhabha’s (1994) theory and Oldenburg’s (1999, 2001) works by looking at 

counterspaces (also referred to as alternative spaces) as physical gathering places 

with the added component of acknowledging the minority status of those present. 
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Alternative spaces, like third spaces, can be created inside and outside of academic 

institutions. The terms do have connections to one another. Whether referencing third 

space, alternative space, or counter space, the constant thread is that there is a means 

of creating safe environments where participants can comfortably converse and 

exchange ideas and shared experiences (Ong et al., 2018). 

Yosso (2005) cited Anzaldúa’s concept of “theorizing space” (p. 69), which 

refers to minority academics claiming space in the research world that has 

traditionally marginalized their voices and the ability to study themselves. 

Developing third spaces for emerging scholars to explore with peers and mentors will 

cultivate navigational capital and serve as a resource for extrinsic motivation to 

pursue professional opportunities. Third spaces operate as an individual agency 

within institutional constraints and connections to social networks to facilitate 

community navigation through places and spaces, including educational institutions. 

Yosso described how navigation capital identifies a minority’s ability to move 

through educational institutions by discovering the rules of engagement. Levy (2008) 

discussed a navigational space that provides students with the means to cross into and 

succeed in different discourse communities (Levy, 2008; Yosso, 2005). This study 

sought to identify the types of social and cultural resources that African American 

graduate students acquire through interactions with other African American graduate 

students and how they believe those resources have helped them. Particularly, this 

study examined the perception of students who believe that participation in SSI has 

helped them combat social isolation and increased the likelihood of completion, 

fostering a change in students’ professional behaviors.  
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The available literature demonstrates a need for African American graduate 

students to have a third unstructured and structured space. Unstructured spaces in a 

university context can include student offices, lounges, or communal campus areas 

(Lovitts, 2001). Structured third or alternative spaces, like the SSI, exist to advocate 

African Americans’ need for a third space. While minority students should be and 

feel free to inhabit informal third spaces in the academic setting, there may be 

instances where the students feel a need to connect with others from their background 

or share experiences that do not exist on the PWI campus (Perna et al., 2009; 

Schwartz, 2012). The informal third spaces on campus may unintentionally reflect the 

hostile atmosphere similar to the Philadelphia Starbucks, not the kind of third space 

envisioned by Starbucks’ CEO. 

Although previous research documents the importance of reducing social 

isolation by building community (O’Meara et al., 2017), such as by offering office 

space to graduate students to facilitate informal student interaction (Lovitts, 2001 

Stock et al., 2006), few researchers specifically explored or identified the physical 

gathering space on campus for social interaction or examined it as a solution to the 

problem of social isolation for African American graduate students. Office space, for 

example, or other types of spaces have been cited as having the potential to help to 

reduce graduate attrition because such spaces facilitate interactions with classmates 

and faculty, where African American graduate students can learn about various 

opportunities for funding or research, or types of financial packages in the form of an 

assistantship, that alleviate financial burdens (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 2006). For 

example, Stock et al. (2006) found that, among PhD students in economics, having 
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access to shared offices seemed important for retention and degree completion. Stock 

et al. speculated that office space facilitated community building and sharing of 

information among graduate students. 

Although research on graduate student integration and persistence focuses 

broadly on integrating students into the graduate environment, it often fails to 

consider the additional challenges that minority students face (Ali & Kohun, 2007; 

Lovitts, 2001). Ali and Kohun (2007) provided several recommendations to address 

the problem of social isolation but none that focused on addressing the unique needs 

of African American students. Moreover, none of the solutions offered the third space 

as a possible answer to address social isolation in graduate school. The two studies 

that addressed space and social isolation (Lovitts, 2001; Stock et al., 2006), focused 

on the importance of shared physical space, such as office space, but failed to address 

issues experienced by minorities within this type of third space. 

While social isolation might be a common experience for many graduate 

students, URM students face additional challenges of social (racial or ethnic) isolation 

that stem from a lack of diversity within a department and/or an entire institution (Ali 

& Kohun, 2007; Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Johnson, 2012; O’Meara et al., 2017). 

African American students face the additional burden of being a numerically small 

part of campus. They may not encounter many, if any, students from their race or 

ethnic background (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Johnson, 2007, 2012; O’Meara et al., 

2017). A perceived or real sense of disconnection from the graduate program or 

concerns related to one’s racial identity can dampen a student’s psychological sense 

of community and weaken their motivation to persist in their graduate program 
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(O’Meara et al., 2017). In addition to social interaction with peers of the same race 

and social background, graduate students benefit from interacting informally with 

faculty and staff (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Schwartz, 2012; Tull et al., 2012). 

Suppose opportunities on campus for African American graduate students to interact 

with peers, faculty, and staff with similar backgrounds are lacking. In that case, it 

might be possible for African American graduate students to reap the same benefits 

off-campus. Combating social isolation and the lack of diversity on campus might 

force African American graduate students to redefine or expand their peer group to 

members outside the department or university campus. In doing so, students might 

seek out opportunities where they can commune in third spaces that are separate from 

the campus and also provide them the opportunity to network and receive 

encouragement and support (Burt et al., 2018; Harper & Hurtado, 2011; Kalua, 2009; 

O’Meara et al., 2018; Smedley et al., 1993). 

Using Yosso’s (2005) cultural capital framework, Lovitts’ (2001) graduate 

retention research, and Oldenburg’s (2001, 2005) theories of the “third place” or 

“alternative place,” as well as McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) psychological sense of 

community, this study was conducted to understand better the relationship between 

student’s sense of community (O’Meara et al., 2017), how the PROMISE AGEP 

capitalizes on that, and how students are then able to leverage their community 

network to successfully navigate and complete their degree through the balance of the 

three spaces. 



 

53 

PROMISE AGEP: SSI as an Important Component 

The Alliance for Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP; 

PROMISE: Maryland’s AGEP 2003-2018, n.d.-a) is a network of universities 

dedicated to increasing the number of underrepresented minorities obtaining graduate 

degrees in STEM Institute (SSI). The PROMISE program is Maryland’s AGEP, or 

coalition of three public research universities, which include the University of 

Maryland Baltimore County (UMBC), the University of Baltimore (UMB), and the 

University of Maryland College Park (UMCP). The AGEP receives funding from the 

National Science Foundation (NSF) to promote minority participation in higher 

education in STEM disciplines. The AGEP is dedicated to increasing the number and 

diversity of PhD graduates in science and engineering. The three main campuses 

serve the 12 University System of Maryland (USM) institutions through various 

programming, including the Summer Success Institute.   The SSI is an intervention 

driven by the understanding that early in a graduate student’s career, integration into 

the academic environment is vital to student persistence and engagement (PROMISE: 

Maryland’s AGEP 2003–2018, n.d.). In Fall 2021, 164,851 students were enrolled at 

all USM institutions, with 41,176 self identifying as African American or Black. In 

Fall 2021, 29% of all USM students were enrolled in STEM programs, totaling 

47,437 students; URM students (African Americans, American Indians including 

Native Alaskans, Hispanics and Native Pacific Islanders) accounted for 2,302 

(15.3%) of the 15,023 undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in STEM 

programs in 2021. In that same period, the various USM campuses awarded 8,983 

bachelor's degrees, 2,880 master’s degrees, and 362 doctoral degrees (University 
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System of Maryland, 2021). Underrepresented minorities were awarded 24% of 

graduate STEM degrees across all USM institutions. The University of Maryland 

College Park’s URM enrollment in graduate STEM programs was 7.2% of its total 

graduate population in the fall of 2021 and 5.3% of STEM graduate degrees were 

awarded to URM students (Diversity and Inclusion Dashboard, 2021). The USM 

dashboard does not disaggregate URM graduate degree data by ethnicity; rather, it 

reports on minority (i.e., Asian, Black, Hispanic, American Indians, Pacific Islanders) 

and multiple races, foreign, or unknown as a group. The data presented offer insight 

into how limited the African American graduate student population is across and 

within USM institutions, thus reinforcing the importance of programming that retains 

the few African Americans in STEM doctoral programs. The low population of URM 

students indicated in such recent data reinforces the research that asserts the weakness 

PWIs experience retaining a diverse student population. 

The PROMISE program seeks to ensure greater incorporation of 

underrepresented students into the graduate community by providing activities that 

link students to faculty, peers, and staff who share similar interests, identities, and 

concerns (PROMISE, 2003-2018a). This is a critical role at institutions where among 

a large population, the few minorities may not know where or how to find the support 

necessary to navigate the campus culture. The PROMISE program provides a bridge 

to campus acculturation through its workshops and access to mentorship in a non-

intimidating environment (PROMISE, 2012). The programming includes a menu of 

events and activities that allow minority students to gather and find support 

throughout the year. As recommended by the NSF, AGEPs aim to transform 
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institutional culture to attract and retain STEM doctoral students into the professoriate 

(National Science Foundation, 2010). 

PROMISE AGEP activities are designed t help graduate students in 

establishing and maintaining connections to networks. The existing literature 

demonstrates that minority participants find the programming offered by AGEP, and 

supported by the NSF, are an augmentation of the graduate experience (Carter-Veale 

et al., 2016). The SSI approaches its programming from a similar stance to 

Giuffrida’s works. SSI encourages bringing family members to events to make 

students feel more welcome and help bridge their understanding of what their family 

members attending graduate school choose to do as graduate students. The merging 

of the students’ identities permits students to feel their families value the whole 

person (Carter-Veale et al., 2016). Programming and activities address intrinsic 

motivators, such as giving back to one’s community through mentoring. Recognizing 

cultural connections through programs like SSI is a cornerstone of the PROMISE 

AGEP, and supporting existing literature about the value of belonging for students in 

their doctoral journey (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Tull et al., 2012; White et al., 2006). 

At the graduate level, the PROMISE AGEP SSI seeks to shape the attitudes of 

participants early in their graduate career by providing a supportive environment and 

access to resources that, in essence, protect students from an environment that may 

not always be welcoming—an experience that can negatively impact a student’s 

psyche and willingness to stay in a challenging STEM graduate degree program (Burt 

et al., 2018; O’Meara et al., 2017; Seidman, 2012; White et al., 2006). By retaining 

African American STEM students, PROMISE provides much-needed support to a 
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population that is very narrowly represented in the STEM student pool and academia 

as professors (Cole et al., 2017; Han & Leonard, 2017; Turner et al., 2011). 

The PROMISE program addresses cultural, academic, and social barriers by 

helping graduate students develop strategies to succeed academically, is a 

community-building activity that offers students the sense of support, and helps 

students understand they are not alone in needing help to complete their PhD (Carter-

Veale et al., 2016; Moreira et al., 2019). The aim of SSI is promising, given that most 

participants at SSI are Black, U.S.-born women—a demographic that is especially 

underrepresented in the STEM faculty track (Hanson, 2004; Ong et al., 2018). At SSI, 

students with similar aspirations have a place to gather and network. Students 

interested in networking can gather and structure opportunities to discuss professional 

goals. The environment also lends itself to informal interactions and a more open 

exchange of ideas. Students feel more comfortable and confident and come away 

from their experience at SSI with renewed motivation to persist. The space lends 

itself to positive interactions and reduces feelings of inadequacy and isolation. In The 

Great Good Place (Oldenburg, 1999), Oldenburg discussed the importance of 

informal meeting places in communities. PROMISE seeks to provide alternative 

spaces for students who may look and feel differently from others in the academic 

environment (O’Meara et al., 2018; Tull et al., 2012). 
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Chapter 3: Research Methods 

This chapter describes the methods used to address the research questions for 

the study. The design of this study was a qualitative descriptive case study where the 

SSI served as the case. I conducted qualitative descriptive case study to better 

understand African American STEM doctoral experiences with third spaces, 

particularly the space created through SSI. Using 3 years of survey data collected 

from SSI participants and 10 interviews with individual participants, this study was 

conducted to answer two research questions: 

1. How does the Summer Success Institute (SSI) operate as a third space for 

African American doctoral students attending predominantly White 

institutions (PWI)? 

2. How do the SSI experiences of African American doctoral students in 

STEM align with administrator intentions to create a third space as these 

students navigate their second space of graduate school at a PWI? 

Data were collected through participant interviews and document reviews. I 

conducted interviews with 10 participants who met the study criteria. I also conducted 

interviews with three administrators who facilitated the SSI. The research methods 

presented in this chapter were employed to determine a connection between SSI and 

the third space to assess whether the SSI functions as a third space. The African 

American STEM doctoral community experience provided a lens through which to 

examine the operationalization of SSI as a third space. 

This chapter opens with a discussion of the study’s design and sampling 

techniques. I then describe the institutional context and the rationale for selecting the 
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site and the participants. This is followed by a discussion of the data collection, 

organization, and analysis processes. Finally, the chapter describes internal validity, 

reliability, external validity, and ethics issues. 

Design of the Study 

I used a qualitative descriptive case study approach to examine SSI as a 

community-building experience for a group of African American STEM doctoral 

students through their participation at SSI. SSI is one of the components of the 

PROMISE: AGEP program offered by the University System of Maryland. Merriam 

(2009) recommended that researchers conduct a qualitative study when “the focus is 

on process, understanding, and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of 

data collection and analysis; the process is inductive; and the product is richly 

descriptive” (p. 14). This study met these four criteria. First, the study’s key concern 

was to develop a qualitative description of SSI as a third space to describe “what went 

on” (Creswell, 2018) during the SSI. The qualitative descriptive approach of this case 

study and its emphasis on the program’s operation guided an inquiry into the process 

of community formation that individual students in the third space experienced. 

Second, I was the principal instrument for data collection and analysis. Third, the 

analysis of the data incorporated inductive coding, allowing for patterns, themes, and 

categories to emerge from the data. Finally, the dissertation is “richly descriptive” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 16). I used inductive coding, a data analysis process whereby the 

researcher reads and interprets raw textual data to develop concepts, themes, or a 

process model through interpretations based on data to draw out themes and connect 

them to the research questions (Boyatzis, 1998; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Data in 
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narrative text and quotes are included in Chapter 4 in support of the study findings. 

According to Merriam (1998), “These quotes ... contribute to the descriptive nature of 

qualitative research” (p. 16). As Merriam (1998) observed, “the single most defining 

characteristic of case study research lies in delimiting the object of study, the case” 

(p. 40). Merriam (1998) explained that a case study is “useful ... in presenting ... 

information about areas of education where little research has been conducted” (p. 

38). 

This study was a case study because one program, the SSI, was the unit of 

analysis. A case study was the appropriate qualitative research design for addressing 

the research questions because determining effective strategies for combating social 

isolation among African American doctoral students in STEM is an area of research 

that can be more fully explored. Merriam (1998) described the case study method as 

an “intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon” (p. xiii). 

The bounded system is the what to be studied (Merriam, 2009). In this study, the 

phenomenon of interest was the operationalization of SSI as a third space for African 

American doctoral students in STEM. 

Many unanswered questions remain regarding African American doctoral 

students experiencing SSI as a third space to combat social isolation in doctoral 

STEM programs (O’Meara et al., 2018). At the time of this study, I did not discover 

any qualitative studies that examined how third space is operationalized to support 

African American doctoral students in STEM to combat social isolation. Additional 

research on this population is needed to answer effective programmatic retention 

strategies. 
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Data Sources 

The data sources for this qualitative descriptive case study included the 

research site, the sample of participants who were selected from the target population, 

SSI administrators, public documents, and online resources. The selection of a 

research site and participants were driven by the research questions and my prior 

experience working in graduate student affairs. SSI served as the research site 

because the participants who attended fit the criteria I was seeking for the study, and 

the SSI administrators were able to share their intentions behind the programmatic 

structure of SSI. 

Research Site Selection 

I used convenience sampling, a common type of purposeful sampling 

(Merriam, 2009), to select the research site and the administrator participants. 

Convenience sampling is a strategy that involves selecting a sample “based on time, 

money, location, availability of sites or respondents” (Merriam, 2009, p. 79). 

Convenience sampling is characterized by its simplicity and does not rely on 

probability (Merriam, 2009); thus, I initially chose the SSI event as the research site 

because I had uncomplicated access to the site, and the participants who attended fit 

the criteria I was seeking for my study to support the assertion that the SSI itself 

functions as a third space. Convenience sampling was an especially salient method 

for selecting administrator participants with whom I had established professional 

relationships. The rationale for implementing convenience sampling was based on 

information I previously acquired that the participants were predominantly minorities 

pursuing STEM degrees at PWIs. Many students are based at the SSI host institutions 
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(UMBC, UMB, and UMCP), but students affiliated with other USM institutions and 

non-USM institutions also attend SSI. In keeping with convenience sampling 

techniques (Merriam, 2009), I selected SSI as the research site based on the 

availability of African American respondents. In 2018, 70% of the 149 participants 

identified as African American. Finally, the site was available because a lead 

administrator of the PROMISE AGEP in the University System of Maryland agreed 

to grant access at the time I was searching for a research site (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006).  

Sample Selection 

I used a method called purposeful sampling combined with criterion sampling 

to select participants. Purposeful sampling is “based on the assumption that the 

investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select 

a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 1998, p. 61). This sampling 

technique facilitates the selection of information-rich cases, or cases “from which one 

can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research” (Patton, 2015, p. 230). The specific type of purposeful sampling used to 

select participants was supplemented by the method of criterion sampling (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011). Criterion sampling involves specifying the criteria critical for 

selecting the individuals to be studied and explaining why the criteria are important. 

Based on the research questions, literature, and the theoretical frameworks 

undergirding this study, I created a list of criteria required for doctoral participants 

that guided the identification of information-rich cases. To increase the probability of 
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selecting students who exemplified the phenomenon of interest, all participants met 

the following selection criteria: 

1. African American ethnic background and born in the United States; 

2. PhD student or recipient; 

3. Science, technology, engineering, or mathematics (STEM) discipline;  

4. Participated in or attended at least one SSI event; and 

5. Attended a PWI. 

Criterion 1 

I chose African Americans (AA) for the study sample partly because they are 

the largest subgroup that attends the SSI, based on SSI registration data. I had a 

strong interest in understanding and improving the experiences of AA STEM grad 

students related to previous experiences working in graduate student affairs. For this 

study, African Americans were individuals who self identified as African Americans 

or Black i.e. who had African ancestry, were born in the United States and had at 

least one African American, U.S.-born parent. Although I acknowledge that not all 

Black people are African American, I use the term African American and Black 

interchangeably throughout the document. I selected African American students as 

the population to examine because, despite efforts to diversify the STEM pipeline and 

professoriate (AIR, 2005; Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy, 

2007), African Americans are extremely underrepresented in STEM fields and as 

faculty at 4-year institutions (AIR, 2005; National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES], 2021). Minorities remain underrepresented in STEM fields. For example, 

only 4.3% of first-time enrollment in physical and earth sciences and 5.9% in 
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engineering were Black/African American students (Okahana, Zhou, & Gao, 2020). 

Slaughter, Tao, and Pearson (2015) indicate that African Americans represent only 

2% of engineering doctorates. Graduate school retention rates for African American 

students are dismally low (NCES, 2021).  

Criterion 2 

This study was conducted to better understand factors of social isolation PhD 

students and/or graduates experience and how SSI helps as a tool to combat social 

isolation. Attending a PWI was a part of the selection criteria. The population was 

PhD students. The PhD students who participated in this study were either currently 

enrolled in a PhD program or had graduated with a PhD. 

Criterion 3 

Participants in this study were pursuing or had received their doctorate in a 

STEM discipline. The SSI registration form does not provide a place to input student 

discipline. Potential participants were screened by completing a preliminary 

demographic survey, which helped identify which participants in attendance at SSI 

were STEM doctoral students or had graduated from a STEM program. 

Criterion 4 

Participants in this study participated in or attended at least one SSI event. The 

study’s goal was to determine how the SSI operationalizes the concept of third space. 

Eligible participants had SSI experiences that they could share for data collection. 

Criterion 5 

Participants in the study attended or graduated from a PWI. This experience 

was relevant because the study sought to determine if SSI filled gaps in community 
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building opportunities. Participants were minorities at their institutions and in their 

departments. 

Participant Recruitment 

Upon acquiring IRB approval, I requested and received registration 

information (including student name, email, area of study, and university) from the 

PROMISE AGEP SSI Eventbrite registration intake. I had to clean the data from the 

registration list by determining if students potentially met the study criteria: (a) 

African American ethnic background and born in the United States; (b) PhD student 

or recipient; (c) STEM discipline; (5) Participated in or attended at least one SSI 

event; and (e) enrolled at or recently graduated from a PWI.  

The SSI staff provided information for attendees from 2014–2018. I sent 39 

2014–2018 SSI participants a direct email (see Appendix A), inviting them to 

complete a demographic survey that would further assist me in determining their 

eligibility for the study. Each email included a link to the demographic questionnaire 

(see Appendix B). I sent a reminder email after the first email to students who did not 

respond by filtering the non-responding students in the spreadsheet I had created. I 

also sent a reminder email to students who responded to the questionnaire to schedule 

an interview. Ultimately, eight qualified students scheduled a time to conduct a phone 

interview.  

I recruited two additional participants in person at the 2019 SSI. I requested 

IRB approval specifically from the UMBC campus to recruit students on that campus. 

This required submitting the IRB approval from UMD. Once I had received 

permission from the UMBC Office of Research Protections and Compliance, I got 
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support from the PROMISE staff to set up a table at the 2019 SSI. I created signage 

for the table, indicating I was recruiting participants for a study about doctoral 

students. During the networking breakfast and networking breaks, I approached 

possible participants to inform them that I was actively recruiting eligible participants 

for a study on African American doctoral students in STEM. I acquired two 

participants for the study from this event. I recruited three administrator participants 

whose roles included serving as principal investigator for the Maryland PROMISE 

AGEP. Administrators and staff who participated in the study were previously known 

to the researcher. Their interviews provided an additional context for understanding 

how SSI is structured.  

I used a variation of snowball sampling (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) to solicit the 

participation of students, in addition to the methods of purposeful and criterion 

sampling. Snowball sampling involves asking participants to refer the researcher to 

other participants (Merriam, 2009). In this study, I identified “key informants” 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 231) and asked them to forward email invitations to 

potential participants. Snowball sampling seemed appropriate for this study to recruit 

enough participants. Key informants provided the names of other individuals or 

students who met the criteria of interest. Key informants for this study had two 

characteristics: first, they were all members of the PROMISE AGEP community. 

Second, they were people who could identify students who might fit the criteria for 

inclusion. As suggested by Patton (2015), an approach I used to locate key informants 

was to ask my first key informant for the names of other students, staff, and campus 

faculty who knew about African American STEM doctoral students who had 
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participated in the SSI. I emailed one key informant and arranged an informational 

interview over the phone. I emailed my other key informant and arranged a site visit 

to the UMBC campus to meet in person. I later spoke to another staff member who 

was unavailable to meet with me during my site visit.  

Three administrators of the PROMISE AGEP program served as both 

interview subjects and key informants. One administrator interview took place in 

person and the other two interviews were conducted over the phone. The main 

purpose of these calls and the one in person meeting was to fill in any gaps in my 

understanding (Patton, 2015) of the PROMISE AGEP program and, specifically, SSI. 

Administrator interviews offered additional insight into the intended participant 

experience of attending SSI. I had familiarity with PROMISE AGEP and SSI through 

public document reviews, such as websites, supporting SSI as staff during the event, 

and personal communication with current and former PROMISE faculty and staff 

through my participation in SSI planning and past collaboration on PROMISE 

projects. I wanted to interview administrators about their experiences related to 

African American doctoral students in STEM to gather additional information and 

perspectives about the target population. The administrators helped me learn more 

about the student populations at SSI. The meetings were also helpful in filling in gaps 

in my knowledge about PROMISE and SSI, learning about perceptions and events 

that I had not heard about before the site visit, and clarifying any misunderstandings I 

may have had related to the goals of the SSI. These meetings supported my research 

on the SSI by adding additional context about the program and its intentions. 
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Another group of key informants was the student participants. Four 

participants volunteered to share the study with peers they judged to fit the study 

criteria. I forwarded the recruitment email to their contacts with their permission. 

While these emails did not yield any new participants, a few people did respond to the 

demographic survey. These new potential participants either did not meet the criteria 

at that point, or I had been able to acquire a suitable number of participants for the 

study prior to receiving their demographic survey by return email. 

As an incentive to participate in the study, I entered all students who 

completed the demographic questionnaire into a raffle to win a $50 electronic gift 

card from Amazon.com. In addition, students who met the criteria for participation 

and were selected for and completed interviews received a $20 gift card from either 

Target or Amazon as financial compensation upon completion of each interview. I 

interviewed 10 students to reach a point of saturation, or redundancy, in the data 

identified by the participants. Redundancy occurs when no new information is 

forthcoming from new participants (Merriam, 1998). The original study included the 

option to recruit up to 12 SSI attendee participants. Ten participants became available 

during recruitment. The study could have been completed with a larger sample, but a 

smaller sample size still preserved the richness of the data and afforded more time to 

explore participant replies. Patton (2015) explained, “The validity, meaningfulness, 

and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the information 

richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical capabilities of the 

researcher than with sample size” (p. 245). 
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Data Collection 

This section provides an overview of the participants, questionnaires, and 

interviews that provided the data for the study. According to Merriam (1998), 

“Understanding a case in its totality ... mandates both breadth and depth of data 

collection” (p. 134). I employed three data collection techniques to attain a holistic 

view – a demographic questionnaire and interviews (see Appendices C and D). I 

designed a questionnaire and interview questions to obtain information about 

students’ doctoral experiences. Second, I collected interview data from three 

administrators who founded the SSI. Third, I reviewed public documents relevant to 

understanding the PROMISE AGEP SSI. 

Participant Demographic Questionnaire 

I used an electronic questionnaire constructed specifically for this study to 

gather background/demographic data from the participants. I asked all students 

interested in participating in the study to complete this questionnaire. In addition to 

gathering background/demographic data from the participants, I also used the 

questionnaire to confirm that students who completed the questionnaire met the 

criteria for inclusion in the study. 

The participant recruitment process yielded 10 individuals who fit the study 

criteria and were willing and able to participate in an interview. Table 1 displays the 

participants with inclusion criteria. Participants are listed in the order in which 

interviews were conducted. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym if they did 

not choose one. I encouraged the participant to select a pseudonym when completing 

the demographic questionnaire to increase confidentiality. If they did not select a 
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pseudonym during the demographic questionnaire, they were presented another 

opportunity to select a pseudonym after reviewing their transcript. Participants who 

did not select a pseudonym were assigned one. 

