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Abstract – Analyzing survey data from a national sample 
of 672 Black men, this study investigated the factors they 
consider when choosing a graduate school. Academic 
reputation, aid awarded, and proximity to home were 
considered most frequently and STEM major was 
correlated with 5 of the factors (p<0.05). Results offer 
ideas about broadening participation among Black men. 
 
Index Terms – African American, graduate students, men, 
STEM. 

INTRODUCTION 

College student retention is a major policy issue in American 
higher education. Countless studies have been conducted, to 
date, examining the “departure puzzle” [1] with most 
attention given to undergraduates (UGs) [2] and, more 
recently, those majoring in science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM) fields [3]-[4]. Studying factors that 
influence graduate students’ success also is important as 
graduate student attrition is associated with loss of 
department resources [5]-[6], shortage of scientists and 
engineers [7], and even long-term effects such as loss of 
productivity [8], and self-esteem [9]. 

According to Lovitts, “Most graduate programs have 
responded to the problem of graduate student attrition by 
placing greater emphasis on selection, assuming that if they 
could only make better admissions decisions, attrition rates 
would decline” [10]. Emphasizing the selection process 
suggests that decisions made prior to enrollment are related 
to graduate student success, decisions such as why graduate 
students choose to attend a particular school (hereafter 
“graduate college choice” or GCC). Perhaps by 
understanding more about GCC, educators can leverage such 
information to broaden participation in STEM fields among 
historically underrepresented minorities (URMs). In 
particular, this study focuses on African American (AA) 
men who are disproportionately underrepresented in higher 
education. Statistics indicate that only 43% of AA men 
graduate from high school, less than 25% (ages 18-24) enroll 
in college, and more than two-thirds who start never finish 
their college degree, which is the highest attrition rate 
among all races and both sexes [11]. Thus, today, AA men 
make up only 4% of all UGs, 3% of all graduate students, 
and the number of AA men enrolled in graduate fields like 
astronomy, earth science, and aerospace engineering is a 

“single digit,” according to NSF’s Science and Engineering 
Indicators report. More information is needed to understand 
these trends. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of this study was to examine the factors that 
AA men consider when choosing a graduate school. Two 
research questions (RQ) guided the analyses: (a) What GCC 
factors do AA men consider most frequently when choosing 
a school? (b) What is the relationship between being a 
STEM major and the GCC factors AA men consider? 

METHOD 

As part of a larger study funded by the NSF that consists of 
both quantitative and qualitative components, this analysis 
presents only survey findings from Phase 1 of this multi-year 
project. 
 
Sample 
 
The sample consisted of 672 AA male graduate students. 
The mean age was 30.27 (SD=7.70) and participants 
reported few dependents (M=0.50, SD=0.97). The mean UG 
GPA was 3.14 (SD=0.43), mean GGPA was 3.35 (SD=0.94), 
and average time-to-degree in graduate school was 3.61 
(SD=2.04). Additional information describing the sample is 
shown in Table 1. 
 
Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Data were collected using an electronic survey, which was 
developed by the author for the purposes of the study. 
Working through national (e.g., National Society of Black 
Engineers) and professional (e.g., graduate deans) listservs, 
online social networks, and graduate faculty members across 
the nation, the author sent electronic invitations to those who 
met the sampling criteria. Of the total number of people who 
accessed the website, there were 672 usable responses, 
yielding a 65% response rate. The survey consisted of 64 
items designed to measure aspects of the graduate school 
experience. One major section (12 items) elicited 
information about factors considered when choosing a 
graduate school; this is the focus on the present study. 
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Data analysis proceeded in two stages. First, descriptive 
statistics and frequencies were calculated to answer RQ1. 
Then, correlations were computed to answer RQ2. 

 
TABLE 1 

DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE (N = 672) 
Variables % 
Academic  
   Graduate status at survey  
      Recently graduated 23 
      Currently enrolled/other 77 
         Full-time 81 
         Part-time 19 
   Graduate degree type  
      Master’s degree 49 
      Doctoral degree 43 
      First-professional degree   8 
   Had assistantship?  
      Yes, research assistant 39 
      Yes, teaching assistant 24 
   Graduate institutional type  
      PWI 87 
      HBCU   5 
      HSI   2 
      Other   6 
Demographic  
   Marital status  
      Single 69 
      Married 29 
      Divorced/widowed   2 
   Mom’s educational attainment  
      High school degree or less 52 
      AA or BA 30 
      Advanced degree 18 
   Dad’s educational attainment  
      High school degree or less 60 
      AA or BA 22 
      Advanced degree 18 

Note. PWI = predominantly White institution. HBCU = historically Black 
college/university. HSI = Hispanic-serving institution. AA = associate’s 
degree. BA = bachelor’s degree. 

