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The purpose of this study was to understand the postsecondary aspirations,
expectations, and access strategies of sub-Saharan African immigrant families in the
United States. This study generates knowledge around how 1.5- and second-generation
African immigrant college going students and their first-generation immigrant parents
conceptualize and navigate the college choice process. The primary framework utilized
for this study was Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) combined model of college choice,
with funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 2005) and ecocultural theory
(Weisner, 1997) serving as supplemental frameworks. Following an ethnographic
multiple case design, four families (cases) from Nigeria and Kenya were recruited to
participate. Data from demographic questionnaires, in-depth interviews, participant
observations and participatory diagramming were used to identify how families
conceptualize and navigate college choice.

While Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model was useful, findings reveal a much

more rich and complex college choice process that reflects the development of a college-



going culture. Therefore, this study presents a new frame for understanding the college
choice process of the cases by using baobab trees as a metaphor to illustrate how the
families in this study engaged in college choice as Baobab Families. Baobab Families
engaged in college choice as a family process, which emphasizes the development of a
college-going culture within the home and community. Although Baobab Families
experienced challenges in navigating the U.S. educational system and the college choice
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based resources to socialize children into a college-going culture as well as to navigate
the college choice process. These included college-going legacies, active home-based
parental involvement, high academic expectations and pressure, the use of cultural and
familial identity, and extended family/community networks. This study can contribute to
emerging scholaontrship on African immigrants in higher education and push education

research, practice and policy to keep pace with today’s changing student demographics.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Imagine a room full of accomplished Black alumni of Harvard University meeting
for reunion. Speech after speech is given highlighting that the Black student population at
Harvard is increasing and achieving success. Yet, tension grows in the room when two
professors, Dr. Henry Louis Gates and Dr. Lani Guinier express that although the Black
student population is indeed growing, the majority of these Black students are not the
descendants of Black American slaves (Rimer & Arenson, 2004). Instead, “...the
majority of them [Black students]— perhaps as many as two-thirds — are West Indian
and African immigrants or their children...” (Rimer & Arenson, 2004, para. 3).

In 2004 this incident hit national news with debates ensuing about how Black
students, who are not the descendants of Black slaves in America, should be positioned
within the U.S. racial structure. These dialogues have since ranged from naming Black
immigrant students as the new “model minority” (Page, 2007) to questioning whether
they are wrongly reaping benefits of their minority status in the college admissions
process (Jaschik, 2009). The Harvard incident has many implications to consider,
including how Blackness is defined in America; whether being Black should be viewed
in the same manner for Black immigrants as it is for African Americans in gaining access
to higher education; and whether race should be defined through a historical context of
“redressing past wrongs” or through a contemporary lens of “diversity and inclusion” in
higher education policy and practice. Yet, one implication of great importance which is
often ignored is how today’s Black students’ diverse sociocultural backgrounds are
impacting their educational pathways. Researchers provide data illustrating that the

educational achievement for some Black immigrant groups surpass that of all other



immigrant groups as well as that of native-born Blacks (and in some instances, native-
born Whites) (In Educational Attainment, 2003; Rong & Brown, 2001; Stepkick &
Stepkick, 2003). Yet, we still know little about these Black immigrant students and how
they navigate the educational system in the United States.

In following up on his remarks at the Harvard Black Alumni Reunion with the
New York Times Dr. Gates stated:

We need to learn what these immigrants' kids have so we can bottle it and sell it

because many members of the African American community, particularly among

the chronically poor, have lost that sense of purpose and values which produced

our generation, (Rimer & Arenson, 2004, para. 29).
What Dr. Gates suggested is that there are college going characteristics found within the
Black immigrant population that should be examined and shared for the benefit of all
Black youth. He suggested that there is something these Black immigrants “have” that is
valuable in achieving educational success. Whether or not this is true is difficult to
ascertain because now a decade after the Harvard incident, there is still a dearth of
literature on the Black immigrant student demographic. There continues to be a strong
and consistent Black immigrant presence in U.S. colleges and universities, but there also
continues to be scant empirical research examining how Black immigrant first- and
second-generation students make meaning of their educational experiences, nor how they
develop and actualize their postsecondary aspirations. This gap in the literature led to the
development of the current study, which focuses on the postsecondary aspirations,

expectations, and access strategies of sub-Saharan African' immigrant families. The

" The terms “sub-Saharan African immigrant,” “Black African immigrant,” and “African
immigrant” are used interchangeably throughout this manuscript.
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study examines the intergenerational dynamics between first generation sub-Saharan
African immigrant parents and their 1.5 and second generation children® as they navigate
the college choice process together. This first chapter begins by providing greater context
to the study followed by an outline of the research purpose and questions. A demographic
profile of African immigrants in the United States as well as justification for my selection
of this demographic in this study is provided. Next, I discuss the research design,
significance of the study, and definition of terms. The chapter concludes with a review of
the overall organization of the study.
Background and Problem Statement

Immigrant Growth and Education

Immigrants and their children comprise a significant proportion of the U.S.
population and therefore their educational attainment plays a crucial role in the overall
development of an educated and skilled workforce in the United States. For example,
today approximately one in five adults in the United States are immigrants (Ryu, 2010).
On average, foreign-born family households have higher numbers of children under the
age of 18 than native-born family households (Greico et al., 2012). In fact, immigrants’
children are the fastest growing segment of the U.S. child population and as a result, the
proportion of immigrant students in U.S. schools is expected to increase rapidly in the
next few years (Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2008). According to Suarez-Orozco, Suarez-
Orozco, and Todorova (2008), 20 percent of young people growing up in the United
States have parents who emigrated from other countries, and it is projected that by 2040,

one in every three children in the United States will grow up in an immigrant family.