Table 1 

Student Participant Summary 

Participant 
Number and 
Pseudonym 

Enrollment 
Statusa 

SSI 
Involvementb Title 

Area of 
Study Race 

First-
generation 

STEM 
PhD? 

Attended 
SSI 

U.S. 
Citizen 

1 Wilda 
Pope 

Yes Yes/Staff PhD 
Candidate 

Chemistry AA Yes Yes Yes 

2 Leon 
Benson 

No No Aerodynamicist Engineering AA Yes Yes Yes 

3 Polly 
Soto 

Yes No PhD 
Candidate 

Engineering AA Yes Yes Yes 

4 Camilla 
Motley 

Yes No PhD 
Candidate 

Agricultural 
Science 

AA Yes Yes Yes 

5 Shannon 
Hill 

Yes No PhD 
Student 

Engineering AA Yes Yes Yes 

6 Osmond 
Morrison 

No No Faculty Engineering AA Yes Yes Yes 

7 Dawn 
Law  

No Post-Doctoral 
Associate 

Engineering AA No Yes Yes 

8 Paul 
Hartley 

Yes No Research 
Chemist 

Chemistry AA Yes Yes Yes 

9 Audrey 
Hayward 

Yes No PhD 
Candidate 

Engineering AA No Yes Yes 

10 Ford 
Kinsman 

No No Research 
Analyst 

Engineering AA Yes Yes Yes 

Note. AA = African American; aEnrolled in a doctoral program at time of interview = Yes, Graduated = No; 
bServed as faculty, staff, or a mentor for SSI (Yes/No) 

Interviews 

Interviews were the primary source of data for this study. Before beginning 

the first interview, I asked participants to complete a consent form (see Appendix E). 

Interviews took place over the phone. All interviews occurred at a time that was 

convenient for participants. I conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 African 

American STEM doctoral students or doctoral program graduates. Semi-structured 

interviews with a mix of structured and open-ended questions are commonly used in 
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qualitative investigations when specific information is wanted from all participants 

(Merriam, 1998). Most of the interviews were guided by the list of questions in the 

interview guide; however, in some instances, new and/or follow-up questions were 

formulated during the interview in response to participant answers or new ideas on 

the topic that emerged during the interview, a technique common in semi structured 

interviews (Merriam, 2009). 

Guided by the theoretical frameworks and informed by the literature review, I 

created the first interview guide with questions designed to understand the factors 

shaping each student’s doctoral program and SSI experience. The interview guide 

was purposely designed to gain information about the impact of pre-doctoral 

experiences, social and academic factors during the doctoral experience, and the 

effect of SSI on sense of belonging in terms of operationalizing Oldenburg’s (2005) 

concepts of first, second and third space. 

Interviews occurred over 4 months. The interviews were conducted over the 

phone and lasted between 45–90 minutes. The purpose of the interview was to learn 

more about how students’ experiences at SSI affected their academic and professional 

experiences and whether they sensed the cultivation of a sense of community from 

attending SSI. 

I recorded each interview using the Voice Memo application on an iPad and 

had the recordings professionally transcribed through a service formerly known as 

Verbal Ink and currently known as Ubiqus. After each interview, I guaranteed the 

quality of the data (Patton, 2015) by ensuring it was “useful, reliable, and authentic” 

(p. 384). To do this, I first listened to the interview recording. I wrote a post-interview 
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memorandum to document any additional “interpretations, thoughts or ideas” (p. 383) 

that were not captured in the interview notes. Next, interview transcripts were 

reviewed “to make certain they [made] sense” and “to uncover areas of ambiguity or 

uncertainty” (p. 383). Finally, participants were emailed their interview transcripts 

and their profiles to review and verify the accuracy of their transcript and, if they 

wished to do so, add any clarifications or additional information. I asked participants 

to return transcripts via email within 1–2 weeks of receiving their transcripts. Three 

participants responded with feedback or corrections.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative analysis transforms data into findings (Patton, 2015). It is a 

classification system where emerging regularities and patterns become the categories 

into which data are sorted (Merriam, 2009). The data analysis process brings order, 

structure, and interpretation to the mass of collected data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Merriam, 1998). 

I combined approaches and incorporated a data-driven inductive approach and 

an existing framework-driven deductive approach for analysis of the data (Patton, 

2015). With a hybrid approach, Oldenburg’s (1999) theory of third space 

complemented Yosso’s (2005) framework of cultural capital, making both concepts 

central to the deductive analysis while allowing for patterns, themes, and categories to 

emerge from the data using inductive coding. 

Inductive coding involves searching for substantive patterns in the data and 

developing coding categories before interpretation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 

Merriam, 2009). Coding data organizes the data so the researcher can identify themes 
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and develop categories from the data. Patton (2015) defined themes as the “core 

meanings found through thorough ... analysis” (p. 453). I used coding to acclimate 

myself to the data and to determine the major ideas rather than enumerate an exact 

number of instances a specific phrase was used. Coding was used to help identify 

major patterns across participant accounts. 

I entered data into NVivo, a qualitative research software, following data 

collection and transcript formation. NVivo does not analyze the data for the 

researcher but provides a way to classify, sort, and arrange the data so that data are 

accessible to the researcher (Nvivo product tour, 2023). Electronic copies of all 

materials, including interview recordings and transcripts, were imported into NVivo 

and folders. As additional data, any interview notes or post-interview memorandums 

were also imported into NVivo. In memorandums, I documented the data analysis 

that occurred as data were collected and included such information as “reflections, 

tentative themes, hunches, ideas, and things to pursue” (Merriam, 1998, p. 161) 

derived from an interview. I did not include public documents available via the 

Internet in NVivo. Relevant online documents were bookmarked and consolidated 

into a folder on my internet browser. 

After I imported all electronic data into NVivo, I identified themes and 

grouped the data. This process is described as a systematic, step-by-step process in 

the next section of this chapter. Nonetheless, the data analysis was an iterative and 

reflexive process. Qualitative research is a continuous association between data 

collection, searching for patterns, and developing ideas about the findings (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 1998). Ideally, these processes are concurrent and are “more 
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or less completed” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 160) at the same time. It is also 

customary to do basic analysis as the data are being collected and conduct a more 

formal and intensive analysis once all the information about a case is brought together 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 1998). In this study, the latter approach was 

employed. For example, I continuously judged which ideas and themes to pursue with 

participants during interviews, what follow-up questions to ask, and when to deviate 

from the interview guide to pursue topics brought up in the interview. During data 

collection, some analysis took place, and memos were drafted after participant 

interviews. 

The analysis necessary to construct categories or themes occurred primarily 

after the interview was complete, and all interview transcripts were available for 

review, reading, and coding. Questionnaire responses, interview notes, documents, 

and post-interview memorandums were not coded because they were used to 

supplement data gathered through interviews. The primary objective for data analysis 

was to create as comprehensive a picture as possible of the operationalization of the 

third space for African American STEM doctoral students. The theoretical 

frameworks, including Oldenburg’s (1999) and Bhabha’s (1994) conceptions of third 

space, as well as Yosso’s (2005) cultural capital model, guided the analysis of data. 

The theoretical frameworks alerted me to instances of third space operationalization, 

community building in graduate school, and the need for community for African 

American graduate students. The theoretical frameworks were sensitizing (Patton, 

2015) because their concepts helped me make sense of and present the participants’ 

narratives. 
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Internal Validity, Reliability, External Validity, and Ethics  

During the execution of this study, I took steps to confirm robust and clear 

data coding and analysis, and to ensure the findings were valid and credible. I utilized 

multiple data sources to support the findings and bolster the study’s assertions. This 

section covers the study’s internal validity, reliability, external validity, and ethics. 

Internal Validity 

Internal validity is concerned with the association between research findings 

and the population to which the findings apply and cannot be explained by 

methodological error (Patina & Ferreira, 2018). Merriam (2009) stated, “internal 

validity deals with the question of how research findings match reality ... that is, are 

the findings credible given the data presented?” (p. 213). Merriam (1998) offered six 

strategies to enhance internal validity in qualitative research: triangulation; member 

checks; long-term observation; peer examination; participatory or collaborative 

modes of research; and researcher’s biases. I used four of Merriam’s (1998) 

suggested strategies to enhance the internal validity of this research: triangulation, 

member checks, peer examination, and clarifying the researcher’s biases. 

Triangulation 

In this study, I applied triangulation as a form of internal validity. 

Triangulation involves “using multiple investigators, multiple data sources, or 

multiple methods to confirm the emerging findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). Data 

for this study were collected from four sources: a questionnaire, participant 

interviews, administrator interviews, and public documents, as outlined earlier in this 

chapter. Using more than one data collection method strengthened the study’s 
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findings because more than one data source in a study allows for cross-data validity 

checks (Patton, 2015). For example, before enrolling in their PhD program, four of 

the 10 participants were Meyerhoff scholars. This bridge program provides a research 

opportunity, mentorship, and cohort experience to URM students with potential 

aspirations to pursue graduate studies (UMBC, n.d.). Before I began data collection, 

the Meyerhoff program was known to me, but I was unaware of how likely my 

interviewees would be past program participants. When participants revealed they 

were Meyerhoff scholars, I sought them out. During interviews, I reviewed additional 

data sources, including public university documents, to confirm, explore, and 

scrutinize what participants told me about the Meyerhoff program. 

Member Checks 

I applied member checks as a second form of internal validity in this study. 

Member checks involve “taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people 

from whom they were derived and asking them if the results are plausible” (Merriam, 

1998, p. 204). I accomplished member checks in this study by sending transcripts to 

participants to review their transcripts for accuracy and correct any statements. The 

transcripts also included electronically inserted notes or clarifying questions next to 

lines of text or words. Participants were encouraged to respond to these comments. 

Three participants responded with feedback specific to their profiles. Feedback 

included two requests for minor corrections to the participants’ information. One 

participant requested some additional information be omitted from their profile to 

ensure full anonymity. 
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In addition to sending transcripts to the participants, I solicited feedback 

regarding their profiles. I sent each participant their profile via email and explained 

that I had attempted to give a brief overview of their experience at SSI in their 

participant profile. I told participants the profile would appear in the completed 

dissertation because I wanted to present their reflections accurately. I asked 

participants to review the profile and tell me if anything was inaccurate. I revised 

participant profiles according to need based on participants’ feedback. 

Clarifying the Researcher’s Biases  

The third form of internal validity applied in this study was clarifying the 

researcher’s bias. Clarifying the researcher’s biases helps the reader and author 

understand how the author’s assumptions, worldview, and theoretical orientation 

influenced how the researcher interacted with and interviewed participants, coded 

data, analyzed and described the findings, and reported results (Merriam, 1998). 

According to Merriam (1998), both readers and authors of case studies should be 

aware of researcher biases that can affect the study. One method to accomplish this 

awareness is to “[clarify] the researcher’s assumptions, worldview, and theoretical 

orientation at the outset of the study” (Merriam, 1998, p. 205).  

My interest in this subject developed early in my doctoral career and possibly 

even before. I attended predominantly White schools from kindergarten through high 

school. The 4-year institution I attended for my bachelor’s degree was designated as a 

Historically Black College or University (HBCU). This experience was life-altering 

for me. I attended the HBCU as an undergraduate for 4 years and pursued an 

accelerated master’s degree for an additional year. I experienced a 5-year respite from 
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being in a space where I was one of a few, or even the only minority, specifically 

African American, in an educational setting. 

Attending an HBCU was a different experience from my time in 

predominantly White and suburban school districts. It is unusual to describe to a non-

Black reader the sense of relief and ease of being in a space where your identity is not 

constantly in question and where racial discrimination can become a secondary 

concern. My HBCU experience was identity affirming and thus, yielded a positive 

outcome because, for the first time in my life, my race was not something I felt I 

needed to downplay for the comfort of others. The faculty in my program were highly 

supportive and openly exhibited concern for my well-being and the well-being of my 

classmates. 

The enrollment at my HBCU, including graduate students, was approximately 

10,000 students. This relatively medium-sized campus provided a feeling of 

community within the student body. Many of the students who matriculated during 

the same year would see each other often on campus and at social events. There were 

opportunities to gather anywhere and everywhere on campus, not based on race but 

on shared interests. 

During my junior year, I participated in a summer research experience that 

prepared URM students to consider pursuing a doctorate. At the time, I did not fully 

comprehend the scope of the program. No one in my immediate family had a 

doctorate, so I did not have a specific family influence directing me to consider 

graduate studies. Admittedly, I was attracted by the opportunity to stay in the city 

where my campus was located for the summer while receiving a stipend. However, 
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the summer research experience proved to be quite influential. Along with nine other 

cohort members, I spent the summer learning about the GRE, how to apply to 

graduate school, and what challenges could be encountered if we left the cocoon of 

the HBCU experience and chose to pursue graduate studies at a PWI. There were 

many seminars and workshops on writing resumes, proper etiquette, and intensive 

writing sessions with support from the campus writing specialist. 

At the end of the summer research experience, I published my first academic 

article. The program also provided mentorship from individuals who had already 

earned a doctorate and community-building activities with the cohort, many of whom 

I am still in touch with today. The summer research experience was pivotal in my 

decision to pursue a doctorate as the first generation in my family to do so. My 

mother did not complete college, and my father did not complete high school, so 

having a bridge program introduced me to a previously foreign world. 

After completing my first master’s degree, I worked for 2 years before 

committing to a graduate program at a PWI. I secured a position in an engineering 

department to pay the tuition and fees for my program. My interest in URM students 

in graduate school began to emerge. I worked with undergraduate and graduate 

populations and observed the challenges the department and college experienced in 

recruiting and retaining URM students in STEM. 

My desire to study URM students in doctoral programs developed from 

conversations and anecdotal encounters, as well as my own experiences navigating 

through a PWI from an HBCU. Anecdotally speaking, the campus climates are 

different. The differences are not always attributed to overt issues like racism or 
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discrimination, but other climate factors can be and feel more subtle. I noted how 

despite some of the best efforts of some URM students at the PWI, they would depart 

the program before completion. I wanted to understand this phenomenon better 

because it is a loss to programs seeking to enrich the student body, and departure is 

difficult for students who do not complete a path that is already a challenging 

undertaking. 

As a student affairs support staff in an engineering department, I sought 

opportunities to understand the attrition issue better and ultimately decided to focus 

my doctoral research on the topic of URM students’ attrition in doctoral programs. 

Through a mutual contact, I became acquainted with an administrator of PROMISE 

AGEP. I expressed an interest in supporting efforts to increase participation of URM 

students in STEM doctoral programs and, eventually, the professoriate. I began to 

support the efforts of PROMISE AGEP programming, and my administrator contact, 

and I conversed about exploring the concept of third space operationalized by SSI. I 

became interested in exploring the perspectives of SSI attendees and determining to 

what extent SSI functions as a third space, creates community, and combats the social 

isolation that is pervasive at PWIs and affects URM retention. 

Despite my own experiences transitioning from an HBCU to PWI, my 

foremost priority in this research endeavor was to approach the study with the 

assumption that each participant in the study would have unique experiences that may 

differ from my own experiences. I entered this study because I share African 

American heritage with the participants and attend a PWI. However, I needed to 

remain vigilant of how my biases might create a disposition toward the findings that 
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supported my views or cause me to either overlook some findings or potentially 

overemphasize others. 

Reliability 

Reliability in qualitative research is the process of assuring the credibility of 

the study through sound methods of data collection and analysis (Noble & Smith, 

2015). Participant profiles are included in Appendix F to confirm the results of the 

study are reliable. Presenting the participants’ profiles will allow the reader to judge 

how well the themes I identified captured the experiences of the SSI participants. 

Consistent with the data collected, I used three forms of reliability in this study: 

clarifying the researcher’s position, triangulation, and establishing an audit trail 

(Merriam, 1998). Clarifying the researcher’s position “involves explaining the 

assumptions and theory behind the study, [the researcher’s] position versus the case 

being studied, the basis for selecting informants and a description of them, and the 

social context from which data were collected” (Merriam, 1998, p. 207). 

Triangulation involves “using multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, or 

multiple methods to confirm the emerging findings” (Merriam, 1998, p. 204). The 

audit trail involves “describing how data were collected, how categories were 

derived, and how decisions were made throughout the inquiry” (Merriam, 1998, p. 

207).  

To clarify the researcher’s position, I explained the assumptions and theory 

behind the study by reviewing the relevant literature and identifying the theoretical 

frameworks. I explained my position versus the case in the researcher biases section 

of this chapter, outlined the basis for selecting participants, and provided a brief 
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description of participants in the sample selection section of this chapter. A more 

thorough description of the participants is provided in Chapter 4. Finally, I discussed 

the context in which data were collected in this chapter’s researcher site selection 

section. I established an audit trail by describing in the data collection section how I 

collected data, explaining how I derived categories in the data analysis section, and 

described throughout the chapter how I made decisions during the study 

External Validity 

A qualitative case study’s external validity refers to “the extent to which 

research findings of one study can be applied to other situations. That is, how 

generalizable are the results of a research study?” (Merriam, 2009, p. 223). The 

purpose of generalizability in qualitative research is not to find out what is generally 

true of the many (Merriam, 2009). One way to think about generalizability in 

qualitative research is through working hypotheses (Merriam, 2009). Therefore, the 

findings of this study are “hypotheses that reflect situation-specific conditions in a 

particular context” (Merriam, 2009, p. 225). These findings may apply to students and 

institutions with similar characteristics (Merriam, 2009). Still, students’ contexts need 

to be considered when deciding how to apply the findings. 

To enhance the possibility of generalizability, I relied on: (a) a detailed 

description; (b) a description of how typical the students in this study were compared 

with other students; and (c) the use of a range of perspectives from recruited 

participants who provided insight on SSI as the case (Merriam, 1998), giving careful 

attention to selecting the study sample (Merriam, 2009). A detailed description 

provides “enough description so that readers [can] determine how closely their 
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situation matches the research situation, and hence, where findings can be 

transferred” (Merriam, 1998, p. 211). A description of how typical the students in this 

study were compared with other students allows readers to compare their 

circumstances to the study’s participants (Merriam, 1998). Using multiple cases 

allows “the results to be applied by readers to a greater range of other situations” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 212). Finally, selecting a study sample because of its uniqueness 

(e.g., African American doctoral students and graduates attending SSI) was important 

because it was plausible that something could be learned from the sample, 

“something that contributes ... to the ... accumulation of knowledge” (Merriam, 2009, 

p. 228). 

Ethics 

Ethical problems in case studies are most likely to occur during data collection 

and results reporting (Merriam, 1998). Regarding the data collection technique of 

interviewing, Merriam (1998) cautioned that interviewing carries risks to the 

participants because “respondents may feel their privacy has been invaded, they may 

be embarrassed by certain questions, and they may tell things they had never intended 

to reveal” (p. 214). Reporting the results can raise ethical difficulties when trying to 

protect the identity of the people involved in a study (Merriam, 1998). 

In this study, the major ethical challenge was to protect the participants’ 

identities. Protecting participants’ identities was not excessively difficult, given that 

the participants were not part of an identifiable group. Participants included just 10 of 

the over 872 students identified by PROMISE as (a) doctoral students and graduates; 
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(b) African American; and (c) had attended at least one SSI. I used several strategies 

to protect the identities of the participants. 

I encouraged all participants to choose a pseudonym for me throughout all 

aspects of the study, including the transcripts and other study documents, electronic 

documents stored in Google, and the finished dissertation. At the end of the second 

interview, I gave each participant the option of keeping the name they selected during 

the first interview or choosing a different name. If participants did not choose a name, 

I chose one for them. Only I know the true identity of all the participants and the 

names they selected. Second, participants were informed in the email invitation and 

through the informed consent process that every effort would be made to keep their 

personal information confidential. The informed consent process included a 

conversation during the first interview that involved an explanation of the use of 

pseudonyms and an acknowledgment that while I would be discussing the findings 

periodically with the peer examiner and co-chairs, I would not reveal participants’ 

identities and would make every effort to convey the findings in such a way as to 

minimize the possibility that responses could be linked back to the participant. To 

further protect participants’ confidentiality, I coded data sources so that the electronic 

and paper files had no names and stored them in a secure location. I will destroy all 

electronic and paper files 5 years from the date of submission of the finished 

dissertation. 

In educational research, the practice of compensating interviewees originated 

from private sector firms that usually pay focus group participants cash or incentives 

(Patton, 2015). Opinions differ on whether interviewees should be compensated 
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financially; the principle informing the practice, reciprocity, is an ethical concern for 

all qualitative researchers (Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2015). Patton (2015) explained 

that researchers should ask themselves, “What’s in it for the interviewee? Why should 

the interviewee participate in the interview?” (p. 408). Researchers provide 

reciprocity in exchange for interviewees’ perspectives and experiences (Creswell, 

2018; Patton, 2015). Financial compensation was not required for the study to 

proceed. Still, I determined that paying all interview participants would (a) increase 

interest in the study and offer motivation to participate, (b) assist participants with a 

possible need for money or resources associated with being in graduate school or 

living expenses, and (c) provide a tangible and meaningful way of expressing 

gratitude for the time spent participating and sharing the time to answer the questions 

for the study. I explained to participants that regardless of the interview length and 

the answers provided, they would be compensated as an appreciation for their time 

and willingness to support the study. 

This chapter described the methods used to address the research questions for 

the study. The design of this study was a qualitative descriptive case study where the 

SSI served as the case. I conducted a qualitative descriptive case study to better 

understand African American STEM doctoral experiences with third spaces, 

particularly the space created through SSI. Using 3 years of survey data collected 

from SSI participants and 10 interviews with individual participants, this study was 

conducted to answer two research questions: 
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1. How does the Summer Success Institute (SSI) operate as a third space for 

African American doctoral students attending predominantly White 

institutions (PWI)? 

2. How do the SSI experiences of African American doctoral students in 

STEM align with administrator intentions to create a third space as these 

students navigate their second space of graduate school at a PWI? 

Data were collected through participant interviews and document reviews. I 

conducted interviews with 10 participants who met the study criteria. I also conducted 

interviews with three administrators who facilitated the SSI. The research methods 

presented in this chapter were employed to determine a connection between SSI and 

the third space to assess whether the SSI functions as a third space. The African 

American STEM doctoral community experience provided a lens through which to 

examine the operationalization of SSI as a third space. 
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Chapter 4: SSI Findings 

This chapter contains a description of how the SSI is organized and functions 

as a third space for African American doctoral students attending PWIs. The chapter 

includes a presentation of the operationalization of SSI as a third space through the 

lens of participants’ perceptions of the benefits of attending SSI. In this chapter, I use 

information provided by participants’ first and second space experiences to frame and 

contextualize Research Question 1: “How does the SSI operate as a third space for 

African American doctoral students attending PWIs? While SSI was the case, the 

participants in the study attended SSI at various points in their graduate matriculation 

and provided valuable data about the SSI experience.  

The chapter opens with a discussion of African American participants’ 

perceptions of disconnection from departments, and the limited sense of community 

at PWIs experienced by African American participants in the study. The role of 

critical mass, or opportunities for African Americans to gather, is described. The 

connection of SSI to the first space of community and family, while not a direct 

answer to the research question, is discussed to augment the context of the participant 

experience at SSI. This chapter also contains a discussion of existing and cultivated 

navigational capital and how SSI supports participants by building on existing capital 

from family support, other workshops, and previous research experiences; for many 

students, attending SSI is an additional source of support. The chapter also contains a 

description of the differences between presence at department events as a necessity 

versus the voluntary presence at SSI to contrast participants’ campus second space’ 

experiences with their SSI third space experiences to further express how SSI serves 
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to fill a gap in services for African American doctoral students in STEM. Some 

examples show how SSI filled gaps in the graduate student experience that 

institutions did not meet, such as limited advisor relationships. The chapter concludes 

with student accounts of how SSI contributed to feeling refreshed, motivated, 

purpose-driven, connected to a community, and inspired. SSI attendees are highly 

motivated to succeed and seek opportunities to engage and be supported in various 

settings where opportunities to do so are present. The data collected from participant 

interviews provided an important tool for determining how SSI is a navigational tool 

that engages and supports African American doctoral students in STEM as they 

navigate their graduate school second space at a PWI. 

The research questions drew from four theoretical frameworks offered by 

Bhabha (2004), Lovitts (2001), Oldenburg (1999), and Yosso (2005). While there is 

divergence among the definitions of third space, there is also overlap in the streams of 

thought that support the themes and findings in this study. The interview questions 

were designed to draw out themes using the multiple theoretical frameworks (see 

Chapter 3, Table 2). The study’s findings, drawn from participant responses, are 

discussed in the following sections: (a) Critical Mass to Form Community; (b) 

Building on the Foundations of Existing Navigational Capital; (c) Decolonizing 

STEM: Bhabha’s Third Space Operationalized in Graduate School. The three 

findings and their respective subthemes are displayed in Table 1. 
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Table 2 

SSI Participant Findings and Subthemes 

Finding Subtheme 
Critical Mass to Form Community • Campuses as the Second Space: Gaps in Community 

 Availability 
• Support for Navigating the Second Space 

Building on the Foundations of Existing 
Navigational Capital 

• First Spaces and Family Support 
• Enhancing Professional Behaviors 
• Relationship Between Campus and SSI Support 

 Communities 

Decolonizing STEM: Bhabha’s Third 
Space Operationalized in Graduate 
School 

• Cycle of Positivity 
• Circle of Doctorates: Inspiring the STEM Doctoral 

Student 

Critical Mass to Form Community 

The term critical mass in the context of education has been adapted to indicate 

a level of representation that brings, “comfort or familiarity within the education 

environment” (Hagedorn et al., 2007). Critical mass is hypothesized to cultivate a 

“staying environment” (Hagedorn et al., 2007, p. 74) for minority students navigating 

a PWI campus culture, and subsequently promote retention and persistence. Malcom 

and Malcom-Piqueux (2013) suggested, “The least racially and ethnically diverse 

classes on college campuses are those in STEM” (p. 176). African American doctoral 

students in STEM seeking opportunities to build a sense of community often face 

challenges to find or create communities in their home departments. Nine of the 

twelve USM institutions are PWIs and individually have a sparse number of African 

American and URM STEM doctoral participants (University System of Maryland 

Diversity Dashboard, 2021). Underrepresented minority students represented 29.5% 

of all students enrolled in USM in Fall 2020. USM College Park had the lowest 

percentage of African American identifying participants, with just 14.2% (USM 
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Diversity Dashboard, 2020). A Baltimore Sun (Richman, 2018) article quoted one 

prospective African American student who shared her decision not to attend College 

Park, “‘The demographic of the school just wasn’t what I was looking for,’ she said. 