 

RESULTS 

Results indicate that AA men do not consider GCC factors 
equally when making graduate school decisions. For 
instance, a majority of respondents indicated considering the 
“academic reputation of the institution” (74%) and the 
“type/amount of aid awarded” (62%). Relatively few, 
however, considered “advice from parents” (9%) or siblings 
(4%); a larger majority considered advice from other 
graduate students (39%). Perhaps surprisingly, less than one-
third considered US News and World Report rankings. Table 
2 presents a summary of the results. 

Correlation results revealed 5 statistically significant 
relationships. For instance, AA men whose UG majors were 
in STEM fields reported considering “advice from parents,” 
as well as institution and program rankings more than their 
non-STEM counterparts, indicating  that AA men in STEM 
and non-STEM fields may differ in terms of their decision-
making process. Additionally, being an UG STEM major 
was associated with not considering “time-to-degree” and 
“number of minority faculty.” Table 3 presents a summary 
of the correlation analysis. 

TABLE 2 
FACTORS CONSIDERED WHEN CHOOSING GRADUATE COLLEGE 
Factor % Yes 

Institution’s academic reputation    74 
Type/amount of aid awarded    62 
Proximity to home    40 
Advice from other graduate students    39 
Time-to-degree    37 
Advice from teachers/counselors    35 
Program’s ranking in US News    29 
Institution’s ranking in US News    23 
Number of minority students at 
institution 

   16 

Number of minority faculty at institution    14 
Advice from parents      9 
Advice from siblings      4 

NOTE. N = 672. 
 

TABLE 3 
CORRELATION OF STEM MAJOR WITH GRADUATE CHOICE FACTORS 

Factor     r 
Institution’s academic reputation   0.01 
Type/amount of aid awarded - 0.04 
Proximity to home - 0.05 
Advice from other graduate students - 0.07 
Time-to-degree - 0.11** 
Advice from teachers/counselors - 0.01 
Program’s ranking in US News   0.11** 
Institution’s ranking in US News   0.10* 
Number of minority students at institution   0.07 
Number of minority faculty at institution  -0.10* 
Advice from parents   0.10* 
Advice from siblings - 0.02 

NOTE. N = 672. 
*P<0.05. **P<0.01. 

CONCLUSION 

Survey results from the national sample indicate that the 
academic reputation of the institution, type/amount of aid 
awarded, and proximity to home are most frequently 
considered by AA men when choosing a graduate school. 
Graduate deans, faculty members, federal agencies, and 
current graduate students could benefit from these findings. 
For instance, graduate deans who hope to increase 
enrollment among AA men might provide additional 
information about the academic reputation of their 
institution, the type/amount of aid available, as well as 
expose aspiring students to those who are currently enrolled. 
Although more research is needed, some of which is 
underway already as a part of this research program, this 
study provides an initial foray into the factors AA men 
consider and how that information can be used by college 
student educators. Future work will examine the extent to 
which GCC factors predict success in graduate school as 
measured by grades, retention, and degree attainment. 

REFERENCES 

[1] Braxton, J. M. (Ed.). (2000). Reworking the student departure puzzle. 
Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press. 

[2] Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of 
student attrition (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

[3] May, G. S., & Chubin, D. E. (2003). A retrospective on undergraduate 
engineering success for underrepresented minority students. Journal 
of Engineering Education, 92(1), 27-39. 



Session M3G 

978-1-4244-4714-5/09/$25.00 ©2009 IEEE  October 18 - 21, 2009, San Antonio, TX 
 39th ASEE/IEEE Frontiers in Education Conference 
 M3G-3 

[4] Seymour, E., & Hewitt, N. M. (1997). Talking about leaving: Why 
undergraduates leave the sciences. Boulder, CO: Westview Press. 

[5] Long, J. B. (1987). Factors related to attrition and success in degree 
and non-degree doctoral students in education. Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, Northern Arizona University, Flagstaff. 

[6] Nerad, M., & Miller, D. (1996). Increasing student retention in 
graduate and professional programs. In J. Haworth (Ed.), Assessing 
graduate and professional education: Current realities, future 
prospects (pp. 61-76). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

[7] Weiler, W. C. (1993). Post-baccalaureate educational choices of 
minority students. The Review of Higher Education, 16(4), 439-460. 

[8] Gillingham, L., Seneca, J. J., & Taussig, M. K. (1991). The 
determinants of progress to the doctoral degree. Research in Higher 
Education, 32(4), 449-467. 

[9] Baird, L. (1990). The melancholy of anatomy: The personal and 
professional development of graduate and professional school 
students. In J. C. Smart (Ed.), Higher education: Handbook of theory 
and research (Vol. 6). New York: Agathon Press. 

[10] Lovitts, B. E. (2001). Leaving the ivory tower: The causes and 
consequences of departure from doctoral study. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman and Littlefield. 

[11] Mortenson Research Seminar on Public Policy Analysis of 
Opportunity for Postsecondary Education. (2001). College 
participation by gender, age 18 to 24, 1967 to 2000. Postsecondary 
Education Opportunity, 109, 1-16. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENT 

This research was made possible through the National 
Science Foundation (Grant EHR #0747304). Any opinions, 
findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in 
this material are those of the author and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the funding agency. 

