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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to discover through the perceptions and lived 

experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums who earned their terminal degree at a southern 

regional Historically Black College and University (HBCU) if the formative feedback they 

received impacted their dissertation process. Guided by Bandura’s social learning theory and it’s 

suggestions of how behavior cultivated by a mentor’s actions and feedback changes the mentee’s 

behavior and can mature into self-efficacy. This study sheds valuable insight through the lenses 

of this phenomenological qualitative research methodological strategy of one-on-one interviews, 

questionnaires, and document reviews. The findings not only uncovered that not only was 

formative feedback impactful to the success of these students but attending the HBCU, 

contributions from the chair, and learning how to apply the formative feedback all contributed a 

great deal to the dissertation process.  

 

Keywords: formative feedback, dissertation, retention, biomedical, historically black colleges 

and universities, higher education 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

This research studied the impact of formative feedback during the dissertation process of 

doctoral degree students in biomedical science at an Historically Black College and University 

(HBCU), this introductory chapter will present the background of both HBCUs and the 

importance of formative feedback during the dissertation process of doctoral degree students. 

This chapter discusses the historical context, a social context, and a theoretical context. A 

statement of the problem is presented as well as the purpose and significance of this study. The 

chapter focuses on the central research question and three sub-questions. Finally, definitions 

specific to this proposed study are offered. 

Background 

As a student pursuing a doctoral degree, there is an expectation that the assigned or 

chosen dissertation committee will give students the guidance needed to defend their 

dissertations and matriculate to graduation successfully. This expectation may be heightened for 

graduate students attending an Historically Black College and University. The original purpose 

of HBCUs is to provide learning environments specifically for African American student; later, 

other underrepresented students were welcomed (Abdul-Alim, 2016; Bracey, 2017; Stith & 

Blumenthal, 2019). HBCUs have earned a reputation for graduating minority students and 

diversifying the professional workforce population.  

Shamoo and Resnick (2015) suggested that an influential graduate advisory committee 

involved providing a critical evaluation of the student’s academic progress and the competencies 

that relate to a scientific pursuit in general. Students must receive feedback on their dissertations. 

An independent development plan is necessary to map out goals and plans to ensure the 
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proposed project is completed in a timely manner. Committee members must provide cross-

checks on training in responsible research and experimental design related to reproducibility, 

verifying that the research notes are well-managed. A dissertation must show an active interest in 

the student’s professional and personal development. Interactions between the student and 

committee should promote open dialog on the research, skills, interests, and aspirations of the 

student. The chair of the dissertation advisory committee plays the primary role in ensuring that 

the committee meets all its responsibilities (AAMC, 2008; Shamoo & Resnick, 2015).  

Students pursuing an academic career, and completing a dissertation in route to a Ph.D., 

can be viewed at a formative stage in their academic socialization and their professional 

identities (Anderson et al., 2008). Recent literature showed academic community members agree 

that doctoral education programs aim to provide learning experiences and resources that propel 

doctoral students to succeed. (Roberts, 2020; Roberts & Ferro-Almeida, 2019; Woolderink et al., 

2015). There is also an assumption that the individual members of the dissertation committee 

should be willing to assist in their mentees’ study and academic progress and take an interest in 

the professional development of their students. This may be more critical for minority students. 

Unfortunately, data from numerous studies showed doctoral student drop-out rates average 50% 

(Craft et al., 2016). 

Although the population of students of color graduating with a Ph.D. has increased, the 

number of students who end their academic careers without completing is still meager. This may 

be because many students enter programs lacking the skills to complete graduate school (Randall 

et al., 2018). Ph.D. candidates can become discouraged when not given what they feel is proper 

mentorship and guidance from their dissertation committees. The National Center for Education 

Statistics reported that during the academic year of 2011-2012, less than 4,000 out of 41,000 
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Ph.D. degrees conferred were awarded to underrepresented minorities (URMs) in United States 

institutions in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) (Aud. et al., 2013; National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2013). This indicated that approximately 10% of the terminal 

degrees conferred during that academic year were to URMs. Based on these findings, there 

appears to be a disconnect between the number of URMs graduating with STEM undergraduate 

degrees and those completing doctoral degrees in the same disciplines (Russell et al., 2018). 

Similarly, a study of the experiences of a group of Black “all but dissertation” (ABD) 

women took an approach to reimage the dissertation committee as having diverse participants 

and matching graduate students to an interdisciplinary group (Johnson & Scott, 2020). That 

study attempted to force groups from diverse backgrounds to discover new insights into their 

research areas. The process allowed open dialogue and critical communications, gaining a 

different perspective on the student’s research. (Lueck & Boehm, 2019).  

Nora and Crisp's (2007) study in a minority institution uncovered significant layers of 

mentorship that were impactful elements for mentees: (a) psychological or emotional support, (b) 

goal setting and career paths, (c) academic subject knowledge support, and (d) the existence of a 

role model. These programs came with some advantages and disadvantages, finding that 

mentoring relationships were inconsistent. Mentors may provide mentees with sponsorship, 

coaching, exposure, visibility, protection, challenging assignments, consultation, advising, and 

opportunities for collaboration on research projects (Smith et al., 2000). In psychosocial 

functions, mentors can provide counseling, encouragement, friendship, role modeling, 

acceptance, and confirmation (Fuller et al., 2008). This suggests that mentoring could be a 

function of regular formative feedback sessions within committees in the dissertation process 

that could perceivably impact Ph.D. students of color. 
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Historical Context  

Training for clinical professionals, biomedical researchers, and clinicians as competent 

researchers is essential for developing medical innovations and scientific knowledge. From its 

earliest origins, doctoral training leading to a Ph.D. began in Germany in the 1800s, spreading to 

the United States at Yale in 1865 and eventually to Oxford in the UK in 1917; today, it is a joint 

degree in universities worldwide (Barnett et al., 2017). The requirement for a Ph.D. to be 

awarded requires students to complete a series of graduate study courses and successfully defend 

a dissertation containing original research in the humanities or science (Barnett et al., 2017). 

However, according to North American estimations, the drop-out rate from doctoral education is 

40%–50% (Nettles & Millett, 2006), which is even higher in the disciplines of arts, humanities, 

and social sciences but lower in natural sciences (Litalien & Guay, 2015; Nettles & Millett, 

2006). Students who complete coursework but do not complete the final stages required for their 

dissertations become classified as “all but dissertated” (ABD) students and do not graduate 

(Hanson et al., 2020). For some students, this classification as uncompleted is challenging 

emotionally, personally, socially, and intellectually (Grasso et al., 2007).  

In recent decades, the completion rate for Ph.D. degrees has become a topic of pressing 

national attention for graduate school deans, public and private funding agencies, faculty 

members, and graduate students. Over the last ten years, position papers have discussed changes 

that should be made to doctoral programs, including increasing the number and diversity of 

postgraduate researchers (Duke & Denicolo, 2017). Despite recent national attention focusing on 

doctoral completion, the analysis of baseline program data from the Ph.D. Completion Project, 

which examined private and public institutions nationally, reported that the completion rate ten 

years after students begin their doctoral program remains low at 56.6% (Sowell et al., 2015).  
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Rigler et al. (2017) found four primary reasons for the low attrition rate of doctoral students: “(a) 

chair agency and chair-candidate relationship; (b) candidate socialization and support systems; 

(c) candidate preparedness; and (d) financial considerations” (p. 14). Additional studies 

determined that students of color thrive in an environment where they feel more familiar, 

especially students within the STEM disciplines (Arif et al., 2021). Students feel challenged to 

matriculate to completion when they think they have yet to receive the best mentorship, training, 

or directions from an advisor, chair, or mentor.  

HBCUs were established to create welcoming and nurturing learning environments for 

African American students (Abdul-Alim, 2016; Bracey, 2017; Stith & Blumenthal, 2019). Black 

higher education institutions were formed to provide Black Americans with quality education to 

better themselves (Bracey, 2017; College Atlas, 2017). The primary mission of HBCUs was 

equitable educational opportunities for Black Americans (Bracey, 2017) at a time when 

segregation was technically illegal but very much perpetuated in the education sector (Stith & 

Blumenthal, 2019).  

In 1979, a southern regionally located HBCU established a two-year medical education 

program with clinical training affiliations with several established medical schools to award MD 

degrees. In 1981, this HBCU independently chartered a medical school. The school’s research 

stature and reputation have grown exponentially over the past decade (Braithwaite et al., 2020). 

In 1992, this institution developed a Ph.D. in Biomedical Sciences degree designed to develop 

independent investigators with the potential to assume leadership roles in academic, government, 

and corporate biomedical research. It involved a core-didactic curriculum followed by extensive 

faculty-guided dissertation research directed toward contributing discoveries that advance the 

student’s field (Morehouse School of Medicine, 2018). One of the primary purposes of this 
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degree was to diversify the employment population of URMs in medical research and medical 

science. The prominence of a doctorate to both an individual candidate and American society 

had never been greater. The individual candidate’s return on investment of doctoral education 

can be significant for career advancement, career change, compensation, leadership 

development, and life quality intimations (Brill et al., 2014).  

Social Context 

HBCUs are defined by the Higher Education Act of 1965 as institutions formed before 

1964 to provide quality education for Black Americans (College Atlas, 2017). In 2023, 107 

institutions of higher education were recognized as HBCUs, but three were closed (The 

Hundred-Seven, 2023). Abdul-Alim (2016) described the unique tradition of HBCUs to be one 

of “providing their students with a culturally, socially, economically, and politically relevant 

education” (p. 34). Abdul-Alim (2016) and Bracey (2017) affirm that African American students 

feel validated, welcome, and accepted by their HBCUs’ nurturing and supportive communities. 

Black graduate students often find that White faculty exhibit poor cultural responsiveness and do 

not proactively offer positive support (Baker & Moore III, 2015; Haskins et al., 2013; Henfield et 

al., 2013). Understandably, students of color prefer mentors who share their racial identity 

(Brooks et al., 2010; Brown & Grothaus, 2019). Bracey (2017) asserted, “HBCUs supported 

students, addressed social issues, and developed Black consciousness” (p. 678).  

Freeman et al.’s (2021) showed that HBCUs’ institutional factors engendered academic 

motivation rooted in students’ racial identity and suggested the construct of racial identity-rooted 

academic motivation. Though HBCUs have suffered from dismal graduation rates, they have 

simultaneously graduated an overwhelming majority of Black degree holders in science and 

engineering (Abdul-Alim, 2016). Williams et al. (2021) reported that the National Science 
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Foundation’s Survey of Earned Doctorates found that in 2017 US higher education institutions 

awarded 8,477 biomedical science-related doctoral degrees. However, only 6% were from URM 

populations. These humbling statistics indicate the need for increased attention at the doctoral 

training stage of career development.  

Although for the past few decades, there has been a great interest from higher education 

researchers and policymakers (Council of Graduate Schools, 2009; National Research Council, 

1995; National Science Foundation, 2006; Nettles & Millet, 2006) to study the attrition rates of 

URM students, the most significant concern they had has been the number of doctoral students 

completing the STEM programs. In the academic year 2011/12, about 41,400 research doctoral 

degrees in STEM fields were conferred at US institutions that award doctoral degrees as their 

highest degree. Still, only 8.5% were awarded to URM students (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2013). By contrast, URM students earned 21% of the bachelor’s degrees granted in the 

US (National Center for Education Statistics, 2013).  

The problem of underrepresentation of race/ethnic minorities in STEM doctoral programs 

is magnified by the fact that their completion rates tend to be lower than those of all STEM 

doctoral students, and their attrition rates tend to be higher. While past efforts have explored 

degree completion and attrition of doctoral students in the arts and sciences (Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 1992; Lovitts, 2001; Most, 2008; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Sowell et al., 2008), there 

has not been a recent effort devoted solely to understanding degree completion and attrition of 

URM doctoral students in STEM fields (Sowell et al., 2015). More importantly, these students 

matriculate to completion at a better rate when they are mentored and given feedback from 

individuals that look like them or work in an environment where they feel the professional 
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feedback is coming from a place of commonality as nurtured within the HBCU environment 

(Estrada et al., 2016; Hooper, 2022). 

Theoretical Context  

A comparison study examined best practices for doctoral training in Europe and North 

America of Latino male faculty members’ professional development and professional pathways 

after mentorship (Barnett et al., 2017). The social learning theoretical framework was evident as 

these Latino males expressed how valuable their mentorship relationships helped to combat the 

challenges that faculty of color experience. These relationships can teach persistence in 

accomplishing goals that lead to success (Salinas et al., 2020). Barnett et al. (2017) emphasized 

how necessary it was to consider mentoring as an experiential, social, transitional, and fluid 

process. Within this mentor-mentee relationship, a building of trust, encouragement, and critical 

feedback occurred. This observational learning became the mental factor facilitating the learning 

process to determine whether a new response was retained. Bandura’s (1977) theory states that 

mediating processes occur between stimuli and responses. In this case, it was the relationship 

between the mentee and the mentors. This study showed the perceptions of the impact of 

behaviorial learning through apprenticeship. 

Amani et al. (2022) discovered that the best practices did not relate to the institutions’ 

dissertation strict process or the systematic structure. Instead, the students who participated in the 

research were motivated to defend and graduate by other stimulating factors. Some of these 

motivations mirrored Bandura’s (1977) theory for high achievement by learners. Students here 

mirrored Barnett et al.’s (2017) study that expressed that some of their motivation factors derived 

from formative and summative feedback provided by their mentors, establishing their degree 

options earlier and completing their degree in a shorter time. As in Bandura’s (1977) social 
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learning theoretical framework, the students’ motivation evolved into self-efficacy. The behavior 

cultivated by mentors’ actions and feedback became part of their normal behaviors. The students 

began to develop individualized motivations and learning behaviors to reach their goals.  

Problem Statement 

The problem is the lack of feedback for biomedical research Ph.D. candidates could be 

perceived as challenging and may even lead to students becoming classified as ABD (Russell et 

al., 2018). Previous literature has highlighted alumni perceptions of dissertation committee 

processes and their best practices and how receiving formative feedback from mentors within the 

same cultural backgrounds can positively impact students (Barnett et al., 2017; Randall et al., 

2018; Salinas et al., 2020). However, a considerable gap in the literature does not speak 

specifically of alums of color graduating with a Ph.D. in biomedical science programs.  

One of the common themes in previous studies was that frequent communication between 

the dissertation committee and Ph.D. students through formative assessment helped improve 

their perception of program completion (Saaris, 2017). Formative feedback assessments are one 

of the pedagogical foundations that build a strategy to improve performance. Formative 

assessment helps measure how well a student is doing and if an instructor has met teaching 

instructional expectations by evaluating student learning outcomes and accomplishments (Saaris, 

2017). Formative feedback is an assessment that helps reflect on whether the student has 

mastered a skill or concept (Saaris, 2017).  

Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the perceptions and 

lived experiences of biomedical Ph.D. alums concerning formative feedback during their 

dissertation process at an HBCU in the southern United States. At this stage in the research, 
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formative feedback will be defined as methods that chairs and committee members use to 

conduct in-process assessments of candidate comprehension, learning, and progress during the 

dissertation phase of a Ph.D. 

Significance of the Study 

This qualitative study investigates alums’ perceptions of their experiences, feelings, and 

values gained from receiving or not receiving formative feedback during the dissertation process. 

The significance of the study will provide new insights into best practices for minority students 

matriculating in Ph.D. biomedical sciences programs at HBCUs and other minority-serving 

institutions (MSIs) and will offer insight into using formative feedback when assessing students. 

The data gathered from this study can be used by HBCUs and MSIs for quality assurance and 

best practice benchmarks to enhance the biomedical research dissertation process and assessment 

methods. By Ph.D. alums sharing their perceptions and impact experiences, a better 

understanding and value for students of color was gained when mentored by professionals of 

color from the same or similar scientific discipline. Additionally, the study will close the gap in 

the literature about formative feedback within the dissertation process for Ph.D. biomedical 

sciences at HBCUs.  

Practical Significance 

This phenomenological study aims to improve the dissertation process for biomedical 

students at a southern HBCU. This study may also be used to conduct program reviews for 

continuous quality improvements and make data-driven enhancement decisions at other HBCUs 

with biomedical programs. There are studies on the perception of the impact of other ethnic 

students receiving formative feedback and critical communications from professionals within 

their fields. Nevertheless, studies have yet to be found that identify students in biomedical 
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sciences within HBCUs. Furthermore, research on how alums feel about their engagement with 

feedback has needed to be researched in more detail (Winstone et al. 2017).  

This research study seeks to understand student feelings of disappointment and 

discouragement in working with dissertation committees when students do not receive adequate 

communication. This study will reveal the feelings of alums and their perceptions of formative 

feedback as a preventive measure, their perception of value, and the impact of being given 

guidance from professionals with the same ethnic backgrounds. As with other studies, this 

information can be used to set a precedent for improving the dissertation process and promoting 

a best practice model for HBCUs that offer biomedical science Ph.D. programs.  

Theoretical Significance 

Just as Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory was a learning model 

encompassing the student’s community, formative feedback being integrated within the 

dissertation committee meeting takes on the same applied learning practice. Situated learning is 

co-participation. It focuses on social engagements that provide the proper environment and 

facilitate learning. Knowledge can be developed through social and spontaneous communities 

driven by common interests and passions, such as with students within cultures where they can 

relate to others.  

