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Abstract 

Diversity within fields of STEM and agriculture is a 
growing trend as the field seeks to increase the 
population to citizens with the ability to make well 
informed agricultural decisions and meet the needs of 
21st century agricultural workforce. Unfortunately, 
African American males are a population that is both 
underrepresented in STEM and agriculture as well as 
in all programs of higher education. This research 
describes the perceptions and experiences of ten self-
identified African American men pursuing STEM or 
agricultural degrees, their motivations for pursuing 
their degrees and the issues that they have faced 
while navigating their undergraduate degree 
programs. Utilizing theories of motivation, this 
research examined the roles of motivation on 
overcoming both real and perceived issues and 
provides recommendations for faculty and staff 
members to better support this population of 
students. Participants in this study described 
high intrinsic motivation and the desire to complete 
their degree programs in order to give back to 
their communities, but also expressed feeling as if 
their ethnic backgrounds forced them to have to 
prove their knowledge to instructors and peers in 
order to garner respect.

Background
• Past research has focused on increasing the participation of African 

Americans in STEM, few studies have explored the processes of assimilation 
into STEM culture,  the positive roles of culture and academic strengths on 
student STEM identity, and experiences (Collins, 2018)

• How a student navigates their science identity is connected to the way in 
which they view themselves, and the view of science by those in their 
communities and environment (White et al, 2018)

• Racial identity and STEM identity can often be perceived to be in conflict 
with one another (White et al, 2018)

• Lack of diversity representation in the sciences often means that those 
entering  into the STEM fields may not have the resources or mentors that 
can assist them with information on how to navigate within a university 
setting or within STEM culture

Data & Results
The academic motivation scale was utilized as demographic data to 
quantitatively determine the motivation of each of the participants and to 
compare it with qualitative data describing the motivation for pursuing a 
STEM degree.

Recommendations & Conclusions

Theoretical Grounding
To build information about the lived experience of persons of color, it is critical 
to use an established framework to form and structure the research process. 
The frameworks utilized within this research study are the Organismic Socio-
Behavioral Perspective (OSBP) and Kirton’s Adaption Innovation Theory with a 
Critical Race lens (Anderson et al., 2018; Kirton, 2013; Delgado & Stefancic, 
2017).

The Organismic Socio-Behavioral Perspective (OSBP), above, is rooted in the 
work of Bandura’s Socio-Cognitive Theory (SCT) and the Self-Determination 
Theory (SDT) posited by Deci and Ryan (2000). SCT is represented by a triadic 
model that describes the interactions between the environment and cognition 
that influence behavioral change. Deci & Ryan (2000) utilized the term 
organismic to describe the importance of environment and its impacts on 
motivation, to better describe the complexity of motivation as it relates to self-
efficacy (Mitra, 2017). Anderson (2007) expanded this work utilizing a 
grounded theory approach to create the organismic social behavioral  
perspective (OSBP) to be utilized in structured learning environments. This 
framework focused more specifically on self-determination than self-efficacy 
and posited one’s motivation was a better indicator of the personal driving 
forces that were pertinent to predicting behaviors (Anderson, 2007; Mitra, 
2017) 

“I would imagine that some people find it maybe easier to acclimate into 
certain sort of situations or having parents who come from more, you 
know, being from a higher socioeconomic class, being more acclimated to 
certain things that just help them get along better, or have a better 
network to get better internships, that sort of stuff. Just, not having those 
sort [sic] of advantages becomes apparent.” – Malik

“Definitely it has motivated me because we don’t have a lot more 
opportunity as the race that we’re in. It kinda [sic] pushes you to want to 
be the better person in your field, to be able to show them that, “Hey, just 
because I’m from here or this does not mean that I can’t do what you’re 
doing, or even more.” It has definitely motivated me.” –Darius

“It has been an impact a little bit. I don’t feel like it’s necessarily been a 
huge impact, at least in this moment of time, but I feel like it’s important 
for me to be able to recognize the fact that there aren’t too many people 
of color who decide, “Okay, let’s study STEM.” I feel like I’m kind of setting 
a trend, becoming a trendsetter in a way, by choosing to study STEM 
fields.” –Shyheim 

• Participants within this study were highly motivated to complete their 
degree programs, however they noted the visible lack diversity in STEM 
fields.

• Many participants felt the need to “prove” themselves to non-minority 
peers and instructors.

• Instructors must account for student feelings of imposter syndrome 
and be careful to create inclusive STEM communities.