* Born in the U.S. (second-generation) or immigrated to the U.S. before age 12 (1.5 generation).
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Since the passage of the Hart-Celler Act of 1965 (Immigration and Nationality
Act Amendments) there has been a massive influx of immigrants of non-European
descent to the United States (Massey, 1999). This policy removed restrictions on
immigration based on national origin, while emphasizing family reunification and
occupational preferences (Massey, 1999). The unintended outcome of Hart-Celler was an
influx in the numbers of immigrants from Asia, Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean,
which greatly contributes to the increased ethnic diversification of American schools in
the late 20" century (Massey, 1999; Ryu, 2010).

One group of immigrants that receives little attention in education research are
those who are racially Black. Yet, over three million of America’s Black population are
immigrants and this group contributed to nearly 25 percent of Black population growth in
the United States from 2001 to 2006 (Kent, 2007). In 2004 more than 12 percent of all
Black undergraduate students enrolled in U.S. colleges and universities were foreign-born
(Kent, 2007). Still, although the representation of Black immigrant college students as a
proportion of the overall Black college student population in the United States is
significant, there is a lack of research in higher education literature on this population
(George Mwangi, 2013a; Massey, Mooney, Torres, & Charles, 2007). Research on Black
college students often merge native- and foreign-born Black students as a single
demographic or do not include Black immigrant student data (George Mwangi, 2013a;
Massey et al., 2007). Consequently, the experiences, backgrounds, educational
expectations and needs of Black immigrant students go unheard. However, as the Black
immigrant population grows and increasingly seeks access to U.S. colleges and

universities, it is important that education practitioners, researchers and policymakers



become more aware of how this population makes decisions about college. On one hand,
because of the college successes of the first generation, Black immigrants are a
demographic that researchers and practitioners can learn from regarding college access
and degree attainment. Conversely, there is little empirical evidence examining how the
children of Black immigrants are faring academically and as this population continues to
enter the U.S. educational pipeline at high rates, it will be important to understand their
strategies as well as their challenges in gaining access to college.
Educational Aspirations and Outcomes of the Children of Immigrants

Since 1990, the number of school-age, second-generation immigrant youth has
risen seven times faster than the number of school-age children in native-born American
families (Schmid, 2001). As these students have entered and continue to enter college,
there became greater academic as well as societal interest in their educational and
occupational outcomes. Researchers argue that the children of today’s diverse immigrants
have multiple incorporation options or pathways, as opposed to the theory of straight-line
assimilation, which provides only one pathway and was attributed to earlier European
immigrant waves (Alba & Nee, 2003; Kao & Tienda, 1995; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001;
Portes & Zhou, 1993). On one side, researchers align with Gans’ (1992) generational
decline hypothesis, asserting that the children of immigrants, particularly people of color
and those with low levels of human capital, will face obstacles in achieving educational
and occupational success in the United States (Huntington, 2004; Telles & Ortiz, 2008).
As a response to discrimination and blocked opportunities, these 1.5 and second-
generation immigrants will experience downward assimilation and the adoption of an

oppositional standpoint towards education and school (Gans, 1992; Telles & Ortiz, 2008).



Conversely, the “immigrant optimism” perspective hypothesizes that the
immigrant 1.5 and second generation is in the best position to achieve educational
success relative to the first or third generations (Alba & Nee, 2003; Kao & Tienda 1995).
For example, second-generation adolescents demonstrate full English proficiency and
high levels of parental optimism for their education (Kao & Tienda 1995). In their study
of immigrant ethnic groups, Kasinitz, Waters, Mollenkopf, and Holdaway (2008) found
that despite many of the barriers that some 1.5 and second-generation immigrant groups
have faced such as discrimination in schools and tracking into less rigorous courses,
overall they are performing well academically. The authors suggest that a “second-
generation advantage” exists among these immigrants due to the value of having two
cultures and moving between them in different contexts and for different benefits
(Kasinitz et al., 2008).

There are many additional theories related to the incorporation process of
contemporary 1.5 and second-generation immigrants that fall in between the polar sides
of generational decline and immigrant optimism (see Portes & Rumbaut, 2006; Portes &
Zhou, 1993; Waters, 1994), illustrating that there is a lack of consensus in the literature
regarding the educational outcomes and integration of immigrant youth. However, one
factor emerging in several studies is the important role of immigrant parents and family
in the success of their children (Foner, 1999; Kasinitz et al., 2008; Portes & Fernandez-
Kelly, 2008; Thomas, 2009; Zhou, 1999). For example, Portes and Fernandez-Kelly
(2008) identified the human capital that immigrant parents bring with them to the host
country and the composition of the immigrant family as two major factors impacting the

educational and occupational achievement of this population. Yet, regardless of their



socioeconomic background, many immigrant students are in a family environment that is
strongly supportive of educational success as a means of achieving the American Dream
(Kasinitz et al., 2008). The encouragement and aspirations of immigrant parents play an
important role in the success of their children. Although these issues are examined in K-
12 education literature, there is still a dearth of higher education research examining the
role of immigrant parents and families in the development of their children’s
postsecondary endeavors and college going processes.

Much of the literature on 1.5 and second-generation Black immigrants also finds
that social pressures, particularly in the school environment, tend to lead these individuals
to self-identify as African American and have African American peer groups (Doucet &
Suarez-Orozco, 2006; Rong & Brown 2001; Waters 1994, 1999). This issue is
particularly salient for Black immigrants because in the United States being Black is
considered a master status. A master status is a category that allows dominant groups
(e.g. White majority) to ignore distinctions among people who vary in ethnicity and
nationality (Foner, 2001, Hughes, 1945). Eventually the system of racial stratification or
racialization in the United States imposes a racial identity, which is reflected by Bashi
and McDaniel (1997) who state “new arrivals may not know their race when they arrive,
but they certainly learn it eventually” (p. 676). The combination of racial stratification
and assimilation for Black immigrants often leads to a transition from an identity based
on national origin (e.g. Jamaican or Nigerian) to a pan-national identity (e.g. West Indian
or African) to a pan-ethnic American identity (African American) over the course of time
in the United States and over a period of generations (Guenther, Pendaz & Songora

Makene, 2011; Rong & Brown, 2001; Rumbaut, 1994; Waters, 1994). These shifts in



racial/ethnic identity as a result of racialization can create intergenerational tension
within Black immigrant households, particularly because Black immigrant first-
generation parents often seek to maintain an ethnic identity among their children
(Awokoya, 2012; Rong & Brown, 2002; Waters 1994, 1999).