‘For college, I wanted to be around people like me and deal with the same things as 

me’” (“2-17 UMD first-time student enrollment,” para. 5). The quoted student was an 

undergraduate but shared the common concern African Americans and other 

underrepresented students have attending a PWI (Richman, 2018).  

SSI was implemented as part of a menu of PROMISE AGEP initiatives to 

address issues of critical mass and create opportunities for small clusters of African 

American and other doctoral students to gather in more substantial numbers (Carter-

Veale et al., 2016; Moreira et al., 2019; Ong et al., 2018). This study determined that 

SSI was successful in that endeavor based on a review of the demographic data of 

program attendees, who on average are 70% African American, and from the data 

collected in participant interviews. Wilda, for example, shared that attending the SSI 

early in her graduate career was a key component of feeling like she was a part of a 

community in graduate school. Paul stated his experience at SSI was beneficial to him 

while attending a PWI with the following insight, “I think PROMISE (SSI is 

included) is a great start, especially for students of color. I think it’s necessary to have 

spaces for students of color specifically, without the majority of students kind of 

overshadowing their narratives and their experiences.” An intentional component of 

SSI is being the first PROMISE event of the academic year in order to provide greater 

exposure to graduate school and academic success in preparation for the new 

semester.  
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Dr. Dittmann, an SSI administrator, shared that administrators and researchers 

have found it important for underrepresented participants to have early access to a 

community at an institution that is a PWI, “because sometimes they might be the only 

person in the lab, they might be the only woman, they might be the only Black 

woman, they might be the only Asian woman.” Dittman explained, “All PROMISE 

professional developments, including SSI, allow underrepresented participants to see 

other people just like them. ... It’s an ongoing effort not to be isolated in your lab or 

department.” A key component of SSI is the awareness that participants need access 

to a supportive community. Carter-Veale et al. (2016) cited the importance of “social 

interaction and social support, especially when students [are] able to meet students 

from other campuses in the PROMISE AGEP at a weekend retreat” (p. 3) Carter-

Veale et al. acknowledged that “sometimes students in STEM from URM groups are 

‘the only one’ in their departments or colleges” (p. 10). 

The community building that occurs at SSI is a feature that attracts 

participants and provides a respite from the competitive second space environment 

where students often find themselves on guard (Jones, 2001). Shannon said of her 

experience in her PhD program, “So when I came, there wasn’t much of the graduate 

community. There were a couple of participants. I didn’t connect well with the people 

in my department.” Shannon continued to share a feature of her program, stating, “I 

think it kind of has this air of a very cutthroat environment. So rather than being, you 

know, we want everybody to succeed, it’s kind of like, ‘We expect a lot of you may 

not make it.’” Shannon did not experience a sense of community in her department. 

Lovitts (2001) described a phenomenon called chilly climate, in which a department 
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culture can be characterized as hostile (p. 102). Shannon described an experience that 

aligned with Lovitts’ description of a less than ideal campus experience, describing it 

as “very cold,” and even going so far as to say, “It felt like if you were looking at a 

dead body is sort of the best way I can describe the reaction, the feeling that I felt.” 

The articulation of such feelings indicates that campus and department culture do 

have an impact on students’ perceptions about their program and their sense of 

belonging. The relevance of sharing such an experience demonstrates the need for 

programming that connects graduate students to a third space and a sense of 

community. 

The lack of a sense of community in a department can have its origins in 

racial, ethnic, or cultural isolation. Osmond, who was the only Black person in any of 

his classes, shared feelings of isolation stating, 

I’m the only Black guy in the room. I’m the only Black person in the room for 

all my classes. There wasn’t one graduate class where I at least had somebody 

else that looked like me in there, including the professor. So, thinking about it 

that way, it was definitely very isolating. 

Such an isolating experience further highlights the relevance of a PhD 

student’s need to seek out community. SSI was designed with experiences of isolation 

in mind and seeks to combat the lack of critical mass for URM students in graduate 

programs. Attendees at SSI, for example, create connections via networking and the 

willingness to share contacts foster a sense of community. Leon reflected on what it 

meant to interact with mentors at SSI, recalling, you kind of see them, and okay, you 

can make it too.” Leon further shared, “It was valuable to have Black people at grad 
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school and be able to talk with them. Especially considering that the number’s already 

so low.” SSI provides a critical mass of African Americans and other 

underrepresented students in a safe space. Participants who attended SSI expressed 

this environment was helpful and provided some respite from the isolation they had 

experienced on their home campus. Thus, SSI exhibits a characteristic of third space 

by providing a sense of warmth and leveling that, for some participants in this study 

provided a welcome contrast from their home department (Oldenburg, 1999; Ong et 

al., 2018). 

Campuses as the Second Space: Gaps in Community Availability 

There is a need for the kinds of support and sense of belonging that SSI 

provides. Second spaces, in the context of this study, are work settings, such as the 

student office or laboratory on campus (Oldenburg, 1999). Participants’ experiences 

with building relationships on campus varied. Some participants in the study 

experienced competing obligations (e.g., family, child-rearing) that inhibited their 

ability or desire to connect with colleagues in their program. Sometimes participants 

were separated from their campus environment for logistical reasons that had nothing 

to do with concerns about a sense of belonging or feelings of isolation. Polly shared, 

“I don’t have a lab because everything that I do, I just do on my computer. Whenever 

I go to campus, I meet with my advisor in his office.” Shannon also did not spend 

much time with program peers on campus. She shed light on her campus experience 

by sharing, “Once I started my doctorate, I was really only like there if it was for a 

class. And then to meet with my advisor, which now I just speak with my advisor 

over the phone.” Shannon explained, “I don’t really socialize with anybody from my 
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programs, and that is kind of like—I just don’t. I have a kid, and I have a whole life, 

so I don’t really have time for all that.” There was not much incentive in Shannon’s 

case to pursue connections within her department, and not much effort was made on 

the department’s end to address or inquire about the limited connections she 

experienced. The experiences of Polly and Shannon are examples of the gap in 

connection between departments and their African American doctoral students. SSI 

seeks to fill this gap by creating spaces with a critical mass of minorities. 

Camilla recalled intense experiences at her PWI, making it challenging for her 

to feel like she was part of her institution. Camilla recalled a specific experience of 

walking on her campus, “White men just walk into me on the sidewalk as if I’m not 

there.” In one instance, she shared, 

[Y]ou walk into a room and it’s like the music stops, and people are watching 

you, but then suddenly when it comes time to be a part of something, or 

conversation, or whatever is happening, it’s like you’re not there. 

Camilla found these experiences to be disconcerting and disappointing. She attended 

SSI to find support and combat her negative feelings related to campus experiences. 

Paul’s advisor encouraged him to attend the department’s social activities, 

even if he was not drawn to them. Paul described the advice from his advisor, sharing, 

“When there’s a happy hour or social event, don’t isolate yourself; make sure that 

you’re present, make sure that you show up, get to know people, make sure that the 

department knows you.” However, there was a barrier to full integration because of 

fears of potential negative interactions, and Paul recalled, 
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[I]t’s just very straining to be in these situations knowing that you’re gonna 

get a microaggression, macroaggression, knowing that someone may say 

something that may piss you off, but you still have to be there because—to 

show face. 

Paul further shared that he expected these feelings to also be a feature of his future 

professional life. Participants in the study were highly driven to succeed in graduate 

school even if it meant, in some cases, enduring difficult events and people with 

whom they found it challenging to connect. All interviewees cited examples of 

support throughout their educational careers. Some participants disengaged from their 

departments, but others felt compelled to embed themselves in their departments as a 

tactic to promote their survival in the program. Participants felt SSI served as a space 

where they could seek respite and be more relaxed in an environment that had 

features of an informal gathering, but still provided useful professional tools. 

Support for Navigating the Second Space 

Most participants reported their experience in graduate school was positive, 

but they were usually the only African American or minority student in their lab or 

workspace. Shannon’s experience was unique because she was the only student 

whose lab was majority Black, offsetting the isolation that is a common feature at 

PWIs. Osmond also shared his experience as positive, stating, “I always felt accepted 

because I was just one of the people, one of the guys from our department.” However, 

SSI function as a space participants attend voluntarily, provided networking 

opportunities, and safe socializing, whereas second places, even if they are pleasant 
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or nonthreatening, still have a competitive component, and opportunities to network 

have implications beyond simply socializing with peers (Oldenburg, 1999).  

For the participants in this study, SSI provided tools to navigate the second 

space. Ford shared, “[SSI] was another place to connect with other participants who 

might be experiencing some of the same things, you know, and the whole talking 

about ways to cope with, build resiliency, you know—it was just super helpful.” Leon 

felt SSI helped augment his graduate experience. He shared there were some 

challenges in his second space interactions. For example, Leon expressed that his 

advisor relationship was limited,  

The biggest issue was just getting clarity on the things that I needed to do and 

the things that he wanted me to try and do, when it comes back to speaking with 

my advisor in terms of moving forward and getting research and getting results 

like that. So, it was very, I guess, business-orientated or research-focused in that 

sense. And then, that was kind of the extent of the relationship. We didn’t really 

speak too personally and stuff like that. 

Leon’s SSI experience was contrasted by a greater sense of support. He shared, 

“Everyone wanted to talk, wanted to give you the advice that they could ... it just felt 

like it was a very open and honest stake at trying to talk and essentially meet new 

people.” 

Osmond struggled to feel confident in his ability but shared he was aware 

confidence issues happen with other graduate participants, too. Osmond stated, “It 

seems like everybody else knows more than you.” He shared those feelings might 

have been more pronounced because he was the only person who looked like him in 
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the room. Sometimes, being the only minority in his classes shaped Osmond’s view. 

For example, he questioned if he was challenged more because he was a minority, or 

if it was because there was an actual gap in his level of knowledge. Osmond felt SSI 

was helpful for graduate participants trying to figure out ways to deal with imposter 

syndrome. Imposter syndrome is a phenomenon where individuals do not attribute 

their accomplishments and abilities to their own efforts and view themselves as not 

good enough to be acknowledged for their achievements (Clance & Imes, 1978). 

According to Osmond, PROMISE was helpful because it brought together people 

from all walks of life to come together for the mission as an organization. PROMISE 

and SSI served as encouragement for Osmond to mentor other Black graduate 

participants who sought him for advice and sometimes said the same things he felt as 

a graduate student or heard other graduate participants express. Overall, SSI was a 

positive place to bring the community together, and Osmond felt compelled to 

contribute to the community in ways that supported other Black graduate participants. 

For this study, campuses fill the role of a second space. Like workers in an 

industry or corporate office, graduate students are expected to adopt a productive role 

and be motivated to compete with their fellow graduate students (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 

16). Campus climate can determine feelings in the second space, like isolation, 

imposter syndrome, and identity formation (Ali & Kohun, 2007). The participants in 

the study shared that SSI served as a conduit for building navigational capital (Yosso, 

2005). This characteristic of SSI supported African American students as they 

traversed their academic programs by providing valuable connections and a sense of 

belonging. 
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Building on the Foundations of Existing Navigational Capital  

SSI builds on community and undergraduate experiences by augmenting 

existing navigational capital (Yosso, 2005). The approach of SSI to its participants is 

an anti-deficit strategy that emphasizes the talents and gifts that participants add to 

their environment (Harper, 2010). The anti-deficit strategy rejects the notion that 

African American and minority students lack skills but acknowledges that their 

experiences do not always align with the White-centered culture of their academic 

institution (Harper, 2010; Yosso, 2005). Students who arrive at their doctoral 

programs having already obtained a master’s degree arrive with a degree of capital 

that helps them navigate the PhD climate. PROMISE AGEP recognizes that, 

“students bring their values to graduate school, and these values shape their 

performance and socialization into their departments and their graduate communities” 

(Tull et al., 2014, p. 2). 

Wilda participated in an undergraduate research opportunity that sparked her 

interest in pursuing graduate studies, but once she got to graduate school, she still 

experienced trepidation around her identity as a graduate student. The SSI experience 

provided Wilda with direct conversations about imposter syndrome that helped her 

embrace her identity as a graduate student. SSI communicates to participants that they 

are viewed as valuable individuals developing into scholars. Much of the research on 

underrepresented, particularly African American, graduate students, focuses on the 

potential deficits of the students themselves (Harper, 2010). SSI engages its 

programming with an anti-deficit framework that assumes that participants attend the 

SSI with a wealth of valuable experiences. This was the case for the participants in 
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the study who attended SSI with a foundation of other experiences or support. For 

example, Leon came to SSI having been encouraged to pursue a doctorate after 

participating in a summer research program as an undergraduate on the campus of a 

major university. The summer research program was an influential introduction to 

graduate work. Leon cited opportunities to meet with other Black PhD participants 

and faculty. The experience made the pursuit of a PhD seem like a tangible goal. 

Once he was in graduate school, Leon was also connected to peers pursuing their 

doctorates through his involvement in a professional organization. The student 

profiles all include information shared by participants about how pre-PhD 

experiences shaped their decision to pursue a doctorate. The built-in navigational 

capital that the interviewees discussed, demonstrates that first space experiences 

contribute to the ability to navigate second spaces and provide the wherewithal to 

seek third space support as needed.  

First Spaces and Family Support 

First spaces are the home and community environment, the original 

environment in which an individual develops, and places that have the greatest effect 

on a person’s development (Oldenburg, 1999). In the context of this study, the first 

space applies to participants’ pre-PhD experiences with family and how SSI 

augments its operation as a third space by acknowledging the importance of family 

and home communities to persons of color. SSI functions as a third space, in part, by 

blurring the boundaries between first and third spaces and inviting families in, 

requiring a re-envisioning of what third spaces can be. Tull et al. (2014) stated: 
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The PROMISE AGEP further hypothesizes that students of color benefit from 

community influence and an “extended family” approach to mentoring. 

Therefore, PROMISE mentoring and support extends to students’ personal 

lives (e.g., weddings, funerals, domestic situations, and relationship issues).  

Participants shared the support received from their families to pursue a PhD 

came as an insistence that the students persist in the program. Still, the decision to go 

into a PhD program was often self-motivated (intrinsic motivation) or related to 

extrinsic factors like a pre-PhD research or professional experience. SSI is designed 

to recognize the contributions, and even challenges, posed by the families of doctoral 

students. The inclusion of families at SSI, and other PROMISE events, was motivated 

by the tragic passing of Jessica Soto-Perez, a chemical engineering graduate student 

at UMBC, and peer mentor for the PROMISE program in 2004, whose husband 

murdered her in a domestic abuse incident (Tull et al., 2014). Tull et al. (2014) 

discussed the impact of Jessica’s death on the mission of PROMISE: 

Initially, the offerings of PROMISE only focused on the needs of graduate 

students. However, Jessica’s death propelled a foundational shift within the 

structure of the PROMISE program. This shift characterizes what we call the 

“Jessica Effect”—a strategic institutional planning decision to definitively 

invite and actively include the family members and friends of graduate 

students in informative and celebratory events and programs (p. 1). 

Many of the participants at SSI are the first in their families to pursue a PhD. 

The first-generation graduate students have support, but families do not always know 

what gaining a PhD entails. SSI provides peers who can talk with students about what 
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they are doing in their programs. Participants in this study explained why these 

conversations are helpful. The SSI is a space that acknowledges family support. 

Participants are invited to bring their families. This option does three things: (a) 

provides an opportunity for family members to learn more about what the PhD is and 

gain tools to support those efforts; (b) widens access to participation for doctoral 

students with children; and (c) is inclusive of the communities who helped 

participants navigate to the doctoral level of their education (Tull et al., 2014). The 

practice of “family and friend” inclusion at SSI and other PROMISE events, achieves 

several purposes including, but not limited to, promoting an understanding of the 

university experience among those who may not be familiar with academic processes 

and timelines (Tull et al., p. 1, 2014). 

The PROMISE AGEP’s model of family inclusion is believed to contribute to 

positive outcomes in graduate student retention and graduation across the entire 

University System of Maryland (Tull et al., 2014). Family encouragement and 

community encouragement, for example, were factors in Shannon’s decision to 

pursue and persist through her doctorate. Her now spouse was also supportive of her 

educational goals. Shannon cited family and community encouragement as factors in 

pursuing her doctoral degree. SSI, as a third space, acknowledges the importance of 

the first space to participants and does not seek to detach students completely from 

their home environment. Instead, SSI leverages the first space as an asset to 

supporting student goals. Existing literature on retention issues cites the importance 

of student integration. Still, this research often overlooks the difference in cultural 

values in cultures described as collectivist in nature (Tull et al., 2014; White et al., 
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2006). SSI capitalizes on and encourages the support of friends and family. “[It was] 

a strategic institutional planning decision to definitively invite and actively include 

the family members and friends of graduate students in informative and celebratory 

events and programs” (Tull et al., 2014). SSI’s promotion of family connections 

celebrates an aspect of minority communities that is not traditionally viewed as 

beneficial at PWIs, where students are expected to separate from their community ties 

(Tinto, 1993; Tull et al., 2014). 

Enhancing Professional Behaviors 

SSI helps students build navigational capital by connecting participants to a 

community of scholars. SSI enhances participants’ professional skills and behaviors 

through workshops and networking opportunities. SSI administrators and staff know 

that many participants are the first members of their families to pursue a doctorate. 

Participants often have the support of their families, but SSI provides opportunities to 

refine professional skills that will build on their existing navigational capital. 

Shannon remembered a financial workshop (“Value Propositions, Valuation, and 

Cash Flows: Be your own ‘Career CEO’” with Reuben Advani), which she described 

as very interesting and beneficial for her because, for the first time, she gained tools 

and information about how to manage lab finances and manage finances in general. 

Shannon recalled, 

I think it was a financial workshop, so that was actually very interesting and 

beneficial for me because I just felt like throughout my entire experience, I 

hadn’t heard much about how to manage lab finances and just managing 

finances in general. So, it was nice to hear perspectives from an expert and 
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someone who does that for a living because I feel like, especially if you’re 

interested in academia, you go into that setting, and you’re just kind of thrown 

into it, and you have no idea what you’re doing.  

Shannon found it helpful to hear perspectives from an expert and someone 

who manages finances for a living because she felt like entering the world of 

academia was at times abrupt and bewildering. Shannon stated it was reassuring to 

know there were people and resources available to help. SSI used the third space 

format to support second space endeavors. The workshop provided an opportunity to 

access valuable information in a safe setting, where Shannon and other participants 

could connect. 

Dawn recalled attending different events hosted by PROMISE. She shared 

attending workshops that covered developing a syllabus, developing financial 

literacy, publishing, and learning how to communicate research. At these events, 

Dawn met people who shared common interests in trying to learn information, 

finding career balance and career-life balance, and learning how to communicate their 

research. She could connect with people and access a community of scholars through 

that the PROMISE events. For example, Dawn said she was able to practice her thesis 

defense with people from her cohort and others who she regularly met at the different 

PROMISE events and with whom she regularly attended the PROMISE events. Dawn 

expressed that the Bridge to the Doctorate program revealed the importance of having 

a plan. She learned the importance of being active in creating a plan and updating the 

plan as needed. For example, Dawn stated that learning to create a continually 

updated portfolio and looking for conferences and places to submit a paper or do a 
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presentation constituted practical advice. She shared that having the Bridge to the 

Doctorate experience was something she could carry on with her as a doctoral 

student, and also something she imagined continuing to do as a professor. 

Ford shared, “You know, all the strategies or advice or things you can pick up 

on at SSI can help you in a lot of different career stages.” Ford recalled attending an 

event that focused on strategies for coping as a junior faculty and getting into a 

faculty position. The seminar included helpful tips about structuring professional 

materials and determining what needed to be accomplished from the interview. SSI 

workshops provided participant opportunities to enhance their professional 

knowledge in a nonjudgmental space. PWIs provide some of these same resources but 

being among other African American and minority individuals in graduate school 

blunted feelings of self-consciousness and reduced feelings of isolation for the 

participants in this study.  

Relationship Between Campus and SSI Support Communities 

Advising is a critical component of graduate student success (Lovitts, 2001). 

Advisor and mentor services can sometimes fail to meet the needs of students due to a 

lack of advisor availability or overall departmental engagement efforts. Sometimes 

campus or department activities fail to engage African American and minority 

students in meaningful ways. Likewise, office spaces and labs on campus allow 

students to interact with their graduate peers and are an important component of 

integration (Lovitts, 2001, p. 85). Integration through informal campus or department 

activities provides important opportunities to network with key figures in a student’s 

program (Lovitts, 2001). SSI serves as a tool that fills gaps in advising and 
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networking by offering a different type of social setting in which students can gather. 

SSI also offers strategies to navigate the non-Black spaces in which some students 

struggle to engage. 

Ford shared his advisor had less time for him as his program progressed. It 

affected the relationship because he rarely saw his advisor. Ford commented, 

As my time at [my institution] wore on, things were happening in my 

advisor’s personal life that basically took him off campus for lots and lots of 

time, so the relationship deteriorated a little bit. We would mostly 

communicate by email; I hardly ever kind of saw him or touched base with 

him. And, you know, I stopped viewing him as somebody that was kind of 

like an ally. 

Polly’s relationship with her advisor was good, but she had a schedule that 

made it difficult to be on campus for more interaction, “I rarely go to campus unless 

I need to go over some sort of program that I have on my computer with my advisor. 

But I feel like going to campus is a hassle.” Shannon’s advisor relationship was 

more limited, and she shared challenges she faced with her advisor’s expectations. 

This experience was difficult for Shannon, who shared, 

I was not able to live up to … expectations, but not necessarily for lack of 

trying. I feel like my—it just wasn’t as successful as I had hoped, and I think 

as my advisor had hoped, and I think that kind of made me not quite fit into 

my lab. 

Dawn felt the encouragement of her family; however, when she arrived at her 

institution, she shared she did not have what she perceived as meaningful support. 



 

105 

Dawn was discouraged by having a frequently changing academic advisor, stating she 

had a new advisor for each semester. Dawn thought she had not received further 

advice because of the frequent changes, and these limitations did not allow her to 

move smoothly through the pipeline. Dawn’s time at the school was very difficult, 

both initially and subsequently throughout her doctoral program. For her master’s 

program, Dawn felt like her advisor was not as present, so she used that gap in 

mentorship to seek external mentors to help her finish her master’s degree. Dawn 

shared that attending SSI helped her discover external mentors.  

Other participants also expressed concern with their advisor relationships. 

Advisor availability was cited as a challenge. Advisors did not always have the time 

to help students navigate their program or serve as a mentor. Wilda shared: 

My advisor is also the chair of the department, so that speaks a little bit to 

how much time he has to be my advisor and also in that he’s the chair of the 

department. ... [I]n our research lab, I am one of now six graduate participants, 

and I believe just as many undergraduate participants. So, he has a fairly large 

group for someone who also has commitments. 

Participants’ experiences with their advisors varied. Ford, for example, shared 

that one of the best things he experienced about his academic environment was that 

he found it welcoming. Ford described how the dean, professors, and support staff in 

Student Affairs had an open-door policy; no matter what the issue was, somebody 

was willing to provide some kind of help. Even with a positive departmental 

experience, Ford found the PROMISE events, including SSI, to be very good. He 
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shared that SSI provides a pleasant environment with helpful people to help tap into 

the resources that PhD students need to succeed. 

While participants’ department, advisor, and peer interactions varied, all 

participants shared their desire to interact more with minority and Black PhD students 

on their campuses. Participants expressed a hope that their institutions would serve as 

a stronger support point. Leon shared:  

I think what could have helped me have a stronger sense of belonging would 

have been being able to see more of the Black graduate students on campus—

being able just to have that sense of community of all those other Black 

people at grad school and being able to talk with them.  

Audrey shared that SSI created a sense of community, but it was temporary. 

This was the main critique among participants about SSI. Audrey described SSI as a 

high point, so while it was great to see PhD participants of color in an encouraging 

setting, after SSI ended, Audrey realized she had to deal with colleagues at her 

institution. Participants expressed the SSI is a source of support that supplements 

advisor and mentor services. A limitation of SSI is that it only occurs once a year. 

Participants expressed a desire for SSI, or SSI-type programming, to be more frequent 

and accessible. Despite the brevity of SSI, participants felt the experience was 

positive enough to warrant more frequent efforts from their institutions in the same 

vein. Ultimately, participants believed SSI serves as a tool that fills in professional 

and networking gaps by offering a different type of social space and strategies to 

navigate the non-Black spaces in which some students struggle to engage. 
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Decolonizing STEM: Bhabha’s Third Space Operationalized in Graduate School 

The third space is an informal space where people can gather in their public 

lives (Oldenburg, 1999). Oldenburg’s (1999) conception of third space was largely 

focused on mainstream (i.e., White) communities. O’Meara et al.’s (2017) use of the 

third space concept refers not to a specific fixed physical space on campus but more 

so to any physical space where African American graduate students can convene for a 

series of professional development events. Bhabha’s (1994) works focus on colonized 

communities seeking to detach, or balance, their original and colonized identities. For 

this study, Oldenburg’s (1999) and Bhabha’s conceptualizations of third space were 

integrated to address the gap in knowledge related to African American graduate 

students’ use of third spaces. In the context of this study, decolonizing STEM means 

creating spaces for African American STEM doctoral students in graduate programs 

where they can be in the presence of other African Americans and under less scrutiny 

from the White gaze. Based on the students’ experience in the second space, SSI as a 

third space addresses gaps in the student’s sense of belonging in their second space of 

department and laboratory or office environment. SSI addresses third spaces 

differently than PWI-established third spaces, such as department mixers and off-

campus events with program colleagues. There is a difference between the obligatory 

third spaces of the majority at PWIs and the voluntary third space of SSI, which 

several participants described as “refreshing.” Camilla attended SSI with her advisor, 

who was already familiar with other attendees in the community. Her advisor 

subsequently introduced Camilla to these other attendees. Camilla felt she already 

knew the attendees with the help of her advisor as a liaison. Camilla shared the 
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profundity of seeing and meeting other people of color in prominent positions as an 

early PhD student. 