Lave and Wenger (1991) believed that learning was a social process whereby knowledge 

was co-constructed. Learning becomes more manageable and second nature due to a particular 

social and physical environment. Students can learn in an atmosphere where they feel fit to be 

given mentorship from dissertation committees that afford doctoral candidates the significant 

assistance needed (Lave & Wenger, 1991). These patterns are like other learning environments 

(e.g., general education, healthcare, and organizational development) and may reflect confusion 
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about situated learning theory’s purpose, stance, and terminology (Lave & Wenger, 199l; 

O'Brien & Battista, 2020).  

Empirical Significance 

The primary charge of a dissertation committee is to evaluate student progress. An 

essential role in a dissertation committee is that of a guide who helps learners through the 

process. This proposed study aims to assist students and committee members with the conduct 

basics during the dissertation process. A dissertation serves as an early exercise for students who 

was researchers. Even for people who may never do research after their degrees, a dissertation 

will help them discern the merits of new treatment options available in the literature to benefit 

their patients or themselves. Individual dissertation committee members should be willing to 

assist in other facets of the student’s scientific and professional development (Harsoor et al., 

2022).  

The committee mentor and the student must work closely while researching the topic 

initially and while finalizing the dissertation’s submission. However, the role of the guide in 

perusing the document in detail and guiding the candidate through the required corrections 

through periodic updates and discussions must be balanced (Harsoor et al., 2022). The chair of 

the dissertation advisory committee also plays a primary role in ensuring that the committee 

meets all its responsibilities (Shamoo & Resnick, 2015). This current research study will explore 

the perceptions and lived experiences of a specific group of Ph.D. alums (biomedical research 

students) concerning formative feedback during their dissertation process at an HBCU in the 

southern United States.  

Research Questions 
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Shampoo and Resnick (2015) suggested that an influential graduate advisory committee 

involves providing a critical evaluation of the student’s scientific progress and the competencies 

that relate to a scientific pursuit in general. The expectation of those in the chair and committee 

member roles would be to help the student lay out a strategic plan to accomplish specific goals 

and meet required milestones. Additionally, according to Randall et al. (2018), it is an added 

value for biomedical science students of color to receive feedback from professionals of color in 

the same or similar discipline of study. The following questions serve as a guide for the study. 

Central Research Question 

What are the perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from 

the southern regional HBCU about formative feedback received during their dissertation 

process? 

As social learning theory describes, students are influenced by mentors through formative 

and summative feedback experiences develop academic self-efficacy (Bandua (1977). HBCUs 

were designed to be a learning hub for African American students to learn from professionals of 

color, especially during the historical period when other institutions were not available to African 

American people (Abdul, 2016; Bracey, 2021). This sets the tone for students to be encouraged, 

motivated, and urged to succeed and take ownership of their learning goals.  

Sub-Question One 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU about the mentoring experience during the dissertation process? 

Quality mentoring can have a profound positive effect on the success of research careers 

(Harawa et al., 2017), academic performance (Campbell, T.A. & Campbell; D. E., 1997), social 

integration (Allen et al., 2006), physiological health (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005), college 
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retention rates (Mangold et al., 2002), career development and training (Parks-Yancy, 2012), 

professional identity (Murdock et al., 2013), and role modeling (Ragins & Kram, 2007). Mentors 

provide knowledge, advice, and support for the psychosocial needs of mentees (Zaniewski & 

Reinholz, 2016) by helping them establish a professional identity, develop networks, and 

acculturate within their field. 

Sub-Question Two 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on mentoring during the dissertation process at an HBCU instead of another type of 

institution?  

Literature can be found on how the effects of race, gender, perceived similarity, and 

contact influence the quality and effectiveness of mentoring (Duran et al., 2020; Ensher & 

Murphy, 1997; Gaddis, 2012; Hurtado et al., 2015). Ensher and Murphy (1997) and Hurtado et 

al. (2015) noted that a degree of similarity between the mentor and the mentee, either actual or 

perceived, could affect the quality of the mentoring relationship. The perception of perceived 

similarity and contact between mentor and mentee pairs had far more of an impact on overall 

satisfaction than actual same-race pairings with little contact (Duran et al., 2020). This 

relationship proves necessary for STEM programs where students may not persist to graduation 

because they feel they need to fit in the profile of others in their field (Randall et al., 2018). 

Sub-Question Three 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on whether receiving formative feedback influenced a sense of self-efficacy and 

motivation to persist to completion of the Ph.D. program?  
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According to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory, knowledge can be 

obtained or developed through social and spontaneous communities driven by common interests 

and passions, such as with students within cultures that relate to others. Learning potentials of 

formative assessments can be transferable across contexts and cultures. This could, in turn, 

“boost the deeper and wider application of formative assessment.” (Chen et al., 2021, p. 364). 

Integrating formative feedback within the dissertation process might be a necessary and 

dynamically impactful experience for mentees when the mentor and mentees can relate or 

connect on a deeper level. For African American students earning a Ph.D. in biomedical 

sciences, a more profound connection can come from mentors of color who work in the same 

discipline.  

Definitions 

1. All but dissertation (ABD). Doctoral students who have completed all coursework related to 

their doctoral education except finishing a dissertation when one is required (Hanson et al., 

2020). 

2. Formative feedback. This communication assessment helps measure how well a student is 

doing and if an instructor has met teaching instruction expectations by continuing the 

evaluation process of student learning outcomes and accomplishments (Saaris, 2017). 

3. HBCU. A Historically Black College and University was established before 1964 to educate 

African Americans (College Atlas, 2017).  

4. Ph.D. A Doctor of Philosophy degree is earned after three or more years of graduate-level 

study (Haidar, 2022). 

5. Situated learning theory. Like Bandura's social learning theory, people learn by what they 

see while situated within their roles as community members (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
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6. Social learning theory. People learn by observing, modeling, and imitating the behaviors 

and attitudes they see. Both the mind and the environment influence learning (Bandura, 

1977). 

Summary 

Little is known about the perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. 

alums who received formative feedback at HBCUs during their dissertation process. This study 

seeks to explore this area of a phenomenon. Qualitative methods was used to examine the lived 

experiences shared by a small sample population of Ph.D. alums from a small HBCU southernly 

located. The data from this proposed study was analyzed and interpreted to understand how the 

alums perceive their experience with formative feedback and how it contributed to their 

dissertation process. The results of this study provided valuable insights into the experiences of 

biomedical research Ph.D. candidates at HBCUs and shed light on how formative feedback can 

be used to improve their dissertation process with an emphasis on African American Ph.D. 

students in biomedical research.  

The literature has found that race, gender, perceived similarity, and contact influenced the 

quality and effectiveness of mentoring (Duran et al., 2020; Ensher & Murphy, 1997; Gaddis, 

2012; Hurtado et al., 2015). Ensher and Murphy (1997) and Hurtado et al. (2015) noted that a 

degree of similarity between the mentor and the mentee, either actual or perceived, could affect 

the quality of the mentoring relationship. The literature reviewed has identified a gap in 

knowledge of student perceptions of formative feedback within the biomedical Ph.D. programs 

within HBCU institutions. Whereas all mentors at HBCUs may not be African American, the 

likelihood of African American students being exposed to a professional in their field of study 

and benefiting from the HBCU synergistic environment is excellent. This qualitative 
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phenomenological study explored the perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical research 

Ph.D. alums concerning formative feedback during their dissertation process at an HBCU in the 

southern United States. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Overview 

This chapter will present a review of the current literature related to Ph.D. alums who 

received formative feedback assessment at HBCUs. The first section will discuss how social 

learning theory plays a role in the impact of the dissertation process of African American alums 

as they were mentored at an HBCU. The second section will synthesize recent relevant literature 

studies emphasizing the use of formative feedback with doctoral students of color from their 

mentors or dissertation committees. The third section discusses literature on mentorship 

relationships and the likelihood of African American students being exposed to a professional in 

their field of study and benefiting from the HBCU synergistic environment is great. The last 

section will discuss an identified gap in literature, presenting a need for the current study. 

Theoretical Framework 

The social-learning theory was selected as the theoretical framework to approach the 

central research question because of its focus on the impact of mentorship (Kitchenham, 2008; 

Menzirow,1997) and the influential role models (Salinas et al., 2020) have on mentees. Albert 

Bandura developed social learning theory in the late 1970s. It has been widely applied in various 

fields, including psychology, education, and communication. The social learning theory 

emphasizes the role of observations and modeling in learning new behaviors and skills. 

According to Bandura (1977), learning occurs through a combination of four factors: observing 

and modeling behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions. Bandura (1977) argued that “most 

human behavior is learned observationally through modeling; from observing others, one forms 

an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions, this coded information 

serves as a guide for action” (p. 22).  
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Bandura (1977) believed most human behavior is learned by watching others. Through 

modeling others, individuals grow, learn, and develop innovative ideas and learn through 

modeling and observing activities (Bandura, 1977). This was essential for those desiring a 

behavior change (Muro & Jeffrey, 2008). According to the social learning theory, it would be 

challenging and more time-consuming if people relied solely on the knowledge, they gained by 

themselves (Bandura, 1977).  

Several authors have studied and expanded Bandura’s Social Learning Theory. Akers 

(1998) applied the theory to criminology and proposed that individuals learn criminal behavior 

through observation and imitation. He posited that individuals’ behavior is influenced by their 

social environment, including family, peers, and the media. Similarly, Bandura’s theory has been 

applied in education, where it has been used to explain how students learn through observation 

and modeling of behaviors exhibited by their teachers (Bandura, 1989). 

Social learning theory suggests that the environment and its interactions drive learning. 

Formative feedback from a committee chair or mentor can be especially beneficial for Ph.D. 

students working on their dissertations. This feedback can help students adjust their approach 

and refine their ideas, providing the necessary guidance and support to complete their projects 

successfully. Minnett (2020) found that students who receive formative feedback from their 

committee chairs or mentors have higher levels of academic achievement than those who do not. 

Furthermore, formative feedback has increased student confidence, problem-solving skills, and 

autonomy and self-regulation (Liu et al., 2018). Providing Ph.D. students with formative 

feedback, committee chairs and mentors can play a vital role in helping them succeed in their 

studies. 
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Mentors and Social Learning 

There are three concepts of social learning theory: people can learn through observation 

(observational learning), mental states are an essential factor for education, and understanding 

does not necessarily lead to a change in behavior (Nabavi, 2012). Learning interaction has a 

more significant impact in mentoring experiences (Kitchenham, 2008; Menzirow, 1997). Much 

learning occurs through mentor relationships, crucial conversations, formative feedback, and 

other social interactions.  

The dissertation process is a challenging journey for doctoral students, and it requires not 

only research skills but also the ability to incorporate feedback from mentors. Mentors play a 

crucial role in the dissertation process, providing formative feedback to help the student improve 

their work. However, research has shown that doctoral students from underrepresented groups 

face unique challenges in the dissertation process, including a lack of access to mentors who 

share their racial and ethnic backgrounds (Barnes & Austin, 2009). This lack of representation 

can lead to feelings of isolation and difficulties in receiving feedback from mentors who may not 

fully understand their experiences (Byars-Winston et al., 2011). This is where social learning 

theory can be used as a framework to understand how doctoral students learn from formative 

feedback from mentors from the same race in the dissertation process. 

In the context of the dissertation process, social learning theory suggests that doctoral 

students can learn from observing and imitating the behaviors and feedback of mentors who 

share their racial and ethnic backgrounds. Research has shown that mentorship from individuals 

who share the same racial and ethnic background can be particularly impactful for 

underrepresented students in the dissertation process (Ong et al., 2011). Mentors who share 

similar experiences can provide a sense of belonging and a safe space to discuss challenges and 
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concerns (Byars-Winston et al., 2011). Mentorship has been identified as a critical factor in the 

success of graduate students, particularly those from historically underrepresented groups (e.g., 

women, racial/ethnic minorities) (Johnson, 2007).  

Johnson (2007) found that African American doctoral students who had same-race 

mentors reported greater satisfaction with their graduate education and were more likely to 

complete their degrees than those without same-race mentors. Similarly, Baker and Griffin 

(2010) found that African American doctoral students who had same-race mentors reported 

higher levels of academic and social support, as well as greater success in publishing and 

securing academic positions. 

Other scholars have highlighted the importance of same-race mentorship in promoting a 

sense of belonging and identity development for graduate students from underrepresented 

groups. For example, Mendoza and colleagues (2017) found that Latina doctoral students who 

had same-race mentors reported feeling more connected to their academic community and more 

confident in their ability to navigate predominantly white academic spaces. Similarly, Carter and 

colleagues (2019) found that African American doctoral students who had same-race mentors 

reported greater affirmation of their racial and cultural identities, as well as more opportunities to 

engage in culturally relevant research. 

Overall, these studies suggested that mentorship from the same race can play a critical 

role in supporting the success and well-being of graduate students from underrepresented groups. 

Understanding how individuals learn is critical in developing effective interventions and 

strategies to promote a change in behaviors or for learners to better understand introduced 

concepts. More research is needed to understand the mechanisms through which same-race 

mentorship operates, as well as the unique challenges and opportunities that arise in these 
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mentoring relationships. Additionally, mentors who share the same racial and ethnic background 

can better understand cultural nuances and provide feedback that is more relevant and tailored to 

the student's experiences (Barnes & Austin, 2009).  

Self-Efficacy and Social Learning 

Bandura’s (1977) pivotal research defined self-efficacy as “people's beliefs about their 

capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that 

affect their lives” (p. 2). The following factors influenced self-efficacy: mastery of experiences, 

social modeling, social persuasion, and physiological states (Bandura,1977). Mastery of 

experiences or the confidence that comes from accomplishing goals can be demonstrated through 

social modeling, which means that one's belief in self is positively influenced by seeing others 

excel in similar situations (Bandura, 1977).  

Interactions through crucial conversations, formative feedback, and mentor relationships 

help build self-confidence and the evolution of self-efficiency (Kitchenham, 2008). Self-efficacy 

is the expression of confidence in reaching specific goals (Bandura, 1977). For Ph.D. students, 

self-efficacy is confidence in academic performance (Han et al., 2017). A key empirical issue 

concerns the validity of self-efficacy beliefs in predicting students' motivation. Bandura (1977) 

hypothesized that efficacy beliefs influence effort, persistence, and choice of activities toward a 

goal. Students with a high sense of efficacy in accomplishing an educational task will participate 

more readily, work harder, and persist longer when encountering difficulties than those who 

doubt their capabilities (Zimmerman, 1995).  

Social persuasion through verbal exchanges can encourage someone to put forth more 

effort. When formative feedback is accepted positively, individuals who receive it excel and feel 

confident they can achieve their goals. Bandura (1977) suggested that social modeling, social 
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persuasion, and physiological states develop one's perceived self-efficacy, which is 

interconnected with people's goals, the amount of effort they put forth, and resilience.  

When learning becomes transformative and impactful, students tend to feel motivated. 

This motivation leads to a place of self-efficiency and life-long learning. Bandura (1977) further 

defined self-efficacy as the belief people have in their capabilities to exercise control over their 

functioning and over events that affect their lives. Each student who achieves self-efficacy 

exhibits motivation, well-being, and personal accomplishment. People's beliefs in their efficacy 

are developed by four main sources of influence: mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, 

social persuasion, and emotional states (Bandura, 1977). High self-efficacy has numerous 

benefits to daily life, such as resilience to adversity and stress, healthy lifestyle habits, improved 

employee performance, and educational achievement (Zimmerman, 2000). 

Zainal Abiddin (2005) stated that to progress well in research, a student must be involved 

in more regular meetings or discussions and fully participate before, during, and after each 

meeting. Formative feedback becomes a tool that ensures the meeting with the advisor is useful 

to research students. The feedback given to students may not be effective if it does not bring 

about continuous quality improvement for their projects or guide them to be better beyond their 

research.  

Formative Feedback 

Formative feedback, formative assessment, and formative evaluation are terms often used 

by educators about some ongoing evaluation. Black and Wiliam (2010) defined formative 

assessment as “…all those activities undertaken by teachers and by their students in assessing 

themselves that provide information to be used as feedback to modify teaching and learning 
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activities” (p. 140). This definition does not limit itself to formal tests, quizzes, or homework but 

allows the student latitude to improve (Stanford Teaching Commons, n.d.). 

Assessment is a collection of evidence about student learning through numerous ways, 

such as portfolios, journals, dialogue, questioning, interviewing, work samples, formal testing, 

and projects. They defined formative assessment as "such assessment…when the evidence is 

used to adapt the teaching to meet student needs" (Black & William, 2010, p. 140). Formative 

feedback assessment can also be defined as integrating processes and tools that generate 

meaningful feedback about learning that can support inferences about the next steps in learning 

and instruction (Andrade, 2016). It is a planned, ongoing process that is continuous and 

comprised of practices, methods, and tools that are selected to support students in reaching their 

goals and strengthen them through their learning challenges and barriers (Black & William, 

2010). Through collaboration, teachers and students use formative assessment in responsive 

ways that positively impact learners and learning to know and respond to strengths, interests, and 

needs (Andrade, 2016).  

Shavelson et al. (2008) described a continuum of formative assessment practices that 

included on-the-fly planning for interactions and was embedded in the curriculum. Critically, 

formative assessment should be evident in every lesson, whether through a discussion of learning 

goals, feedback from students on their self-assessments, observed patterns in student group 

discussions that would be productive to share with the whole class, peer feedback, teacher 

conferences with individuals or small groups to help them plan revisions of their work or their 

thinking or a carefully planned question for the end of the lesson to support planning for the next 

meeting (Wright & Moffat Miller, 2018).  