Although the intersections of race, ethnicity, and nativity status for Black
immigrants are explored in sociology and psychology literature (see Benson, 2006;
Guenther et al., 2011; Hall & Carter, 2006; Rumbaut, 1994; Vickerman, 2001; Waters,
1994), there are only limited recent studies examining how these intersections impact
higher education (see Awokoya, 2012; Fries-Britt, George Mwangi & Peralta, 2014;
George Mwangi, 2013a; Griffin, del Pilar, McIntosh & Griffin, 2012), and none
emphasizing how these intersections impact Black immigrant families within an
educational context. Additionally, to date there is no empirical research focusing the topic
of the current study, which is to explore how Black immigrant families from Anglophone
sub-Saharan Africa navigate the college choice process; particularly the intergenerational
dynamics between first-generation parents and their children regarding postsecondary
aspirations and college going as well as how cultural and social structural factors may
influence this college going process.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to utilize qualitative inquiry to understand the
postsecondary aspirations, expectations, and access strategies of sub-Saharan African
immigrant families. This study generates knowledge around how 1.5- and second-

generation African immigrant college going students and their first-generation immigrant



parents view and communicate with each other about educational expectations and
college going. The research questions and sub-questions guiding this study are:
1. How do African immigrant families conceptualize the process of college choice?
*  How do African immigrant families develop and communicate educational
ideologies about college going?
2. How do African immigrant families actively navigate the college choice process?
* In what ways do African immigrant families perceive the role of family,
culture and social structures impacting their college choice process?

Answering these research questions required collecting qualitative data that
reflected the lived experiences of college going African immigrant students and their
families. Understanding how students make meaning of their identities and educational
experiences informs how they interact with and navigate their educational environment
(Berg, 2009). Focusing on the college going process within a familial context illustrates
how intergenerational family relations impact postsecondary access for African
immigrants. Furthermore, Foner (2005) states, “we need additional, careful cultural as
well as structural analyses of immigrants’ family lives to appreciate the forms and
patterns developed among them here” (p. 164). I examined both social structural and
cultural factors that influence, guide, and challenge the college going processes of the
participant families. This study focuses on Black immigrants from Anglophone sub-
Saharan Africa and the next section will provide a brief overview of this population.

A Case for Black Immigrants from Anglophone Sub-Saharan Africa

This study focuses on the experiences of Black immigrants from Anglophone

(English-speaking) sub-Saharan Africa. This specific population of African immigrants



were selected because 1) immigrants in the United States from Africa who racially
identify as Black are most often from sub-Saharan Africa (Capps et al., 2011); 2) the
majority of African immigrants to the United States are from sub-Saharan Africa (Capps
et al., 2011); 3) historically, Black African immigrants to the United States originated
from Anglophone countries (Kent, 2007); 4) African immigrants from Anglophone
countries are more likely to remain in the United States permanently and become U.S.
citizens, which increases the likelihood of starting a family/having U.S.-born children
(Kent, 2007); 5) African immigrants from Anglophone countries are more likely to speak
English (Kent, 2007), which was advantageous to me as a researcher in my data
collection because I do not speak any other language fluently.

A Profile of African Immigrants in the United States

Black immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa are a new, but rapidly growing
population in the United States with 41 percent arriving between 2000 and 2005 and
approximately 50,000 new arrivals annually (Elissa, 2005; Kent, 2007). Between 2000
and 2009, the Black African immigrant population grew by 92 percent (Capps, McCabe,
& Fix, 2011). According to a report by the Migration Policy Institute, “If the trends of the
past decade continue, by 2020 Africa will likely replace the Caribbean as the major
source region for the U.S. Black immigrant population,” (Capps et al., 2011, p. 3).

There are a variety of converging reasons for the recent surge in African
immigrants to the United States. Gordon (1998) provides an extensive review of
contemporary African immigration in which she explains that stricter immigration
policies in England and other former colonial European countries have shifted African

immigration to the United States over time. Gordon (1998) stresses five primary reasons
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for recent African migration to the United States: 1) globalization and integration of the
world economy; 2) economic and political development failures in Africa; 3)
immigration and refugee policies in Europe and the United States; 4) Anglophone
background; and 5) historic ties of sending countries to the United States.

The United States ranks third behind France and Saudi Arabia among receiving
countries for African immigrants (Capps et al., 2011). However, African immigrants to
France and Saudi Arabia are most often from Northern Africa. Thus, the United States
likely receives the largest number of immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa (Capps et al.,
2011). African immigrants often enter the United States through family reunification or
as refugees/asylum-seekers (Capps et al., 2011; Kent, 2007). Many also enter as
international students or as professionals through the Diversity Visa Lottery Program
(Capps et al., 2011; Kent, 2007). The Diversity Visa Lottery Program gives visas to
individuals from underrepresented countries in order to diversify immigration, allocating
more than 25,000 visas for Africans each year (Capps et al., 2011). The program also
impacts the high educational and occupational levels of many African immigrants to the
United States because it requires at least a high school degree or two years experience in
a job that that entails formal training (Capps et al., 2011).