AUTHOR INFORMATION 

Terrell L. Strayhorn, Associate Professor, Special 
Assistant to the Provost, and Director of the Center for 
Higher Education Research and Policy (CHERP), The 
University of Tennessee-Knoxville, Department of 
Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (ELPS); Dr. 
Strayhorn also serves as Principal Investigator of 
“Investigating the Critical Junctures: Strategies that Broaden 
Participation of Minority Men in STEM,” 
strayhorn@utk.edu. 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 0
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Algerian
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /BaskOldFace
    /Batang
    /Bauhaus93
    /BellMT
    /BellMTBold
    /BellMTItalic
    /BerlinSansFB-Bold
    /BerlinSansFBDemi-Bold
    /BerlinSansFB-Reg
    /BernardMT-Condensed
    /BodoniMTPosterCompressed
    /BookAntiqua
    /BookAntiqua-Bold
    /BookAntiqua-BoldItalic
    /BookAntiqua-Italic
    /BookmanOldStyle
    /BookmanOldStyle-Bold
    /BookmanOldStyle-BoldItalic
    /BookmanOldStyle-Italic
    /BookshelfSymbolSeven
    /BritannicBold
    /Broadway
    /BrushScriptMT
    /CalifornianFB-Bold
    /CalifornianFB-Italic
    /CalifornianFB-Reg
    /Centaur
    /Century
    /CenturyGothic
    /CenturyGothic-Bold
    /CenturyGothic-BoldItalic
    /CenturyGothic-Italic
    /CenturySchoolbook
    /CenturySchoolbook-Bold
    /CenturySchoolbook-BoldItalic
    /CenturySchoolbook-Italic
    /Chiller-Regular
    /ColonnaMT
    /ComicSansMS
    /ComicSansMS-Bold
    /CooperBlack
    /CourierNewPS-BoldItalicMT
    /CourierNewPS-BoldMT
    /CourierNewPS-ItalicMT
    /CourierNewPSMT
    /EstrangeloEdessa
    /FootlightMTLight
    /FreestyleScript-Regular
    /Garamond
    /Garamond-Bold
    /Garamond-Italic
    /Georgia
    /Georgia-Bold
    /Georgia-BoldItalic
    /Georgia-Italic
    /Haettenschweiler
    /HarlowSolid
    /Harrington
    /HighTowerText-Italic
    /HighTowerText-Reg
    /Impact
    /InformalRoman-Regular
    /Jokerman-Regular
    /JuiceITC-Regular
    /KristenITC-Regular
    /KuenstlerScript-Black
    /KuenstlerScript-Medium
    /KuenstlerScript-TwoBold
    /KunstlerScript
    /LatinWide
    /LetterGothicMT
    /LetterGothicMT-Bold
    /LetterGothicMT-BoldOblique
    /LetterGothicMT-Oblique
    /LucidaBright
    /LucidaBright-Demi
    /LucidaBright-DemiItalic
    /LucidaBright-Italic
    /LucidaCalligraphy-Italic
    /LucidaConsole
    /LucidaFax
    /LucidaFax-Demi
    /LucidaFax-DemiItalic
    /LucidaFax-Italic
    /LucidaHandwriting-Italic
    /LucidaSansUnicode
    /Magneto-Bold
    /MaturaMTScriptCapitals
    /MediciScriptLTStd
    /MicrosoftSansSerif
    /Mistral
    /Modern-Regular
    /MonotypeCorsiva
    /MS-Mincho
    /MSReferenceSansSerif
    /MSReferenceSpecialty
    /NiagaraEngraved-Reg
    /NiagaraSolid-Reg
    /NuptialScript
    /OldEnglishTextMT
    /Onyx
    /PalatinoLinotype-Bold
    /PalatinoLinotype-BoldItalic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Italic
    /PalatinoLinotype-Roman
    /Parchment-Regular
    /Playbill
    /PMingLiU
    /PoorRichard-Regular
    /Ravie
    /ShowcardGothic-Reg
    /SimSun
    /SnapITC-Regular
    /Stencil
    /SymbolMT
    /Tahoma
    /Tahoma-Bold
    /TempusSansITC
    /TimesNewRomanMT-ExtraBold
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Bold
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-BoldCond
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-BoldIt
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Cond
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-CondIt
    /TimesNewRomanMTStd-Italic
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
    /Times-Roman
    /Trebuchet-BoldItalic
    /TrebuchetMS
    /TrebuchetMS-Bold
    /TrebuchetMS-Italic
    /Verdana
    /Verdana-Bold
    /Verdana-BoldItalic
    /Verdana-Italic
    /VinerHandITC
    /Vivaldii
    /VladimirScript
    /Webdings
    /Wingdings2
    /Wingdings3
    /Wingdings-Regular
    /ZapfChanceryStd-Demi
    /ZWAdobeF
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDFs that match the "Recommended"  settings for PDF Specification 4.0)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