38 
 

 
 

Formative feedback is an assessment tool used in collaboration with learners, teachers, 

mentees, advisors, or other stakeholders. It is a learning process that happens with students and 

not to students and uses evidence of student learning to improve student understanding of 

intended disciplinary learning outcomes (Wright & Moffat Miller, 2018). The formative 

assessment process captures knowledge and skill levels along the learning journey so teachers 

and students can make small, immediate, impactful decisions to support well-being, learning-

goal achievement, and self-efficacy (Shavelson et al., 2008). Using formative assessment 

evidence is appropriate for making decisions during the practice phases of learning.  

Formative assessments are not always scored and are not an appropriate measurement for 

calculating grades or making final placement decisions (Beard, 2021). Rather, formative 

feedback is a tool to support students to become self-directed learners, making students active 

agents in the learning journey and encouraging goal setting, which fuels learning and agency in 

learning environments and beyond (Beard, 2021).  

The Potential Impact of Formative Feedback 

Formative assessment leads to numerous benefits to improve, inform, and support the 

student experience from both a student learning perspective and an institutional effectiveness 

perspective. It can help review the effectiveness and alignment of curricula, improve curricular 

and co-curricular program outcomes, inform planning and decision-making, understand the 

impact of program changes, and highlight program successes. Provide evidence when requesting 

resources and inform students of the intended learning outcomes (Ursinus College, 2015). 

Formative assessment can be conducted during the classroom or program experience and 

is intended to provide real-time feedback on student learning. This offers the opportunity to 
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engage in an immediate change to the learning experience. Formative assessment is used 

internally, primarily by those responsible for directing the learning or program (Beard, 2021).  

In contrast, summative assessment occurs at the end of a course or program and usually is 

tied to final grades and leaves little room for a change of action unless a retake is given. This 

type of assessment aims to determine if overall goals have been achieved (Ursinus College, 

2015). The key difference between summative and formative assessment is what is done with the 

information. The summative assessment uses the information to show how the student performed 

against others or how many learning goals he or she mastered by the end of a learning period. 

The formative assessment uses the information collected to determine where the gap of learning 

is for the student and then is used to determine how to close the gap. Stiggins and Chappius 

(2005) explained assessment for learning as a formative assessment philosophy that involved the 

student in the assessment process by giving the students clear classroom-level targets based on 

state or local standards. 

Much research surrounding formative assessment attributes has supported the claim that 

the process will improve student academic performance. Some of this research described the 

results from experimental tests examining distinctive feedback features, and several represented 

important historical reviews (Kluger& DeNisi, 1996; Kulhavy & Stock, 1989; Mory, 2004). 

Despite this research, the specific mechanisms relating feedback to learning still sit in a gray 

area. There are very few (if any) general conclusions on how it can assist the dissertation 

process.  

Stiggins (2007) has claimed that formative assessment has this impact because its 

philosophy is rooted in changing the student's effect concerning the use of assessments and in 

including the student as the number one user of that data. Leahy et al. (2005) supported this 
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claim, stating that education needs to change its function of collecting the number of rights and 

wrongs and encouraging teachers to collect information to inform instructional decisions. 

Likewise, students should also be aware of information to make decisions about learning. Leahy 

et al. (2005) compared that current education is like quality control in manufacturing that 

identifies those who did not learn at the end of teaching. They suggested that education should be 

a quality assurance process that collects information through formative assessments to determine 

what needs to happen so each student learns (Leahy et al., 2005). 

Formative feedback integrated within the dissertation committee meeting takes on the 

same applied learning practice. This type of learning theory can be viewed in relation to Lave 

and Wenger’s (1991) situated learning theory as a co-participation in Bandura’s (1977) social 

learning theory approach to learning. There is an ongoing process when the two theories are 

coupled, as in students receiving formative feedback. This process within the dissertation journey 

can often be viewed as a summative assessment. However, a different type of learning is 

facilitated when there is a greater focus on interactions that provide the proper environment, 

continual review, and communication about student efforts through formative assessments.  

In addition to the culture of assessment and learning in which feedback was given and 

received, the nature of the feedback played a role in how students responded to it. Lipnevich and 

Smith (2009) concluded in their study with college students that the type of feedback that 

students found most helpful was “tell me what I did wrong, where I could change it. Just 

comments and error marks” (p. 365). To respond positively to formative feedback, it is essential 

to cultivate a positive assessment culture in which formative assessment practices are effectively 

incorporated. Ekholm et al. (2015) noted that “feedback is one of the most effective interventions 

instructors can use to improve student writing. However, it is ineffectual if students do not 
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welcome the feedback they receive” (p. 204). Similarly, Jonsson and Panadero (2018) asserted 

that “feedback needs to be perceived as useful by the students” (p. 546) as an important 

condition for the productive use of feedback. Lui and Andrade’s (2022) study found that students 

with positive feedback judgments reported more constructive next steps. 

Knowledge can be developed through social and spontaneous communities driven by 

common interests and passions, especially with students within cultures where they can relate to 

others, such as with mentors relaying formative feedback to their students (Lui & Andrade, 

2022). Lave and Wenger (1991) believed that learning was a social process whereby knowledge 

was co-constructed. Learning becomes more manageable and second nature due to a particular 

social and physical environment where students feel they fit (Monday, 2021; Murdoch et al., 

2013; Paglis et al., 2006).  

Formative Feedback as an Assessment in the Dissertation Process  

Formative feedback assessments are one of the pedagogical foundations that build a 

strategy to improve performance. Formative assessment helps measure how well a student is 

doing and if an instructor has met teaching instructional expectations by evaluating student 

learning outcomes and accomplishments. This type of assessment reflects whether the student 

has mastered a skill or concept (Saaris, 2017). But how influential is formative feedback within 

the dissertation process? How important is communication through formative feedback 

assessment through the dissertation process for Ph.D. students?  

In the past, it was customary at some medical colleges for the dissertation chairs to 

review, give a pass-fail grade, and offer feedback during a once-a-semester milestone checkpoint 

(Kumar & Stracke, 2017). This process was like making a summative evaluation rather than a 

formative assessment. Kumar and Stracke (2017) found that this summative approach did not 
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include expectations or guidance on how a candidate could fix critical issues. In this manner, 

dissertation chairs or committees made choices for assessment or feedback based on individual 

preferences rather than institutional guidelines. Kumar and Stracke's (2017) study reported that 

chairs and dissertation committees were more engaged when interacting with their students. 

While their roles were to assess, the chair or committee member often could teach by giving the 

student feedback so the student could close the gap between their current and expected 

performance. Only then was the assessment for learning realized and self-efficacy developed 

(Kumar & Stracke, 2017).  

Formative feedback, therefore, was crucial throughout the process because the doctoral 

assessment is a unique process. Unlike conventional forms of assessment, doctoral candidates are 

expected to take in the views of their chairs and revise their dissertations before final acceptance. 

The exception was only when a written dissertation was rejected or accepted without revision. 

Dissertation chairs work within the dissertation progress (Bourke, Hattie & Anderson, 2004). 

Considering the Ph.D. as a work in progress allows instructive feedback as part of assessment 

and teaching (Kumar & Stracke, 2017). 

Guloy et al. (2019) explored the use of comprehensive examination to assess students 

before completing the dissertation defense. Though students had been privy to discussions 

concerning the design and development of what incorporated dissertation assessment, they often 

did not understand the complexity of it (Guloy et al., 2019). Black & Wiliam (1998; 2010) found 

that formative assessment led to substantial learning gains.  

Krulwich (2009) studied what was described as systematic coaching. Systematic 

coaching and formative feedback are similar. Systematic coaching paired mentees with mentors 

who are professionals in the field of biomedical science. This was an intensive skill-development 
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process to encourage persistence in biomedical careers beyond the undergraduate level 

(Krulwich, 2009).  

Taylor et al. (2018) discovered there was a high expectation and great benefit of having 

mentoring advisors for doctoral candidates, graduates, the doctoral program, and the college or 

university. Commitment to the candidate and successful completion was grounded in the 

willingness of the advisor to provide time and helpful and timely feedback, as well as to develop 

the doctoral student into an independent researcher and eventually a colleague (Taylor et al., 

2018). The study, however, found that lofty expectations for the scholarship may not have the 

positive results in program completion that were usually hoped for. Furthermore, academic 

advisors who preferred to continue in a subordinate–superior relationship and not scaffold the 

candidate to mastery, independence, or colleague status were not as effective as those who saw 

their work as developmental and instructive (Taylor et al., 2018). This was echoed in Yusef et 

al.’s (2017) study that found when formative feedback sessions conducted by mentors were 

introduced, students reported that the formative feedback session gave them the provisions to 

improve their competence when integrated with content, interpersonal relationship, and 

management.  

Ajjawi and Boud (2017) explored how feedback was not just the transmission of 

information but was a dialogue between education and students. They further stated that 

feedback could help students enhance their ability to evaluate and adjust their learning to have 

more self-efficacy. Hattie and Gan (2011) also stressed the importance of formative feedback but 

echoed Kluger and DeNisi’s (1996) earlier observation that not all feedback was as effective as 

others. In addition, Van der Kleij (2019) also found that when formative feedback was offered, 

especially in a mentorship relationship, improvement was found in student academic work.  
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Of equal importance, Ciampa and Wolfe (2020) reported that students often felt isolated during 

the dissertation writing process. They indicated the importance of their peer group in the 

dissertation journey and wished for more structured opportunities for peer support and faculty 

feedback (Ciampa & Wolfe, 2020). Many of these reports came from African American and 

other minority students (Ciampa & Wolfe, 2020). 

African American Students in STEM Degrees 

The National Center for Education Statistics (2013) reported that during the academic 

year of 2011-2012, less than 4,000 out of 41,000 Ph.D. degrees were awarded to URM students 

in United States institutions in STEM (Aud. et al., 2013). This indicates that only approximately 

10% of the terminal degrees conferred during that academic year were to URM students. Based 

on these findings, there appears to be a disconnect between the number of URM students 

graduating with STEM undergraduate degrees and those completing doctoral degrees in the same 

disciplines (Russell et al., 2018). 

David Jan Skorton, MD (2022), President and Chief Executive, Association of American 

Medical Colleges (AAMC) discussed the dearth of medical and biomedical researchers of color. 

There have been slight increases in Black male physicians since the 1970s but little increases in 

Hispanic or other minorities in medicine (Skorton, 2022). The National Institutes of Health 

(NIH) addressed the lack of racial and ethnic equity in the biomedical sciences and the 

challenges in disparities in grant funding among URM investigators (Hooper, 2022). It was also 

noted that HBCUs lacked the research infrastructure and support to be competitive in the NIH 

grant application process (Hooper, 2022). In addition, there was a great emphasis on the 

importance of HBCU faculty member representation in biomedical science training and capacity-
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building programs to increase diversity in the biomedical science fields and increase research 

funding for URM faculty members at MSIs (Hooper, 2022). 

It is well established that African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans are highly 

underrepresented in science and engineering. While these groups make up more than 30% of the 

U.S. population, African American and Hispanic students receive 16% of bachelor's degrees in 

biological sciences, 11% of graduate degrees in these fields, and less than 7% of PhDs in STEM 

studies (Remich et al., 2016).  

Doctoral study experiences in the USA are often framed as an almost sacred relationship 

between a candidate and his or her academic advisor. These advisors guide the student through 

the dissertation process to completion and graduation. Due to the relationship between Ph.D. 

students and mentors, Taylor et al. (2018) gathered information from recent graduates and their 

graduate advisors (Taylor et al., 2018). This study found that structure was vital during the 

process, as well as instructive and timely feedback. Regular communication and emotional 

support were important, resulting in a professional relationship that transitioned to collegial 

toward the end of the student’s doctoral journey. 

African American Earning Doctoral Degrees 

Educational journals reveal that African Americans who receive earn their doctoral 

programs are twofold: 1) Acquiring the necessary academic training to advance professionally, 

and 2) learning to employ critical navigational skills to personally survive (Gildersleeve et al., 

2011; Truong & Museus, 2012). The socialization experiences and environment in doctoral 

education have lasting effects that transcend well after completion (Platow et al., 2012). In 

graduate school at predominantly White institutions, students of color often contend with 
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isolation, racial discrimination, and exclusion in their academic programs which can negatively 

influence their overall well-being and success (Truong et al., 2016).  

As prior research acknowledges (Burt et al., 2021; Gildversleeve et al., 2011; Hussain & 

Jones, 2021), African American students must learn to navigate hostile terrains in their graduate 

programs to succeed. However, the navigational strategies that graduate students of color employ 

to survive negative racial climates in their programs can have negative consequences, such as 

self-isolation and negative perceptions of the academy (Gonzalez, 2006). Using Sverdlik et al.'s 

(2018) comprehensive analysis of factors that lead to doctoral student success and Twale et al.’s 

(2016) socialization factors, much of doctoral socialization is based on relationships with faculty 

and peers.  

The importance of African American scientific Ph.D. students receiving guidance and 

support from their mentor or committee chair must be recognized. A study by the University of 

California, Berkeley found that mentoring is a significant factor in the success of doctoral 

students from underrepresented backgrounds (Gonzalez, 2017). African American students, who 

often face unique cultural and racial challenges in STEM fields, can benefit significantly from 

having a mentor or committee chair who can provide them with academic and personal support. 

Furthermore, having such a mentor can increase their confidence in their abilities and help them 

navigate the research process and academic politics. Additionally, mentoring can be a valuable 

tool for creating “transdisciplinary bridge” (Gonzalez, 2017) that connects minority students to 

the broader research community. 

For African American students to have successful careers in STEM fields, they need 

mentors who can provide them with a broad knowledge of the field and personal and 

professional guidance during their graduate school careers. The conversation surrounding 
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diversity in STEM has grown exponentially over the past decade. In addition to bringing more 

diverse perspectives into scientific fields, these fields must become more inclusive in their 

workforce. 

Murphy et al. (2007) also examined the perceptions of doctoral candidates and advisors 

as those perceptions tied directly to the supervisory relationship. There were two major 

distinctions found about supervision. One was a controlling attitude that was task-focused on 

completing steps toward graduation. The other was a guiding attitude that was person-focused 

that concentrated on developing the doctoral student as a professional (Murphy et al., 2007) 

Historically, Black persons have had high mistrust of White persons in the U.S., especially about 

their academic well-being (Terrell & Terrell, 1981). Interracial mistrust, which serves as a 

protective factor for Black persons, decreases the chances of the type of interracial academic 

relationships that would propel Black professionals forward into their careers (Brown & 

Grothaus, 2021). However, as Kirk Calhoun, MD, stated during the AAMC conference, “You 

cannot be what you do not see” (Calhoun, 2022, para 8).  

The United States’ inability to achieve science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics (STEM) workforce diversity goals has long been attributed to the failure of the 

academic pipeline to maintain a steady flow of URM students. This includes the field of 

biomedical science. While there have been little gains, national data continue to show that the 

disparity in STEM degree attainment for URM students (i.e., African American, Hispanic or 

Latino/Latina, Native American, and Alaska Natives) increases at each degree level, compared 

with White and Asian students, there is an assumption that there is an institutional barrier that 

needs to be removed and the types of interventions that lift students’ interests, commitment, and 

ability to persist in STEM fields needs to be put in place (Estrada et al., 2016).  
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Individual institutions have taken the time to conduct their research into identifying 

characteristics of programs that do and do not result in short- and longer-term positive outcomes 

(Estrada, 2014; Linn et al., 2015). During several of these research explorations, there were two 

levels of contributions to program success: individual (person-level) and contextual 

(institutional-environmental) interventions. Primarily program interventions that support and 

develop students' science efficacy, identity, motivation, and values have been found to promote 

persistence (Chang et al., 2011; Chemers et al., 2011; Graham et al., 2013; Hernandez et al., 

2012; Syed et al., 2011).  

One example of these research explorations occurred at Spelman College, an HBCU in 

Atlanta, Georgia. Spelman College is also a female-only institute, with the majority being URM 

African American students. Spelman College is the top producer of African American women 

STEM undergraduates who has gone on to receive science doctorates since 2008 (National 

Science Foundation, 2015a, b). In response to Spelman being identified as a model institution for 

excellence in undergraduate science and mathematics education, Thompson and Scriven (2008) 

documented Spelman's successful approach to STEM education, dating back to 1972, which 

includes pre-first-year summer science programs, on- and off- campus research experiences, and 

strong faculty mentoring.  

Although Spelman is a four-year undergraduate institution offering Bachelor of Arts and 

Bachelor of Science degrees, they have successfully tapped into one significant indicator: 

graduating students of color by recognizing the impact of faculty-student relationships 

(Thompson & Scriven, 2008). This was found to be just as important regarding the doctoral 

student and dissertation advisor relationship, if not even more so.  
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The faculty-student relationship in doctoral education is one of the most unique and key 

factors that distinguish doctoral education from other forms of education (Austin, 2002; Rosser, 

2004) and can significantly impact doctoral professional outcomes (Barnes & Austin, 2009; 

Schneijderberg, 2019). This unique relationship is vital to understanding how doctoral students 

receive implicit and explicit messages from academia, are introduced to discipline and 

department-specific values, and intend to enter the professoriate (Hottenrott & Lawson, 2017). 