African immigrants tend to be highly educated, with nearly 40 percent having a
college degree (Kent, 2007). Since 2001, over 30,000 students from sub-Saharan Africa
were enrolled annually in U.S. universities, with more than half coming from Kenya,
Nigeria, and Ghana (Kent, 2007). These countries are each former British colonies and

Anglophone (English-speaking) countries. However, the educational level of African

11



immigrants is becoming more diverse as greater numbers have entered as the relatives of
Africans already in the United States or as refugees (Capps et al., 2011; Kent, 2007).
African immigrants do not earn incomes or hold jobs commensurate with their
education levels (Kent, 2007). For example, in their analysis of the median annual
earnings of workers over age 16 in the United States, Capps and his colleagues (2011)
found that the median earnings for Black African immigrants was $27,000 which is 20%
below the median for U.S. born workers ($33,000). Furthermore, American Community
Survey data illustrates that 36% of recent African immigrants with a college education
earned abroad work in unskilled jobs in the United States (Capps et al., 2011). Research
comparing White and Black immigrants from Africa found that White Africans earned
more than Black Africans, even after accounting for differences in the education levels
and the university where they earned their degrees (Kent, 2007). Still, when compared to
native-born Blacks, Black African immigrants are less likely to be unemployed (7.9% of
Black African immigrant adults are unemployed compared to 12.3% of native-born
Blacks) or have a low socioeconomic status (18.8% of Black African immigrants are at or
below the poverty line compared to 24.5% of native-born Blacks), which can translate
into a higher household income for this immigrant population (Mason & Austin, 2011).
Today, there are over 1.5 million Africans residing in the United States as
permanent residents, naturalized citizens, and second-generation native-born citizens
(Kent, 2007). This African immigrant population includes a high volume of children: 17
percent of females and 14 percent of males are under age 18 (Hernandez, 2012). In 2005,

more than one million U.S.-born Black children had at least one foreign-born parent and
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approximately two-fifths of these children were from African families (Hernandez,
2012).

While this section provides a rationale for why I selected Black immigrants from
Anglophone sub-Saharan Africa as the focus of the current study as well as a brief
overview of the demographic characteristics of the African immigrant population, I
provide more extensive information from literature describing their immigration and
incorporation patterns, family dynamics, and educational experiences in chapter two.

Research Design Overview

This study utilized an ethnographic case study design with families as the unit of
analysis. The design incorporates multiple embedded cases (Merriam, 2009). Consistent
with case study methodology, data for the study was collected via a variety of methods
including individual semi-structured interviews, family (group) interviews, participant
observations, and participatory diagramming. I used purposeful sampling to select four
families to participate in the study. Three frameworks were selected to shape the
conceptual lens for the study: Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) three-stage combined
model of college choice, funds of knowledge, and ecocultural theory. This study’s design
is also informed by an extensive review of literature on sub-Saharan African immigrants’
immigration and incorporation patterns, family dynamics, educational expectations;
research on college access and choice; and studies on the cultural and social structural
factors impacting the educational outcomes and college access of Black immigrants.

Significance of the Study
The gap in literature on the experiences of African immigrant students is situated

within the larger context of the homogenization of Black students in higher education
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research. Studies on Black students in the United States have historically centered on the
“universal Black experience,” in which the characteristics, experiences, and history of
these students are merged and compared to the White population (Harper & Nichols,
2008). Recent scholarship has elucidated within-group differences in Black students’
experiences, particularly related to gender, socioeconomic status, and achievement
patterns (Fries-Britt, 1998; Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper & Nichols, 2008; Stewart,
2009). Still, Harper and Nichols (2008) observe, “within-group differences...have been,
at best, trivially considered in published higher education literature” (p. 199). The current
study points to the deficiency of a “one size fits all” approach to the Black student
population and provides greater emphasis on exploring the diverse characteristics of
Black students and families. Researchers have argued that it is important that educators,
administrators and social science researchers distinguish between the varying ways in
which Black students navigate the educational system and define their identity (Harper &
Nichols, 2008; Stewart, 2009). Yet, there are still few empirical studies that seek to
disaggregate data on the Black student population, particularly relating to ethnicity,
nativity and generational status. Using these contexts, this study contributes to revising
concepts of race and ethnicity for Black students and extend the literature on Black
student heterogeneity.

This study also contributes to emerging scholarship on African immigrant college
students. Although many contemporary African immigrants in the United States have
achieved access to college successfully, there are few studies that describe or explain the
processes and experiences concerning why this occurs. Furthermore, Takyi (2009)

suggests, “very little is known about their [African immigrants’] family structures,
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adaptive responses, and living arrangements while in America” (p. 238). By utilizing a
qualitative approach, I share the voices of African immigrant families who are not often
heard in higher education literature and create new knowledge around how they
experience the college going process at various stages and within the familial context. As
this population continues to grow and create roots in the United States, it will also be
important to understand their educational experiences and learn whether the educational
achievement experienced among new arrivals will continue over subsequent generations.
Unlike other immigrant groups such as Latinos or Asians, ethnicity is overlooked for
African immigrant students particularly after the first generation (Kasinitz et al., 2008;
Waters, 1999). This invisibility is reinforced by the Black/White racial lens of American
society, which determines that Black immigrants are the “same” as native-born Black
Americans because of their racial connection (Bryce-Laporte, 1972). Second-generation
African students’ experiences are merged with those of native-born Blacks and thus their
ethnicity is not considered formally or informally in schools or in education research
(Massey et al., 2007). This is problematic because immigration literature reinforces that
an immigrant background does make an impact on second-generation individuals’
worldviews and experiences (Alba & Nee, 2003; Kasinitz et al., 2008; Portes &
Rumbaut, 2006). By exploring educational experiences and college preparation, the
current study contributes to this line of research by focusing on a largely “invisible”
immigrant population, the children of Africans immigrants.