Shannon was president of a student professional organization that taught her 

leadership skills and prompted her to mentor newer participants. For Shannon, 

attending SSI, in some ways, was like a reunion because there were people she knew, 

including her brother, who was a graduate student at UMBC at the time of the 

interview. Shannon knew and interacted with people with whom she had worked 

within the lab on campus as one of the participants who had graduated and returned 

as a part of prior pre-graduate school programming. She described SSI akin to a 

reunion where she saw many people she knew and could meet new people. 

Positive interactions with faculty and peers at SSI translated into participants’ 

interactions with faculty and peers at their home institutions. Participants expressed 

more confidence in their interactions with authority figures and colleagues at their 

home institutions as a result of attending SSI. The exchanges at SSI provided a 

platform for participants to gain useful skills that translated to feeling more 

comfortable communicating with faculty in their departments because they were 

equipped with a few more tools that helped them adjust to majority spaces.  

SSI acknowledges that its participants may not always be afforded 

opportunities to receive mentorship or connections to opportunities in their 

departments. In this way, SSI augments the graduate experience for African 

Americans in STEM programs by providing visual representations of success among 

the critical mass of other African American and minority students and mentors. 
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Decolonizing STEM via SSI makes it possible to support African American doctoral 

students by creating a space that is safe, welcoming, and nonjudgmental. 

Cycle of Positivity 

Students’ interactions with faculty and staff from different types of 

universities at SSI helped participants expand their career options and assisted them 

in gaining a more in-depth understanding of what it is like to work at different types 

of academic institutions in a safe and friendly, noncompetitive setting. Students could 

use name tags provided at SSI to identify where the faculty worked, focus their 

networking efforts, and tailor their questions to maximize interaction with faculty 

members in relevant fields. In reference to seeing peer and faculty mentor name tags 

at SSI, Wilda indicated that once she had a better understanding of what she wanted 

to do, she could identify where these people were and gained a sense for knowing if 

she wanted to follow a similar path. Osmond was also expressive in sharing that SSI 

and PROMISE programming augmented his experiences in graduate school.  

I just feel like, normally the biggest thing that would happen when I left SSI 

stuff is that I got so energized. ... And then being around all those different 

people who are also striving. You’re seeing how they’re trying to be 

successful. That kind of just ... boosted me, so, that was always good. ... Just 

[to] talk, give words of encouragement or maybe even help somebody deal 

with the issues they might be dealing with and just taking a break and having 

that time to sit back and reflect and see that all this, in a certain way, is kind of 

a lot bigger than just you. 
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Osmond’s account, along with others’ comments, demonstrates how the third 

space in the study’s context was for receiving and giving support. Leon recognized 

there were many people in attendance at SSI. He realized, “I’m not the only one 

here.” Leon determined that most people who go to SSI are near the end of their 

graduate studies and are getting ready to write dissertations or, before the end, usually 

post candidates. Recognizing that other people, including himself, were finishing 

their doctorate was an important part of attending SSI for Leon. Leon summed the 

SSI experience up with one word: supportive. He described SSI as a place where 

everyone wanted to talk and provide advice. For example, a person might not know 

about a specific topic, but they might know a person with whom to put an individual 

in contact. Leon described the interactions as very open and honest.  

Shannon shared that having programs that targeted diverse ways to support 

students provided the impetus to persist as an undergraduate and graduate student in 

STEM. Shannon also credited the undergraduate diversity program staff with the 

support she needed to persist. The availability of diversity programming, like SSI, 

prompted Shannon to stay in her program despite many negative experiences. The 

programming also helped Shannon develop tools to seek opportunities, like teaching a 

summer class, which boosted her self-esteem, provided practical experience, and 

helped her figure out where she needed to be academically and professionally. 

Participants shared that SSI created a positive, welcoming, and encouraging 

environment. SSI was characterized as a space that supported networking and 

uplifting interactions between attendees, mentors, and program speakers. Participants 



 

111 

were then motivated to continue supporting other African American and minority 

STEM doctoral students, thus perpetuating the sense of community. 

Circle of Doctorates: Inspiring the STEM Doctoral Student 

The Circle of Doctorates ceremony is a key feature of SSI that nearly all 

participants in the study cited as a positive component of their experience at the 

event. The Circle of Doctorates takes place in a room with all the attendees at various 

levels of academic achievement. The facilitator calls all the individuals who have 

earned their doctorate to stand by them. The SSI facilitators designed this segment of 

the program to empower and uplift the attendees who are amid doctoral studies, and 

to embrace the collectivist features of African American and other minority group 

cultures (White et al., 2006). The Circle of Doctorates is an exercise in decolonizing 

the STEM space (Bhabha, 1994). The ceremony, conducted each year, offers 

participants a visual representation of Black Ph.Ds., and reaffirms participants’ 

purpose and ability to complete a doctorate by showing examples of others who have 

accomplished the same goal. The ceremony is a memory participants can take with 

them once they leave the space.  

The Circle of Doctorates ceremony calls on all attendees who have earned a 

doctorate to stand up and share where and in what area of study they earned their 

doctorate. A facilitator then shares words of affirmation. Camilla recalled,  

There was like a circle or something that if when you’re about to graduate that 

you are like a part of the circle. So, I just found that to be very powerful. It’s 

like looking at this circle of people of color doing the things I want to do. 
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They’re the doctors, and that’s just ... awesome. I think like, that’s going to be 

me one day. 

Polly recalled the Circle of Doctorates ceremony sharing, 

I think the first time that I went, they did an around the room of who here is a 

PhD candidate and who has graduated. And that was nice to see people who 

look like you doing well, regardless of where you are in your program or the 

progress you’ve made. 

Shannon reflected on the Circle of Doctorates by commenting, “I think 

probably one of the most powerful activities would’ve been, you know, seeing 

everyone who had their degrees, and just seeing just the sheer number of degrees, and 

people who completed their degrees.” Ford recalled the impact of the Circle of 

Doctorates went beyond recognizing those who had already received their doctorate. 

It also included the intentional recognition of doctoral candidates, 

[PROMISE] does this thing where they recognize the participants at the point 

where they’re advancing to candidacy. I don’t know if that was necessarily a 

PROMISE thing, but you know, I found that encouraging, too, because when I 

advanced to candidacy in my other department, you know, there was this kind 

of—like, barely anybody noticed, and I remember at [SSI] sort of recognizing 

that step. You know, it’s encouraging for the candidates, but also for the 

people who are precandidacy because, you know, doing a PhD is not easy. It’s 

just another milestone to look forward to, and also to congratulate your friends 

that reach that milestone. And it’s just kind of a positive feeling from that. 
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The Circle of Doctorates ceremony served to combat the demotivating 

momentum loss effects of the PWI STEM space for the participants in this study. 

Connecting with others who have encountered and endured similar experiences was a 

metaphorical fuel for participants. Paul described the SSI experience as,  

Very refreshing to be in that space and have these people who—or people 

who generally want to see you succeed and do well—and have faculty who 

may be experiencing the same things at a higher level as me and who could 

offer advice. I definitely think those spaces are super, super necessary. 

The Circle of Doctorates was a powerful ceremony that demonstrated the 

power of a psychological sense of community and third spaces discussed in the 

literature (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Yosso, 2005; Oldenburg, 1999). Both concepts 

are important components of the structure of SSI and its goal to motivate and inspire 

participants to persist to degree completion and faculty careers (Bhabha, 1994; 

McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

Conclusion 

This chapter contained a description of how the SSI functions as a third space 

for African American doctoral students attending PWIs. The SSI operationalizes third 

space by leveraging critical mass and community-building strategies. The SSI creates 

a critical mass to form a community of African American and URM graduate 

participants with shared experiences (Ong et al., 2018). For example, based on 

registration data, most (over 60%) of participants at SSI are African American. At 

least once a year, the program allows participants to experience a respite from being a 
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minority in mostly White spaces. Participants also have access to a community of 

peers and mentors who are intentional in their presence at the event. 

All participants in the study had participated in some type of bridge program 

or research experience before attending SSI, which helped imbue them with 

navigational capital (Yosso, 2005). These experiences encouraged participants and 

gave them tools to continue seeking spaces and environments that could augment 

their graduate school experience. SSI was a key tool in perpetuating the employment 

of navigational capital, which supported participants’ efforts to integrate into their 

campus environments and cultivate connections to a community of African American 

professionals and scholars. 

The SSI environment benefited participants in the study who experienced 

some form of isolation or disconnection from their department or institution. The 

extremity of the isolation varied, but all the participants shared it was helpful to have 

community and networking support from SSI. Participants shared that engaging with 

other African American doctoral participants at SSI was an affirming experience that 

helped them maintain enthusiasm for their educational path. 

Participant experiences in this chapter were provided as evidence of the 

outcomes of the SSI, which included student empowerment, a stronger sense of 

community, and providing a third space for African Americans and other 

underrepresented graduate participants. In Chapter 5, I focus on the participants’ 

experiences through the third space theoretical and critical lens. Broadly, Chapter 5 is 

concentrated on the SSI third space as a place of comfort, such as a home away from 

home, a sense of leveling, and a feeling of warmth as experienced by the participants.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion of the SSI as a Third Space 

The major research questions guiding this study sought to determine in what 

ways SSI operates as a third space for African American doctoral students attending 

PWIs and how engagement in SSI supports African American doctoral students in 

STEM as they navigate their second space of graduate school at a PWI. This chapter 

is focused on the second research question. In Chapter 4, I shared participant insights 

to support the study findings, while in this chapter I use insights from the SSI 

administrators. Administrators’ contributions, including discussions on the 

construction of SSI itself, encompassed attention to the importance of community, 

collectivism, and critical mass for the African American and other URM participants. 

This chapter presents a discussion of the alignment between administrator intentions 

and student experiences and the previously discussed third space and cultural capital 

theories. This chapter also presents a summary of how engagement in SSI supports 

African American doctoral students in STEM as they navigate their second space of 

graduate school at a PWI.  

The findings are presented with the intentions of the SSI administrators in 

mind and in the context of the literature on third space in a graduate school. This 

study incorporated elements from key literature streams: graduate student retention 

and attrition (Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006); student integration (Ali & 

Kohun, 2007; Tinto, 2012); psychological sense of community/sense of belonging 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986); and third spaces (Bhabha, 1994; Oldenburg, 1999; 

O’Meara et al., 2018; Yosso, 2005). Administrator interview data also supported the 

analyses that produced the findings. The study also drew upon additional data 
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sources, including participant responses from semi structured interviews, public 

documents, and other collected data.  

In the context of the study, the first space applied to participants’ pre-PhD 

experiences with family. First space is the home and community environment, the 

original environment in which an individual develops, and is a place that has the 

greatest effect on a person’s development (Oldenburg, 1999). First space was a factor 

in participants’ choice to pursue and persist with their graduate studies. In the context 

of this study, second space was the work setting, such as the student office or 

laboratory on campus (Oldenburg, 1999). Existing literature on graduate retention 

supports the importance of campus climate as a contributing factor in doctoral 

persistence (Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Seidman, 2012; Solórzano & 

Ceja, 2000). Campus and department climate can determine if students desire to 

continue their doctoral studies (Lovitts, 2001). Interactions with graduate peers varied 

among participants in the study. The research on graduate retention indicates that 

positive interactions can bolster persistence. Likewise, strained or nonexistent 

relationships can affect a student’s connection to a program, thus weakening their 

likelihood of completion (Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006).  

The SSI operated as a third space for participants by connecting them to a 

community and useful tools to help students navigate graduate school. Access to 

spaces that connect graduate students to their peers and department decreases the 

chances of noncompletion (Lovitts, 2001, p. 184). Participating in informal yet 

structured activities such as SSI provides attendees with opportunities to enhance 

their professional development and make integral social connections that combat 
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feelings of isolation. SSI combined the even and nonhierarchical aspects of 

Oldenburg’s (2005) concept of third space with Bhabha’s (1994) hybridity and space 

decolonization. These components of SSI provide an environment that offers balance, 

reinforcement, and motivation to persist. 

Oldenburg (1999) addressed the variables of a third space: leveled, 

welcoming, and supportive. Yosso (2005) discussed the various forms of capital that 

participants and mentors at SSI bring to the third space. Bhabha (2004) discussed the 

concept of hybridity in his presentation of third space. Bhabha addressed the 

importance of identity in spaces, departing from Oldenburg’s (1999) more generic 

notion of third space. These key variables of leveled, welcoming, supportive, capital-

leveraging, and identity-making were selected as appropriate for this study, guided by 

the literature.  

Oldenburg (1999) took a more general approach in his definition of public life 

and did not include race as a variable in his work on American socialization. In 

Bhabha’s (1994) definition of third space, subjugated people come together to form a 

hybrid environment of their home, original culture, and traditions and either adjust or 

integrate into the system created by the colonizing factor. In this case, African 

American graduate students seek each other to build a space within the PWI setting 

that is not necessarily prevalent or established in their home institution.  

The study’s first research question focused on determining how SSI operates 

as a third space for African American doctoral students attending PWIs. Oldenburg’s 

(1999) third space theory undergirds the application of third space theory to the 

collected data; however, I also utilized Bhabha’s (1994) third space theory to enrich 



 

118 

the understanding of SSI’s role in creating community among African American 

doctoral students in this study. In Chapter 4, I reported two of the findings aligned 

with key elements in Oldenburg’s (2005) conceptualization of third space, but a third 

finding aligned more with Bhabha’s conceptualization of third space, which I discuss 

with greater focus on research question two in this chapter. The works of O’Meara et 

al. (2018) and Yosso (2005) contributed to understanding third spaces in ways that 

enhanced Oldenburg’s (1999) and Bhabha’s original theories. There is divergence 

among the definitions of third space and some overlap in the two streams of thought 

that support the themes and findings in this study. 

Based on the literature review, I made three conclusions: (a) pre-PhD 

experiences and bridge programs have a role in the decision to pursue a doctorate and 

set a baseline for navigational capital; (b) community and institution support have a 

role in student persistence; and (c) SSI operates as a third space and is a component 

for supporting student persistence. Key elements from Oldenburg’s (1999) 

conceptualization of third space, such as leveling the hierarchical roles, a sense of 

warmth, and creating spaces for conversations (networking), aligned with SSI’s 

construction and facilitation. These elements overlap with Bhabha’s (1994) theory 

because historically marginalized groups can gather at SSI to safely discuss their 

experiences in colonized spaces (i.e., PWIs). Bhabha’s concept of third space 

supports the first two research findings. The collectivist nature of the African 

American culture made Bhabha’s notion of third space relevant to this project 

because minorities can come together at SSI to discuss shared experiences (Solórzano 

& Ceja, 2000; White et al., 2006). 
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Two models Lovitts (2001) departure model and Nettles and Millett (2006) 

Outcome Measures model are useful for framing graduate school retention research 

and help explain the experience of graduate school persistence. Nettles and Millett’s 

model factors student integration into academic settings as a component of student 

persistence (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 2012). The literature on 

African American graduate students reveals that mentorship, socialization, 

community, institutional climate, and capital are factors in students’ experiences with 

social isolation in a graduate school setting (Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006). 

SSI supports African American doctoral students in STEM by functioning as a 

third space that helps them as they navigate their second space of graduate school at a 

PWI. SSI creates a space where participants can gain support and tools to navigate 

better their PWI campus (Ali & Kohun, 2007; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Tinto, 

2012) through a shared sense of belonging. The conclusions in this study are 

supported by previous graduate school retention literature. In many cases, these 

findings expand upon what has been written about the factors affecting the graduate 

school persistence of African American STEM doctoral students/graduates (Brawner 

et al., 2012; Burt et al., 2018; Cabrera et al., 1992; Ong et al., 2018). The most 

important conclusions from this study regarding the influences of the SSI as a third 

space for African American STEM doctoral students/graduates are:  

1. Participants sought information and assistance from peers and mentors in 

third-space type environments, thus adjusting professional and academic 

behaviors based on the advice and information they shared.  
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2. African American PhD students need spaces to convene together to share 

experiences, find support, and comfortably share their experiences as 

minorities at a PWI. 

3. SSI operates as a third space by focusing on community building and sharing 

tools for navigating the second space of PhD students’ program more 

effectively. PWIs should invest authentically in creating these third spaces for 

their African American students, building on existing best practices.  

Department Disconnection, Community, and African American Graduate Student 

Persistence in STEM Programs 

Participants shared their reasons for pursuing a doctorate and persisting in 

their respective programs were intrinsic. This intrinsic motivation drove participants 

to persist and guided them to seek support. According to McMillan and Chavis 

(1986), “personal investment is an important contributor to a person’s feeling of 

group membership and his or her sense of community” (p. 10). Participants in this 

study sought opportunities to experience integration into the graduate school 

experience. The first space of home and community provided participants with a 

sense of goal development. The second space lacked characteristics that made full 

integration possible for some participants. The third space of SSI bridged institutional 

gaps by meeting participants’ needs for community building and integration into the 

academic environment.  

The literature on graduate attrition reveals that advisors are a major factor in 

persistence (Lovitts, 2001; Moreira et al., 2019). Departments that assign advisors 

with limited time for their advisees risk losing students who do not develop a sense of 
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connectedness to their program (Lovitts, 2001). This sense of disconnection is 

amplified for African Americans and other underrepresented students (Johnson, 2007; 

Zhou & Okahana, 2019). Graduate students more tied to specific departments and 

programs are more likely to persist when they enter studies (Johnson, 2012; O’Meara  

et al., 2017). Some participants in the study struggled to feel connected to their 

institution or program, highlighting a need for additional support for URM students. 

Some participants had good advisor experiences, but even so, sought opportunities to 

connect with other African American doctoral students in a third-space type of 

environment. 

Available data suggest students can benefit from changes to their institutional 

structures to fill gaps that align with SSI, for example, extensions of existing 

programming (AIR, 2005). SSI fills a need that some institutions do not currently 

meet. The connections created at SSI are made with an organic process in mind as 

planned by the administrators. Dr. Dittman shared that SSI combats isolation at PWIs 

by convening Black and other underrepresented doctoral participants with peers and 

mentors. Dr. Dittman stated, 

Although AGEP is a program that is geared toward getting graduate 

participants into the professoriate, SSI provides an opportunity for all 

participants to see that, yes, being a professor is a wonderful thing, being an 

administrator in an educational institution is a wonderful thing, too, but 

inviting people from industry and knowing that you can also do something 

else with that PhD—and even entrepreneurs that come to the event with a 
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PhD—provides an opportunity for underrepresented participants to see that 

there’s a full range of things that you can do with a PhD 

Participants were connected to a network of peers and mentors that recognized the 

unique challenges of navigating graduate school as an African American. The 

exposure to PhD students and doctoral mentors with successful careers offered an 

opportunity for participants to identify themselves as belonging to their program 

firmly.  

A Network of Support Refreshes Motivation 

SSI attendees are already highly motivated to succeed and seek opportunities 

to be engaged and supported. They do not want to simply survive graduate school, but 

to thrive and succeed beyond the doctoral program. Participants indicated that 

institutions could offer more opportunities for underrepresented students to be 

involved in relevant and meaningful ways. Institutions must continue to make 

investments in improving the campus climate for African American and URM 

students (Harper, 2011a).  

Participants shared their perceptions of the SSI program. Leon felt a sense of 

community from other people who looked like him going through the doctoral 

experience. Seeing Black people in graduate school and talking with them, especially 

considering that the numbers are already low, generated a sense of community. Even 

though some students were not directly in his field, Leon found it helpful to talk with 

people going through a similar experience. He shared that it was meaningful to 

interact with people, “Your same age, that is also in tune with your culture.” Shannon 
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stated, “In some ways, for me, [coming to SSI] was like a reunion, because there were 

people I knew. ... And so, it was almost like a reunion.” 

SSI intends to perpetuate a cycle of positivity, an anti-deficit approach, and 

the intentional decolonization of STEM (Bhabha, 1994; Harper, 2010). SSI is an 

opportunity for underrepresented students to come together to find critical mass that 

administrators and researchers have found is important for underrepresented students 

to have some type of success at a PWI because sometimes they might be the only 

person of color in their lab (Malcom & Malcom-Piqueux, 2013). Recognizing that 

African Americans and other underrepresented groups will inevitably encounter 

either macro or microaggressions over their academic career, administrators cited 

programs like SSI as a necessary solution to the isolation these students will 

experience at a PWI. Hence, administrators emphasized the need for ongoing funding 

and support of SSI as an available third space, in line with Ong et al. (2018). 

At each SSI, administrators invite accomplished speakers who are scientists or 

engineers to share the impact their profession and research have on society. I 

interviewed three administrators with key roles in SSI to discuss the need for a 

program like SSI, how it provides support to participants, and administrators’ 

understanding of how a program like SSI fills important gaps for institutions seeking 

to retain their minority students. Drs. Tracy Clarke, Cecilia Dittman, and Rita Wolfe 

have organized SSI since 2003 as an alternative orientation for underrepresented 

students across the university system’s various campuses. Any graduate student at the 

master’s or PhD level can participate in SSI, but its primary function is to support 

underrepresented students. In a quote from the SSI landing page, SSI is described as a 
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graduate school “pep rally” (para. 1). SSI is a capacity-building event and provides an 

impactful visual for attendees who, for possibly the first time, see larger numbers of 

underrepresented students in STEM than is typical. SSI welcomes attendees to soften 

the brunt of the isolation of being one of a few URM in their area of study.  

Each of the administrators interviewed for the study are themselves URM who 

pursued and received doctorates. Their experiences as minority women lent important 

insight into the need for a program like PROMISE and its menu of offerings, such as 

SSI. Outside of their own experiences, each administrator interviewed had over 20 

years of experience in the higher education space. Their professional backgrounds 

were in higher education, with two administrators having also had engineering 

training. Understanding the motivations of participants at SSI was a key factor in the 

programming’s planning. The administrators had an understanding that participants 

were coming to SSI to receive needed support and encouragement. The desire to 

complete the doctorate includes an understanding that it is a process best embarked 

upon with support from peers and colleagues. 

Dr. Tracy Clarke, a diversity and inclusion administrator at a West coast 

university, was formerly an associate vice provost for a University System of 

Maryland institution, an engineering professor, the co-principal investigator for 

PROMISE AGEP, and a co-director/co-principal investigator for an NSF-funded 

minority participation program. Dr. Clarke shared that SSI is an orientation for 

underrepresented students across the university system’s various campuses: “The 

whole program was designed to be an orientation initially for underrepresented 
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students but across the campus. It was capacity building, and they had larger 

numbers, so they didn’t feel isolated being one of a few.” 

Dr. Cecilia Dittman, a social science researcher, author, dissertation coach, 

and PROMISE coordinator, shared there are several reasons students pursue a 

doctorate,  

They want to teach at an institution of higher education. Sometimes they want 

to conduct research. It’s a very personal decision. Sometimes the decision is to 

persist, but the decision to go into a PhD program is usually that they’ve 

decided they want to conduct research. 

Understanding what motivates African American doctoral students to pursue and 

complete a doctorate is a tool for administrators who plan the SSI programming to 

cater to the interests and needs of participants. 

Dr. Rita Wolfe, a vice provost and dean of the graduate school for a 

University System of Maryland campus, and co-principal investigator for the 

PROMISE program, shared that some African American PhD students are motivated 

to pursue a doctorate when they realize how few faculty look like them, and how a 

PhD is an opportunity to “change the face of science.” Early exposure to research, a 

desire for life in the academy, and an innate curiosity to understand the unknown are 

also factors for doctoral study. Each of the SSI administrators emphasized the value 

in having a collective of minority and African American Ph.Ds. and prospective 

Ph.Ds. together in one space where they can support and motivate each other. 
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African American Students’ Psychological Sense of Community: Institutional and 

Departmental Disconnection  

The concept of a psychological sense of community (PSOC) informs graduate 

education and the PROMISE AGEP by framing the work of community building. 

McMillan and Chavis (1986) cited four elements of community: membership, 

influence, reinforcement, and shared emotional connection. PSOC is a measurable 

framework/instrument developed by McMillan and Chavis (1986) through the Sense 

of Community Index (SCI). The objective of the SCI is to validate PSOC as a 

measurable construct. There is some literature on PSOC as related to African 

American experiences in STEM degree programs, but the connection to PSOC 

relative to the need for a third space is an area open to further exploration (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2011a; Harper & Hurtado, 2011b; Johnson, 2012; McMillan & Chavis, 

1986).  

The study participants shared a sense of disconnection from their institutions 

and departments. There is often a limited sense of community for African American 

students at PWIs. SSI administrators, who are familiar with the research on sense of 

community, sought to use PSOC to construct SSI event programming. Student 

integration into academic settings is a factor in student persistence (Ali & Kohun, 

2007; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 2012). However, much of the literature fails to consider 

the challenges that people of color experience in finding third spaces or being 

included in third spaces (Oldenburg, 1999). In this study, I examined more deeply 

students’ experiences and used SSI as a third space to determine African American 

graduate students believed SSI programming helped them combat social isolation and 
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cultivated a sense of belonging within their department or institution, motivating them 

to persist in their degree programs, in line with McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) notion 

of PSOC. The findings suggest the most powerful part of the SSI was the opportunity 

to network with mentors and peers and to build and reinforce those networks over 

time. The Circle of Doctorates, for example, was powerful symbol. Blackwell (2018) 

spoke on the importance of spaces for Black people, stating,  

People of color need their own spaces. Black people need their own spaces. 

We need places in which we can gather and be free from the mainstream 

stereotypes and marginalization that permeate every other societal space we 

occupy. We need spaces where we can be our authentic selves without White 

people’s judgment and insecurity muzzling that expression. We need spaces 

where we can simply be—where we can get off the treadmill of making White 

people comfortable and finally realize just how tired we are (para. 2). 

The purpose of the Circle of Doctorates is to offer participants a visual 

representation of Black PhDs and reaffirm their purpose and ability to 

complete a doctorate by showing examples of others who have reached the 

milestone. It is a memory that students can take with them once they leave the 

space and return to the environment of the majority campus. 