Positive doctoral supervision relationships that support students personally and professionally 

profoundly impact self-efficacy and scholarly productivity (Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Paglis et al., 

2006).  

For students of color, relationships with faculty are also related to positive student 

outcomes, but often mentorship is found outside of the department and/or institution (Winkle-

Wagner et al., 2010). Felder (2010) found that “faculty mentoring, and support are critical to 

promoting Black doctoral students' socialization, scholarship, research, and career development 

for post-degree completion” (p. 463). Through formal and informal interactions, students gain 

professional and personal knowledge and support (Griffin, 2013; Griffin et al., 2018). Mentors’ 

collegial interactions with their doctoral students produce positive outcomes by creating healthier 

social environments (Curtin et al., 2016; Jairam & Kahl, 2012) and a more positive orientation to 

a potential faculty career (O'Meara et al., 2014).  

HBCUs were established to welcome and nurture learning environments specifically for 

African American students (Abdul-Alim, 2016; Bracey, 2017; Stith & Blumenthal, 2019). 

HBCUs were created to provide a safe, respectable place for African Americans to learn and 

receive a quality education (College Atlas, 2017). Black students typically thrive at these 

institutions because of their nurturing, welcoming, and supportive environments (Bracey, 2017).  
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Unsurprisingly, Spelman College has had such enormous success with its STEM programs, and 

so many of its undergraduate students find themselves going forward to complete their doctoral 

degrees (Beeks & Graves, 2017). The positive experiences resulted from the school being 

designed intentionally and exclusively for African American students' equitable education, 

purposeful engagement, and successful matriculation (Beeks & Graves, 2017; Bracey, 2017). 

While HBCUs accept students of all races, they are unapologetic about their pride in African 

American history (Adul-Alim, 2016). Black students who attended HBCUs reported having 

better experiences, higher retention and graduation rates and were more likely to pursue graduate 

education than their peers at White institutions (Abdul-Alim, 2016; Beeks & Graves, 2017).  

When a mentee of color is being mentored and advised by a professional of color in the 

same field of study, coupled with the experiences of the HBCU culture, there is a greater 

expectation of success (Louie & Wilson-Ahlstrom, 2018). While longstanding structural 

challenges in the professional development of junior scholars of color can be confronted through 

strong mentoring relationships, the potential power of effective mentoring will only be realized 

when the environments in which these relationships exist begin to change (Louie & Wilson-

Ahlstrom, 2018). The structures whereby the mentorship relationship can be cultivated must be 

strong for them to be as effective as possible.  

Insights from Dr. Cheryl Talley, an associate professor in the Department of Psychology 

at Virginia State University, put a human face on this experience. Dr. Talley teaches 

Neuroscience in the Behavioral and Community Health graduate program and research student 

retention in STEM. In a podcast interview, Dr. Talley (2022) recognized the experiences of her 

up-and-coming colleagues and the challenges they face.  

The issues around being a Black scientist, for me, were never conscious. I knew I 

was working hard and had a relationship with my students. I was advising my 
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students and other peoples’ students all while trying to keep a research program 

afloat. I looked at my colleagues and at my faculty evaluations, and I knew that I 

was doing things that other people were not doing and I was not getting credit for 

some of those things. Like advising other students and inviting students to be a 

part of a research team who had an interest but not necessarily a background. So, 

this idea of a mission has resonated with me for a long time because I felt I had 

received so much from other people, and I owed it to the community to do more 

with my PhD than just sustain for myself. I had never actually written these words 

down, but I knew I was living it. And this really came about when a graduate 

student asked me that question, “What does it mean to be a Black scientist” and as 

I started to answer him, I started choking up. Tears started to come to my eyes, 

and I had to stop myself and inquire what is all this emotion and that is when I 

started to write. (para 4) 

 

Dr. Talley also shared how she makes connections with her students when she is advising 

them because she knows the struggles they face. As a student herself, she admitted she was 

trying to raise a family, work, and keep up with her studies, all in an environment of individuals 

that did not look like she did not connect with her and did not make her feel like there was room 

for her.  

Institutions have the power to cultivate a positive experience for their scholars. Professors 

connected students with professional organizations of which they were active members and 

leaders. When students are exposed to counselors and educators who look like them, they see 

themselves. It develops one of the tenets of self-efficacy: vicarious experiences. (Lomax, 2021) 

As it is recognized that there is a relationship between pedagogy and inclusive experiences 

(Tingle, 2021), there is a deficiency of information on how formative feedback assessment 

measures impact the student population (Wilcox et al., 2014). Despite the importance of 

mentoring to graduate research training and professional development, there is little conversation 

in academia about what effective mentoring looks like and how to achieve it (Louie & Wilson-

Ahlstrom, 2018).  
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Ph.D. Student and Dissertation Committee Relationships 

Training for clinical professionals, biomedical researchers, and clinicians as competent 

researchers is essential for continued medical innovations and scientific knowledge development. 

The requirement for a Ph.D. to be awarded to students is to complete a prescribed graduate 

course of study, to conduct original research in science or the humanities, and to successfully 

defend a dissertation about that research. This requirement remains the basis for current Ph.D. 

training in most institutions worldwide. (Barnett et al., 2017) 

For students pursuing an academic career, completing a dissertation in route to a Ph.D. 

can be viewed as a stage in their academic socialization and forming their future identity 

(Anderson et al., 2008). Academic community members agreed that the goal of programs in 

doctoral education is to provide learning experiences and resources that propel doctoral students 

to success (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Lovitts, 2001; Roberts, 2020; Roberts & Ferro-Almeida, 2019; 

Woolderink et al., 2015).  

Unfortunately, data from numerous studies show doctoral student drop-out rates average 

50% (Craft et al., 2016). Students in this category are called “all but dissertation” (ABD). These 

ABD students often do not continue to graduate (Hanson et al., 2022). This stage is challenging 

emotionally, personally, socially, and intellectually (Council of Graduate Schools, 2009). In 

recent decades, the completion rate for Ph.D. degrees has become a topic of pressing national 

attention for graduate school deans, public and private funding agencies, faculty members, and 

graduate students. 
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In addition to tracking student performance in STEM, institutional data is included. 

• time to degree, 

• existing funded and unfunded underrepresented minority (URM) student intervention 

programs at institutions, and 

• participation in research training experiences for URM and non-URM students. 

However, this data is limited, but its value to enhance educators' and researchers' ability to 

identify the characteristics of institutions with programs successfully recruiting and retaining 

URM students is vital (Estrada, 2014). More institutional data of this type would complement 

current social science findings that show how empowering URM students with the skills, 

scientific identity, and values of scientists resulted in students experiencing greater integration 

into the scientific community and increased the likelihood of their persistence (Hurtado, 2010; 

Estrada et al., 2011; Estrada et al., 2016). 

Some efforts have been made to see what intervention for persistence can be implemented. 

For example, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2013) conducted an 

aggregate tracking of persistence in STEM across all colleges and universities in the United 

States. Their report on undergraduate attrition found that 48% of the students who enter college 

with STEM majors leave those majors before graduation (Chen & Soldier, 2013). According to 

the NCES (2013), students of color, primarily African American students, are the most likely 

ethnic group to leave STEM majors by dropping out of college (29%) or switching to a non-

STEM degree (36%). The NIH-funded Diversity Program Consortium also tracks institutional 

data from multiple institutions across the United States. However, it has focused more on 

developing programming to recruit URM students into STEM fields and retain them (Oh, 2022). 
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Duke and Denicolo (2017) reported the need for institutions to increase the number and diversity 

of postgraduate researchers.  

Sowell et al. (2015) reported analyzing baseline data from the Ph.D. Completion Project, 

which examined private and public institutions nationally, found that the completion rate ten 

years after students began their doctoral program remained low at 56.6%. Randall et al. (2018) 

found that though biomedical science students at a southern HBCU were highly motivated, many 

students entered programs lacking the skills to complete graduate school. 

Lueck and Boehm's (2019) study took an approach to reimagine the dissertation 

committee by adding diverse participants and matching graduate students to them in an 

interdisciplinary group. This study encouraged individuals from diverse backgrounds to discover 

new insights into their research areas. The process allowed open dialogue and critical 

communications to gain a different perspective on the student's research (Lueck & Boehm, 

2019). Similarly, Nora & Crisp's (2007) study of Latino students in higher education discovered 

four significant layers of mentorship that were impactful elements for mentees. They were 

psychological or emotional support, goal setting and career paths, academic subject knowledge 

support, and offering role models (Nora & Crisp, 2007).  

These programs came with some advantages and disadvantages. Mentors provided 

mentees with sponsorship, coaching, exposure, visibility, protection, challenging assignments, 

consultation, advising, and opportunities for collaboration on research projects (Smith et al., 

2000). In psychosocial functions, mentors provided counseling, encouragement, friendship, role 

modeling, acceptance, and confirmation (Fuller et al., 2008). However, it was found that no 

mentoring relationship was consistent with others (Salinas et al., 2020). 
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As previously stated, national and governmental agencies have found a disparity in 

students of color having adequate mentorship. The National Institutes of Health (NIH) conducted 

a virtual listening session and found that participants reported challenges and inequities in the 

biomedical sciences experienced by HBCUs (Hooper, 2022). Among the challenges noted were 

the disparities in grant funding among underrepresented minority investigators due to the high 

need for building the research infrastructure and was extremely competitive in the NIH grant 

application process. They also emphasized the importance of HBCU faculty member 

representation in biomedical science training and capacity-building programs, which could 

increase diversity in the biomedical science fields and increase search funding for URM faculty 

members at MSIs (Hooper, 2022).  

Johnson and Scott (2020) conducted a qualitative phenomenological study where 

participants shared their perspectives and experiences of how mentorship and formative feedback 

influenced their desire to defend their research and complete their dissertation programs 

successfully. Over half of the student participants indicated that critical conversations and 

formative feedback helped to enhance their relationships with mentors who encouraged them to 

persist to completion (Johnson & Scott, 2020). This leads to further research on how 

implementing regular formative feedback sessions within dissertation committees into the 

dissertation process impacts the Ph.D. students.  

Using Formative Feedback to Connect 

African American biomedical Ph.D. students have historically faced numerous obstacles 

in completing their degrees. Despite this, researchers have found that African American students 

may benefit from being able to model their committee chairs in terms of receiving formative 

feedback (Hammond et al., 2018). Formative feedback is essential for African American doctoral 
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students, as it helps them understand the expectations of the doctoral program and how to 

approach their research while offering support and guidance. 

This formative feedback can come through mentoring, conversations with faculty, and/or 

individualized feedback on their research. A key component is also providing African American 

Ph.D. students with role models who can be examples of successful research (Smith et al., 2020). 

This way, they can learn from the experiences of their peers and gain the knowledge and skills 

necessary to complete their doctoral program. Additionally, it is beneficial for the committee 

chair to provide these students with clear and detailed feedback on their research progress and to 

ensure they are supported in their research endeavors. 

Maestas et al.'s (2007) study of Hispanic students being mentored in a midsize faith-

based graduate school showed that they exhibited higher levels of belonging and academic self-

efficacy after being mentored. The authors contend relationships with mentors provide strategies 

to find one's place within the institution while also bolstering feelings of academic self-efficacy.  

Hurtado and Ponjuan's (2005) study and Curtin et al.'s (2016) found that students who 

successfully integrated into the intellectual, academic, and social context reported greater 

confidence to enter their professional field or discipline. These researchers found positive 

relationships with mentors fostered a sense of belonging and academic self-efficacy among 

underrepresented minority graduate students. These findings were consistent with prior empirical 

work on historically underrepresented groups of graduate students (Curtin et al., 2016; 

Holloway-Friesen, 2018; Sowell et al., 2015). All of these authors conceptualized mentoring 

would provide important strategies for graduate students to successfully navigate the academic 

and social landscape of graduate school by fostering students' sense of belonging and academic 
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self-efficacy (Curtin et al., 2016; Holloway-Friesen, 2018; Hurtado and Ponjuan's (2005); 

Maestas et al., 2007; Sowell et al., 2015). 

Graduate students in other institutions have reported that graduate school can be lonely 

and impede students' success (Hawlery, 2003; Ali & Kohun, 2006). The graduate school 

experience can sometimes be overwhelming and impede the performance of otherwise 

outstanding students. Thus, if students are to be successful in graduate school, it is imperative 

that they quickly understand the learning environment and culture in which they are immersed. 

Literature has addressed race-matched mentoring relationships and how they may or may not 

have made a difference in the outcome of the student's success (Duran et al., 2020; Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Maramba & Museus, 2013; Means & Pyne; 2017; Strayhorn, 

2019). Mentoring can influence a sense of belonging. Maestas et al. (2007) and O'Keefe (2013) 

reported that students' sense of belonging fills an important gap in understanding student 

retention at higher education institutions. A sense of belonging is universally understood as a 

feeling of mattering, connectedness, acceptance, support, affirmation, and validation (Strayhorn, 

2012; 2019) and is crucial to the success and development of students within higher education. 

Hurtado and Ponjuan (2005) and Hurtado et al. (2015) characterized a sense of belonging as an 

awareness of mattering to one's community. They addressed the psychological elements of social 

integration and attachment to an institution. This sense of belonging and the innate feeling of an 

individual wanting to be connected in a place where they fit in is one of the main reasons why 

HBCUs came about. 

Advisory Committee Mentorship Responsibilities 

Shamoo and Resnick (2015) suggested that an influential graduate advisory committee 

critically evaluates a student's scientific progress and the competencies related to a scientific 
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pursuit in general. Students must receive feedback on their dissertations through their advisory 

committees. Shamoo and Resnick (2015) outline committee responsibilities. The committee 

guided the development of a dissertation plan to map out goals and objectives, primarily to 

ensure the proposed study was compatible with timely completion. Committee members 

provided crosschecks on training in responsible research and experimental design. Active student 

interest and motivation also became a vital part of this process. Interactions between the students 

and committee members that promoted open dialog on the research and student skills, interests, 

and aspirations helped students develop professional-quality research. The role of the chair of the 

dissertation advisory committee ensured that the committee met all its responsibilities and helped 

guide the student (Shamoo & Resnick, 2015). 

Anderson et al.’s (2008) study of students in a master’s thesis program showed that many 

participants benefited from advice and direction given that created a supportive attitude. Some 

students reported not feeling alone and having an advisor helped them through the process. Most 

participants portrayed their supervisor as having made a valuable, and sometimes quite 

indispensable, contribution to their research success.  

Shute (2008) stated that for formative feedback to serve a corrective function, even in its 

simplest form, it should verify whether the student’s answer was right or wrong and provide 

information to the learner about the correct response (either directive or facilitative). Studies that 

have examined this type of feedback have shown consistent results (Kulhavy, 1977; Mory, 

2004).  

Anderson et al.’s (2008) study noted that participants reported a sense of self-efficacy 

because their advisor/supervisor encouraged the students’ confidence. One’s sense of self-

efficacy can provide the foundation for motivation, well-being, and personal accomplishment 
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(Zimmerman, 1995). Among other benefits, those students also mentioned the quality of their 

relationships with their advisor/supervisor had grown tremendously (Anderson et al., 2008). The 

assistant helped shape their project by structuring research time, and they gained greater 

confidence in their writing (Anderson et al., 2008).  

Mentor and Student Relationship 

The faculty-student relationship in doctoral education is one of the most unique and 

crucial factors that distinguish doctoral education from other forms of education (Austin, 2002; 

Rosser, 2004) and can significantly impact doctoral socialization outcomes (Barnes & Austin, 

2009; Schneijderberg, 2019). This unique relationship is vital to understanding how doctoral 

students receive implicit and explicit messages from academia, are introduced to discipline and 

department-specific values, and intend to enter the professoriate (Hottenrott & Lawson, 2017). 

Positive doctoral supervision relationships that support students personally and professionally 

profoundly impact self-efficacy and scholarly productivity (Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Paglis et al., 

2006).  

For students of color, relationships with faculty are also related to positive student 

outcomes, but often mentorship is found outside of the department and/or institution (Winkle-

Wagner & McCoy, 2016). Felder (2010) found that “faculty mentoring, and support are critical 

to promoting [Black doctoral students’] socialization, scholarship, research, and career 

development for post-degree completion” (p. 463). Through formal and informal interactions, 

students can gain professional and personal knowledge and support (Griffin, 2013; Griffin et al., 

2018). Mentors’ collegial interactions with their doctoral students produce positive outcomes by 

creating healthier social environments (Curtin et al., 2016; Jairam & Kahl, 2012) and a more 

positive orientation to the program.  
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The empirical literature has also indicated that mentoring of doctoral students produces 

greater benefits when they feel they are in a trusting relationship focused on supporting protégé 

development and student success (Baker & Moore, 2015; Chan et al., 2015; McCoy et al., 2015; 

Protivnak & Foss, 2009; Rademaker et al., 2016). Positive mentoring with students of color has 

been linked with enhanced academic and career success, degree completion, professional growth, 

social and cultural capital, professional identity, critical thinking skills, and self-efficacy 

(Chadiha et al., 2014; Chan et al., 2015; Gaddis, 2012) 

Related Literature 

Related literature was found on the association between Ph.D. dissertation committee 

members, the mentor and mentee relationships, and the Ph.D. students matriculating to 

graduation (Garcia et al., 1988; Ghoston et al., 2020). Literature about doctoral supervision has 

concentrated on describing the ever-lengthening lists of functions that must be carried out. This 

functional approach is necessary, but there has been little exploration of a different paradigm, a 

conceptual approach toward research advising (Lee, 2008). 