College access literature states that parents play a crucial role in their children’s
college preparation (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler, Braxton, & Coopersmith, 1989).

Common themes in this research are the role of parental encouragement and involvement
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as well as structural factors such as parental income and level of education, which will be
explored in greater detail in chapter three. Yet, there is little published in higher
education research that includes parents or other family members as research participants.
The current study gives voice to parents and other family members involved in the
college going process, allowing their perspectives and experiences to be heard. Including
immigrant families in research studies instead of exclusively focusing on students
provides educators with insight into how to better involve and support these families
through the college going process in culturally sensitive ways. This is particularly
important for African immigrant parents who may not be fully knowledgeable or
comfortable with the U.S. education system or with navigating the undergraduate college
going process in the United States. Additionally, dominant cultural norms in America
often emphasize individualism and adolescent autonomy, which is reflected in the
student-centered research in the field of higher education (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999).
Alternatively, many immigrant families emphasize familial interdependence and
collectivism (Fuligni et al., 1999). As more children of immigrants enter the educational
pipeline, it will be important to consider how a familistic focus may be impacting their
choices about higher education. By focusing on how families navigate the college choice
process, this study acknowledges and considers a familistic perspective.

Lastly, both the definition of “parents” as well as the ways in which parents
provide support and encouragement should be interrogated in college choice literature.
For example, many researchers have narrowly defined parents as a mother and father,
excluding the role of other individuals such as siblings and family friends who can act as

“cultural brokers,” providing knowledge and resources to college going students (Cooper,
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Jackson, Azmitia, Lopez, & Dunbar, 1995; Epstein & Gandara, 1995; George Mwangi,
2013b; Tierney & Auerbach, 2005). Yet, immigrant students can rely heavily on these
individuals in navigating the U.S. education system. In their study on the role of families
in college preparation, Tierney and Auerbach (2005) suggest, “the definition of family
now needs to be more robust for virtually every group and culture,” (p. 32). Researchers
should acknowledge that students might receive “parental” guidance from other sources
and this should not be ignored, undervalued, or underestimated (George Mwangi, 2013b).
The current study is inclusive of extended social networks in the college going process
and is open to non-traditional resources and knowledge that are present in students’ lives,
but often ignored in research and practice. This study contributes to college choice
literature by pushing it to keep pace with today’s changing student demographics,
particularly the college choice process for the children of immigrants and their families.
As more and more Africans fill U.S. classrooms and prepare for college, it will be
important that the literature reflect the experiences of these students in order to better
inform practice.
Definition of Terms

In order to reduce ambiguity, I have defined the following terms. Although these
terms may have additional meanings, readers should use those provided here because
these definitions were developed to fit the specific context of this study.
Anglophone sub-Saharan Africa: African countries that lie south of the Sahara Dessert,
were former British colonies, and where English is still used widely. The countries that
comprise Anglophone sub-Saharan Africa are Botswana, Cameroon, Gambia, Ghana,
Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Namibia, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Swaziland,

Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe (Arthur, 2000).
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Black African immigrant: Immigrants to the United States who racially identified as
Black and were born in sub-Saharan Africa or who are the U.S.-born children of these
immigrants (Capps et al., 2011). I use the terms Black African immigrant, sub-Saharan
African immigrant, and African immigrant interchangeably throughout this manuscript.
College choice process: I operationalize Hossler et al.’s (1989) definition of college
choice as a “complex, multi-stage process during which an individual develops
aspirations to continue formal education beyond high school, followed by a later decision
to attend a specific college [or] university...” (p. 7). Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987)
model of college choice organizes the process into three distinct stages, predisposition,
search, and choice.

College going student: An individual in grades 7 — 12, who is engaged or intending to
engage in the process of applying to undergraduate institutions. This definition aligns
with college access literature, which suggests that the college choice process begins in 7
grade (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Hossler et al., 1989).

Educational ideology: A belief system about the purpose and value of education, which
guides decision-making about educational choices and opportunities (Kiyama, 2010).
Family: A broad kinship network that could include immediate family (e.g. parents),
extended family (e.g. grandparents), friends, and community members (Tierney &
Auerbach, 2005).

First Generation: Immigrants to the United States born in a different country (Portes &
Rumbaut, 2006).

1.5 Generation: A person born of first-generation immigrants who was also born abroad,

but immigrated to the United States before age 12 (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).
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Second Generation: U.S.-born children of first-generation immigrants (Portes &
Rumbaut, 2006).
Organization of the Study

Chapter one provided a review of the problem statement and context associated
with this study, an outline of the research purpose and questions, a profile of African
immigrants in the United States, and my reasoning for selecting this demographic as the
study’s focus. Additionally, this chapter included an overview of the research design, the
significance of the study and definition of terms. Chapter two provides an in-depth
description of sub-Saharan African immigrants in the United States, focusing on their
immigration patterns, acculturation and identity of the first and second generations,
family and intergenerational dynamics, and academic expectations.

Chapter three is comprised of three sections. The first section describes the three
theories/models informing this study: Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) combined three-
stage model of college choice, funds of knowledge, and ecocultural theory. The second
section contains a review of research on the role of parents/families in the college choice
process, specifically literature on the role of parental involvement and the process of
college choice in immigrant families. The third section provides a review of literature on
the cultural and social structural factors impacting the educational outcomes and college
access of Black immigrants in the United States. The methodology and procedures I used
to gather data are presented in Chapter four. This study was developed and analyzed
using an interpretive, multiple ethnographic case study design with families as the unit of

analysis.
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Chapter five contains an in-depth review of findings within each of the four
family cases. Chapter six provides a discussion and analysis of the findings across cases
using a new frame (Baobab Families) for understanding the college choice process of the
sub-Saharan African immigrant families in this study. In chapter seven, I present a
summary of the study as well as study implications, suggestions for future research, and

limitations.
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Chapter 2: Sub-Saharan African Immigrants in the United States

College access and choice literature affirms that college going behaviors are
developed through interactions with one’s immediate environment and situated context
(for example Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Perna, 2006). Thus, in order to begin to explore
the college choice process of sub-Saharan African immigrant families, it is important to
first understand the contextual factors that impact their educational experiences and
positioning in the United States. This chapter focuses on sub-Saharan African
immigration and incorporation patterns, acculturation and identity of the first and second
generations, family and intergenerational dynamics, and familial expectations regarding
educational achievement. I review this literature to provide a broad base for
understanding the demographic of this study.