Cultivating Capital 

Cultivating navigational capital (Levy, 2008; Yosso, 2005) acknowledges 

individual agency within institutional constraints, but it also connects to social 

networks that facilitate community navigation through places and spaces, including 

educational institutions. As described by Yosso (2005), navigational capital identifies 
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a minority’s ability to move through educational institutions by discovering the rules 

of engagement. Levy (2008) discussed a navigational space that provides students 

with the means to cross and succeed in different discourse communities. 

Participants in the study built on existing capital from other workshops, 

previous networking interactions, and research experiences. SSI attendees understand 

the SSI program is a source of additional support. SSI provides opportunities to 

cultivate relationships among mentors and participants. Talking to people from other 

campuses can offer attendees a sense of comfort, providing them with a degree of 

separation that helps reduce bias. Students feel more comfortable speaking freely 

when their conversations are less likely to travel back to their home institution. The 

mentoring, collaborative group experiences and seminars embedded in SSI help 

participants build on their existing navigational capital (National Science Foundation, 

2010; Yosso, 2005).  

Building on Existing Navigational Capital  

Dr. Clarke shared that undergraduate research and preprofessional programs 

are notable factors in participants’ decisions to pursue graduate studies. For example, 

graduate students in this study identified undergraduate faculty who served as 

mentors and influences on their decision to pursue a STEM doctorate. Families 

provided emotional support but not content support. Professional STEM 

organizations that often have an undergraduate focus serve as influences to pursue 

graduate studies as well. Administrators shared programs like the Meyerhoff program 

have been critically important to student success by creating a sense of community 

years before pursuing a doctorate. Early support helps students seek communities and 
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resources that will be valuable to their persistence. Administrators also designed SSI 

to help participants understand the pathway to become a professor. Students can also 

learn about the barriers and benefits of taking the path to the professoriate. The SSI is 

intended to help participants recognize what it looks like to be successful in a career 

as a professor. Workshop sessions, for example, serve multiple purposes: (a) create 

connections between students at similar phases in their program; (b) exposure to what 

it takes to be successful in that area; and (c) sharing the stories of inspirational 

speakers who can express links to their identity as a person of color in STEM. Five of 

the student participants shared that the workshops were helpful to them in adjusting 

professional or academic behaviors. Dr. Wolfe commented, “Many of the students at 

the institution will be the first in their family to pursue a PhD. They have support, but 

don’t always know what it entails.” Dr. Wolfe discussed the importance of minority 

students gathering together to have community support,  

Peers who can talk with them about what they are doing and why. Students 

who don’t have that, when they encounter roadblocks, try to solve them alone 

and suffer alone. Whereas people who’ve been exposed to people [who’ve 

completed a doctorate] can share strategies for getting over the bumps. 

The SSI preserves the images of possibility for students who have had prior bridge 

program experiences (e.g., the Meyerhoff program) and creates a sense of possibility 

for those students who have not had an opportunity to do so elsewhere. 

A STEM Space for African American Scholars 

The National Science Foundation (n.d.) funds AGEP, with a commitment to 

“increase the involvement of communities underrepresented in STEM” (p. 30). 
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Maryland’s AGEP has experienced positive outcomes through its alliance known as 

PROMISE. The PROMISE program includes a menu of activities that participants 

have cited as helpful for navigating graduate school. PROMISE AGEP is a third 

space (Bhabha, 1994; Oldenburg, 1989, 1991, 2005; O’Meara et al., 2018; Yosso, 

2005) where URM participants in STEM programs find value in the program’s ability 

to bring participants together in a community setting (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; 

Moreira et al., 2019; O’Meara et al., 2018; Tull et al., 2012). The program’s 

characteristics overlap with Oldenburg’s (1999) third space theory and potentially 

contribute to the literature on third spaces and their role in graduate school. This 

section of the chapter addresses how the SSI departs from Oldenburg’s (1999) 

conception of third space but incorporates Bhabha’s (1994) third space theory. SSI, 

for example, was intentionally designed as opposed to organically emergent. SSI 

explicitly addresses problems with the graduate lab culture and the broader society 

instead of just being a fun escape from work and homes, like a coffee shop or bar type 

of place highlighted by Oldenburg (1999). 

SSI is structured to have third space characteristics. The collected data from 

the participant interviews demonstrate that although program administrators did not 

name SSI as a third space, their accounts align with Oldenburg’s (1999) and Bhabha’s 

(1994) definitions of third space. Participants described a nonhierarchical, safe, 

welcoming (Oldenburg, 1999), empowering, and uplifting environment (Bhabha, 

1994). Consistent with Oldenburg’s (1999) definition, this study findings defined 

third space as a physical setting with environmental characteristics that invite a sense 

of belonging and community. The experience of being in a third space setting during 
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a doctoral program helps offset the effects of social isolation and imposter syndrome 

and imbues a sense of community. 

This study focused primarily on the influence of SSI as a conduit for third 

space creation and subsequent tools to combat social isolation. SSI is a predominately 

minority occupied space, a facet of the community. Oldenburg (1991) did not 

specifically mention race or ethnicity, and subsequently did not address the minority 

occupied space characteristic seen in SSI. Bhabha’s (1994) third space theory applies 

to communities of color navigating colonized spaces. In this study, SSI participants 

navigated the STEM graduate school space and, to do so, successfully experienced 

respite in a decolonized, supportive space that recognized the special challenges of 

being a minority at a PWI. 

While aspects of SSI would appear to be contrary to the notion of Oldenburg’s 

(1999) nonhierarchical third space, the outcomes of SSI reflect the characteristics of 

Bhabha’s (1994) third space, which intends to create decolonized areas for African 

Americans and other minorities navigating White spaces. In the traditional sense of 

third space, SSI goes against Oldenburg’s (1999) initial characteristics. The Circle of 

Doctorates departs from Oldenburg’s (1999) third space concept. Still, it wholly 

embraces Bhabha’s notion of third space, highlighting the need for colonized people 

to navigate White spaces to reclaim their identities and demonstrating examples of 

triumph in systems designed for those whose identities are traditionally centered in 

academic spaces. Instead of a leveling, there is a clear emphasis on titles, arguably a 

hierarchy. Participants wear name tags, and accomplishments are highlighted. 

However, it is important to note that because Oldenburg’s (1999) definition of third 
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space does not factor in the race, gender, or structural constructs that shape 

individuals’ experiences in spaces, Yosso’s (2005) theory of cultural capital is applied 

here because minorities are coming together and creating spaces for their survival and 

benefit.  

Conclusions: Refresh and Motivate for Persistence 

This section covers the three main conclusions drawn from the study. 

Participants at SSI sought opportunities to connect with a community in a space 

where they could share their experiences safely. Participants cited SSI as a 

motivating, inspirational, and offered a renewed sense of purpose. The SSI operates 

as a third space by focusing on community building and sharing tools for navigating 

the second space of their program more effectively. PWIs should invest authentically 

in creating these third spaces for their African American students, building on 

existing best practices. The data from student interviews support the conclusions of 

the study.  

Conclusion #1 

Participants sought professional information and assistance from peers and 

mentors in the third-space type environment of SSI. 

Participants used the SSI third space environment to seek mentors and peer 

connection opportunities. The third space leveling dispelled the sense of hierarchy, 

which could inhibit approaching attendees who are perceived to be of a higher 

professional rank in other environments. SSI seeks to encourage interactions between 

PhD students and PhD completers, which was a key intention of the administrators 

who created SSI. The hierarchy of SSI programming becomes less like a ladder and 
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more like a bridge. Old-Timers” (established PhDs)  (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 34)  

welcome newcomers (students) to join them as PhD completers themselves. 

Concerning other PROMISE AGEP programming, SSI is an important component of 

the menu of PROMISE programming. The annual SSI serves as an important 

orientation at the start of the academic year to access a community and tools that can 

serve as an established resource of ongoing support and encouragement if students 

continue to attend PROMISE programming. 

Most of the students in this study identified SSI as having influenced their 

decision to persist through graduate school. Even if it was not the main influence, SSI 

was described as a positive experience that contributed to participants’ willingness to 

continue their studies. Intrinsic goals influenced some participants’ decisions to 

graduate school, while other participants indicated that family support and 

encouragement influenced their decision to attend and complete graduate school. 

Some participants had specific professional goals, but all participants described SSI 

as a helpful resource that connected them to a supportive community.  

Participants spoke of how their peers’ and mentors’ expectations and 

encouragement influenced their persistence and helped combat feelings of social 

isolation. These findings echo previous research suggesting that African Americans 

who connect to positive influences benefit from having a network of support (Ali & 

Kohun, 2007; Brown et al., 2005; Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001; O’Meara et al., 

2017). Findings also indicated that participants did not emphasize parents or family as 

influencing their decision to persist through graduate school. This finding suggests 
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that for the participants, familial expectation or encouragement, while helpful, was 

not a decisive factor in the decision to go to graduate school.  

Conclusion #2 

African American students need spaces to convene to share experiences safely. 

Third spaces can enhance students’ navigational capital, but the lack of 

understanding of students’ social experiences in second spaces is significant problem 

institutions continue to face. This problem can be addressed by meaningful 

departmental and institutional investment in third spaces. The availability of such 

spaces should be viewed as a necessity and not an extra item in terms of fully 

investing in the retention of African American STEM doctoral students. Two 

interviewees, for example, shared that their advisors came to SSI to support them. 

Investments of time and financial resources can support such efforts. 

Participants referenced experiences where their institution or department 

lacked opportunities or spaces for African Americans or other underrepresented 

minorities to convene consistently. SSI was cited as a reaffirming experience, but 

SSI-type events did not occur frequently enough for some participants to feel a 

consistent connection. The opportunity to pursue long-lasting, consistent connections 

could be driven by stronger institutional support of SSI-type programming. These 

conversations suggest that graduate school programs could facilitate more social and 

community opportunities. Findings suggest that in the second space, African 

American doctoral students benefited from support in a third space, from which they 

could draw upon as a reminder they have support from a community of like-minded 

professionals. 
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Yosso (2005) contended that mainstream spaces, which can include graduate 

school, do not always assign an equal value to the type of social capital students 

arrive with from their home space to that which is valued in the existing graduate 

school environment of the institution. Yosso’s conceptual model of cultural capital 

argues that African Americans and other people of color bring their unique capital to 

spaces that do not always recognize it as congruent with the existing institution. SSI 

applies Yosso’s definition of cultural capital in practice by reminding participants that 

their experiences are valid and valuable. 

Participants indicated varied experiences with advisors. The experiences with 

advisors were largely neutral to positive, with a few participants describing their 

advisor relationship as limited or even challenging. Advisors in graduate school are 

sources of information and assistance. Lovitts (2001) documented the influence of 

advisors as a leading source of information for students experiencing the search stage 

during their junior year of undergraduate institution. In this study of African 

American STEM doctoral students/graduates, I discovered that advisors usually 

provided information about programmatic or professional questions at the advisee’s 

prompting. Generally, participants had positive advisor experiences but largely 

described their experiences as business-like or informational. An SSI workshop titled, 

“When Faculty Say “X” … Do you Understand What Faculty say and Mean?" was 

designed to help students decipher faculty expectations. PWIs often expect graduate 

students to navigate advisor/advisee relationships, but for underrepresented minorities 

who are the first in their families to pursue a doctorate, PROMISE, and the SSI can 

offer advice and tools to make the advisor experience less mystifying. 
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Lovitts (2001) suggested that graduate students be provided more extensive 

and frequent guidance by advisors and mentors about graduate school and 

employment plans. Most participants shared their interactions with advisors were 

good, but some participants indicated their advisors were not sources of information 

or assistance. Some participants reported advisors had not helped them secure 

information about graduate school, funding opportunities, or careers. Students often 

described having to initiate contact with their advisors to receive graduate school 

information or assistance. Some participants wished their advisor was more proactive 

and would have sought them out first to offer them information about graduate school 

or assistance with search stage processes. In most cases, advisors were reactive rather 

than proactive about providing students with access to information about the graduate 

school search process or graduate schools.  

Only two participants reported having extensive interaction with their advisor. 

In graduate school, participants found ways to either interact with other African 

American graduate students or, in some cases, avoid the PWI campus and only be 

present for necessary reasons, such as completing lab tasks, going to classes, or 

attending mandatory meetings. Participants who did not wish to be on campus would 

retreat to their family setting to tend to obligations at home. Participants identified 

outside support or previously built networks from their bridge experiences as 

providing access to information about graduate school and assistance with graduate 

school processes.  

In terms of graduate school guidance, students reported learning from cohort-

style programs that connected them to other African American or minority students 
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planning to pursue a doctorate. African American students in STEM are wholly 

underrepresented (AIR, 2011; Harper & Hurtado, 2011); some participants in this 

study shared they were the only students like themselves in their classes or labs. Two 

participants stated their labs were unusual in that they were majority-minority, or that 

the labs had more female students than was typical for a STEM graduate program. 

Students who did not have many African American peers would also seek out 

other African American doctoral students, even if those students were not in the same 

program. This practice demonstrates the critical importance of discipline and shared 

cultural experiences. Bhabha (2004) discussed the concept of hybridity. In Bhabha’s 

definition of third space, subjugated people come together to form a hybrid 

environment of their home or original culture and traditions and either adjust or 

integrate into the system created by the colonizing factor. In this study, African 

American graduate students sought out their African American peers to build a space 

within the PWI that was not necessarily present or invest in by their home institution. 

In sum, the findings show that while advisors would provide information 

about graduate school and assistance when prompted, students found it helpful and, in 

some cases, necessary to have an external network like SSI available for additional 

support and encouragement. Participants were aware of the role of advisors as 

potential sources of information about graduate school and assistance and sought out 

their advisors for these tasks. Despite advisors’ efforts, only two participants 

explicitly expressed being relatively close with their advisors. Most participants said 

they were not able to rely on advisors for adequate graduate school information and 

assistance. This finding supports the need for greater investigation into the influence 
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of advisors and a discussion of the role of teachers and advisors as sources of 

information about graduate school and assistance with graduate school processes 

during the pre-PhD studies phase. The findings from this study support the notion that 

supplemental networks such as SSI can augment the graduate experience of African 

American doctoral students in STEM. The findings also provide additional evidence 

supporting access to other African American peers and colleagues in graduate school. 

Conclusion #3 

The Summer Success Institute operates as a third space by focusing on community 

building and sharing tools for navigating the second space of their program more 

effectively. PWIs should invest authentically in creating these third spaces for their 

African American students, building on existing best practices.  

The findings in this study support the research question in that SSI serves as a 

third space for African American graduate STEM students. The finding supports 

existing research that graduate students of color benefit from a third space experience 

catered to their unique needs (Oldenburg et al., 1999). PWIs should continue to 

support endeavors that create community building for their African American STEM 

doctoral students. Most participants indicated SSI was a beneficial experience with 

varying degrees of impact. Some participants described the experience as re-

energizing and positive. Participants also shared that SSI programs provided valuable 

information that influenced students’ professional behaviors. 

Participants in this study viewed other participants and mentors at SSI as 

sources of support, demonstrating the significance of having Black peers and mentors 

in a space to offer support. Students’ comments affirmed O’Meara et al.’s (2011) 
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results regarding the influence of PROMISE AGEP on a student’s graduate school 

community-building experience. O’Meara et al.’s (2018) research showed that 

programs like PROMISE, including SSI, are important to a sense of belonging. While 

SSI operates as a third space in critical ways, there are some areas where it diverges 

from Oldenburg’s (2001) definition. For example, all participants cited the Circle of 

Doctorates as a memorable component of SSI. During the ceremony, the titles of 

participants are emphasized—something that would not happen in Oldenburg’s 

(1999) type of third space. However, instead of emphasizing hierarchy, participants 

found the exercise inspiring and an encouraging reminder that people like them can 

and have completed doctorates, and they can, too.  

O’Meara et al. (2018) discussed disrupting ruling relations. In this respect, 

including nametags, did disrupt ruling relations because the titles did not establish 

hierarchy, nor did the Circle of Doctorates serve to gloat over completion. Both 

practices substantially girded the third space component by demonstrating to 

participants that they were not much different from the title holders with degrees. The 

idea was to demonstrate similarity, solidarity, and encouragement.  

The collected data from the interviews, public websites, and administrator 

accounts demonstrated the ways SSI operates as a third space for African American 

doctoral students attending PWIs. Because African Americans at PWIs are isolated, 

their identities are sometimes challenged/questioned/obscured, creating a sense of 

invisibility or being overlooked. The program attempts to address these aspects of the 

PWI experience. The program reflects Bhabha’s (1994) concept of third space 

because it decolonizes the White academic spaces that African American students 
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navigate. Although Bhabha’s and Oldenburg’s (2001) concepts of third space share 

many common characteristics, Oldenburg (2001) was narrower in his definition of 

third space; therefore, Bhabha’s definition of third space is more applicable to SSI 

and its programming.  

The structural aspects of SSI connect participants to existing networks by 

bringing together the “Newcomers” and “Old-Timers” (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 34) 

needed to perpetuate the community with newer inductees. Experienced participants 

can pass on useful knowledge to new participant students. Administrators shared the 

goals and intent of SSI align with creating a third-space environment.  

Responding to the call of researchers interested in the persistence of African 

American doctoral students, this study contributes to further understanding of the 

benefit of SSI as a third space to graduate school persistence decisions among African 

Americans, and details specific influences (e.g., family, graduate school experience, 

peers, and networks) that affect students’ graduate school retention behaviors (Ali & 

Kohun, 2007; Harper & Hurtado, 2011; Lovitts, 2001). The main findings from this 

study show that, for African American STEM doctoral students/graduates, SSI served 

as a supportive environment that helped combat social isolation (Lovitts, 2001; 

Oldenburg et al., 1999). Additionally, during the pre-PhD studies phase, when 

students decided to attend graduate school, they experienced support from family and 

bridge programs. Lastly, students expressed an interest in seeing PWIs make deeper 

efforts to support African American doctoral students with meaningful programming 

and authentic efforts.  
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Research has shown that as transmitters of social capital (Bordieu, 1986; 

Yosso, 2005), families play a critical role in graduate school persistence through their 

involvement in their children’s education (Georges, 1999; Murphy et al., 2010; 

Yosso, 2005). Furthermore, findings suggest that knowledge and information that 

may have promoted graduate school enrollment was also acquired via participant 

contact with bridge-type programs and research-related subjects. Although advising 

was not as influential as having pre-PhD research experiences, advisors also 

transmitted capital through involvement with participants who sought their guidance.  

A primary function of the PROMISE AGEP is to enable access to other forms 

of capital, including cultural capital (Bordieu, 1986; Perna, 2006; Yosso, 2005), 

through the cultivated relationships with peers and mentors. In this study, participants 

gained access to the cultural capital necessary for knowledge about how to navigate 

graduate school and suppress thoughts of self-doubt that emerge from imposter 

syndrome (Clance & Imes, 1978; Ong et al., 2018). Participants sense of belonging 

was buttressed through connections to a community of scholars and mentors in 

attendance at SSI. 

Many researchers, policymakers, and practitioners recognize that improving 

the graduate school enrollment and graduation rates for African Americans will make 

an important contribution to the United States’ goal of having the highest proportion 

of graduate school graduates in the world in the near future (AIR, 2011; National 

Academies, 2007). Consequently, future researchers must continue to document the 

factors that enable African American students to access and complete graduate school 

and pursue faculty positions. Further research on graduate school persistence 
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decisions among African Americans can lead to the design of policies and practices 

beneficial to African American students, including (a) Addressing the additional 

challenges of social (racial or ethnic) isolation that stem from a lack of diversity 

within the departments of PWIs, or even within the entire institution; (b) Expanding 

existing research on graduate student retention to discuss the critical importance of 

social networks and campus support for facilitating better integration into the 

graduate community; and, (c) Exploring with greater specificity how 

underrepresented minority students experience and use third space in their programs 

and professional development.  

The findings presented in this chapter indicated that SSI operates as a third 

space with key departures from Oldenburg’s (1999) definition of third space, such as 

a greater focus on culturally relevant community experiences. Administrators employ 

cultural relevance as an intentional component of SSI that will more fully engage the 

target audience of attendees. The study results showed that while characteristics of 

SSI do depart from aspects of Oldenburg’s (1999) definition of third space, it is still a 

valuable framework for understanding the importance of community (Oldenburg, 

2001; O’Meara et al., 2018). I found that African American doctoral students rely on 

social networks to help their graduate school persistence. The study revealed that 

programs geared toward research experience, building a network, and transmitting 

cultural capital by informing students about the process of persisting through graduate 

school made SSI both a safe and professionally valuable space. Students’ cultural 

capital was bolstered due to access to programming (e.g., bridge programs, research 

experiences, PROMISE AGEP, SSI) that exposed them to the graduate experience 
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and networks. Students also experienced positive feelings as a result of their SSI 

attendance, which was key to counteracting potential chilling factors in their home 

departments. Based on student interview data, administrators of SSI accomplished 

their goal of creating an impactful critical mass at SSI (Jones, 2001).  
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Chapter 6: Summary, Discussion, and Conclusion 

It is a peculiar sensation, this double consciousness, this sense of 

always looking at oneself through the eyes of others, of measuring 

one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 

and pity. One ever feels his two-ness—an American, a Negro; two 

souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals 

in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 

torn asunder (The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois, 1903, p. 2) 

African Americans inhabit a unique space that requires them to navigate 

societal roles and norms as outsiders who must conform to unspoken rules despite 

their critical role in American life. American institutions, which were historically 

designed to cater to White males, have struggled since legal desegregation to fully 

integrate minorities in roles that represent their presence in the population. The 

burden of this struggle falls on the shoulders of African Americans and other 

minorities to confront. African American doctoral students in STEM face unique 

circumstances as a multi-level minority. They are Black PhD students, and they are 

studying STEM. They are such a small group that some STEM disciplines have had 

no African American graduates since 2017 (NCES, 2021).  

This study was conducted to understand how SSI functions as a third space for 

African American doctoral students in STEM disciplines. The rationale for this 

exploration was situated in the reality that African Americans are severely 

underrepresented in STEM fields across academia and industry (Brown et al., 2005; 

Museus & Liverman, 2010; Tull et al., 2012). The third space theory, conceptualized 
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by Ray Oldenburg and its originator, Homi K. Bhabha, provided the theoretical 

foundation for the study. Oldenburg’s (1999, 2005) conception of third space is 

explained in layman’s terms but is sanitized—omitting the realities of race that plague 

minorities in the United States. Bhabha’s (2004) conception of third space 

acknowledges the complex identities of colonized peoples who navigate the spaces of 

the colonizers and establish hybrid identities. Both conceptions of third space proved 

applicable to this study and were used in expressing SSI’s role as a third space 

specifically for African American graduate students.  

Shared spaces in American life have been segregated since before America’s 

founding. African Americans have had to create their own spaces to exist, whether it 

be their first place of home due to redlining, their second place of work due to 

opportunity barriers, or the third space of community gatherings due to segregation of 

public places like restaurants or pools. Dr. Martin Luther King is famously attributed 

with lamenting, “I think it is one of the tragedies of our nation, one of the shameful 

tragedies, that eleven o’clock on Sunday morning is one of the most segregated 

hours, if not the most segregated hours, in Christian America” (Tripp, 2014, 0:06). 

University campuses are not exempted from this separation. The existence of HBCUs 

demonstrates that African Americans have had to carve out spaces to exist, whether it 

be their first place of home due to redlining, their second place of work due to 

opportunity barriers, or the third space of community gatherings due to segregation of 

public places like restaurants or pools. After 1954 the Brown v. Board of Education 

and the 1962 James Meredith Case against the University of Mississippi decisions, 

integration of America’s institutions has faced many challenges. Segregation may 
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have ended legally, opening the doors of America’s elite educational institutions to 

individuals from all racial and ethnic backgrounds; still, it has not fully quelled the 

barriers that have traditionally kept African Americans from accessing them. African 

American doctoral students in STEM are more likely to persist if there are 

opportunities for strong mentorship and support from the institution. Understanding 

the factors that support African American students’ persistence in a STEM degree 

may help institutions implement more effective retention strategies for this population 

(Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lovitts, 2001). 

In this study, I sought to understand how SSI supports community building 

for, and combats social isolation experienced by African Americans STEM graduate 

students, thereby operationalizing a third space. As the study revealed, many 

researchers agree that the graduate school experience can be isolating for all students, 

and even more so for African American students who might be the only one in their 

lab or department for their entire graduate experience (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Anderson 

et al., 2005; Brown et al., 2005; Burt et al., 2018). African American students face 

additional challenges of social (racial or ethnic) isolation that stems from a lack of 

diversity within the departments of PWIs generally or within specific departments of 

PWIs. The existing research on graduate student retention discusses the critical 

importance of social networks and campus support to facilitate better integration into 

the graduate community (Anderson et al., 2005; Johnson, 2007, 2012; O’Meara et al., 

2017; Malcom & Malcom-Piqueux, 2013). In particular, for African American 

students, the present body of work focuses on creating a sense of community even if 

the graduate community is extended beyond the campus boundaries (O’Meara et al., 
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2018; PROMISE, 2003-2018b; Purnell & Breede, 2018). This study focused on how 

African American students experience and use third space in their programs and 

professional development. The purpose was to explore how SSI, a program that 

involves several institutions, provides a sense of community for African Americans 

who attend different institutions within the University System of Maryland. While the 

PROMISE program, from which SSI is derived, was housed at one institution, it did 

lessen the burden of social isolation for African American students at other in-state 

institutions. 

The previous chapter contained a discussion of the findings. This chapter is 

primarily devoted to the implications of the results for theory, policy, and practice. I 

briefly summarize the major findings regarding participation in SSI. I discuss the 

relevance of these findings’ implications for theory, policy, and practice. I then 

provide recommendations for future research and discuss the study’s limitations. The 

chapter ends with the researcher’s reflections.  