The perceived impact of formative feedback assessments on underrepresented students 

and students of color also has been studied (Skeith et al., 2018). The impactful landscape of 

relationships between students of like races and cultures has also been explored (Abudayyeh, et 

al., 2020). The findings from these studies across academic advisors, doctoral candidates, and 

graduates indicate that participants preferred structure in the advising process, helpful and timely 

feedback, regular communication, emotional support during the doctoral research journey, and a 

professional relationship that transitions to a professional colleague as the candidate completes 

the doctoral process (Taylor et al., 2018).  
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The importance of mentors in the academic and professional development of African 

American Biomedical Scientist Ph.D. students cannot be overemphasized. Despite the growing 

number of African American students pursuing Ph. Ds in Biomedical Science, there needs to be 

more research literature on the impact of mentoring on their success. Specifically, there is a lack 

of studies focusing on the importance of formative feedback from mentors while pursuing their 

degrees and conducting their research (Gibbs et al., 2016) 

Bandura's social learning theory suggests that individuals learn and develop through 

observation, imitation, and modeling of the behavior of others. In the context of mentoring, this 

theory suggests that African American Biomedical Scientist Ph.D. students can benefit 

significantly from exposure to successful mentors who can guide on academic and research-

related matters. Such exposure can lead to self-efficacy, a critical factor in academic and 

professional success (Bandura, 1977). 

As this applies to the mentor-mentee relationship, mentorship provides an opportunity for 

students to observe and learn from their mentors' experiences and behaviors. By providing 

formative feedback, mentors can help students develop the skills and confidence needed to 

succeed academically and professionally. This, in turn, can lead to increased self-efficacy, which 

is essential for success in challenging academic environments.  

Research has shown that providing regular and constructive formative feedback from 

mentors can help African American Biomedical Scientist Ph.D. students build their self-efficacy 

and confidence levels, leading to better academic and research outcomes (Sorkness et al., 2017). 

Therefore, more studies must be conducted on the impact of mentoring on the success of African 

American Biomedical Scientist Ph.D. students, with a particular focus on the importance of 

formative feedback. Given the importance of mentorship in academic and professional 
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development, it is crucial to investigate the specific needs and experiences of African American 

biomedical science Ph.D. students. By exploring the role of mentorship in supporting these 

students, we can better understand how to create inclusive and supportive environments that 

promote diversity and success in STEM fields (Johnson et al., 2019).  

However, there is a gap in the literature on student perception and shared experiences that 

impact formative feedback from biomedical professionals of color advising students of color 

within the HBCU environment. As it is known on many occasions, students of color must be 

advised and mentored by White professionals in the scientific role because there is such a lack of 

scientists of color and educators (Cartwright et al., 2018). Empirical inquiries concerning the 

construction of these beneficial relationships are in short supply.  

This indicates an opportunity to explore such an area and bridge the gap in literature. 

Existing higher education research does not explore the perception or shared experiences of 

alums of color mentored by biomedical research professionals of color at HBCUs. The study 

explored alums perception and shared experiences of impactful outcomes after experiencing 

formative feedback during their dissertation process at an HBCU.  

A study such as this will enlighten education administrators, governmental agencies, and 

other stakeholders regarding graduating more Ph.D. students of color in the biomedical field of 

science (Sowell et al., 2015). It will help strengthen the already existing biomedical Ph.D. 

programs where they exist at HBCUs. Finally, the findings from this research will help gain and 

open the door to best practices for biomedical science programs for URM at other institutions.  

Summary 

In recent decades, the completion rate for Ph.D. degrees has become a topic of pressing 

national attention for graduate school deans, public and private funding agencies, faculty 
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members, and graduate students, especially in the African American community. There is a 

noticeable gap in the research literature regarding the significance of African American 

biomedical scientist Ph.D. students having mentors who give them formative feedback as they 

pursue their degrees and conduct research. While there is a plethora of research on the 

importance of mentoring in general, little attention has been paid to the specific needs and 

experiences of African American students in biomedical science (Johnson & Jahangiri, 2016) 

Much terrain remains to be explored to gain a clearer sense of a successful dissertation 

committee. There seems to be a disconnect between expectations between the dissertation 

committee and the Ph.D. student. Frequent communication between the dissertation committee 

and Ph.D. students through formative assessment is the key to helping students improve this 

miscommunication. Formative feedback assessments are one of the pedagogical foundations that 

build a strategy to improve performance. Formative assessment helps measure how well a 

student is doing and if an instructor has met teaching instructional expectations by evaluating 

student learning outcomes and accomplishments.  

Studies have been conducted on underrepresented students and students of color at white 

institutions. However, little has been studied on implementing formative feedback assessments 

with students pursuing Ph.D. at HBCUs within biomedical research. Recent literature supports 

the vital role of formative feedback with a situational and social learning theory to assist students 

in building the necessary relationships and getting them back on track to achieve the goal of 

defending their dissertation and graduation.  

By studying the perceptions and lived experiences of Ph.D. students who have 

successfully defended and graduated with the help of their dissertation committees, the graduate 

education community can better understand the support needed for students of color. The 
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community will also be more likely to meet the needs to complete their degrees and lower the 

ABD rate for African American students attending HBCUs in the biomedical research discipline. 

Not only do students have the advantage of exchanging with individuals working in the field, but 

the experiences that the committee chairs can share during formative feedback can help the 

learning be impactful and transformative, motivating them enough to gain a sense of self-

efficacy.  

To address the gap in the research literature on this topic, future studies should examine 

the experiences of African American biomedical scientist Ph.D. students with mentoring 

relationships. Specifically, research should investigate the impact of formative feedback and role 

modeling on self-efficacy and academic success for African American students pursuing a 

degree in biomedical science. By better understanding this population's unique needs and 

experiences, institutions can develop more effective mentoring programs that support African 

American students in achieving their academic goals. The findings of this proposed study will 

also be useful in discovering a continuous process of best practices that can help biomedical 

science students persist to graduation. It will also broaden the understanding of the impact made 

for students of color being mentored by biomedical professionals of color.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study is to explore the perceptions and 

lived experiences of biomedical Ph.D. alums concerning formative feedback during their 

dissertation process at an HBCU in the southern United States. This chapter presents the research 

design, the research questions, the setting and participants, the researcher’s positionality and role, 

assumptions, procedures, the data collection plan, and the data analysis. It also discusses the 

trustworthiness of the study and ethical considerations. 

Research Design 

This study uses a qualitative research design. A qualitative approach was chosen because 

this study explores the perceptions and experiences of alums who had earned Ph.D. degrees in 

biomedical research. This research method allows for greater in-depth exploration of personal 

perceptions than the gathering of statistical information about the participants’ experiences (Yin, 

2017). Qualitative research answers “What,” “how,” and “why” questions that can generate rich 

data and can generate interpretations of a particular issue, problem, or phenomenon being 

explored (Merriam, 2009).  

There are several different approaches to qualitative research. Though narrative inquiry 

would be appropriate for this study because it centers on the collection and analysis of stories of 

individuals’ lived experiences (Cresswell, 2013), this study is more suited to the 

phenomenological approach that also collects such stories but is more concerned with the 

phenomenon common among all participants (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). 

Phenomenological research examines consciousness experiences from a first-person perspective 

(Creswell, 2013; Merleau-Ponty, 2012; Smith, 2013). The phenomenological study explores the 
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essential, invariant structure or the central underlining meaning of individuals’ lived experiences 

(Smith, 2013). A comprehensive description can be provided by determining what an experience 

means as it is subjectively lived by individuals who have had the experience (Moustakas, 1994). 

This method of inquiry is most appropriate for this type of study because it examines the 

experiences, self-efficacy, and influence in the enrollment of the URM earning a doctoral degree 

at an HBCU. Using the phenomenological research design method, the research expects to 

understand how phenomena present themselves to the consciousness of individuals experiencing 

them (Giorgi, 2012). The purpose of using phenomenology is to understand better students' 

perceptions and firsthand experiences and any impact formative feedback had on them meeting 

their educational goals.  

The phenomenological approach is a procedure illustrated by Moustakas (1994). It 

consists of identifying a phenomenon to study, bracketing out the researcher's experiences, and 

collecting data from several persons who have experienced it. Further, the researcher analyzes 

the data by reducing the information to significant statements and quotes and combines the 

comments into themes. These words are then separated into themes from the textural description 

found in participant responses and the structural characterization of how they experienced the 

phenomenon regarding the condition, situation, or context (Creswell & Poth, 2016). By decoding 

these experiences, the research can gather the essence of participants' experiences. In this study, 

using the phenomenological approach will allow the researchers to explore the experiences of 

alums students and how their dissertation committee impacted them after receiving formative 

feedback.  
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Research Questions 

There is one central research question and three sub-questions for this study. 

Central research question.  

What are the perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from 

the southern regional HBCU about formative feedback received during their dissertation 

process? 

Sub-Question One:  

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU about the mentoring experience during the dissertation process? 

Sub-Question Two:  

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on mentoring during the dissertation process at an HBCU instead of another type of 

institution?  

Sub-Question Three:  

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on whether receiving formative feedback influenced a sense of self-efficacy and 

motivation to persist to completion of the Ph.D. program?  

Setting and Participants 

The experiences and challenges that African American science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM) professionals face and overcome as they persist in their careers are 

rarely examined (Mondisa, 2021). The participants of this study are Ph.D. biomedical research 

alums from a small southern HBCU who participated in formative feedback sessions with their 

dissertation committee or chair. 
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Site  

The small southern regionally located HBCU used for this study is one of the few 

institutions within the HBCU network offering a Biomedical Sciences Ph.D. degree. This 

institution’s dissertation committees are primarily African American biomedical science 

professionals. This is important because African American Ph.D. students can access mentors 

within their same ethnic/cultural background and their common academic field.  

Participants  

Potential participants for this phenological study are individuals who graduated or 

separated from a small southern regionally located HBCU (the site institution) between the 

academic years of 2019 and 2022. All participants must self-identify as an URM and have either 

moved to the Atlanta area to attend the HBCU or were born in the Atlanta, Georgia, area. 

Participants will also self-identify as male, female, or other, or do not wish to disclose gender 

and be within an age range of 25-50.  

This older, broader age range is necessary because some students return to college many 

years after graduating with an undergraduate degree to pursue a Ph.D. Only 44.4% of doctoral 

degree holders were 25-30, 42.5% were 30 to 40, and 12% were over 40 (Duffin, 2022). The 

researcher expects that most participants was raised in a home with a family income of less than 

$75,000 and be first-generation college students, first-generation scientific professionals, and 

attend urban or rural high school systems. Although these are the researcher’s assumptions, no 

one from a different gender, age, economic, or location demographic category will be denied 

participation. 

The goal was for fifteen participants to participate in the study. The number of 

participants for a qualitative study is smaller than for quantitative research. This is due to the 
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nature of qualitative research and its quest to delve deep into participants’ experiences, especially 

when doing in-depth interviews (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). However, the exact number of 

participants is often in dispute among researchers (Marshall et al., 2013) since many factors can 

affect the number of participants necessary to achieve saturation, including the number of 

interview questions, the interviewer’s skill, how forthcoming the participants are, etc. (Marshall 

et al., 2013).  

The researcher found alums through the LinkedIn social media platform. Using LinkedIn 

Sales Navigator (Professional), the researcher located participants through a search function. A 

list of organizations, work, and school locations was searched to find potential respondents. This 

kind of search can also be adjusted according to location, industry, and position, among other 

criteria, to ensure the right individuals are located for the research. Searching occurs within the 

connections of the researcher’s account, such as first, second, or third degree of connection, or 

within virtual groups of professionals (LinkedIn (2021). The effectiveness of this step is 

contingent on the researcher having a vast initial contact network and the time to do further 

iteration (LinkedIn Sales Navigator, 2019).  

The researcher searched for the first participant in their LinkedIn network connection. 

The network connection individual asked to participate in the study if they have attended the 

small southern regionally located HBCU (site institution), were enrolled and a Ph.D. graduate, or 

had separated from the biomedical science program during 2019-2022. The participants also had 

to have participated in informative feedback sessions with their dissertation committees and had 

at least three scheduled meetings with their committee members. Lastly, the participant must 

have considered enrolling into a Ph.D. biomedical degree program at another institution that was 

not an HBCU. The researcher sent an email through the platform inviting the connected 
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individual to participate in the study and to begin the snowballing sampling effect by sending the 

researcher’s contact information to others.  

As a part of the initial message, the prospective participant was asked to send the 

invitation to others in their alum’s cohort. This is called snowball sampling (Leighton et al., 

2021; Marcus et al., 2017; Naderifar et al., 2017; Parket et al., 2019; Reagan et al., 2019). The 

researcher used this snowball recruitment method through a LinkedIn social media alums 

connection group to get participants for the proposed study.  

After conducting a snowballing invitation twenty individuals responded to the study 

invitation. However, eleven of those individuals completed all three modes of data collection 

procedures and gave significant answers that allowed for triangulation of the data.  

Instruments 

 

There were three instruments used in this study. One was a 12-question interview guide 

that the researcher used in the one-on-one interviews of the eleven participants. The open-ended 

questions reflect the sub-questions underneath the overarching research question. The second 

was an Alums Perceptions Questionnaire, given to participants after they return their consent 

forms. This questionnaire has five open-ended questions that also relate to the sub-questions 

underneath the overarching research question of this study. This questionnaire required written 

responses. The final was a three-question document review guide that the participants use as a 

guide to review the formative feedback data. 

Researcher Positionality 

As an institutional effectiveness and program assessment professional, the researcher is 

interested in learning more about the impact of formative feedback on the dissertation process at 

small HBCUs. This study has the potential to bring an innovative approach to other UMR Ph.D. 
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programs and quality improvement that offer biomedical programs. This is especially important 

for African American Ph.D. programming. From 2002 to 2017 of the roughly 50,000 people who 

earned Ph. D.s every year, the African American percentage increased only modestly, from 5.1% 

to 5.4%, according to 2017 data from the National Science Foundation (NSF) (Harris, 2019). The 

NSF further reported that there were more than a dozen fields and significant subfields within 

science, technology, engineering, and math that did not have a single doctoral degree awarded to 

a Black person anywhere in the United States during that period (Harris, 2019).  

In addition, many African American students needed to complete their goals to defend 

their dissertations and earn their degrees. They became known as ABD or all but dissertation 

students for a year or two beyond the time they planned to graduate, with some extending that 

even longer and a few never completing their degrees (Johnson & Scott, 2020). It was felt that 

these students lacked a respectful, trusting relationship with their dissertation committees 

(Johnson & Scott, 2020). This was a common theme due to frustrations with their committee 

chairs about the need for proper guidance or communication. This lack of simple communication 

in a structured manner, such as formative feedback sessions between students and their 

committee members, was what is necessary for the students to feel heard and supported 

(Lipnivitch & Smith, 2009; Lui & Andrade, 2022; Marchisio et al., 2018; van der Kleij, 2019). 

Formative assessment is a practice to enhance teaching and learning and develop self-

regulation. Feedback is one of the most studied strategies for activating formative assessment. 

Valuable feedback helps close the gap between actual and desired performance and promotes 

self-regulation (Marchisio et al., 2018). Frequent formative feedback from faculty with the 

student's same cultural and ethnic background and academic discipline seems a strategy for 

success. This can become mentoring for students. 
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Since the 1960s, formal mentoring and other mentoring modalities have been viewed as 

essential avenues for facilitating career success (Chao, 2009; Otieno et al., 2010). However, it 

has yet to be studied as an organizational approach for addressing the retention of African 

American students at MSIs within Ph.D. scientific disciplines such as biomedical sciences. Few 

studies have explored how African American students perceive various mentoring modalities 

deemed helpful or impactful in pursuing their goals of defending their dissertations and 

graduating with their Ph.D. 

Burrington et al. (2020) explored dissertation chair experiences and current practices for 

meeting with and providing feedback to doctoral students pursuing a scholar-practitioner 

terminal degree in an online doctoral program. That study's findings included the importance of 

providing frequent feedback through various modes of communication, emphasizing a tailored 

approach to the student's needs. Timely, thorough feedback was supportive, stressing 

effectiveness and relevancy, primarily achieved through one-on-one communication. Additional 

considerations focused on trust-building and caring behaviors; individualized coaching and 

guidance; and balancing institutional requirements and student needs (Burrington et al., 2020). 

Interpretive Framework 

A Ph.D. is a demanding undertaking that requires students to demonstrate expert 

knowledge and various skills and attributes, such as creativity and analytical ability (Lean, 

2012). Many students need help understanding the requirements and expectations of a Ph.D. and 

how to satisfy these requirements and expectations. Graduate schools have Ph.D. completion 

rates considerably below 50% (Spronken-Smith et al., 2018). Institutions with many URM 

students within their Ph.D. programs have an even lower completion rate.  
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The interpretive framework is a research method involving a detailed understanding of a 

particular subject through observation, not hypothesis testing (Bell, 2013). This current research 

takes a social/cultural theory approach and studies the impact through interactions of African 

American Ph.D. students in biomedical science programs and mentors and faculty members who 

are professionals in the student's field of study. The researcher will utilize a phenomenological 

qualitative research methodology through interviews, observation, and document review. The 

researcher will seek to understand the experiences of participants who have received formative 

feedback from their dissertation committee members during their dissertation process.  