African Immigration Patterns in the United States

African immigration to the United States occurred in four waves (excluding the
transatlantic slave trade). The first was early after the end of the American Civil War,
when very small numbers of Africans emigrated from Liberia and other areas of Western
Africa (Nyang, 2011). The second wave arrived in the early 20™ century and were mainly
elites from African British colonies seeking an American higher education; however,
most of these immigrants returned to Africa after receiving a college degree. Both of
these waves were small (500 — 2,500 in the first wave and less than 20,000 in the second
wave) and often resulted in return migration (Zeleza, 2009).

The final two waves of African immigrants began in the mid/late 20" century and
overlap in terms of timeframe; however, the waves are distinguishable by the

immigrants’ characteristics. One is comprised of highly skilled/educated African
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immigrants seeking greater economic opportunity, while the other wave is comprised of
African refugees and asylees (Arthur, 2000; Nyang, 2011). Both waves came to the
United States due to a variety of push factors in Africa and Europe as well as pull factors
to America. One major push factor was Africa’s independence period that began in the
1950s, in which numerous African countries broke ties with their European colonizers
(Gordon, 1998; Nyang, 2011). This period resulted in political upheaval and economic
instability in Africa as countries sought out a new postcolonial identity. As a result, many
Africans fled their countries as political refugees/asylees or for better economic
opportunities (Arthur, 2000; Humphries, 2009). At the same time, many European
governments were becoming more xenophobic and creating stricter immigration policies
that refused access to Africans throughout the 1960s and 1970s (Gordon, 1998). Thus, the
United States became a viable alternative host country for this population. Because this
was also during the Cold War, the United States welcomed African immigrants, offering
college scholarships and other incentives in order to create allegiances with newly
independent African nations and expose them to democracy (Arthur, 2000; Nyang, 2011).
Four U.S. immigration policies dramatically increased African immigration to the
United States: the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 (Hart-Celler Immigration
Act), the Refugee Act of 1980, the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986,
and the Immigration Act of 1990 (Arthur, 2000; Gordon, 1998). The Hart-Celler
Immigration Act removed preference quotas for European immigration and enhanced
opportunities for family reunification, while the Refugee Act increased the number of
refugees allowed to resettle in the United States and gave preference to Africa as an area

of “special humanitarian concern” (Arthur, 2000; Gordon, 1998). IRCA allowed a path to
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citizenship for undocumented immigrants and the Immigration Act of 1990 created the
Diversity Visa Lottery program, which gave preference to immigrants from countries that
are underrepresented in the United States (Arthur, 2000; Gordon, 1998). Djamba and
Kimuna (2011) highlight that 20% of African immigrants to the United States in 2008
came through the Diversity Visa Lottery program.

The push factors in Africa and Europe combined with U.S. immigration policies’
pull factors led to African immigrant populations doubling or tripling each decade in
America since 1960 (Gordon, 1998; Kaba, 2009; Zeleza, 2009). While African
immigrants from earlier immigration waves were primarily male (and are still majority
male), opportunities for family reunification and educational opportunities created an
influx of African female immigrants in the two later waves (Nyang, 2011). The economic
and political instability occurring in many African nations has led to a more diversified
immigrant population from across all regions of Africa, although the majority originate
from Western and Eastern Africa. This regional shift is also reflected in the racial
composition of African immigrants who prior to 1965 were primarily from North Africa
and considered White, but are now primarily from sub-Saharan Africa and are Black
(Humphries, 2009).

After Africa’s independence period, many secondary and tertiary schools were
developed in the new African nations, but the economic infrastructure has not been able
to support the labor needs of the educated population (e.g. in Ghana, unemployment rates
are generally higher for college-educated citizens than for those without college degrees)
(Arthur, 2008). Due to lacking opportunities for highly educated workers in Africa,

almost half of all African immigrants residing in the United States are college-educated,
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particularly in STEM fields (Kaba, 2009). For example, only 10% of physicians trained
in Kenya, remain in Kenya and there are more African engineers in the United States than
in all of Africa (Kaba, 2009). While only 3.6% of people in Africa are college-educated,
31% of African migrants are college-educated, illustrating the great loss of talent in
Africa (e.g. Brain Drain) (Kaba, 2009). Due to continuing challenges in Africa including
political instability, lack of political/economic freedom or job opportunities, lack of
social services, and low wages, many African immigrants are choosing to remain in the
United States permanently or at least until retirement age (Arthur, 2000; Gordon, 1998;
Kaba, 2009).
African Immigrant Incorporation

Immigration literature cites immigrant incorporation’ as critical to projecting
social and economic mobility (Portes & Rumbaut, 2006). Common factors used to
measure incorporation include naturalization, homeownership, English language
proficiency, participation in the labor market, and income (Arthur, 2000; Portes &
Rumbaut, 2006). Generally, sub-Saharan African immigrants have higher levels of
English language proficiency, labor market participation, and income levels than other
immigrant groups, while having lower levels of naturalization and homeownership
(Capps et al, 2011; Takyi, 2009). Their lags in naturalization and homeownership may be
explained by being a newer immigrant population in the United States as compared to
other groups and because many intend to return to Africa to retire or to start future

businesses (Arthur, 2000; Capps et al., 2011, Takyi, 2009). For example, instead of

* Incorporation is a term broadly referring to immigrants’ reception by and adaption to the host
society (DeWind & Kasinitz, 1997). There are a number of theories of immigrant incorporation
including integration, acculturation and assimilation (DeWind & Kasinitz, 1997).
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investing in a home in the United States, some African immigrants rather send money to
family in Africa to build a house for their retirement (Arthur, 2010).