Significance of the Study 

African American presence is important in public spaces, and diversity is of 

value to our society (Committee on Science, Engineering, and Public Policy, 2007; 

Denson & Chang, 2011; Hurtado et al., 2011). African American retention is a real 

problem in graduate programs and the noncompleters themselves (Ali & Kohun, 

2007; Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001). The consequences of not completing a 

doctoral program translate into lost time, lost income, lost employment opportunities, 

and disappointment. This is amplified in Black American communities where the 

number of doctoral graduates is extremely small. According to the National Science 
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Foundation (2021), “African Americans earned just 2.1 percent of all doctorates 

awarded to U.S. citizens and permanent residents in the physical and earth sciences 

and 3.2 percent of all doctorates in mathematics and computer science” (para. 3). The 

available data on minority doctoral completion does not share or track how many 

African Americans started doctoral degrees and then stopped, nor is there data on 

which point students may have left their program. As a research partner of the 

Council of Graduate Schools' PhD Completion Project (Denecke et al., 2011) and the 

DIMAC project (Sowell et al., 2015), UMBC implemented an Exit Interview for their 

doctoral non-completers and discovered that the majority of doctoral students 

welcomed the opportunity to discuss what went wrong and the departmental factors 

that influenced their decision to abandon their degree (Carter-Veale et al., 

2019).  Nonetheless, most programs do not require leaving students to conduct an exit 

interview. This is a missed opportunity for departments that rarely follow up on 

shrunken enrollment but focus instead on incoming graduate students.  

Noncompleters and their institutions experience a loss of investment in 

admitting students who subsequently do not complete their program. Noncompletion 

of PhD programs, particularly among African Americans, reduces the pool of eligible 

Black faculty that will serve higher education institutions and advance research and 

innovation in various STEM disciplines while diversifying the professoriate. The 

attrition problem is exacerbated in communities of color, where participation in 

STEM degrees is already dismally low (NCES, 2021). African American PhD 

students complete doctoral degrees at rates much lower than their White and Asian 

counterparts. This information is indicative of the challenges inherent in growing a 



 

149 

diverse professoriate. If African American students do not complete PhD programs in 

STEM, school experience a lost opportunity to develop an African American faculty 

member.  

The limited diversity in African American STEM programs creates a self-

perpetuating cycle where African American students are less likely to identify 

themselves in these roles due to the lack of African American faculty already in 

faculty positions. It also reduces the likelihood of White and Asian faculty being able 

to interact with African American colleagues and risks perpetuating practices that 

exclude African Americans. Many institutions claim to want changes in this trend, but 

the needle has barely moved, with some STEM disciplines having absolutely zero 

graduates from their areas of specialization. PWIs must continuously confront the 

aspects of their campus climate that impede the progress of African American 

doctoral students in STEM. 

The graduate school experience can be isolating for any graduate student, but 

African Americans have borne the brunt of a special burden since PWIs have been 

desegregated (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lovitts, 2001; Museus & Liverman, 2010; Nettles 

& Millett, 2006; O’Meara et al., 2017; Swail et al., 2003). It is normal for graduate 

students to experience a sense of isolation when they enter graduate school, 

particularly if they are first generation or a minority. They may struggle to integrate 

into the environment. Students bring their previous socialization experiences to the 

graduate environment, such as previous schooling, home experiences, and work 

experiences (Tinto, 1993). African Americans and other underrepresented minorities 

at PWIs often come to the higher education environment with a collectivist approach 



 

150 

to education rooted in cultural traditions. The adjustment to a system that prizes 

individuality and competition can be a stark contrast to what students have 

experienced in their homes and communities. The student’s ability to bridge their 

prior socialization to their new environment can determine their likelihood to persist 

to degree completion (Griffin et al., 2016; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 2012). The rigor of 

any academic program is made more challenging in environments where students 

may not experience full integration into the campus culture (Tinto, 1993). Unlike the 

undergraduate experience, where success depends heavily on completing a prescribed 

number of courses, success in graduate school relies heavily on building and 

maintaining successful interpersonal relationships with members of the graduate 

community, especially the student’s advisor (Lovitts, 2001). Suppose a student can 

successfully engage in relationship building. In that case, they can better navigate the 

graduate environment and experience better outcomes, including a greater likelihood 

of completing the graduate degree (Carter-Veale et al., 2016). It is better if this 

acclimation occurs as early as possible in the graduate student’s enrollment. 

Universities can play a role in ensuring this acclimation by making commitments to 

invest funding and human resources into creating spaces where students can find a 

sense of belonging and support. 

Existing research on graduate student retention discusses the critical 

importance of social networks and campus support to facilitate better integration into 

the graduate community (Lewis et al., 2004; O’Meara et al., 2017). Minority student 

populations in interviews have reported feeling invisible or overlooked, leading to 

feelings of isolation (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lewis et al., 2004). Students who can 
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connect to a network of peers and mentors are much more likely to continue their 

degree programs (Ali & Kohun, 2007; Lovitts, 2001; O’Meara et al., 2017). Minority 

students may then seek each other to share common experiences (Ong et al., 2018; 

Solórzano & Ceja, 2000). These informal gatherings may provide important 

opportunities for African American graduate students to discuss experiences and 

develop support independently of the institution.  

Unfortunately, when African American graduate students are forced to create 

their own spaces, institutions have fewer opportunities to learn how to serve the needs 

of these students better. It can then be difficult to know what, if any, programmatic 

issues can be addressed. Students may be guarded at institution-hosted events if 

trusting relationships are not formed early on, either from an advisor or trusted 

faculty. In this study, some of the participants, for example, shared they attended 

department events more out of obligation and a need to assert their presence rather 

than as an opportunity to connect with peers and advisors informally. If constructed, 

formal and informal third spaces can be useful tools for supporting African American 

graduate student persistence. Still, institutions can be left out of an opportunity to 

learn how to serve their African American students better if they do not purposefully 

create such spaces and do so with genuine intentions (Solórzano & Ceja, 2000). 

A perceived or real sense of disconnection from the graduate program or 

concerns related to one’s racial identity can dampen a student’s psychological sense 

of community and weaken their motivation to persist in their graduate program 

(O’Meara et al., 2017). In addition to social interaction with peers of the same race 

and social background, graduate students benefit from interacting informally with 
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faculty and staff (Carter-Veale et al., 2016; Moreira et al., 2019; Schwartz, 2012; Tull 

et al., 2012). Opportunities on campus for African American graduate students to 

interact with peers, faculty, and staff with similar backgrounds—authentically—are 

lacking at PWIs across the United States, and the evidence of that, along with other 

factors, is demonstrated in the extremely small numbers of diverse students in PhD 

programs. African American graduate students often seek community support off 

campus or choose to leave their programs altogether. Combating social isolation and 

the lack of diversity on campus might force African American graduate students to 

redefine or expand their peer group to members outside the department or university 

campus. In doing so, African American students might seek out opportunities where 

they can commune in third spaces that are separate from the campus and provide 

them the opportunity to network and receive encouragement and support (Burt et al., 

2018;Harper & Hurtado, 2011a; Harper & Hurtado, 2011b; Kalua, 2009; O’Meara et 

al., 2018; Smedley et al., 1993). 

Implications for Practice, Policy, and Research 

The major implications of this study for practice, policy, and research include 

operationalizing, institutionalizing, and documenting third spaces (see Table 3). The 

theoretical implications for this study involve an examination of the study’s 

frameworks considering the study’s findings. Next, I consider the implications for 

policies at the state and institutional levels. Finally, the implications for practice 

describe how the findings can be applied to address the needs of African American 

STEM doctoral students/graduates using three primary strategies:  
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• Cultivation of strategies to combat social isolation of African American 

graduate students through the employment of third spaces. 

• Develop models that institutionalize third spaces to cultivate the integration 

and retention of African American doctoral students at PWIs. 

• Document third spaces by expanding the literature to understand their role in 

African American graduate education. 

Table 3. 

Implications of the Findings 

Implications Agenda Applications 
Practice Operationalizing third 

spaces 
Cultivation of strategies to authentically 
combat social isolation among African 
American students at PWIs. 

Policy Institutionalizing third 
spaces 

Development of a model to integrate and 
retain African American students and 
potentially diversify the professoriate. 

Research Documenting third spaces Expansion of the literature and 
understanding of third space and African 
American graduate education. 

Findings in this study revealed how SSI programming is both aligned with 

and, in some ways, depart from third space theory, but generally supported the 

benefits of providing a third space for African American doctoral students. While a 

few characteristics of SSI go against Oldenburg’s (1999) third space definitions, the 

concept of third space was applied in a way that benefited the African American 

participants and provides a space for additional research to bridge the two concepts 

under the umbrella of third space theory. The following sections follow Table 1. and 

explore the study findings and how understanding of third space theory in practice, 

implemented in policy, and provided more attention in ongoing research efforts can 

offer opportunities for PWIs to better support different cultures and communities. 
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Directions for Practice 

Several recommendations for practice may be beneficial in addressing the 

needs of African American STEM doctoral students. First, this study has practice 

implications for PWIs. The interviews with students revealed the need for institutions 

to invest time, genuine efforts, and funding into outreach and community building for 

African American doctoral scholars in STEM to combat social isolation among this 

population.  

The campus climate at many PWI institutions must shift to be more receptive 

to its African American population by planning for and committing resources to 

culturally relevant and consistent community-building activities. This includes hiring 

and retaining leadership investments to construct strategic plans to guide efforts of 

integration. Additionally, graduate schools and universities can play an active role in 

helping students connect to programs offered by the institution that can help them 

achieve academic and professional goals. Graduate programs can continue to study 

what it means to engage their minority students meaningfully and fully embrace 

antiracist practices to better serve and include the entirety of their student community. 

One of the participants in the study described being invited to participate in a 

photoshoot for her department’s recruitment materials. Sometime later, she 

discovered that a department instead used her image with no minority presence. The 

experience was disappointing, and the participant felt it demonstrated a disingenuous 

action to demonstrate diversity superficially. Using students as props in photographs 

does not address the deeper, persistent sense of isolation that can impact students’ 

sense of belonging to the program they are enrolled in and perpetuates negative 
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feelings. PWIs must publicize existing diversity and nurture the existing students on 

campus. The diversity challenges cannot be addressed by recruiting new students who 

will only eventually experience disillusion and disappointment. At every step, efforts 

to ensure and promote diversity must be authentic, actively antiracist, and carefully 

consider the feelings of the diverse student population.  

Participants like Wilda shared that attending SSI was a key component of 

feeling like she was a part of a community in graduate school. Osmond was also 

expressive in sharing that SSI and PROMISE programming augmented his 

experiences in graduate school. His account and others demonstrate how the third 

space in the study context was a space of both receiving and giving support. The 

experiences shared by participants suggest that SSI was supportive of their graduate 

school persistence. It was clear that participants wanted to have a community of 

scholars who reflected their cultural experiences and wanted to provide support to 

other minority students. Another participant also shared a desire to give back to the 

community. She gave examples of personal actions she was taking to support 

graduate students. Even in seeking a third space, these participants wanted to expand 

the space to those who could also benefit from a growing community. 

Some participants in the study shared that their departments, on occasion, 

would have events but they did not always feel compelled to attend due to outside 

commitments or, in a case, a climate that did not encourage interaction beyond what 

was necessary to complete work-related tasks. Another implication for graduate 

programs is related to participants’ time and outside commitments. Some participants 

have families or childcare responsibilities. Institutions need to consider additional 
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ways to be inclusive of students and their families, especially first-generation African 

Americans whose families may not have the ability to support them through financial 

means or with their time. The PROMISE program, including SSI, invites participants 

to bring their children and partners. This is not necessarily the case at some 

institutions where a parent without childcare may decide between attending a 

department event or simply staying home. A department happy hour or research talk 

is not always conducive to the diverse family situations graduate students must 

consider. Students in these situations may be left out of consideration for 

opportunities and networking. Family-oriented activities, such as department picnics 

or family-friendly social events can increase opportunities for connections that expose 

participants to opportunities that may be discussed in an informal setting. Institutions 

and their departments can take steps to review their practices to ensure students can 

retain connections to their programs by operationalizing authentic third spaces.  

Directions for Policy 

Findings in this study revealed current and past doctoral students sought 

information and assistance from mentors and peer support to maintain the motivation 

to complete their doctoral degrees. This has implications for PWIs seeking to 

implement or support policies that foster diversity, inclusion, and degree completion 

among the African American graduate student population. Graduate schools are 

concerned with promoting and supporting graduate school diversity, but from the 

information gathered in this study, efforts can be varied and received differently. 

PWIs must commit efforts to building third spaces into their mission.  
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Graduate students’ advisors can provide key information to advisees (Lovitts, 

2001; Milner, 2004; Tull et al., 2012). However, many advisors have other 

obligations in addition to teaching, such as laboratory management, research, 

publishing papers, and administrative tasks, making it difficult to focus on advising 

students. First-generation and students of color have different experiences that 

advisors may not have the capacity to address. This means that advisors may have 

less time to help students navigate graduate school and prepare for faculty 

opportunities later (Lovitts, 2001). The institution-level policy should support 

undergraduate and graduate-level advisors and departments to prepare graduate 

students for matriculation. One way to achieve this goal is to leverage existing 

practices and policies that demonstrate effectiveness. The National Science 

Foundation funds the Alliance for Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP). 

Maryland’s AGEP has experienced positive outcomes through its program known as 

PROMISE. The PROMISE program includes a menu of activities that participants 

have cited as helpful for navigating graduate school. However, the program 

administration of the AGEP is not evenly applied across USM institutions. For 

example, as the lead institution, UMBC hosts more PROMISE AGEP events than 

UMB or UMCP. Institutional policy should be set to consider strategies for the even 

distribution of human and financial capital to support recruitment and retention 

efforts across the USM. 

Partnerships between the alliance institutions can be strengthened with deeper 

commitments at each campus. For example, the lead institution is largely responsible 

for facilitating PROMISE activities, including SSI. At the same time, the other 
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alliance institutions and campus policies must create opportunities for students to 

access the communities vital to providing them with meaningful support and access to 

resources. Inclusion strategies that may influence graduate school retention include 

additional availability of activities, outreach, and support (Lovitts, 2001; Harper, 

2011). One strategy for providing access to intervention strategies that combat social 

isolation is through strong partnerships between AGEP institutions. Deepening 

existing partnerships can take form by committing equal resources across campuses 

and ensuring dedicated staff at each site have the necessary support to implement 

effective programming. Treating the PROMISE AGEP events as a fully embedded 

program with committed funding, rather than relying on external institutions to secure 

budgets for these efforts, would demonstrate a deep commitment to retain African 

American students and fortify efforts to diversify the professoriate. 

Minority individuals benefit from additional opportunities to interact with 

other minorities at PWI institutions (Brown et al., 2005; Carter-Veale et al., 2016; 

Moreira et al., 2019; Ong et al., 2018). Perna et al. (2009) also demonstrated this 

benefit when comparing the minority experience at a PWI campus to an HBCU 

campus, where the campus climate is more receptive. The University of Maryland 

System institutions provide support for students. Still, many of the participants in the 

study did not hear about SSI from an advisor or their department. Faculty may not be 

aware of the opportunity to attend SSI or view it as an auxiliary activity without 

relevance to their day-to-day work. Students often attended due to word of mouth 

from peers or PROMISE AGEP staff. Busy faculty do not always have the time or 

opportunity to keep track of extracurricular programming. This signals a need for 
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institutions to support individual departments in bridging gaps in information about 

available support for their underrepresented students. Key advising staff in 

departments are important for keeping students and faculty informed about 

community events. Resources need to be committed to either compensate existing 

staff, or provide for dedicated staff to manage and facilitate access to PROMISE 

AGEP programming like SSI. 

Research 

Future researchers should continue to document the factors that enable, rather 

than prevent, graduate students to successfully persist through their STEM programs 

and pursue faculty positions. Expanding the literature on third space will extend a 

greater understanding of how third space can augment the African American graduate 

education experience. Approximately half of all graduate students do not complete 

their doctoral program irrespective of race (Lovitts, 2001). African American 

graduate students account for an incredibly small percentage of graduate degrees in 

STEM and STEM faculty positions (AIR, 2005; Lovitts, 2001). This study identified 

factors that played important roles in students’ ability to realize their goal of 

continuing their graduate studies in STEM and pursuing their professional goals. 

Further research will unearth valuable evidence that can support and justify how 

departments and institutions plan for and invest in strategic programming and staffing 

to support the retention of African American doctoral students in STEM.  

Researchers should also continue to employ qualitative methods when 

studying the African American graduate student population. This study exhibited the 

importance of a qualitative study to provide “a complex, detailed understanding” 
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(Creswell, 2018, p. 40) of graduate school persistence in a special population. 

Quantitative studies allow researchers to examine understudied populations while 

also contributing results that may provide a broad understanding of trends, 

associations, and relationships but qualitative studies can tell us why someone 

responded the way they did and how an individual’s answers were shaped by their 

contexts (Creswell, 2018). Quantitative research is often utilized to study graduate 

school retention (Bergerson, 2009; Engberg & Allen, 2011; Roderick et al., 2011; 

Taggart & Crisp, 2011; Walke, 2010). However, qualitative research allows for a 

deeper understanding of the factors that combat social isolation and offers an 

opportunity to learn from the voices of students who have experienced social 

isolation. More research is needed that permits Black and African American graduate 

students to express, in their own words, their experiences. In this way, the participant 

and the researcher can expand on the lived experiences behind the quantitative data. 

Research that incorporates ethnographic storytelling could engage stakeholders and 

investors outside of the academic community, but who recognize the value of 

fortifying our institutions of higher education with a diverse professoriate. 

Additionally, in recognition of the strengths of quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to studying graduate school persistence, mixed-methods approaches may 

be the most effective approach to understanding the graduate school persistence of 

African American STEM doctoral students/graduates seeking resources to combat 

social isolation in graduate school. One approach to designing a mixed-method study 

might include collecting survey data from a large, random sample and selecting a 

“small, nonrandom, purposeful sample” for in-depth interviews (Merriam, 2009, p. 
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224). The reporting of statistical analyses from this type of study could contribute 

“the evidence necessary to arrive at useful conclusions and recommendations” 

(Creswell, 2018), while interviews could enhance survey findings by making “the 

decision-making process come alive” (Creswell, 2018; McAllister, 2012).  

Study Limitations 

This study has limited generalizability, consistent with qualitative case study 

research (Merriam, 2009). The findings reported here, “reflect situation-specific 

conditions in a particular context” and should be thought of as “working hypotheses” 

(p. 225). An important contribution of this study was examining how SSI operates as 

a third space to support graduate school persistence in African American STEM 

doctoral students. African American doctoral students who can access a community 

are more likely to achieve degree completion and feel embedded in their respective 

academic and professional communities (Brawner et al., 2012; Burt et al., 2018; Ong 

et al., 2018).  

The sample posed a limitation for this study. The limitation of the sample is 

more a commentary on existing fractures in the education pipeline than the students 

themselves. However, the participants in the study were examples of grit and 

persistence in the face of institutional barriers. The lack of eligible participants 

highlights the relevance of a study on this important topic. There is a perpetual cycle 

that SSI and programs like it are attempting to break: the limited pool of African 

American STEM doctoral graduates for the professoriate makes it more difficult to 

grow the population of African American STEM students and then future faculty. The 

research questions hypothesized that SSI, operationalized as a third space, promotes 
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persistence, and combats social isolation in graduate school for African American 

STEM doctoral students.  

African American students face additional challenges of social (racial or 

ethnic) isolation that stem from a lack of diversity within PWI academic departments, 

or even within the entire institution. Because of these preexisting environments and 

the narrow pipeline of specifically African American talent in STEM degree 

programs, the sample size was not as large as I wished. I contacted potential 

participants through e-mails collected at past SSI gatherings. However, the response 

rate was not exceptionally robust. I successfully recruited two participants in-person 

at the 2019 SSI, but I would have preferred to increase that number if possible.  

Existing research on graduate student retention discusses the critical 

importance of social networks and campus support to facilitate better integration into 

the graduate community. Thus, the original design was guided by the assumption that 

there would be enough African Americans currently enrolled in STEM PhD programs 

to participate in the study. The limitation of acquiring the appropriate sample size for 

saturation made it necessary to expand the inclusion criteria. Interviews were 

conducted with multiple students who were no longer enrolled but had left graduate 

school with a PhD. Some participants were also not current University System of 

Maryland students but at some point had attended a USM institution as an 

undergraduate. Timing posed an additional limitation to this study. This study asked 

participants to recall the SSI experience. However, some participants openly shared 

their memories of exact details were limited. Despite the aforementioned limitations, 
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the current study provides useful insights into useful practices, helpful policies, and 

directions for further research.  

Researcher Reflections 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, my interest in the topic of third spaces stemmed 

primarily from my personal and professional background. I am an HBCU graduate 

who worked at a PWI with graduate students. The experience was highly revealing in 

that it demonstrated to me the special challenges African American doctoral students 

experience across STEM disciplines. As an African American individual, I 

experienced instances where African American students would express a greater level 

of comfort talking about their concerns to me than to non-Black faculty advisors. I 

did not guide specific academic topics but frequently had advising sessions that 

would expand on other experiences. Some of the stories I shared stoked my interest in 

understanding how the program, the department, and the institution could better serve 

its minority students, especially regarding faculty awareness of the need for additional 

support.  

Another necessary experience in this study is my involvement with the 

PROMISE AGEP team. There was a time when I experienced the social isolation and 

imposter syndrome that is very common in graduate school. Ultimately, it was an 

introduction to key members of the PROMISE AGEP program that propelled my 

interest in researching African American graduate students and ultimately narrowing 

my research focus to STEM students. My experience at SSI helped me develop an 

additional perspective when interviewing students and enabled an understanding of 

how they could describe the SSI as an energizing experience.  
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My reflection on the findings of the study and the experience of hearing the 

voices of African American graduate students revealed that the graduate school 

experience is enhanced when community support is present. My professional 

experiences regarding graduate school persistence were largely consistent with what 

participants reported about their experiences in their STEM program. I have 

concluded that all students, particularly African American doctoral students in STEM, 

benefit from a third space constructed for access to a vital, supportive community. 

Conclusion 

It is time for PWIs to fully acknowledge that African American graduate 

students in STEM need spaces where they can gather safely away from the gaze of 

White and non-Black people of color who are unable or unwilling to acknowledge 

their professional and personal life struggles through graduate school (Blackwell, 

2018). Many researchers, policymakers, and practitioners recognize that improving 

the graduate school enrollment and graduation rates for African Americans will 

contribute to the United States’ goal of having the highest proportion of graduate 

school graduates in the world in the near future (AIR, 2005; National Institutes, 

2007). However, they must feel welcomed into spaces that have historically lacked 

diversity. Blackwell (2018) spoke on the importance of spaces for Black people, 

stating,  

People of color need their own spaces. Black people need their own spaces. 

We need places in which we can gather and be free from the mainstream 

stereotypes and marginalization that permeate every other societal space we 

occupy. We need spaces where we can be our authentic selves without White 
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people’s judgment and insecurity muzzling that expression. We need spaces 

where we can simply be—where we can get off the treadmill of making White 

people comfortable and finally realize just how tired we are (para. 2). 

Future researchers must continue to document the factors that enable African 

American students to access and complete graduate school and pursue faculty 

positions. Further research on the persistence decisions of African American graduate 

students can lead to the design of policies and practices beneficial to African 

American students, including (a) addressing the additional challenges of social (racial 

or ethnic) isolation that stem from a lack of diversity within PWI academic 

departments of, or even within the entire institution; (b) expanding existing research 

on graduate student retention to highlight the critical importance of social networks 

and campus support to facilitate better integration into the graduate community; and 

(c) explore with deeper specificity how African American students experience and 

use third space in their programs and professional development.  

SSI serves as a valuable space that performs several functions: It creates a 

decolonized STEM third space for participants; it offers tools for participants to use 

in their academic and professional roles, and it provides opportunities to connect with 

a community of scholars who share similar aspirations and similar cultural 

experiences. Opportunity to potentially reconnect with SSI participants during the fall 

semester, especially if they were at another university. A noteworthy finding of this 

study of African American STEM doctoral students and graduates was the influence 

of the Circle of Doctorates ceremony. The SSI circle of doctorates ceremony was a 

leveling event that helped to operationalize the event as a third space.  The emphasis 
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on hierarchy at the event was not expressed to elevate positions; it was a visualization 

of possibility for participants pursuing the goal of degree completion. One student 

shared her thoughts on the Circle of Doctorates ceremony, expressing, 

I think the first time that I went, they did an around the room [Circle of 

Doctorates ceremony] of who here is a PhD candidate and who has graduated. 

And that was nice to see people that look like you are doing well, regardless 

of where you are in your program or the progress that you've 

made...sometimes you need to get a little bit of motivation. So, however long 

that motivation lasted, I’m reinvigorated to refocus. 

Another participant observed that the graduate school process is traumatic for 

everyone, but building community could compel graduates to return and support 

others. Some participants continued to attend SSI events after graduation because, 

“it’s just nice to be in such an encouraging and motivational sort of event, and it gives 

you a boost for a long time after the event concludes.” The SSI drew participants with 

a desire for community based on prior positive experiences with similar programming 

in this study. Students who did not have many African American peers would also 

seek out other African American PhD students, even if they were not in the same 

program. It was clear participants wanted to have a community of scholars that 

reflected their cultural experiences and wanted to provide that support to others like 

them. Even in seeking a third space, these participants wanted to expand the space to 

those who could also benefit from a growing community. The experiences shared by 

participants suggest the SSI was supportive of their graduate school persistence and 
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connected them to a community of scholars and professionals who served as visible 

representations of possibility. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Participant Recruitment Emails 

A: Participant Recruitment Email Invitations Direct E-mail Invitation  

To: [Email] 

From: "[Email] via umd.edu or umbc.edu" 

Subject: Seeking Participants for a Paid Research Study 

Salutation: Dear [First Name], 

I am a doctoral student at the University of Maryland College Park who is 

studying the strategies for combating social isolation in graduate school. I would like 

to invite you to participate in my dissertation study focusing on African American 

doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM). 

I am seeking participants who are currently enrolled in a doctoral program. If 

this describes you, I invite you to complete a questionnaire that asks you some 

questions to help me determine whether you are eligible to participate. This 

questionnaire is confidential; only I will have access to your name or email address. 

In appreciation for completing the questionnaire, you will be entered into a drawing 

to win an electronic gift card worth $20 from amazon.com. 

You can complete the questionnaire at http://bit.ly/2Shi3FY. Please do not 

forward this message. This questionnaire should take approximately 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 

At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are interested in being 

interviewed for my dissertation study. If you are selected, you will need to agree to 

participate in an interview lasting up to 90 minutes. You may also be asked some 
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questions in a follow up call or meeting lasting up to 60 minutes. These interviews 

will occur during the Spring 2019 and potentially Summer 2019 semesters. I will ask 

questions during the interviews that center around your experiences in graduate 

school. The interviews may occur at your campus, over the phone, or via web 

meeting at a times and locations that are convenient for you. In appreciation for your 

participation, I will give you a $20 gift card after each interview. 