The underlining question in the proposed study is how Ph.D. alums were impacted by 

receiving formative feedback from their committee members, who, in most cases, are African 

American professionals and faculty members within the HBCU community. Despite the benefits 

of mentoring, some institutions need to provide effective mentoring for doctoral students or even 

assistant professors. Vázquez-Montilla et al. (2012) stressed the lack of diversity in the field, 

which leaves students feeling as if they do not belong, often affecting their persistence.  

Philosophical Assumptions 

Philosophical perspectives dictate what constitutes knowledge and how phenomena 

should be studied (Weaver & Olson, 2006). This can assist researchers in refining and specifying 

the types of evidence necessary, how it should be collected, and how it should be interpreted and 

used (Bradshaw et al., 2017). The researcher's expectation is based on the philosophical 

assumption that the outcome of this proposed study will help URM students increase persistence 

to complete their dissertations with assistance from the most influential advisors. Another 

assumption is that this research may also be a way to enhance dissertation committee processes 
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at HBCUs and other institutions where URM students may have difficulty finding influential 

mentors who represent diverse ethnic populations.  

Ontological Assumptions 

Ontology is defined as a theory of the nature of social entities and is fixed, observable, 

and measurable (Bryman, 2004). Saunders et al. (2007) noted that ontology concerns the nature 

of social phenomena as entities to be admitted to a knowledge system. Easterby-Smith et al. 

(2002) observed that ontology concerns the assumptions researchers make about the nature of 

reality. Stainton-Rogers (2006) said that ontology consists of what entities operate within reality 

and how they interrelate with each other. In other words, it is how researchers make meaning 

from their findings (Moroi, 2020). Ontological assumptions are applied to the nature of the 

phenomena to be investigated, and different ontologies make additional assumptions.  

When using qualitative research methodology, researchers often depart from a fixed 

ontological reality and accept the idea of multiple realities (Cresswell, 2007). In social contexts, 

reality can be subjective because of the perceptions of those who are experiencing that reality. 

This was seen within this study as well. The researcher expects to hear various views on how 

formative feedback may or may not be the exact thing that helps the students succeed or fail. 

However, it is imperative to hear all perceptions of formative feedback to determine whether 

formative feedback is significant to some students and could significantly impact their journey to 

completing their goals.  

As we are all created differently for different purposes and plans, so are our journeys. 

The researcher assumes that this study will embrace objectivism, and thus, various views about 

formative feedback with various outcomes will be revealed. Since there are several types of 

learners, there were ways to help students succeed. This study assumes that African American 
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Ph.D. students who received formative feedback from African American mentors who are 

biomedical science professionals will express the perception of experiencing a significant 

impact.  

Epistemological Assumptions 

Epistemology is a theory of having sufficient knowledge in a particular discipline 

(Bryman, 2004). Similarly, Saunders et al. (2007) noted that epistemology is a branch of 

philosophy that studies the nature of knowledge and what constitutes adequate knowledge in the 

field of study. Epistemological assumptions can be regarded as what is (or should be) considered 

sufficient knowledge in a discipline. These are revealed through the interpretation of the 

participant and the researcher (Bahari, 2010). One assumption for this study is that the researcher 

remains outside of the reality of the participants' experiences and that the participants accurately 

interpret their experiences in their reality so that the researcher can understand and interpret their 

perceptions.  

The researcher also assumes that the knowledge obtained from this research will bridge 

the gap in the literature related to African American students and how they interact with their 

dissertation committees. As stated before, little to no research has been done on African 

American Ph.D. students in biomedical sciences and the impact that formative feedback has on 

the success or failure of their reaching their goals of defending their dissertations and graduating. 

The researcher also assumes the study will create a better understanding through the narratives of 

the participants on how impactful they felt formative feedback implemented their dissertation 

process and impact the same ethnicity mentor/student relationship.  

Axiological Assumptions 
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Axiology is concerned with values and ethics in research. In quantitative research, 

axiology views facts as objective and fixed; however, values are subjective and can often 

interfere with the pursuit of research (Moroi, 2020). Therefore, subjectivity is not a good thing to 

have in quantitative research. Qualitative research rests squarely on subjectivity and the 

admission of the researcher's biases and values (Moroi, 2020). Lincoln and Guba (1994) stressed 

the importance of the researcher in interpreting the findings and shaping the research so that the 

findings can be obtained and understood. 

As both an administrator and a Ph.D. student with similar goals and expectations as the 

participants, the researcher of this study may relate to the desperation and sometimes the despair 

of not having needed guidance. This is an axiological assumption and points to the fact that 

faculty and administrators may often share students' anxieties when they cannot complete their 

goals within the scheduled time. Had shortcomings been relayed to the students earlier, or if 

committee members had communicated their expectations and plans more effectively, time 

would have been well spent. This study assumes that the readers will gain insight from the voice 

of alums' perceptions and shared experiences on how formative feedback impacted their 

dissertation experiences.  

Researcher’s Role 

The researcher’s role includes selecting participants, collecting, organizing, and 

analyzing data (Nelson et al., 2015). The researcher is the primary data collection instrument in 

qualitative studies (Fusch et al., 2017; Peredaryenko & Krauss, 2013). The researcher of this 

study was the one who will primarily collect the data, analyze the data, and report the findings. 

McKee et al. (2015) noted that the researcher's fundamental role is to build a trusting relationship 

with participants. The researcher in this study endeavored to build trusting relationships with 
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study participants. Sutton and Austin (2015) opined that the role of the researcher in qualitative 

research is to attempt to access the thoughts, intentions, and opinions of study participants. 

During the data collection, this study's researcher will focus on participants' thoughts, 

experiences, and intentions. The researcher will use snowball sampling to gather participants 

randomly. 

The researcher’s assumptions and biases are that African American Ph.D. students at 

MSIs need professionals to guide them and give them formative feedback to avoid delaying 

students’ process and preventing them from dropping out. The researcher of this study will take 

strategic measures to avoid bias to compromise the proposed study. The researcher will avoid 

questions that are confirmational, cultural, or otherwise biased. The researcher will employ a 

peer researcher to review interview questions and ask the peer researcher to pilot the study 

before conducting actual interviews. The researcher will also use open-ended questions from a 

previously used questionnaire that was modified for this study.  

The researcher does not have any position of authority in the research setting. The design 

was made to be as open and accessible as possible for both participants and the researcher. It is 

anticipated that participants will feel comfortable talking with the researcher and was able to 

share their experiences without prejudice or the concern of interruption. The researcher will 

allow participants to express their freedom of speech without repercussions.  

Procedures 

Creswell (2013) described the procedures in a qualitative study as the “data analysis 

spiral” which takes the researcher through the process of collecting data, managing data, reading, 

scribing, describing, classifying, and interpreting, as well as representing and visualizing (p. 

183). These steps become essential for the procedure and the foundation for reporting the 
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findings. Specific details of these steps will vary from study to study. Permission was obtained 

from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for this proposed study. (See attached Appendix A) 

Once permissions are secured, participants were recruited, and data was collected through 

interviews, questionnaires, researcher's notetaking, and searching related documents. Data was 

thoroughly analyzed, and the findings was reported. 

Permission 

The first step in the procedure is to obtain Institutional Review Board (IRB) approvals 

and the highest authority permissions from Liberty University (See Appendix A.). No additional 

IRB is needed due to the open snowballing invitation advertisement messaging through the 

LinkedIn connections with alums from the HBCU. Once the IRB is approved, each potential 

participant was notified with detailed information about the research.  

According to LinkedIn’s user guidelines, researchers should be transparent about their 

intentions and ensure that the participants they recruit are fully aware of the purpose and nature 

of the study. It is important to note that LinkedIn’s terms of service prohibit using its platform 

for unsolicited commercial messages or research that violates ethical standards. (LinkedIn, 

2021).  

Recruitment Plan 

After approvals have been received, the researcher used personal connections through the 

LinkedIn social media platform and a graduate page on social media to recruit participants by 

snowball sampling. Snowball sampling is a recognized and viable method of recruiting study 

participants not easily accessible or known to the researcher (Leighton et al., 2021; Marcus et al., 

2017; Naderifar et al., 2017; Parket et al., 2019; Reagan et al., 2019). Babbie (2016) states that 

snowball sampling is beneficial when researching hard-to-reach populations and can lead to a 
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diverse and representative sample. Also known as chain-referral sampling, it is a non-probability 

method that allows the researcher to recruit participants through known acquaintances and then 

through their acquaintances and acquaintances of those people (Raina, 2015). Researcher 

relationships with study participants have a known potential bias when conducting research. 

Social media widens the sample to those unknown to the researchers (Leighton et al., 2021). 

With proper consent and adherence to ethical guidelines, snowball sampling can be a valuable 

tool for recruiting participants in social science research (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981)  

In this study, the researcher sent an email request through the LinkedIn social media site 

to search for personal connections that had been formally enrolled in the biomedical science 

Ph.D. program at the small southern regionally located HBCU used for this study. There was an 

open invitation to pass along the request to participate in this study to others in their cohort. The 

researcher’s goal was to have a total number of fifteen participants. The sample was purposeful. 

The invitation stated that everyone’s involvement in the study was strictly on a voluntary basis 

and all identities were kept confidential.  

The participation solicitation invitation also mentioned these participant identifiers:  

1. Alums should identify as African American. 

2. Alums should have been enrolled or graduated with a Ph.D. biomedical program from the 

small southern regionally located HBCU selected for this study. 

3. Alums who considered pursuing their Ph.D. in biomedical science education at a type of 

institution, which was not an HBCU, before attending the small southern regionally 

located HBCU.  

4. Alums should have participated in at least three dissertation committee meetings. 
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5. Alums should be willing to participate in a virtual one-on-one interview and fill out a 

short questionnaire.  

Data Collection Plan 

No data was collected until Liberty University IRB permission had been signed and 

permission had been issued. These data collection procedures should follow the 

recommendations of established qualitative researchers in the field (Erlandson et al., 1993; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1988; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2014). The data 

collection plan consisted of individual one-hour virtual interviews through the Zoom platform 

during the most convenient time for each participant within a two-week window. Participants 

also asked to complete a questionnaire of open-ended questions that was disseminated through 

the Qualtrics survey platform. The participants was given two weeks to complete the 

questionnaire. Lastly, the participants was asked to review their formative feedback 

documentation with the three-question guide. They were given two weeks to complete that 

review.  

This formative feedback consisted of edits each participant received on their written 

dissertation, a formative feedback rubric submitted during a committee meeting, or email 

correspondence of formative feedback guidance from their committee members or chair to the 

participant during the time they were in the dissertation process. Any formative feedback 

documentation that they still have in their possession was considered. No student’s name or 

identifying information was used when reporting data. 

Once alums agree to participate, they are emailed a consent form that explains the study 

and requests their permission. These were signed virtually and returned to the researcher. 

Appointments were made to conduct individual one-on-one interviews. The semi-structured 
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interviews were conducted using the video platform Zoom. With permission from participants, 

all interviews were recorded through Zoom. All interviews will then be transcribed through a 

transcription program. All transcripts were kept in a secure file on the researcher’s password-

protected computer. At all times, the identity of each participant was kept confidential. All 

transcriptions were given a number or a pseudonym while conducting analysis. 

The integration of virtual technology was used for collecting and laying the foundation 

for categorizing the data. Three methods of collecting data (interviews, questionnaires, and 

document review) were used. This triangulation of data should produce identifiable patterns and 

themes. These multiple data sources enhanced the validity and credibility of the findings 

(Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). They should also provide a wealth of data about 

African American alums' perceptions of formative feedback during their dissertation journeys. 

Data Collection Approach  

Eleven participants took part in one-on-one interviews via the Zoom platform. The 

sessions were recorded and transcribed via a transcription program. Participants were reminded 

of the study and the consent form they signed. They were told they are volunteers and may stop 

the interview anytime. The recording began as soon as the participant and the researcher were 

online in the Zoom meeting room, participants were asked to give verbal permission to be 

recorded. If the participant refuses to be recorded, the interview would have ended immediately. 

To conduct this research, a transcript of the complete interview was available for analysis. The 

bit of the interview that was recorded was deleted. When permission to record is given, the 

interview began. All sessions lasted approximately one hour. No session went over that time 

limit.  
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The researcher gave specific instructions about how the interview would proceed. First, 

formative feedback was defined so the participants are clear on the definition used in the study. 

The researcher interviewed with a scripted list of open-ended questions. (See attached Appendix 

C.) Participants were encouraged to elaborate on their responses only if they felt they had to give 

more clarification or greater depth. However, the researcher only asked questions that have been 

developed and approved. The researcher took notes concerning observations of the participants, 

reaction to questions and made sure the participant is not becoming uncomfortable continuing 

the interview. The researcher also addressed potential personal bias by only using the transcribed 

recordings to analyze the data in a digital format. The researcher only used responses given by 

the participant from the open-ended questioner and the three-question guide for the document 

review. The researcher did not prob edit responses or follow additional lines of questioning. The 

researcher stayed consistent during the interview to ensure no emotions or reactions can be 

indicated by the participants responses. The researcher asked a trusted colleague to review the 

data and provide feedback if areas express bias. In addition, the researcher checked with the 

participants throughout the interview to make sure the researcher understands the responses 

(Creswell, 2013). This is done through active listening, where an interviewer repeats precisely 

what is said or offers an interpretation to ensure accuracy or prompt more detail. 

Interview Questions 

The open-ended questions used for the one-on-one interviews are linked to the overarching 

research question and the sub-questions the study wants to investigate. Those questions are:  

1. What is your perception of attending an HBCU? (CRQ) 

2. Describe your relationship with your committee chair before beginning the dissertation 

process? (SQ1) 
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3. How important was it for you to have a committee chair of the same ethnicity or social 

background as you? (SQ1) 

4. What did you and your committee chair have in common (i.e., ethnicity, gender, social 

background, area of research)? (SQ1) 

5. What challenges, if any, did you face with your dissertation committee? (SQ1) 

6. What challenges did you face with accomplishing milestones within the program? (SQ3) 

7. What were some of the strengths of the Ph.D. Biomedical dissertation committee 

process? (CRQ 3)  

8. What experience did you have in preparing your regular committee meetings? (SQ2) 

9. What have been some of the formative feedback comments that you received from your 

committee chair? (SQ2) 

10. Describe how you felt before, during, and after receiving this information. (SQ2) 

11. Describe how the feedback impacted your progress (SQ3) 

12. How would you compare your feelings from the first and last committee meetings? (SQ3)  

Interview Questions Rationale 

The rationale of asking question number one, “What is your perceptive of attending an 

HBCU?” is to gain a deeper understanding of how attending an HBCU may have influenced the 

participants' experiences and perceptions of their dissertation process. Research has shown that 

attending an HBCU can positively impact students' academic and social experiences, including 

increased academic motivation, a stronger sense of belonging, and greater satisfaction with the 

college experience (Gasman et al., 2018; Palmer et al., 2018). By asking about their perceptions 

of attending an HBCU, we hope to understand how this unique educational experience may have 
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influenced the participants' attitudes toward their dissertation process and the formative feedback 

they received. 

Questions two through five are relevant to the first research sub-question one: “What are 

the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional HBCU about the 

mentoring experience during the dissertation process?” The mentor-mentee relationship is 

critical to the success of the doctoral student, and the committee chair plays a crucial role in this 

process. The literature suggests that having a mentor of similar ethnicity or social background 

can enhance the mentor-mentee relationship and lead to tremendous success in the doctoral 

process (Johnson, 2016; Williams, Berger, & McClendon, 2005). Furthermore, commonalities 

such as shared research interests, gender, or ethnicity may facilitate effective communication and 

understanding between the student and their committee chair (Gee & Burt, 2018).  

On the other hand, challenges such as lack of support, ineffective communication, or 

power struggles may negatively impact the mentoring experience and hinder the doctoral 

student's progress (Pfund et al., 2016). Thus, exploring the perceptions of alums about the 

mentoring experience during the dissertation process can inform strategies to improve the 

mentor-mentee relationship and enhance the success of doctoral students in biomedical research. 

Questions eight through ten are relevant to the research sub-question two: “What are the 

perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional HBCU on earning a 

Ph.D. at an HBCU as opposed to another type of institution?” Regular committee meetings 

provide an opportunity for doctoral students to receive feedback from their committee members 

and make progress in their research. The feedback provided by the committee chair can be 

instrumental in improving the quality of the research and ensuring that the doctoral student is on 

the right track (Kamler & Thomson, 2014).  
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Additionally, the feedback provided during these meetings can significantly impact the 

doctoral student's self-efficacy and motivation to continue their research (Reyes & Anderson, 

2019). Exploring the experiences and feedback from alums during their committee meetings can 

provide insights into the perceived benefits of earning a Ph.D. at an HBCU compared to other 

institutions and inform strategies to improve doctoral experience. 