While sub-Saharan African immigrants have high labor participation rates (75%
of 18 to 64 year olds) and on average have higher income levels than other immigrants in
the United States, their income levels do not reflect the high levels of education that
many within this population possess (Capps et al., 2011). For example, while sub-
Saharan African immigrants generally have higher levels of education than U.S. born
workers, they make 20% below the median income level of U.S. born workers (Capps et
al, 2011). Many Africans are undermatched in employment, which may reflect their
newcomer status or be because their foreign education credentials are not transferable
within the U.S. labor context (Capps et al., 2011). Additional obstacles immigrants face
in gaining access to highly skilled jobs include restricted access to information, lack of
knowledge or social networks, and racial/ethnic discrimination in the hiring process
(Djamba & Kimuna, 2011). Capps et al. (2011) found that the longer Africans remain in
the United States, the more these labor obstacles, particularly underemployment, are
diminished.

First-generation African Immigrants

First-generation African immigrants to the United States frequently cite one or
more of four reasons for migrating: 1) a desire to pursue postsecondary education 2) to
reunite with family members 3) to take advantage of economic opportunities 4) to escape
political terror and instability (Arthur, 2000). While African immigrants illustrate positive
incorporation into U.S. society, they face significant challenges throughout the process.

Djamba and Kimuna (2011) state that successful African immigrant incorporation
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depends upon three factors: pre-migration cultural legacies (e.g. attitudes, values, and
beliefs about employment and schooling), selectivity of migration (e.g. socioeconomic
status and education level prior to migration), and prevailing job market practices in the
United States. While some characteristics depend on the immigrant, others are dependent
upon reception by the host society. As aforementioned, Black African immigrants may
have trouble securing employment commensurate with their skill and/or education level
as new arrivals (Capps et al, 2011). Djamba and Kimuna (2011) found that Black African
immigrants earn less than White African immigrants with the same sociodemographic
characteristics. Consequently, racial discrimination in hiring practices may provide some
explanation as to why Black African immigrants earn less than is commensurate with
their capabilities.

Additionally, first generation Black African immigrants have to adjust to the
American racial context and racialization process. For Black Africans in the United
States, their ethnicity is subsumed into a homogenous Black identity (Humphries, 2009).
However, these immigrants have their own notions of race based on their home country’s
racial system and thus find it challenging to relate to racial definitions in the United
States (Humphries, 2009). Both Kibona Clark (2009) and Yenika-Agbaw (2009) found
that first generation African immigrants in the United States were much more likely to
identify as African than as Black. Furthermore, because these immigrants seek greater
social mobility and African Americans are a marginalized group in the United States,
Black African immigrants may try to use their immigrant identity as a means of
distancing themselves from African Americans (Zeleza, 2009). Black African immigrants

use social distancing to distance themselves from racial stereotypes and prejudice that are
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projected towards native-born Black Americans. Distancing may include focusing on
ethnicity in stating “I’m Black but...” (Jackson, 2010) or use of cultural indicators such
as national flags (Waters, 1999). Organizing around culturally based notions of ethnicity
provide Black African immigrants with a means of protecting themselves from racism
and race-based discrimination in the United States (Jackson, 2010).

Yet, distancing themselves from African American/American culture can backfire
on Black African immigrants, as many Americans are ignorant of advancements in Africa
and continue to believe it is a primitive continent (Zeleza, 2009). Zeleza (2009) explains,
“...in addition to a racial tax, African immigrants pay a cultural tax, the devaluation of
their human capital in a society where things African are routinely negatively stereotyped
and despised” (p. 41). These immigrants experience stereotyping and ignorant statements
made towards their culture, accent, and homeland. While African immigrants often learn
about the United States in school, they are surprised to find that many Americans know
little about Africa, particularly from a contemporary perspective (Awokoya, 2012).

African immigrants are expected to help financially support family members in
Africa, which can diminish a significant portion of their household income. Kaba (2009)
suggests that many African immigrants wire hundreds to thousands of dollars each month
to relatives in Africa. While this responsibility may put a financial strain on the
immigrants, it can elevate their status in the home country community and help them to
maintain communication with their relatives (Kaba, 2009). First generation African
immigrants’ constant communication and involvement with their home country shapes
them as transnationals whose experiences in the United States are continuously impacted

by both the home and host society.
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Even with the challenges they face in America, many African immigrants still
find that they have more opportunities in the United States for upward mobility than they
would have had in their home country (Arthur, 2000, 2008; Ogbaa, 2003). They use this
dual frame of reference as insulation from discrimination, labor market challenges, and
acculturative stress. First generation Africans may turn to ethnic associations, religious
organizations, and other co-nationals to assist with adjusting to American society,
particularly if they do not have other family members in the United States. Ethnic
associations engage immigrants in cultural events, provide legal, financial, and other
critical resources to assist with adjustment, and create community and sense of belonging
among members (Arthur, 2000, 2008; Ogbaa, 2003; Swigart, 2001). African mosques and
churches provide not only places of worship, but also act as community centers that help
to maintain cultural traditions and provide a social network (Olupona & Gemignani,
2009; Swigart, 2001). These ethnic churches and associations connect immigrants who
can share information and experiences regarding adjustment in the United States, thus
helping one another successfully achieve immigrant incorporation (Olupona &
Gemignani, 2009; Swigart, 2001).