Your participation is appreciated and important to the success of this research 

study. If you have any questions about this study, please contact me 

(eaparaka@umd.edu or my advisor, Dr. Andrew Elby (elby@umd.edu). 

Thank you for your participation! 

Sincerely, 

Erika Aparaka 

Ph.D. Candidate, Higher Education, University of Maryland College Park 

You are receiving this email because you were identified as an African 

American student at a University System of Maryland Institution. Your email address 

was obtained from the Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Assessment 

(IRPA). IRPA allows researchers to use email to send its students information about 

research opportunities. The content of this email message has been approved by the 

University of Maryland College Park Institutional Review Board. 
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B: Sample Email to Key Informant  

Subject: Recruitment email  

Below you will find my recruitment email. I would appreciate you sending it to any 

[Key Informant’s Campus] students or groups of students that might be eligible for 

my study. Thanks again for your help.  

----------Message----------  

To: [Email] 

From: "[Email] via umd.edu or umbc.edu" 

Subject: Seeking Participants for a Paid Research Study 

Salutation: Dear [First Name], 

I am a doctoral student at the University of Maryland College Park who is 

studying the strategies for combating social isolation in graduate school. I would like 

to invite you to participate in my dissertation study focusing on African American 

doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM).  

I am seeking participants who are currently enrolled in a doctoral program. If 

this describes you, I invite you to complete a questionnaire that asks you some 

questions to help me determine whether you are eligible to participate. This 

questionnaire is confidential; only I will have access to your name or email address. 

In appreciation for completing the questionnaire, you will be entered into a drawing 

to win an electronic gift card worth $20 from amazon.com.  

You can complete the questionnaire at http://bit.ly/2Shi3FY. Please do not 

forward this message. This questionnaire should take approximately 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 
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At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are interested in being 

interviewed for my dissertation study. If you are selected, you will need to agree to 

participate in an interview lasting up to 90 minutes. You may also be asked some 

questions in a follow up call or meeting lasting up to 60 minutes. These interviews 

will occur during the Spring 2019 and potentially Summer 2019 semesters. I will ask 

questions during the interviews that center around your experiences in graduate 

school. The interviews may occur at your campus, over the phone, or via web 

meeting at a times and locations that are convenient for you. In appreciation for your 

participation, I will give you a $20 gift card after each interview.  

Your participation is appreciated and important to the success of this research 

study. If you have any questions about this study, please contact me 

(eaparaka@umd.edu or my advisor, Dr. Andrew Elby (elby@umd.edu).  

Thank you for your participation! 

Sincerely, 

Erika Aparaka 
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C: Sample Email to Directors/Deans Offices 

Subject: Email Request for Dissertation Study  

Please send the following email to doctoral students currently enrolled in your 

program at the [Director’s campus] who meet the criteria listed below: 

1- African American 

2- Currently enrolled Doctoral student (student or candidate)  

3- Has participated in any PROMISE programming  

Feel free to modify the email text as needed. The text includes a link to 

participate in a short questionnaire. If you need any additional information from me 

before sending this email, please do not hesitate to get in touch with me. I want to 

make sure the right students get the email. Thank you again for your assistance.  

----- Message----- 

Subject: Request to Participate in a Research Study 

Dear Student,  

I am writing to invite you to participate in a dissertation study conducted by 

Erika Aparaka, a doctoral student at the University of Maryland, College Park who is 

studying strategies for combating social isolation in graduate school. She would like 

to invite you to participate in her dissertation study focusing on African American 

doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM).  

She is seeking participants who are currently enrolled in a doctoral program. 

If this describes you, you are invited to complete a questionnaire that asks you some 

questions to help determine whether you are eligible to participate. This questionnaire 

is confidential; only she will have access to your name or email address. In 
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appreciation for completing the questionnaire, you will be entered into a drawing to 

win an electronic gift card worth $20 from amazon.com.  

You can complete the questionnaire at http://bit.ly/2Shi3FY. Please do not 

forward this message. This questionnaire should take approximately 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 

At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are interested in being 

interviewed for her dissertation study. If you are selected, you will need to agree to 

participate in an interview lasting up to 90 minutes. You may also be asked some 

questions in a follow up call or meeting lasting up to 60 minutes. These interviews 

will occur during the Spring 2019 and potentially Summer 2019 semesters. You will 

be asked questions during the interviews that center around your experiences in 

graduate school. The interviews may occur at your campus, over the phone, or via 

web meeting at a times and locations that are convenient for you. In appreciation for 

your participation, you will be given a $20 gift card after each interview.  

Your participation is appreciated and important to the success of this research 

study. If you have any questions about this study, please contact Erika 

(eaparaka@umd.edu or her advisor, Dr. Andrew Elby (elby@umd.edu). Thank you 

for your participation! 

Sincerely,  

[Director Name/Title] 
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D: Sample Email to Student Organization Leaders and Advisors  

To: [Student Leader Email]; [Student Leader Email]; [Advisor Email] 

Subject: Research Study on African American Doctoral Students Seeks Participants  

Hello. 

I am writing to you because of your involvement with [Student Organization]. 

I am writing to request that you forward my email seeking participants for my 

dissertation study. I am seeking University System of Maryland (USM) students who 

meet the criteria listed below: 

1- African American 

2- Currently enrolled Doctoral student (student or candidate)  

3- Has participated in any PROMISE programming  

I would greatly appreciate it if you would please forward my recruitment 

email (see below) to your members. If you have questions or would like more 

information about my study, please feel free to contact me by phone at 301-

95609476. I can also be reached by email at eaparaka@umd.edu. Thank you.  

Sincerely, 

Erika Aparaka 

Ph.D. Candidate, Teaching and Learning Policy and Leadership, University of 

Maryland College Park 

cell phone: 301-956-0476 email: eaparaka@gmail.com 

-------------Recruitment Email-------------  

Subject: Seeking Participants for a Paid Research Study on African American 

doctoral students  
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Dear [First Name], 

I am a doctoral student at the University of Maryland College Park who is 

studying the strategies for combating social isolation in graduate school. I would like 

to invite you to participate in my dissertation study focusing on African American 

doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM).  

I am seeking participants who are currently enrolled in a doctoral program. If 

this describes you, I invite you to complete a questionnaire that asks you some 

questions to help me determine whether you are eligible to participate. This 

questionnaire is confidential; only I will have access to your name or email address. 

In appreciation for completing the questionnaire, you will be entered into a drawing 

to win an electronic gift card worth $20 from amazon.com.  

You can complete the questionnaire at http://bit.ly/2Shi3FY. Please do not 

forward this message. This questionnaire should take approximately 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 

At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are interested in being 

interviewed for my dissertation study. If you are selected, you will need to agree to 

participate in an interview lasting up to 90 minutes. You may also be asked some 

questions in a follow up call or meeting lasting up to 60 minutes. These interviews 

will occur during the Spring 2019 and potentially Summer 2019 semesters. I will ask 

questions during the interviews that center around your experiences in graduate 

school. The interviews may occur at your campus, over the phone, or via web 

meeting at a times and locations that are convenient for you. In appreciation for your 

participation, I will give you a $20 gift card after each interview. 
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Your participation is appreciated and important to the success of this research 

study. If you have any questions about this study, please contact me 

(eaparaka@umd.edu or my advisor, Dr. Andrew Elby (elby@umd.edu).  

Thank you for your participation! 

Sincerely, 

Erika Aparaka 
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E: Sample Email to PROMISE Faculty, Staff, or Mentors 

To: [Faculty, Staff, or Mentors]; [Faculty, Staff, or Mentors Email] 

Subject: Research Study on African American Doctoral Students Seeks Participants 

-------------Recruitment Email-------------  

Subject: Seeking Participants for a Paid Research Study on African American 

doctoral students 

Dear [First Name], 

I am a doctoral student at the University of Maryland College Park who is 

studying the strategies for combating social isolation in graduate school. I would like 

to invite you to participate in my dissertation study focusing on African American 

doctoral students in science, technology, engineering, and/or mathematics (STEM).  

I am seeking participants who have served as supporting faculty, staff, or 

mentors for the PROMISE AGEP Summer Success Institute. If this describes you, I 

invite you to complete a questionnaire that asks you some questions to help me 

determine whether you are eligible to participate. This questionnaire is confidential; 

only I will have access to your name or email address. In appreciation for completing 

the questionnaire, you will be entered into a drawing to win an electronic gift card 

worth $20 from amazon.com.  

You can complete the questionnaire at [website link here]. Please do not 

forward this message. This questionnaire should take approximately 5-10 minutes to 

complete. 

At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you are interested in being 

interviewed for my dissertation study. If you are selected, you will need to agree to 
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participate in an interview lasting up to 90 minutes. You may also be asked some 

questions in a follow up call or meeting lasting up to 60 minutes. These interviews 

will occur during the Spring 2019 and potentially Summer 2019 semesters. I will ask 

questions during the interviews that center around your experiences working with 

African American doctoral students. The interviews may occur at your campus, over 

the phone, or via web meeting at a times and locations that are convenient for you. 

Your participation is appreciated and important to the success of this research 

study. If you have any questions about this study, please contact me 

(eaparaka@umd.edu or my advisor, Dr. Andrew Elby (elby@umd.edu). 

Thank you for your participation! 

Sincerely, 

Erika Aparaka 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol 

Thank you very much for agreeing to participate in this study, which explores 

how the Summer Success Institute supports African American students in science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) graduate degree programs.  

This interview is a part of my dissertation research project in the Teaching and 

Learning Policy and Leadership Program at the University of Maryland.  I am also 

doing this work in support of the diversity recruitment efforts of the PROMISE 

program, Maryland’s Alliance for Graduate Education and Participation.   I am 

interested in understanding whether you have experienced any benefits from 

attending, participating in, or supporting the Summer Success Institute, as well as the 

personal and academic experiences that you had leading up to your pursuit of an 

engineering or STEM career in graduate school.   Your participation is voluntary, and 

you can terminate your participation at any time.  

This study is also seeking to increase understanding of how the Summer 

Success Institute helps advance a concept called third space and how the Summer 

Success Institute functions as a third space. The third space is a concept that is used to 

describe places that are outside of the home and academic or workspaces (e.g., the 

lab, office, or classroom). Home is considered a first space and the academic or 

workspaces are considered second space. An example of a third space would be a 

student lounge, a reception off campus, or a coffee shop. Third spaces in the context 

of this study will be used to describe a place that fosters a sense of community and 

belonging. 
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 The interview will last between 45-90 minutes and will focus on the 

experiences that impacted your decision to pursue an engineering or STEM career, as 

well as the support you experienced participating in the Summer Success 

Institute.  You will be asked questions about the support that you received at your 

institution and SS. You will have the opportunity to reflect upon how the connections 

you made at SSI increase your sense of access to a supportive community and if that 

sense of community helps you feel more likely to persist in your degree 

program.   For example, one question asks, “How do you feel participating in the SSI 

can help you combat feelings of isolation in your graduate program?”  Another 

example of a question is, “What supports systems did you have in place prior to 

attending the Summer Success Institute?” 

Only the principal investigator will have access to the participants’ names. If 

you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, concerns, or 

complaints, please contact me, Erika Aparakakankanange (Principal Investigator), by 

telephone (301-956-0476/cell) or e-mail (eaparaka@gmail.com). If you have 

questions about your rights as a research participant or wish to report a research-

related injury, please contact the Institutional Review Board Office at the University 

of Maryland, by e-mail (irb@umd.eu) or telephone (301-405-0678).  This research 

has been reviewed according to the University of Maryland, College Park IRB 

procedures for research involving human subjects. 

Do you agree to participate? [If yes, continue. If no, stop.] 

The interview will last between forty-five and ninety minutes, and I would 

like to ask your permission to record this interview for accuracy. The recording will 
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only be available to me, and your identity will be kept confidential. Your identity will 

not be revealed in any report. Instead, a pseudonym (i.e., false name) of your choice 

will be used in any references that are made to you. If your words are included in the 

results, any identifying information will be removed. 

Do you agree for me to record this interview? [If yes, then turn on the 

recorder. If no, do not record the interview.] 
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Appendix C: Consent to Participate Form 

 

 

 

 

 

Institutional Review Board 

1204 Marie Mount Hall ● 7814 Regents Drive ● College Park, MD 20742 ● 

301-405-4212 ● irb@umd.edu 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

Project Title Assessing the Value of Third Space African American Graduate 
Students in STEM Degree Programs 

 
Purpose of the Study This research is being conducted by Erika Aparakakankanange at 

the University of Maryland, College Park.  I am inviting you to 
participate in this research project because you are an African 
American engineering student who has participated in, or is in 
some way associated with the PROMISE Summer Success Institute 
(SSI). The purpose of this research project is to evaluate how 
African American engineering students build a sense of community 
in graduate school. 

Procedures The procedures involve conducting in-depth interviews with African 
American engineering student participants as well as staff, and 
faculty who support community building efforts for underrepresented 
minority students. Interviews will be conducted at various University 
System of Maryland campuses or possibly via phone or web 
conference depending on participant availability. Interviews will last 
between 45-60 minutes. Student participants will be compensated for 
their time with refreshments if the interview is conducted in person. 
All student participants will receive a gift card to an as yet to be 
determined retailer for an amount between $15-$20. An example of a 
question includes the following, “Describe your relationship with 
colleagues/peers/classmates in your program.” 

Potential Risks and 
Discomforts 

 

There are no known risks associated with participating in this 
research project other than the potential for the loss/breach of 
confidentiality, but every precaution will be taken to ensure this risk 
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is mitigated or avoided altogether. (1) Your real name will not be 
included on the surveys and other collected data; (2) A code will be 
placed on the survey and other collected data; (3) Through the use 
of an identification key, the researcher will be able to link your 
survey to your identity; and (4) only the researcher will have access 
to the identification key. You will not be required to answer any 
questions that make you feel uncomfortable. 

Potential Benefits  There are no known immediate direct benefits from participating in 
this research. The hope is that, in the future, other people might 
benefit from this study through improved understanding of the 
graduate student community building experience for African 
Americans and its relevance to graduate retention efforts.  

Confidentiality Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by storing 
data in a secure location such as a locked office and a password 
protected computer. Pseudonyms will also be utilized to protect 
participants’ identities. 
 
If I write a report or article about this research project, your identity 
will be protected to the maximum extent possible.  Your information 
may be shared with representatives of the University of Maryland, 
College Park, University of Maryland, Baltimore County, or 
governmental authorities if you or someone else is in danger or if we 
are required to do so by law.  

Compensation  Student participants will be compensated for their time with 
refreshments if the interview is conducted in person. All student 
participants will receive a gift card to an as yet to be determined 
retailer for an amount not to exceed $20. 

Right to Withdraw and 
Questions 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  You may 
choose not to take part at all.  If you decide to participate in this 
research, you may stop participating at any time.  If you decide not 
to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, 
you will not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise 
qualify. 
 
If you decide to stop taking part in the study, if you have questions, 
concerns, or complaints, or if you need to report an injury related to 
the research, please contact the investigator: 
 

Erika Aparakakankanange 
3119 Benjamin Building 
College Park, MD 20742 

eaparaka@gmail.com 
(301) 887-3073 

 
Participant Rights  
 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or 
wish to report a research-related injury, please contact:  
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University of Maryland College Park  

Institutional Review Board Office 
1204 Marie Mount Hall 

College Park, Maryland, 20742 
 E-mail: irb@umd.edu   

Telephone: 301-405-0678 
 

This research has been reviewed according to the University of 
Maryland, College Park IRB procedures for research involving 
human subjects. 

Statement of Consent 

 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you 

have read this consent form or have had it read to you; your 

questions have been answered to your satisfaction and you 

voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. You will 

receive a copy of this signed consent form. 

 

If you agree to participate, please sign your name below. 

Signature and Date 

 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT 

[Please Print] 

 

SIGNATURE OF 

PARTICIPANT 

 

DATE 
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Appendix D: Demographic Questionnaire 

1. Pseudonym (First Name). Please choose a name by which you will be 
identified in this study. This should not be your actual first name. 

i. _____________Pseudonym (e.g., Janet Doe) 
b.  

2. Are you a current student? 
a. If yes, what is your projected graduation semester? (e.g., Spring 2020). 

 

3. If no, please list the semester in which you graduated/departed (e.g., May 
2011, December 2011, etc.). 

4. If you are not a graduate student, please indicate your title. 
a.  
____Not Applicable. 

Please indicate your current area of study if you are a current/incoming 

student. 

i. ____ Engineering 
a. Specialization (e.g., aerospace, mechanical, etc.): _________ 

ii. ____ Biological Sciences 
a. Specialization: ________________________ 

iii. ____ Physical Sciences 
a. Specialization: ________________________ 

iv. ____ Mathematics 
a. Specialization: ________________________ 

v. ____ Other. Please indicate: _______________________ 
vi. ____ N/A. Please indicate:  

 
5. Please indicate your gender: 

i. ____Female 
ii. ____Male 

iii. ____Other 
iv. ____Prefer not to say 

b.  
6. Are you of Hispanic or of Latino origin? 

a. ____Yes 
b. ____No 

7. What is your race? (Please check all that apply) 
a. ____White 
b. ____Black or African American 
c. ____Asian 
d. ____American Indian or Alaskan Native 
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e. ____Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
f. ____Multiracial 
g. ____Other. Please indicate: _______________________ 

8. Are you or will you be the first in your family to graduate with a Ph.D. degree 
in science, engineering, technology, or mathematics? 

a. ____Yes 
b. ____No 
c.  

9. Please list the previous college(s) that you attended. 
______________________________ 

a.  
10. What was your cumulative grade point average at your previous 

institution?:______ 
a.  

11. What was your current grade point average at the University of Maryland as 
of the most recent semester you completed? If you already graduated, what 
was your cumulative grade point average at the University of Maryland when 
you graduated?______ 

a.  
12. Please list your date of birth in the following format (MM/DD/YYYY). 

____________ 
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Appendix E: Interview Questions 

1. Who or what experiences in your life encouraged you to pursue a doctorate? 

2. What support systems did you have in place prior to your acceptance to your 
institution (e.g., family, mentors, peer support group, clubs). 

3. What support systems have you (or did you) use(d) since you started your 
program at your institution (Examples might be: PROMISE AGEP activities or 
workshops; The National Society of Black Engineers; any on or off campus 
organizations you’ve sought for support.) 

5. Tell me about your experiences on campus? 
Describe your relationship with your advisor. 

6. Describe your relationship with colleagues/peers/classmates in your program. 

a. Do you have an office, or space you share with colleagues? 

b. Do you feel like you are included in your department’s community? 

7. Can you describe how or whether your experience at SSI fostered a sense of 
community and belonging? 

a. Have you attended other PROMISE events that helped you feel 
connected to a supportive community? 

8. Participants at SSI wear name tags. Some tags indicate the individual’s degree 
or job title. Did you find knowing job titles or degree status of peer mentors and 
faculty to be helpful to you at SSI? How so? 

9. What characteristics of an academic environment or your campus could 
provide you a stronger sense of belonging to a community of scholars? 

These are all of my questions.  Is there anything else you would like to add 

about factors that have enabled you to successfully pursue graduate studies, or is there 

anything that we have discussed about which you would like to elaborate? 

If I have any questions regarding your answers, could I contact you in the 

future?Thank you very much for your time and for sharing your experiences. I greatly 

appreciate it. 
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Appendix F: Interview Questions for PROMISE/SSI Faculty/Staff/Mentors 

1. Who or what experiences do students indicate encourage them to pursue a 
doctorate? 

2. What support systems do doctoral students at your institution typically have in 
place prior to acceptance to your institution (e.g., family, mentors, peer support 
group, clubs). 

3. What support systems do students have available to them at your institution 
once they start their program?  (Examples might be PROMISE AGEP activities or 
workshops; The National Society of Black Engineers; any on or off campus 
organizations you’ve sought for support.) 

4. Can you describe how or what type of experiences at SSI foster a sense of 
community and belonging? 

a. Have you supported other PROMISE events that helped students feel 
connected to a supportive community? 

5. Participants at SSI wear name tags. Some tags indicate the individual’s degree 
or job title.  Did you find knowing job titles or degree status of peer mentors and 
faculty to be helpful to student participants at SSI? How so? 

6. What characteristics of an academic environment or campus could provide a 
stronger sense of belonging to a community of scholars? 

These are all of my questions. Is there anything else you would like to add 

about factors that have enabled you to successfully pursue graduate studies, or is there 

anything that we have discussed about which you would like to elaborate? 

If I have any questions regarding your answers, could I contact you in the 

future? 

Thank you very much for your time and for sharing your experiences. I 

greatly appreciate it. 
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Appendix G: Conceptual Framework 
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Appendix H: Participant Profiles 

Profile 1: Wilda Pope 

Wilda participated in an undergraduate research opportunity that sparked her 

interest in pursuing graduate studies. Her family has always been supportive of her 

goals to pursue a doctorate. Minority graduate students in a STEM program believe 

that their participation in the Summer Success Institute influenced their academic and 

professional behaviors. Students’ interactions with faculty and staff from different 

type of universities helped students to not only expand their career options but helped 

them to get a more in-depth understanding of what it is like to work at different types 

of academic institutions. Students used the name tags provided at SSI to identify 

where the faculty worked and focused their networking efforts and tailored their 

questions to maximize the interaction with the faculty member. After seeing peer and 

faculty mentor name tags at SSI, Wilda indicated that once she had a better 

understanding of what she wanted to do, she was able to identify where these people 

were and got an idea of, if she felt like she wanted to follow a similar path. From 

seeing name tags on SSI attendees, the student said, “I knew who to talk to in order to 

get their background. So, it [the name tag] helped direct me to people that I might 

want to seek more information from.”   

Wilda indicated that having the name tag for the peer mentors was especially 

helpful for students nearing graduation and seeking career advice.  The name tag has 

a ribbon that indicates the peer mentor or faculty member’s university affiliation. 

Students have the chance to target their networking. 
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Having this positive interaction with faculty at SSI then carried over into the 

student’s interactions with faculty at the student’s home institution. The student 

expressed more confidence in her interactions with what she termed authority figures 

at her home institution. Upon reflection, she noted that her department was missing a 

platform for community style interactions. In her initial years she shared that she felt 

less comfortable initiating interactions with lecturers and advisors in the department. 

SSI provided opportunities for her to practice talking to people who were senior to 

her at PROMISE. The interactions at SSI provided a platform for her to gain helpful 

skills that translated to feeling more comfortable communicating with faculty in her 

department.  

Wilda shared that she felt her participation in the Summer Success Institute 

influenced her sense of belonging in her programs and university. She discussed her 

participation in attending one SSI event but emphasized the value of repeat 

attendance. Wilda described her personal growth from attending SSI both in her first 

and second year of graduate school.    

Wilda shared that by her second SSI, she had passed the majority of her core 

classes and had joined a lab. She reflected on how starting a graduate program right 

after her undergraduate experience left her feeling as if she were still an 

undergraduate student.  She expressed how after graduating from her undergraduate 

program she still had not adopted the identity of a graduate student. Part of her 

reservation came from not having interaction with scientific Ph.Ds. or Ph.D. students 

as an undergraduate student. Her introduction to graduate school had been a summer 

program that she had attended two years prior to being accepted to and then attending 
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graduate school. The transition from undergraduate to graduate setting was impactful 

and she felt imposter syndrome was heavy.  

SSI brings together new, incoming graduate students as well as continuing 

graduate students at both the master’s and Ph.D. level so they can prepare for the 

upcoming academic year of graduate study.  The SSI opens with welcoming remarks 

and a networking breakfast that serves as an icebreaker for the day. Breakout sessions 

consist of workshops for new graduate students, current graduate students, post-docs, 

and faculty.  

Wilda was able to recall the content for Dr. Donna O. Johnson Guaranteed 4.0 

presentation, Wilda went on to share that she attended the breakout session during the 

SSI that had a substantial impact on her: 

…[T]here was a speaker, and I can't remember exactly right 

now, but she had a book on, essentially, how to graduate with a 

4.00 in graduate school. That book helped me. I struggled a lot 

adapting in my first semester of graduate school, which is 

weird because most people who go to graduate school are 

successful students, so it was weird to me that I couldn't get 

accustomed to classes again. But getting that handbook helped 

pull me out of the imposter syndrome of the classroom and 

helped me feel more established there. 

Wilda indicated that the breakout sessions were very helpful for her. She paid 

close attention in the breakout sessions of SSI that first year. Everything else she 

described as very overwhelming. However, returning to SSI and being able to 
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recognize people and people recognizing her when she attended SSI the second time 

helped her adjust to that space, particularly when she was comfortable actively 

participating in the events helped her to feel like a part of the graduate community. 

Wilda reflected by sharing that being able to talk about imposter syndrome resonated 

with her and helped her realize that she was experiencing the phenomena. The SSI 

speakers and facilitators provided the skills and resources she felt she needed to 

confront the imposter syndrome feelings and overcome them. 

In her closing reflections Wilda shared that the Meyerhoff program was a 

starting point for her, and she remains active in both the PROMISE and Meyerhoff 

communities. The PROMISE community provided opportunities to have direct 

conversations about imposter syndrome that helped her embrace her identity as a 

graduate student.” 