Finally, questions six, seven, eleven, and twelve relate to the third research sub-question: 

“What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional HBCU 

on whether receiving formative feedback influenced a sense of self-efficacy and motivation to 

persist to completion of the Ph.D. program?” Completing a Ph.D. program can be challenging, 

and doctoral students often face numerous obstacles in accomplishing milestones within the 

program. The dissertation committee process can provide support and guidance to students, 

which can be instrumental in promoting a sense of self-efficacy and motivation to persist to 

completion of the Ph.D. program (Henning et al., 2019). Understanding the challenges and 

strengths of the Ph.D. biomedical dissertation committee process can provide insights into how 

formative feedback may influence a student's self-efficacy and motivation to persist to 

completion. Additionally, comparing the feelings from the first and last committee meetings can 

provide insights into the changes in self-efficacy and motivation throughout the program. 

Interview Data Analysis Procedures 

Braun and Clarke's (2006) reflexive thematic analysis framework was utilized to analyze 

the qualitative data gathered from the interviews. One specific form, reflexive thematic analysis, 

takes an organic approach in that a codebook does not bind the researcher, a predetermined list 

of codes compiled before data collection (Braun & Clarke, 2019). It allows the researcher more 

flexibility in applying theory to the study and determining the type of approach and level of 
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analysis the researcher uses and what a theme is (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Campbell et al., 2021). 

Reflexive thematic analysis requires six steps. 

Step 1: Data familiarization. This requires the researcher to immerse himself or herself in 

the data to become familiar with it and begin searching for patterns of meaning. The researcher 

must read and re-reach each data set and take notes. At first, this will allow for a holistic 

understanding of the language participants use and provide an understanding of the meanings of 

the responses. Attention can be applied to responses to individual questions and how they relate 

to the sub-questions in this proposed study. 

Step 2: Generation of initial codes. As the researcher reads and rereads the data, recurring 

patterns in the responses begin to appear. The researcher must begin labeling or coding specific 

parts of responses and organizing them into like groups. Each identified meaning unit is labeled 

with a code. This procedure is called the "open coding process" (Berg, 2001). 

Step 3: Search for themes. The researcher continues to sort codes into themes and begins 

to recognize relationships between codes. Some researchers will diagram or map those early 

themes into word maps. Other researchers will write down themes and what defines them. 

Step 4: Review of themes. Here more patterns begin to emerge within the coded data. 

Linkages to other codes can be found within the entire data set. The researcher will need to 

determine whether enough data supports each theme. The researcher may need to overlap theme 

categories or blend two or more into one broad theme. This will require re-working and refining 

all the codes and themes. 

Step 5: Defining themes and naming them. Here the full story of each identified theme 

will become more apparent. The researcher will determine the broad story that the data set tells 

and how it relates specifically to the research question and the sub-questions of this study. The 
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researcher's task currently is to go back and forth between the data set and the broad themes to 

begin to tell a story. 

Step 6: Write-up. The researcher will present a concise story of the findings from the data 

that supports the themes and addresses the research questions. This report requires analysis and 

synthesis to interpret what the data says and goes beyond just reporting themes. This method was 

applied to the Zoom interviews once transcribed by a qualitative transcription program. When 

the questionnaires have been retrieved from the Qualtrics survey platform, they will also be 

analyzed. Braun and Clarke's (2006) method will also analyze the formative feedback data. This 

will be a time-consuming process but will produce rich data. A wealth of pertinent codes can 

yield diverse themes (Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2019).  

It should be emphasized that at no time will personally identifying information remain on 

the data after it is collected. Per the Interview Protocol (See Appendix F.), each interview 

participant was assigned a number or a pseudonym before the interview. The raw data will not be 

shared, transmitted, or published except for excerpts in a research document. 

Questionnaire Data Collection Approach  

The researcher developed a five-question Alums Perception Questionnaire. A peer and 

colleague reviewed the perception questionnaire to ensure the questions were unbiased (see 

Appendix D). The participants were notified that the research is voluntary. Participants were 

welcomed to quit at any time. There is a confidentiality clause to rest assured that nothing they 

say in their responses will only be shared in the researcher's analysis report. No individual's 

shared narratives or results was identifiable in the data analysis or future publications. The 

participants are given two weeks to complete the online questionnaire. 

Questionnaire Questions 
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The five open-ended questions of the Alums Perceptions Questionnaire are also tied to 

the overarching research question and the three sub-questions. The questionnaire questions are: 

1. What is your perception of the formative feedback you received through your dissertation 

process? (CRQ) 

2. What is your perception of receiving formative feedback assessments from faculty 

members in Biomedical research and work at the HBCU you attended? (SQ1 and SQ2)  

3. What is your perception of using formative feedback and the development of self-

efficiency? (SQ3) 

4. What is your perception of how helpful, impactful, rewarding, or non-significant 

receiving formative feedback was at an HBCU and helping students accomplish their 

goals of defending their dissertations and graduating? (CRQ) 

5. Please feel free to make additional comments or share any memorable moments from 

your dissertation experience (CRQ)  

Rationale for Questionnaire Questions 

Questions one, four, and five on the questionnaire are related to the study on the 

perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from the southern regional 

HBCU about formative feedback received during their dissertation process. The study aims to 

explore the effectiveness of formative feedback and its impact on the success of Ph.D. 

candidates. A recent study by Williams et al. (2018) found that the quality of formative feedback 

received by Ph.D. candidates can significantly affect their academic success. Another study by 

Kim et al. (2020) emphasized the importance of continuous feedback and its positive effects on 

student learning. Therefore, universities must provide adequate and continuous feedback to 

Ph.D. candidates to ensure their academic success.  
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Question two of the questionnaires is relevant to sub-questions one and two of the 

research. The investigation of alums' perceptions of receiving formative feedback assessments 

from faculty members who could have the same cultural background might speak to their 

persistence in the program (Gaston-Johansson et al., 2021). Further insight into the influence of 

the mentorship experience on alums' impressions of their graduate education may be gained by 

looking at Ph.D. alums from a southern regional HBCU's perspectives on receiving a Ph.D. at an 

HBCU instead of another type of institution. Investigating these issues can help us gain a more 

profound knowledge of the mentorship process and how it affects Ph.D. candidates and alums 

working in biomedical research (Boutwell et al., 2021). 

Question three of the questionnaires gave insight into understanding the perceptions of 

biomedical research Ph.D. alums on the relationship between formative feedback, and self-

efficacy is critical in determining the effectiveness of academic support mechanisms. As 

Bandura (1977) stated, self-efficacy plays a crucial role in motivation toward achieving 

academic goals. Therefore, examining the impact of formative feedback on self-efficacy and 

persistence is crucial in identifying strategies to improve the success rate of Ph.D. candidates. In 

this proposed study, one aim is to investigate the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums 

from a southern regional HBCU on whether receiving formative feedback influenced a sense of 

self-efficacy and motivation to persist to completion of the Ph.D. program. Our findings will 

contribute to the literature on the role of feedback in academic success and inform the 

development of effective academic support mechanisms. 

Questionnaire Data Analysis Procedures 

Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step method for analyzing qualitative data was followed to 

analyze the open-ended questionnaire in this study. The first step involves familiarizing oneself 
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with the data, followed by generating initial codes to identify patterns in the data. Next, the codes 

are reviewed and refined to form potential themes. The fourth step involves reviewing and 

defining the themes to ensure they accurately capture the data. Finally, the themes are named and 

summarized in a report. This method has been widely used in social science research to 

effectively analyze qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Document Analysis Data Collection Approach  

The alums participants were asked to follow a three-question document review guide 

(Appendix E) to review at least one of their formative feedback documents. They were asked to 

discuss the impact of some of the feedback from the documents. The historical documentation 

shared will have the participant and committee, and chairs' names and any other identifying 

information removed. The documents were reviewed as samples of formative feedback that has 

been given to Ph.D. students over the past few years. The participants dissect their document 

information as examples of how when they were a student received real-time formative feedback 

while in their dissertation process; the frequency of favorable opportunities to improve their 

dissertations. This was the reveal the utility and effectiveness of this formative feedback (Martin, 

2020). 

Document Review Questions 

The researcher asked the participants to use the following three-questions review guide to 

review the formative feedback document. Those questions are: 

1. What is your perception of the written formative feedback in the document? (CRQ) 

2. What did the mentor say in his or her feedback, if anything, that indicated that they 

identified with your experiences as an African American learner in the biomedical 

science Ph.D. program at an HBCU? (SQ2) 
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3. How did the written formative feedback impact you during your dissertation process? 

(SQ1)  

Question one in the document review process relates to the central research question in the 

proposed study and has been a question previously used in a document study conducted by Smith 

et al. (2020) on the perceptions and lived experiences of research Ph.D. alums. Just as the 

previous study, this proposed research study aims to explore the impact of formative feedback on 

the academic and professional success of the alums. By asking participants to reflect on their 

perception of formative feedback, the study gains insight into the effectiveness and relevance of 

the feedback received during their dissertation process. This information can inform future 

practices and policies to enhance the quality of formative feedback in graduate programs. 

Question two in the document review relates to the broader topic of perceptions of 

biomedical research Ph.D. alums from southern regional HBCUs on earning a Ph.D. at an HBCU 

instead of other types of institutions. This question explores how mentors at HBCUs support 

African American learners in the biomedical science Ph.D. program. According to Johnson and 

Huwe (2019), African American students at HBCUs face unique challenges in the STEM fields, 

and mentorship is crucial to their success. By examining the feedback provided by mentors, this 

study aims to identify the ways in which they support and identify with African American 

learners in the program. 

Finally, the third and last question in the document review process is relevant to the study of 

perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional HBCU about their 

mentoring experience. According to previous research, formative feedback has positively 

impacted graduate students’ learning and development (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Therefore, 

understanding how formative feedback influenced the dissertation process for these alums could 
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provide insight into the effectiveness of mentorship during graduate school. By examining the 

perceptions of alums regarding their mentoring experience and the impact of written formative 

feedback during the dissertation process, researchers can gain a comprehensive understanding of 

the graduate school experience at this HBCU. 

Document Review Data Analysis Procedures 

As previously mentioned, when conducting a qualitative research study, it is vital to use a 

systematic approach for analyzing data obtained from document review. One widely recognized 

method is the six-step approach prescribed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This method involves 

familiarizing oneself with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 

themes, defining, and naming themes, and producing a final report. Researchers can use this 

approach to ensure that their data analysis is rigorous, transparent, and systematic (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). These are the steps that the researcher followed to conduct a thorough analysis 

during the review of the document collected by participants.  

Data Synthesis 

An assessment of the results of all the data sets was conducted. The researcher must 

become familiar with the data by reading and rereading the final codes and themes found in each 

data set and any notes made. Grouping themes and their related excerpts from the data sets may 

eventually create more patterns and broader themes (Catanzaro, 1988; Graneheim & Lundman, 

2004). After the meaning units and themes have been identified and grouped, a larger picture 

will emerge from all three data sets (Burnard, 1991). Once the themes are established for all data 

sets, the analysis and the writing-up process begins. Writing specific sections about the findings 

for each data set and then for the actual data collected may be necessary. After reviewing all the 

data, the findings should show the alums' perceptions and lived experiences of the impact of 
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formative feedback from their committee meetings. The findings are presented in Chapter 4, and 

a discussion of the implications of the findings, research limitations, and suggestions for future 

research are presented in Chapter 5. 

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined the concept of trustworthiness by introducing the 

criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to parallel the 

conventional quantitative assessment criteria of validity and reliability. To be accepted as 

trustworthy, qualitative researchers must demonstrate that data analysis has been conducted in a 

precise, consistent, and exhaustive manner through recording, systematizing, and disclosing the 

methods of analysis with enough detail to enable the reader to determine whether the process is 

credible (Nowell al et., 2017). Trustworthiness was established in this research study by ensuring 

that credibility, transferability, dependability, and reliability are maintained. 

Credibility 

Credibility is confidence in the truth of a study's findings or the extent to which the 

findings accurately describe reality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Accuracy can be enhanced through 

prolonged engagement and persistent observation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This was done with 

the interviews by spending sufficient time with each participant to understand their experiences 

and the phenomenon being studied. This will encourage saturation for each question (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In addition, extended time was spent analyzing the interview transcripts, the 

questionnaires, and the feedback documents. Further, additional data accuracy was provided 

through member checks when the interview transcripts are sent to the participants before analysis 

for the participants to verify their accuracy (Marshall et al., 2022). In addition, a colleague was 

employed to review the data to ensure all steps have been undertaken. 
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Transferability  

Transferability shows that the findings may have applicability in other contexts (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). This may sometimes be difficult with specific groups and small sample sizes. It 

can be enhanced through thick descriptions, increasing external validity (Geertz, 1973; Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Thick description occurs when a researcher's prolonged exposure to interview 

participants results in rich data. The researcher strived to create rapport with the interview 

participants to probe long enough and deeply to provide a depth of detail of their experiences. 

Analysis of all written data sets was also require sufficient time with the data to unearth every 

viable code and theme. 

Dependability  

Dependability shows that the findings are consistent and could be repeated (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985), which occurred through the review process by the researcher's committee and the 

internal audit done by a colleague (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall et al., 2022; Rutakumwa et 

al., 2020). Internal audits done by someone not connected directly with the study can provide 

objectivity and feedback to determine that the data, findings, and interpretations are accurate and 

supported by the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This can allow the researcher to return to the data 

and re-examine it. In addition, all procedures and processes were written. Data gathering tools 

are without biases and can be reproduced for further study. 

Confirmability  

Confirmability is the degree of neutrality or the extent to which the respondents shape the 

findings of a study and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

techniques for confirmability was achieved through the triangulation of the three data collection 

methods. The overarching research question and some, if not all, of the sub-questions was used 
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throughout each data collection method. Data analysis was reviewed by the researcher's 

committee members and the internal auditor, who will confirm that no biases have occurred.  

Ethical Considerations 

To protect the ethical integrity of the proposed study, the researcher has studied and 

passed the Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) basic training for Social and 

Behavior Research. The researcher has committed to ensuring that strategies for collecting data 

are responsible and that research attends to a professional code of conduct that ensures the safety 

of all participants (Cacciattolo, 2015). To ensure all participants feel a sense of well-being, 

careful strategic planning for data collection was considered. Informed consent was given to all 

participants before the research began.  

Ethical guidelines and research protocols was reviewed, and the identities of research 

participants will be protected (Smyth & Williamson, 2004). It is not assumed that emotional 

trauma may be a factor, but participants was informed that they can abort their volunteer 

participation at any time. In that case, the participant will immediately be excused from the 

study, and it was suggested that they seek professional help. Finally, all data is password-

protected with multiple authentication security measures to avoid ethical breaches.  

Summary 

The methods described in this proposed study was collect data from African American 

alums in a Ph.D. program for biomedical science at a small southern regionally located HBCU. 

Participants were recruited through LinkedIn via a snowball technique. Data was collected 

through individual interviews via Zoom, an Alums Perceptions Questionnaire, and formative 

feedback documents from the participants. This data was analyzed using Braun and Clarke's 6-

step method. The findings was provide a greater understanding of the perceptions of formative 



96 
 

 
 

feedback given by the committee members to African American alums from a small southern 

regionally located HBCU in a Ph.D. program for biomedical science. The findings was indicate 

if the participants were significantly impacted by formative feedback to persist and matriculate. 

The findings of this research should close the literature gap found in the literature review of this 

study and reveal whether using formative feedback impacts and improves the dissertation 

process and increases the retention of African American Ph.D. students in a biomedical sciences 

program.  

  



97 
 

 
 

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

The purpose of the current qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

perceptions and lived experiences of biomedical Ph.D. alums concerning formative feedback 

during their dissertation process at an HBCU in the southern region of the United States. This 

chapter contains descriptions of the participants, the three types of data that were collected and 

analyzed, themes that emerged from the data, and how those themes relate to the research 

questions.  

Participants 

Data collection occurred between August 2023 and October 2023. Twenty individuals 

responded to the snowball invitation to participate in the study. Eleven of those individuals met 

the set criteria which included agreeing to participate in all three modes of data collection 

procedures. In Table 1, the participant’s demographic information is featured. Participants are 

listed by pseudonyms, and a detailed description of everyone is listed in the following table. The 

appropriate column headings include the participant’s name, age, race, gender, years of 

separation time, and an indication of participating in more than two committee meetings. 
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Table 1 

Biomedical Ph.D. Alumni Participants   

Alumni 

Participant 

 

Participant 

Age 

 

Race 

Identified 

Gender 

Years 

Separated from 

Institution 

More Than Two 

Committee 

Meetings 

Alex 30 African American Female 3 Years Yes 

 

Bettie 35 African American Female 6 Months Yes 

Chrissy 32 African American Female 1 Year Yes 

Donna 47 African American Female 3 Year Yes 

Elenor 29 African American Female 2 Years Yes 

Frank 30 African American Male 3 Years Yes 

Georgia 30 African American Female 6 months Yes 

 

Henry 29 African American  Male 1 Year Yes 

Ivy 30 African American Female 2 Years Yes 

Jennifer 30 African American Female 1 Year Yes 

Kevin 30 African American Male 6 Months Yes 

 

Alex 

 Alex is a 35-year-old African American female who has been excited about becoming a 

science researcher since completing her undergraduate degree. She said she wanted to attend a 

school that would nurture her passion for science and her area of research. For her, the appeal of 

the HBCU was not because it catered to African American students. She said she has all 

confidence that she would have been treated the same way and would have flourished if she had 

accepted the offer and attended the school that offered her admission, which was a 

predominantly white institution (PWI). However, she does feel HBCUs are extremely helpful for 

certain kinds of students. She gave the example of, “students who feel like they want an 
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environment that understands racial inequalities, or who do not feel they would fit in at a PWI.” 