1.5 and Second-generation African Immigrants

While many first generation African immigrants cling to their African/national
identity, the same may not occur for their children who were born in the United States or
who emigrated at a young age. Children of Black African immigrants can grow to
develop identities based on an American/Black American identity, an ethnic African
identity, or a combination of both. Yet, while these children become socialized both by

American society and by an African heritage, they may not completely identify with
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either, as Kibona Clark (2009) explains, “Legally they are African Americans, but in
reality they are neither fully African nor fully African American” (p. 257).

In her study on the children of African immigrants, Kibona Clark (2008, 2009)
found that parents’ activeness in the African community, level of child’s socialization in
a local African immigrant community, frequency of families’ travel to Africa with the
child, and the extent to which the child was exposed to African language, culture, and
food were major indicators regarding whether the child would embrace an African
identity as part of self-identity. However, parents/family are not the sole socializing
agents for their children. School, peers, and the media also impact the identities of the
children of African immigrants (Awokoya, 2012; Yenika-Agbaw, 2009). Yet, these
different contexts do not always present unified values and expectations. For example,
African immigrant children often do not learn about their heritage or culture in American
schools and when they do, it may be misconstrued or presented from a deficit perspective
(Harushimana & Awokoya, 2011). These children are exposed to conflicting cultural
norms and values of the White American “mainstream culture,” the Black American
“minority culture,” and the culture of their African parents (Yenika-Agbaw, 2009).

Having a bicultural identity presents both challenges and benefits for the children
of African immigrants. Inconsistent messages at home and at school can leave these
children confused or frustrated, particularly if they are unable to successfully reconcile
the two (Yenika-Agbaw, 2009). Black African immigrant children may be pressured by
American peers to select a racial identity as the primary identity due to the racialization
process in the United States (Kibona Clark, 2009). These children also receive pressure

by their parents and the African immigrant community to conform or even prove their
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“Africanness” (Adeniji Neill, 2011; Awokoya, 2012; Kibona Clark, 2009). Awokoya
(2012) illustrates this challenge in stating, “African immigrant youth often face many
complex identity issues. In some circles, the authenticity of their African identity is
questioned; in others, their American experiences are undervalued” (p. 255).

Yet, there are many positive aspects to being bicultural. The children of African
immigrants have two cultures that they can move between in different contexts and for
different benefits. Each of the participants in Kibona Clark’s (2008, 2009) study
expressed that growing up in a bicultural environment made them more comfortable in
diverse settings and in communicating with diverse groups. This outcome was also
confirmed in Swigart’s (2001) study of African immigrants in Philadelphia. Many
second-generation Black African immigrants also state that they act as mediators between
African American and African immigrant communities in order to help both groups
dispel stereotypes about one another (Kibona Clark, 2008, 2009). While it may take time
and self-awareness to develop a balance between both cultures, being able to navigate the
two successfully provides the children of African immigrants with a wealth of diverse
knowledge, resources, and skills.

African Immigrant Families

In many African societies it is the needs of the collective family, rather than the
individual that are prioritized (Swigart, 2001). Strong family ties and extended family
networks comprise the typical family structure and as Africans immigrate to the United
States they seek to replicate this familial structure in their new environment (Ogbaa,
2003; Swigart, 2001). However, because they are often not able to move with their entire

extended family, African immigrants tend to live in a nuclear family setting once in the
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United States. In order to augment this change, immigrants engage in their local African
ethnic community and with African religious organizations to develop a fictive kin
network that provides emotional and economic support (Arthur, 2000; Kamya, 2005;
Olupona & Gemignani, 2009; Swigart, 2001). For example, established Nigerian
immigrants assist newcomer Nigerians by providing lodging or other resources to assist
with adjusting to American life as part of a fictive extended family system (Ogbaa, 2003).
Swigart (2001) explains this behavior of creating a family of co-nationals as “members
of the same ethnic or national community who play the role that family would at home,”
(pp. 5-6), which may include giving guidance around family issues, providing financial
support, and attending family milestones such as weddings. It can also include
community parenting in which African immigrant parents within a community are all
expected to collectively mobilize resources and act as authority figures to the children
within the community (Arthur, 2008, 2010).

African immigrant families are not spatially bound, as they remain heavily
involved and interconnected with family members in their home country. Thus, although
the immigrant family may live in a nuclear family household in the United States, they
cannot solely think in terms of that arrangement (Nyang, 2011). Instead, the survival and
success of family members “back home” depends on remittances sent by the African
immigrants in the United States. However, family members in Africa may have raised
money to send those immigrants to America in the first place and therefore reciprocity is
expected through remittances and/or future U.S. sponsorship (Arthur, 2008, 2010).
Arthur (2000) explains this transnational family cooperation, “The African immigrant

family is more than a social unit. It is also a unit of production, harnessing the
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contributions of its members to help raise their standard of living,” (p. 96). Immigration
to the United States is an investment in the entire family network’s future and is part of a
collective goal system.

It is typical in African immigrant families for both spouses to work outside of the
home (Kamya, 2005). However, childcare can become expensive or parents may not trust
sending their children to strangers. Thus, gender roles become more flexible in America
with husbands helping with household chores and childcare, which may differ from
gender expectations in the home country and cause marital conflict (Arthur, 2000;
Kamya, 2005; Swigart, 2001). Families who have the financial means will often sponsor
a female family member to come to the United States and live in the home to assist with
childcare (Arthur, 2000). It is also not uncommon for African immigrant parents to send
their children back to the home country for periods of time to live with grandparents or
other family members as a means of handling the high cost of childcare in the United
States or to expose children to African culture and values (Arthur, 2000, 2008; Coe,
2012). However, this can create familial tension if it becomes challenging for the child