Oldenburg (1999) defines the third space as a neutral territory where 

individuals from all walks of life can convene as equals. The third space serves as a 

home away from home where those present can experience the sense of ownership, 

but without the responsibility of ownership. Third spaces can be cultivated anywhere 

by anyone as long as the shared values of community and conversation exist. The 

Summer Success operationalizes the concept of third space to support community 

building in multiple ways. A prevalent feature of the SSI is the understanding from 

attendees that the event is designed to cultivate a sense of belonging. The primary 

characteristics of SSI that Wilda indicated was pivotal for her developing a stronger 

connection to the SSI community were the other community members. When 

describing the other participants, particularly staff and peer mentors, Wilda described 
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them as being present in body and mind. She described a sense that everyone there 

and wanting to be there. Although the student recalled her initial ambivalence about 

the SSI community when she attended the first time, Wilda shared that her second 

time attending the SSI felt more comfortable and that she was less hesitant to talk to 

people. She described how by her second SSI she finally felt the full effect of being a 

part of the community and being supported and felt more comfortable talking to 

people. Specifically, she shared that participating in SSI and Meyerhoff, “The 

community and really having those direct conversations about imposter syndrome – I 

don’t think I would have made that transition between my thinking of myself between 

that first SSI and that second SSI without these two communities and being active in 

them, so they were definitely pivotal for me having the right psychological mindset 

while being a graduate student.” 
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Profile 2: Leon Benson 

Leon was encouraged to pursue a doctorate after participating in a summer 

research program as an undergraduate on the campus of a major university. Leon was 

there the summer after his junior year and for the first time, worked in a lab with 

graduate students. It was an influential introduction to graduate work. Leon also cited 

opportunities to meet with other Black Ph.D. students and faculty. The experience 

made the pursuit of a Ph.D. seem like a tangible goal.  Leon shared that he had 

support from family and spouse and was also connected through professional 

organization to peers pursuing their doctorate.  

Participants at SSI wear name tags that indicate their academic or professional 

affiliation. Attendees with PhDs receive a ribbon with “Ph.D.” embossed on it.  Leon 

stated that seeing name tags were helpful because it let him know with whom he was 

talking. Seeing people, who he might have otherwise walked by, with tags indicating 

that they have their Ph.D. was useful for him because he could then discern that there 

were actually a number of people in attendance who had actually gotten through what 

he was going through particularly if they were an engineer and had a Ph.D. It was 

helpful to have the chance to ask what they dealt with during their graduate school 

experience. 

Leon shared, “Just being able to see that there are people at all different stages 

of  [graduate school]--from people who are just starting out, to the people who are 

full-fledged professors, or post-docs, or anything like that--and being able to see all 

the different levels when you just walk in a room like that, you're just seeing...there’s 
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a lot of people that are trying to better themselves and are focused and really care 

about this.” 

Leon stated that the visible representation of so many Ph.Ds. of color provided 

motivation and a sense for him that he could make it through his Ph.D., too. You're 

seeing all these different people that look normal when you're judging them one way 

or another. He thought it was great to see the Ph.Ds. in attendance at SSI achieve 

goals that he was striving for. 

When Leon attended SSI, he shared that it was an opportunity to see, “I’m not 

just doing this by myself.” He would see many people with similar experiences from 

various campuses. The biggest takeaway for him from SSI was that he felt very 

energized. He shared how SSI provided a break from the monotony of going back and 

forth to do research. “[B]eing around all those different people who are also striving. 

You're seeing how they're trying to be successful. That boosted me, so that was 

always good.”  

Leon thought the most impactful thing for him from SSI was seeing a high 

concentration of minority students in graduate school together in the same space. He 

shared that this was a visible contrast from his academic department where he 

typically would only see one or two visible minorities. 

Leon summed the SSI experience up with one word: supportive. He described 

the SSI as a place where everyone wanted to talk and provide any advice that they 

could. For example, a person might not know about a specific topic, but they might 

know a person with whom to put him in contact. He described the interactions as very 

open and honest.  
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The biggest gap Leon noticed was that there were typically many more people 

from other universities as opposed to his home institution. It did not take away from 

his SSI experience, but it made him aware that it would be harder to consistently stay 

in touch with students who were spread out across other campuses in the state system 

and the SSI network.  

Leon surmised that the SSI host institution had a potentially higher 

concentration of Black students that participate in the SSI.  He observed that the sense 

of community among the host institution attending doctoral students was very 

apparent.  He shared that during his time as Ph.D. students the students at the co-

hosting institution were trying to emulate that at their institution. The Fall harvest 

dinner provided an opportunity to potentially reconnect with SSI participants during 

the fall semester, especially if they were at another university. 

Leon reiterated the value of SSI by stating, “Literally, just to get that sense of 

community, seeing other people that look like you going through this. Just talk, give 

words of encouragement, or maybe even help somebody deal with the issues they 

might be dealing with and just taking a break and having that time to sit back and 

reflect and see that all this, in a certain way, is kind of a lot bigger than just you.” 
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Profile 3: Polly Soto 

Polly Soto shared that her parents and the desire to be eligible for a fruitful 

career were motivating factors in pursuing a doctorate. She shared that her family, as 

well as several mentors, served as sources of support before and during her doctoral 

program.  

Polly Soto shared that she attended SSI in a year when there was a lightning 

Ted Talk and a chance to share research with the audience. The lightning Ted Talk 

was a two-minute presentation where the student had the opportunity to practice 

sharing his/her research in a clear and concise way. Polly Soto observed a few 

presentations and presented once. Polly Soto’s advisor came and listened to his/her 

talk, which was in the early part of his/her Ph.D. research. 

Polly Soto shared that he/she liked having minority STEM groups as he/she 

found it helpful to occasionally hear about how colleagues were doing and what types 

of conferences they had attended. Polly Soto shared that even though he/she may 

have been very busy with other obligations it was still good to attend SSI because it 

helped keep him/her motivated.  

Polly Soto recalled that the first time he/she attended SSI the program 

included a segment called the Circle of Doctorates. Each year at SSI time is dedicated 

to recognizing the attendees who have completed their doctoral studies in a ceremony 

titled “Circle of Doctorates.” The Ph.Ds. in attendance stand in a circle, and each 

person takes turns stating when they graduated, from which institution they earned 

their degree, and finally what they currently do as a profession.  Polly Soto shared 

that it was encouraging to see people that looked like him/her doing well and 
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reflected that it was a motivating sight for someone at any stage of their program. 

Visually seeing a room of graduated Ph.Ds. of color was very impactful for Polly 

Soto.  He/she also shared that it was helpful for obtaining motivation, feeling 

reinvigorated, and refocused. 

Polly Soto shared that it was helpful just knowing that people had been in 

his/her position and that they became successful and talked about their process that 

they went through. He she felt that was probably the most beneficial thing. Yeah, and 

I think that the earlier you are in the program and the less that you know about what 

you're getting into, that’s when it’s the most helpful. Polly Soto did share that overall, 

attending community events had limitations for her. As a parent she felt her time was 

limited and was focused on finishing her research and finishing her dissertation. 
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Profile 4: Camilla Motley 

Camilla shared that family and mentors at her undergraduate institution were 

supportive in her pursuit of the doctorate. Camilla was raised by her grandmother 

who served as a source of encouragement.  Camilla also had an undergraduate 

research experience that influenced her decision to pursue a doctorate.  

Camilla saw SSI as an opportunity to overcome the intimidation that came 

with trying to finish his/her doctorate. Interacting with faculty/peer mentors at SSI 

provided networking opportunities that positioned Camilla to pose questions about 

how attendees who had completed their doctorate achieved their goal.  It helped 

Camilla realize the options and opportunities available to him/her. Camilla also 

shared that it was a space to find out what other conferences or activities were 

providing a similar type of space as SSI.  

Camilla attended SSI with his/her advisor who was already familiar with other 

attendees in the community. Camilla’s advisor subsequently introduced him/her to 

them. Camilla felt that he/she knew attendees there with the help of his/her advisor as 

the liaison. Camilla did not recall seeing name tags on attendees, but she shared the 

profundity of seeing and meeting other people of color in prominent positions as an 

early Ph.D. student.  

Camilla recalled that the most impactful experience from SSI was the Circle 

of Doctorates segment of the programming. She described it as akin to a march and 

found the exercise to be very powerful. She shared, “I just found that to be very 

powerful. It's like look at this circle of people of color that are doing the things I want 
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to do. They're the doctors, and that's just awesome like I want to be in the circle one 

day. I think like that's going to be me one day.” 
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Profile 5: Shannon Hill 

Shannon shared that participating in the Meyerhoff program was the primary 

reason why she chose to pursue and persist through the Ph.D. Family encouragement 

and community encouragement were also factors in her decision to pursue and persist 

through her doctorate. Her now spouse was also supportive of her educational goals. 

She cited family and community encouragement as factors in pursuing her doctoral 

degree. 

She shared that just prior to beginning her Ph.D. she had the opportunity to 

meet people on campus, was active in her lab doing research, and learned about her 

new surroundings which helped reduce her stress entering the program. Her now-

husband was very supportive throughout the process. Shannon was president of a 

student professional organization which she shared taught her leadership skills and 

also prompted her to mentor newer students. 

Shannon shared that having programs that targeted supporting diverse 

students provided the impetus to persist as an undergraduate and graduate student in 

STEM. Shannon also credited undergraduate diversity program staff with providing 

the support she needed to persist. The availability of diversity programming, like the 

Summer Success Institute (SSI), prompted Shannon to stay in her program in spite of 

many negative experiences. The programming also helped Shannon develop tools to 

seek out opportunities, like teaching a summer class, which helped her boost her self-

esteem, provided practical experience, and helped her figure out where she needed to 

be academically and professionally.  
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She remembered a financial workshop (Value Propositions, Valuation, and 

Cash Flows: Be your own “Career CEO” with Reuben Advani) that she described as 

very interesting and beneficial for her because for the first time she gained tools and 

information about how to manage lab finances and manage finances in general. She 

found it helpful to hear perspectives from an expert and someone who manages 

finances for a living, because she felt like entering the world of academia could be 

abrupt and bewildering. It was reassuring to know there were people and resources 

available to help. 

Shannon appreciated the location of SSI because it provided a respite from her 

institution’s campus. She felt it was beneficial to be able to socialize the night before 

the conference to then foster relationships and nurture networks in a different capacity 

than would occur on the academic home campus. 

Shannon described SSI as motivating because she reflected that it happened at 

a time when she was not considering academia and was seriously considering 

quitting.  However, seeing the Circle of Doctorates was enlightening, "You know 

what? If everybody else made it, I can do this too. This will be figured out. I can do 

this."  

Shannon also found the nametags at the SSI helpful. She did remember being 

able to look people up on an application used by PROMISE AGEP to help organize 

and facilitate the event. She was able to look people up prior to the SSI which was 

helpful so she could find, talk to, and connect with other attendees and participants. 

She described the SSI as great for networking. Attending Summer Success Institute, 

in some ways, for her, was like a reunion, because there were people that she knew, 
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including her brother who was a graduate student at UMBC at the time of the 

interview. She knew and interacted with people she had worked in the lab on campus, 

like one of the students who had graduated and returned who was a part of the 

Meyerhoff graduate fellows. She describes it as like a reunion--she saw many people 

she knew, and she was able to meet new people. The visual representation of seeing 

everyone who had their degrees and concentrated in one setting was a positive and 

experience.  

She shared that at her AGEP, there is a way to go in terms of building that 

community. One of the things that she noticed from the UMBC community and with 

this SSI, was that the people who had graduated several years ago still wanted to 

return, whereas at her home institutions many of the graduates were done and then 

gone. She surmised from this that guess the graduate school process was traumatic for 

everyone, but that building community could compel graduates to return and support 

others. She shared that there is still much to be done, but there are efforts in progress 

to make that a reality. 
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Profile 6: Osmond Morrison 

Osmond shared that he developed an interest in aerospace engineering at a 

young age. He was a very big fan of a popular science fiction show as a child and was 

fascinated by space travel. He credited his interest in space as a factor in developing 

an interest in an aerospace engineering career. As he grew up and started reading 

about what he wanted to do, he looked at job listings, and noticed that if he stopped at 

an undergraduate degree, he would not be able to pursue his preferred career. He 

decided early in his undergraduate career to pursue a Ph.D. so that he could get any 

job he wanted. Osmond shared that he received plenty of encouragement from his 

family even though they did not understand exactly what he wanted to do, they did 

support his goal to put himself through school. They did understand that he had goals 

he wanted to achieve and provided encouragement to keep going even when he 

experienced difficulties. Osmond also had many professors who served as inspiration 

and encouraged him to keep going. Friends also provided encouragement. Between 

his network of family, professors, and friends and his desire to pursue aerospace 

engineering out of enthusiasm for the profession, he was highly motivated to pursue 

his Ph.D. 

Osmond felt SSI was helpful for graduate students trying to figure out ways to 

deal with imposter syndrome.  Having PROMISE was helpful, because as an 

organization it brought together people from all walks of life come together for the 

mission. PROMISE and SSI served as encouragement to provide mentoring to other 

black graduate students who sought him for advice sometimes said the same things he 

felt as a graduate student or heard other graduate students express. Overall, SSI was a 
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positive place to bring the community together and Osmond felt compelled to 

contribute to the community in ways that supported other black graduate students. 

Osmond expressed that if it weren’t for the SSI, he wouldn’t have discovered 

some of current best friends. He had met his two best friends individually, in separate 

encounters, but they weren’t aware that they were pursuing similar paths until SSI. 

The connection at SSI turned into weekly meetups on Fridays. 

Osmond struggled to feel confident in his own ability at the time but shared 

that he was aware that it is something that happens often with other graduate students, 

“it seems like everybody else knows more than you.” He shared that those feelings 

might have been more pronounced because he was the only person that looked like 

him in the room. Sometimes being the only minority in his classes shaped his 

perception of how he was viewed. For example, he questioned if he was challenged 

more because he was a minority or an actual gap in knowledge. 

Attending SSI and meeting other people from his university helped him 

substantially, because it provided access to people he could talk to who were going 

through similar experiences. SSI provided networking opportunities and he keeps in 

touch with some of those contacts regularly. These connections helped Osmond 

develop an awareness that he was not going through the Ph.D. process alone. 

Osmond shared that the SSI event introduced him to other people from his 

university which he stated was helpful because it connected him with somebody else 

to talk to that was going through similar experiences as he was. In addition, through 

the workshops, the networking breakfasts, and lunches he was able to meet many 

other people, some of whom he kept in contact with regularly. In that way he 
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described, “I felt like I wasn't suffering through all this alone. Like, “Hey, we 

graduated” you know? Something like that. It was a very motivating experience. And 

it did provide a good support network from the faculty he met, as well as the fellow 

grad students that he met that kept in contact with me, or we kept in contact with each 

other on a regular basis. Osmond expressed a desire for more frequent meetings 

together and more often to strengthen that social network.  
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Profile 7: Dawn Law 

Dawn had an African American mother and a Cameroonian father. she would 

go to Cameroon to visit her father’s family when she was a child. Part of her family 

lived in a very rural area. At age nine she saw how many people there had to travel 

very far to collect water. The water was not potable. That time left an impression on 

her that caused her to want to do something. She decided to combine her background 

in science and math with helping her father’s side of the family back in Cameroon. 

Dawn shared that her father was very active in her education. During the 

summers her stepmom would sign her up for summer enrichment camps. Dawn very 

much felt the support of her family, however, when she arrived at her institution, she 

shared that she didn’t really have support. One thing she found discouraging was 

having a frequently changing academic advisor. It seemed like she had a new advisor 

for each semester. So, she felt that due to the frequent changes, she received different 

advice, and she wasn't able to kind of go through the pipeline. It was a very difficult 

time for her in the beginning and subsequently throughout her doctoral program. 

Dawn recalled attending different events hosted by PROMISE. She shared 

attending workshops that covered developing a syllabus, developing financial 

literacy, publishing, and learning how to clearly communicate research. She was able 

to meet people who shared common interests in trying to learn information, learn how 

to find career balance, career-life balance, learn how to communicate their research. 

Through that she was able to connect with people. For example, she was able to 

practice her thesis defense with people that she met or some people from my cohort 
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that I, like, regularly met at the different PROMISE events and with whom she 

regularly attended the PROMISE events. 

Dawn expressed that the Bridge to the Doctorate program revealed the 

importance of having a plan.  For example, learning to create a portfolio that was 

continually updated, looking for conferences and places to submit a paper or do a 

presentation were examples of practical advice. She learned the importance of being 

active in creating a plan and updating the plan as needed. She shared that having that 

experience was something that she was able to carry on with her as a doctoral student, 

and it's something that she imagined continuing to do as a professor. 

For her master's program she just felt like her advisor wasn't as present, and so 

she utilized that gap in mentorship to seek external mentors to help her finish my 

master's. She shared that attending SSI helped her discover external mentors. 

[Laughter] One component of SSI is the name tags with the attendee titles. Dawn 

shared that she didn’t really pay attention to their titles. The goal was to know them 

as a person. The title of an individual came up as they were telling their personal 

story. But she didn't really pay attention to their titles. 

Dawn agreed that the Summer Success Institute functioned as a third space. 

She described the sense of community because the people that she had met through 

SSI. For example, she saw many SSI participants at conferences outside of SSI. When 

she saw them, it was very exciting for her to not only see a familiar face, but also be 

able to connect, get advice, talk about her journey, and also find out what they're 

doing. She felt that SSI created a community that extended beyond UMBC and the 

different Maryland universities.  
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Profile 8: Paul Hartley 

Paul shared that from an early age his parents pushed him to excel. As early as 

elementary school he recalled getting encouragement from teachers. He explained, “I 

had my, I think it was a second-grade math teacher who kind of recognized that I kind 

of had an aptitude for math and he was really the one who kind of pushed me to go 

into gifted and talented classes. And I took GT math and science classes from middle 

and through the rest of my grade school.” 

Paul’s AP chemistry teacher recognized that he was interested in chemistry 

and he encouraged him to read on his own. The teacher permitted Paul to read ahead 

in class. This experience helped to foster a love of chemistry and eventually the 

decision to pursue chemical engineering. 

Paul shared that he wasn't as aware or privy to the PROMISE programs as 

much in the earlier stages of his graduate career. As he approached the end of this 

program, he was made more aware of it. While he was only able to attend one SSI it 

definitely opened eyes to some of what he may have missed because he didn't realize 

there were so many people, “I didn't realize kind of the scope that it was really 

everybody who was going through who was an underrepresented minority as well all 

just trying to get their PhDs.”  

Paul described it as, “that extra boost” of motivation. SSI was definitely 

helpful and afforded Paul the opportunity to talk to people that they may not have 

otherwise encountered.  Hearing the stories and hearing what attendees were 

interested in and wanting them to do well even if it was just as a small encouragement 

to them--some small difference to him was worthwhile. 
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He shared his recollection of the Circle of Doctorates Ceremony.  For him, 

seeing everybody there at different stages, including ready to do their dissertations, or 

in the midst of it, about to start was an important visual representation. He did not 

recall the nametags attendees wore in great detail but shared that it could be valuable 

for some seeking specific help or information. 

He recognized that there were a large number of people in attendance. He 

realized, “I'm not the only one here.”  He determined that most people who go to SSI 

are near the end of their graduate studies and were getting ready to write dissertations 

or approaching the end, usually post candidates at least. Recognizing that other 

people, including himself, were at that stage of finishing their doctorate, was an 

important part of attending SSI for him.  

He shared that he had a very strong support system throughout his education. 

He acknowledged that he had a very strong network around him from grade school, 

through his undergraduate degree, and eventually graduate school.  While some 

experiences were tough for him, even as a postdoc and as now a professional, “I've 

had people in my corner.”  Because he felt fortunate to have support, he recognized 

there were so many people who didn’t have that. His awareness of the variance in 

support networks was one of the reasons he tries to help others when he can. “You 

know when I encounter some students and they ask for contact information it's like 

yeah, here's my contact information feel free to contact me.”  
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Profile 9: Audrey Hayward 

Audrey described her pursuit of the Ph.D. as self-driven. She wanted to attain 

the highest degree possible.  She shared that having a doctorate allowed for more 

freedom in an academic space, which is something that she wanted to pursue. Family 

was also an important factor.  In her family there was always a push for education and 

achieving the highest degree.  

Both of her parents were very supportive, and her brother is a doctoral student 

and serves as an additional mentor for him. She is also active in a professional 

organization and served in a leadership position. That support network was a major 

source of support and motivation for her to pursue and persist through doctoral 

studies.  

Audrey thought it was helpful that she had a trajectory of what she wanted to 

do career wise. When she attended SSI, her goal was to go into academia. She 

determined that some options were not a fit for her, however, she shared that it was 

nice to see someone's name tag and see that: 1) They've made it through the process 

and that it's doable, and then; 2) See that there could be something that he would do. 

She conducted informational interviews to talk to mentor attendees about their 

experiences, how they got to where they are.  

Finding “pockets of support,” as Audrey described it, helped push her every 

year she was in graduate school. On the concept of third space Audrey shared, “I 

definitely think those spaces are super, super necessary. Those spaces helped me in 

undergrad, as well.” 
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Audrey felt it was helpful to be at SSI. She described her awareness that 

people generally are there because they want to help. “I don't think the majority of the 

mentors that go to these PROMISE events come because it's gonna help them get 

tenure or a promotion; they come because they generally want to be mentors and help 

students. So yeah, I think it's helpful.” 

Audrey shared that SSI did create a sense of community, but it was temporary 

she described SSI as a high point so, while it was great to see Ph.D. students of color 

in an encouraging setting, after it’s over there was the realization that she had to deal 

with colleagues at her institution. 

PROMISE, she shared, is a great start, especially for students of color, and she 

thought it was necessary to have spaces for students of color specifically, without 

majority students potentially overshadowing with their narratives and their 

experiences. 
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Profile 10: Ford Kinsman 

Ford always knew that he was going to major in something technical but 

didn't develop an expectation he would pursue a PhD until after starting college and 

becoming interested in research. His first research experience was through a corporate 

summer co-op research experience. His undergraduate research experience exposed 

him to, what research is about, what kinds of things go on in a research environment, 

and also, how one would go about pursuing a research career. He was subsequently 

invited by a professor to conduct research in material science at a major research 

laboratory. His exposure to research as an undergraduate was a formative experience 

that introduced him to doing scientific research and exposed me to people at the lab 

who were full time professional researchers and seeing what that life was like. 

Ford shared, “You know, all the strategies or advice or things you can pick up 

on at SSI can help you in a lot of different career stages.”  He recalled attending an 

event that focused on strategies for coping as a junior faculty as well as getting into a 

faculty position. The seminar included helpful tips about how to structure 

professional materials and determine what needed to be accomplished from the 

interview.  

Ford found the nametags at SSI helpful for targeted networking. He felt it 

helped him determine who he wanted to talk to--especially participants at the next 

stage of their academic or professional path where he aspired to be. Having 

participants identified by nametags helped him zero in on who he wanted to talk to 

even if they were not necessarily speaking at the parallel session that he was 

attending, so he said that it made it easier to facilitate networking. 
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Ford shared that one of the best things that he experienced about his academic 

environment was that he found it welcoming. He described how, in general, people, 

the dean, professors, or and support staff like in Student Affairs had an open-door 

policy; that no matter what the issue was, somebody was willing to provide some 

kind of help or help you get to where you needed to go. 

PROMISE events that he attended in addition to SSI he found to be very 

good. He shared that the main characteristics of a good environment; that people are 

there to help tap into the resources that needed to succeed, and that they made sure 

that it was understood that they're there to do just that, to help others succeed and 

connect participants with the resources they needed to be successful. There was 

always somebody to go talk to about anything that would be help participants be 

successful in their program. 

Even though the support that he got from PROMISE was really extremely 

helpful, it was also helpful to have cultivated mentorships from people who weren't 

necessarily connected to his PhD program or campus in any way. The opportunity to 

network with mentors who weren't connected to his graduate program, but who had 

similar background as him and were already farther along in their academic or 

scientific careers, was an important component of PROMISE and the SSI. 

He had the opportunity to get off of his own campus or out of the lab, “it was 

sort of like a change of scenery. It sorts of helped kind of set the stage for the 

message that they were trying to deliver, SSI, to sink in. It was another place to 

connect with other students who might be experiencing some of the same things, you 
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know, and the whole talking about ways to cope with, build resiliency, you know – it 

was just super helpful.” 

Ford appreciated the time that he participated in SSI as a student, and 

continued to go to some SSI events after graduating, if he had the time and 

availability. Even after finishing the Ph.D., he appreciated being in such an 

encouraging and motivational environment. He described it as, “it gives you a boost 

for a long time after the event concludes.” 

Ford described the Circle of Doctorates ceremony which at one point in the 

exercise recognizes the students at the point where they've advancing to candidacy. 

He appreciated the experience because when he had advanced to candidacy in one of 

his departments, barely anybody noticed.  It was significant that at SSI there was 

recognition of that step. 

He described SSI as encouraging for the Ph.D. candidates, but also for the 

people who are pre-candidacy because, doing a PhD is not easy and that was a 

milestone to look forward to. He enjoyed being able to congratulate friends that 

reached that milestone. “And, it's just kind of a positive feeling from that.” 
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Glossary 

Predominately White Institution (PWI): An institution of higher learning in 

which the White population accounts for 50% or more of the student enrollment 

(Lomotey, 2010). 

PROMISE AGEP (PROMISE Alliance for Graduate Education and the 

Professoriate): The National Science Foundation’s Alliances for Graduate Education 

and the Professoriate (AGEP) program is intended to increase significantly the 

number of domestic students receiving doctoral degrees in the sciences, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics (STEM), with special emphasis on those population 

groups underrepresented in these fields (i.e., African Americans, Hispanics, American 

Indians, Alaska Natives, Native Hawaiians or other Pacific Islanders). In addition, 

AGEP is particularly interested in increasing the number of minorities who will enter 

the professoriate in these disciplines. Specific objectives of the AGEP program are 

(1) to develop and implement innovative models for recruiting, mentoring, and 

retaining minority students in STEM doctoral programs, and (2) to develop effective 

strategies for identifying and supporting underrepresented minorities who want to 

pursue academic careers (PROMISE, 2012). 

Summer Success Institute (SSI): The PROMISE Summer Success Institute 

(SSI) is an annual conference sponsored by PROMISE: Maryland’s Alliance for 

Graduate Education and the Professoriate (AGEP). It was founded in 2003. It is 

designed to gather new, incoming, and returning graduate students in Master’s and 

Ph.D. programs to prepare for the forthcoming academic year of graduate study. The 

SSI is intended to provide a support system for graduate students from 
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underrepresented backgrounds (African American, Latino(a)/Hispanic, Native 

American, Pacific Islander heritage) (PROMISE, 2012).  

Third Space: References the third of three spaces where people live their 

lives. The first space is the home, the second space is a workplace or educational 

setting, and the third space is any public space where people can gather informally 

without formal ties to the responsibilities of the first or second places. It is 

characterized by its relaxed and informal atmosphere (Bhabha, 1994; Oldenburg, 

1999). 
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