Alex expressed one of her biggest draws to the HBCU was the rich tradition.  

Alex said her committee changed a few times due to some unforeseen incidents. 

However, she said the final committee was great and she was able to build a solid relationship 

with them. A relationship she has been able to cherish even as she is now in her professional 

setting. Although her chair was not African American and not a person, she had a lot in common 

with, she felt that they bonded over the subject of her research and the understanding the need for 

work-life balance.  

Alex also said that the little formative feedback she received was supportive. It helped 

her move to graduation with no issues. She stated, “If formative feedback is clear and direct it 

will help candidates to become more independent. It can help Ph.D. candidates transition into the 

space of seeing their mentors and peers as colleagues as they prepare to defend their 

dissertations.”  

Bettie 

 

Bettie is a 30-year-old African American female who was a two-time graduate of another 

HBCU before applying to the institution to pursue her Ph.D. studies. She did consider attending 

PWI and was accepted; however, she decided to attend the southern regionally located HBCU. 

One of the biggest draws was her feeling that HBCUs provide a more supportive and relatable 

environment compared to PWIs. She said this is due to similar backgrounds and experiences 

among students and faculty. She explained the historical significance of HBCUs being created to 

provide educational opportunities to minority individuals who were not accepted or allowed to 

attend PWIs. She went on to explain “One of the misconceptions about HBCUs is often they are 

stigmatized as providing ‘handouts’ or being looked at as a ‘fallback’ they can be ‘more rigorous 
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academically’ in comparison to PWIs.” Additionally, she said from her experience she was not 

made to feel like she had to fit in. Or she was not being compared to “others” as she feels she 

would have had to do attending a PWI. She said she appreciates the inclusive nature of HBCUs. 

 She mentioned that another misconception is that “only African American students are 

accepted and attend an HBCU. On the contrary, that is one thing I can appreciate about the 

HBCU culture, we are inclusive to accept anyone and not treat anyone differently due to their 

background, race, or ethnicity.” 

Bettie expressed that she valued formative feedback during her dissertation experience. 

She said she felt the feedback was always helpful. From her experience, she was able to build an 

extraordinarily strong relationship with her committee throughout the process. That is a 

relationship that has continued beyond graduation and has taken her into her career. She stated, 

“the feedback had a great impact on the work I did and do now.” 

Chrissy 

 

Chrissy is a 32-year-old African American, who was an award-winning scientific 

research presenter before attending the HBCU. She mentioned she never gave a second thought 

about studying for her Ph.D. Although she did apply and was accepted to several other public, 

private, PWIs, and other HBCU institutions, she was drawn to the one southern regionally 

located HBCU because of its reputation and the reach into the community.  

She said she felt that HBCUs are super beneficial for a person of color. She stated, 

“When a person chooses to attend an HBCU it is not only personal preference but someone who 

cares about their culture. They have an appreciation for their history. They must be intentional 

about their decision. It is a financial intentionality.” 

Chrissy said although she enjoyed her HBCU experience the process was very confusing. 
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She said most of the feedback she received was critical feedback about her presentation skills. 

This was a bit jolting to her and confusing because she had always done so well and even won 

awards for her presenting skills. She expressed that she felt the feedback was hard to accept 

because it was very harsh. In her eyes, it could have been delivered a different way. It was due to 

the harsh tone, and the delivery of the feedback that gave her the grit to persevere to the end. At 

one point she just wanted to do it to get away from her committee and chair. But toward the end, 

she was proud of her work. As she said, “it was the distaste for their criticism of me that made 

me mad enough to do better each time, until it was perfect in their eyes and mine.” 

Donna 

 

 Donna is a 47-year-old African American female who decided to go back to school after 

being away from it for such a long time. She thought of herself as one of the oldest students. 

Donna said it was important for her to have peers and mentors who share similar backgrounds, 

race, and culture. However, she said she values diversity and a variety of perspectives 

academically and in the research community. She stated, “I felt that attending an HBCU could 

provide me with the mentorship and preparation needed to succeed in the Ph.D. dissertation 

process. One of the biggest draws to the institution and the program was to be mentored by a 

person of color who could relate to my needs as a mature woman of color.” 

Although she ended up with a mentor of a different ethnicity, cultural background, and a 

different gender, they did have their age in common. She ended up really valuing his mentorship. 

She mentioned she felt his knowledge was “broad and gave great, supportive feedback.” She 

mentioned that he was especially great at encouraging and getting her to accept her ‘unique 

ability’ to present her research. She continued to explain that he was very understanding and 

knew the right things to say when she allowed self-doubt to creep in. 
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Elenor 

 

Elenor is a 29-year-old bi-racial identified as an African American female. Elenor said 

she did think about applying to a PWI but felt it was more important for her to attend an HBCU. 

However, she felt the lack of the school’s funding resources impacted her experience 

dramatically. Although she does not regret the decision to attend the southern regionally located 

HBCU, she feels that some of the issues she had working with her chair would not have 

happened had she attended a PWI. “From the outside looking in, PWIs never have the funding 

issue that the HBCUs have.”  

Another observation is that she wishes there were more women chairs available to mentor 

female students. Elenor states, “They would not have to necessarily be the same ethnicity, but a 

woman in general. That would have made a profound impact on the experience.” She felt the 

feedback she received was given with good intentions but was sometimes conflicting because the 

committee did not always collaborate before giving her the feedback. Sometimes the feedback 

was not really about her research but came with some racial or social stereotype undertone, 

depending on who was delivering the message. Elenor felt that the feedback did not necessarily 

move her forward because it was not constructive enough to give direction or encouragement. 

However, it caused her to be more resourceful. It made her find answers for herself out of self-

determination to graduate from the program.  

Frank 

 

 Frank is a 30-year-old African American male. Frank was offered a scholarship to attend 

a PWI, but he felt he would gain better experience from attending an HBCU. Frank is a two-time 

HBCU graduate and says they were the best experiences he has ever had. He said he feels it is 

important to learn in an environment with people who look just like him. He said prior to 
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attending college he attended schools and programs where he was the minority and usually, he 

was the only African American student. He stated, “it was a unique experience to be in an 

environment that is constructive for us not to feel alone and to be able to share similarities and be 

able to relate to one another a lot easier and get prepared for the real world.”  

Frank shared he experienced a rocky time when first starting to work with his chair. He 

said there was a communication gap that caused a bit of a barrier in their relationship. The 

communication was not due to speaking different languages but coming from diverse cultures. 

The chair was a little more direct and spoke in a much harsher tone than Frank was used to. 

However, Frank spoke with other administrators who helped him understand it was a cultural 

difference. After some time of working together, Frank began to realize that the harshness was 

just part of the chair's tough love tactics. Frank stated, “I started to understand, that he was doing 

it for my good, and toward the end of the program, he started being a little easier to deal with.”  

Later, in the program, Frank said he started to realize there were other personal emotions 

tied to their relationship since he was the last student that the chair was going to have at the 

institution because he was soon to retire. Frank stated, “One of the last things he said to me is 

that I know I was difficult to work with but now I know that you're prepared to collaborate with 

any person going forward in your career.” Frank said it was the tough love that pushed him to get 

everything right the first time, move on through the milestones, and get done with the program.  

Georgia 

 

Georgia is a 30-year-old African American female. She was offered an opportunity to 

attend a PWI but chose to attend the southern regionally located HBCU. She said she chose to 

attend an HBCU for her studies because she wanted to be in the center of a specific type of 

environment that only an HBCU could give her and that aligns with her interests and goals. She 
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said she feels like HBCUs have a way of providing an atmosphere that would ensure the 

outcome specific students are trying to obtain, for students of color and particularly for the Black 

community. She said, “I believe that attending an HBCU affords the opportunity for Black 

students to be among their peers who share similar interests and goals. These institutions are 

places where people go to be a part of achieving those goals in a like-minded atmosphere.”  

However, when asked about the formative feedback she received throughout her 

dissertation journey she replied, “it was good when I received it. I am not sure my committee 

members were tangentially invested in my project and often had to be reminded of what my 

project was about, even as I collaborated with them throughout my years there.”  

Henry 

 Henry is a 29-year-old African American male. He had opportunities to attend PWIs, 

however felt that he never wanted to attend anything else except an HBCU. His life dream was to 

be a medical researcher and discovered after his grandmother died from cancer that it was 

important to graduate and work with under-representative population.  

 That is why it was important for him to choose one of the few HBCUs with the 

biomedical science Ph.D. programs. “The work they and are known for doing in the African 

American communities is my drawn to this HBCU. I would not think of going to any other 

institution”.  

 Henry, mentioned during his interview that he was very disappointed because he and his 

dissertation chair did not always see eye to eye. Henry said, “it was heart breaking because I 

wanted too much to please my chair. I studied his work. I was excited that he approved me for to 

be one of his students. I even saw myself doing some of the research work with him. But the 
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more I started to work on the study the more it seemed he pushed me out of his lab and stop 

giving me feedback or helping me through the process”.  

 Luckily for Henry he had other dissertation members to lean on because he said one point 

in his process the chair stopped answering all correspondence. The other members became his 

go-to and helped him progress successfully through the program.  

Ivy 

 Ivy is a 30-year-old African American female. Ivy testified that she was on her way to a 

PWI. Her bags were packed. She thought she was not going to get accepted to the HBCU. The 

few weeks before she was going to head to the PWI she finally got a call that she was accepted 

and needed to report to the institution and needed to give them an answer if she was going to 

accept admissions. Without a second thought she called the other institution and made plans to 

move closer to the HBCU and the rest was history.  

 Ivy said her experience with the institution was not the dissertation faculty but the help of 

her chairs. Her experience started out rocky because “the processes at the school can be old, 

antiquated. I had a hard time with that because I am a planner. I am a communicator, and I 

needed the process to make a plan and for us all to follow the same process and communication 

style. That was not the case”. Therefore, she did not have the best experience during the 

beginning of the process. But later when some of the process started to change there was a more 

formulated process, where feedback was required to be done, her experience changed. She felt 

that was the impact that changed for the best.   

Jennifer 

 Jennifer is a 30-year-old African American female. She said being raised in South 

Georgia with two parents who are HBCU graduates, there was not a choice of her attending an 
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HBCU. It is a family tradition that will continue to live if the institutions are available. Jennifer 

said her father is a doctor but graduated from a much larger institution. But she wanted to have 

the experience of attending a smaller school that did research geared toward healthcare 

disparities. Therefore, the chose to attend this southern regionally located institution was without 

a doubt had to be the one that she attended in her mind.  

 Jennifer said she and her chair did not get along. She said she never saw where he had her 

best interest at heart. Just like other alumni participants she to had to seek help elsewhere. But 

unlike some of the other alumni participants the relationship between she and her twin did not 

turn around. “I received the greatest help from my personal mentor, and others on my team but 

not primary dissertation chair. The impact of formative feedback was great, and I greatly 

appreciated the feedback. However, I did not get it from my chair. I received feedback from 

other faculty members and my personal mentor.” 

Kevin 

 Kevin is a 30-year-old African American male. Like the other participants in the study. 

He was accepted to a PWI but said there was no other place he wanted to go accept an HBCU. 

His heart was in it for the experience. Being raised in a predominantly white community and 

after attending a PWI for his undergraduate and master’s level graduate school he said he wanted 

to find a place that he felt he finally fit in.  

“I was okay attending the PWI for my undergraduate education, but it was a struggle to 

finish my master’s study because the more specialized I became in my discipline the more I 

noticed that there were fewer and fewer African Americans in my program. At one time I 

literally went to school and sat in a classroom and wanted to get up and leave and never return 

because I felt like I did not fit in”.  
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Results 

This section includes the results of the data analysis. The results are categorized into 

three overarching themes that include multiple sub-themes. The data was triangulated through 

three data collection methods that included one-on-one interviews, questionnaires, and document 

review analysis.  

The initial coding was further refined into second-level coding using all key responses 

organized based on the research questions. This analysis presented in Table 2, resulted in 

categorical constructs and sub-themes.  

Table 2 

Deductive Coding into Constructs 

Research Questions Themes from 

data collection 

responses 

Codes from Key 

Responses 

Sub-themes Number of 

times 

themes are 

mentioned 

CRQ 

 

What are the 

perceptions and lived 

experiences of 

biomedical research 

Ph.D. alums from 

the southern regional 

HBCU about 

formative feedback 

received during their 

dissertation process? 

Effective 

feedback 

Using feedback to 

move on 

Checks and balances 

Communication 

Constructive 

feedback  

Impactful 

Lack of feedback 

Feedback with 

tough love 

 

Communication  

 

59 

Sub-Question One:  

 

What are the 

perceptions of 

biomedical research 

Ph.D. alums from a 

southern regional 

HBCU about the 

mentoring 

experience during 

Importance of 

attending 

HBCU 

Purposeful 

Cultural, ethnic, and 

social background 

Familiarity 

Investment 

Historical 

significance 

Nurturing 

environment 

Diversity 

Diversity 

 

Intentionality  

 

105 
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the dissertation 

process? 

 

Like-minded interest 

Minority experiences 

Miss conception of 

HBCU 

Sub-Question Two: 

 

What are the 

perceptions of 

biomedical research 

Ph.D. alums from a 

southern regional 

HBCU on mentoring 

during the 

dissertation process 

at an HBCU instead 

of another type of 

institution?  

 

Relationship 

with 

chair/mentor(s) 

Committee meeting 

dynamics 

Challenges with 

committee 

Insensitive mentors 

Close relationship 

Common interest 

Outside committee 

chair 

Mentorship  

Alignment  

 

Expectations  

 

Building 

supportive 

relationships 

62 

Sub-Question Three: 

 

What are the 

perceptions of 

biomedical research 

Ph.D. alums from a 

southern regional 

HBCU on whether 

receiving formative 

feedback influenced 

a sense of self-

efficacy and 

motivation to persist 

to completion of the 

Ph.D. program?  

 

Gaining self-

efficiency  

Build confidence. 

Administrative 

challenges 

Progression 

Feedback influence 

Motivation to keep 

going. 

Negative support; 

positive results 

Impact of 

feedback  

 

 

59 

     

 

Effective Feedback 

Each of the participants identified the need for and importance of effective feedback. 

Some of the ways they defined the feedback as being guided, consistent, given in a timely 

manner, explained in a clear and does not always agree, could be harsh but made an impact for 
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change of behavior, skill, or knowledge. Although not all the feedback was good, helpful, and 

seemed to be harsh, the participants all felt that some feedback was better than no feedback at all.  

Elenor stated that she did not always get feedback directly from her committee chair. 

However, she did get “helpful feedback from her peers, other mentors, and some other 

committee members.” Alex said, “The feedback was good to keep the work moving along. Even 

if that meant that after it was received there was more work to be done. It was a great feeling 

knowing that I was making moves in the right direction.” Bettie said without feedback from the 

committee there would not have been any progress. However, if the feedback were not direct or 

clear, it would feel like I was doing the same thing repeatedly with no ending to the cycle.” 

Throughout the interviews it was stated multiple times that feedback is only good when 

the person receiving it accepts it. Jennifer mentioned that although her chair tried to give her 

feedback, she had a hard time trusting his motives. Therefore, she seconded guest his 

suggestions, “It just never felt like he had my best interest or the interest of my study at heart, but 

I have known my personal mentor a long time. My personal mentor could not be on my 

committee of course but she was someone I could filter my ideas through. She is someone that 

showed interest and she was someone who took the time with me to get it right. I never felt that 

from my committee chair. So it was tough to believe that I could trust his guidance”. 

Feedback with Tough Love  

 

Several participants discussed the harsh reality that feedback did not always feel good. 

There were times when the feedback was harsh, hurtful, or felt more like it was being used to 

tear them down instead of building them up. Participants acknowledged that on several occasions 

this kind of feedback made them want to give up. But later it was the fire that ignited them to 

push even harder to reach their goal and several even mentioned being better because of it.  
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Frank stated that for a long time, he felt like his chair was picking on him. “The tough 

love approach does not work for everyone. It impacted my confidence at first.” Frank goes on to 

discuss how his committee chair seemed to always find something wrong with what he had done. 

However, Frank made up his mind that he would use the negative comments for his benefit. He 

says, “If you are willing to stick to it, you could use the energy to succeed. It was the best 

approach for me. However, it did produce satisfactory results in the end.” 

Elenor recalls that although she did not get much feedback from her chair, what she did 

receive were negative comments that felt racist and sexist. But it was those comments that 

pushed her to continue and search for helpful feedback from others.  

Chrissy stated, “For years, I received rewards for my presentation skills but all of a 

sudden, I had a chair who not only did not like my presentation style but crushed my confidence 

for speaking in public.” However, she did not let it stop her. She mentioned on occasions she 

went into the bathroom, cried it out, and began to work even harder the next time.  

Both Chrissy and Frank later discussed how they hated the tough love when they were 

getting it but later realized that it was working for their good. Frank said “My chair later 

explained to me that he was hard on me for my own good. He wanted to make sure I could walk 

into any corporate setting and stand toe-to-toe with anyone I was presenting to.” Frank said that, 

although he is working in an environment where the population is predominantly older white 

gentlemen, he is confident when he walks into the room. He said he has even gotten some 

colleagues who confessed to him that they did not expect all the knowledge they gained from 

him. He said he did not know if that was because of his race, age, or the institution where he 

earned his degree. But what he knew was that it was all because of tough love that he developed 

the tenacity to speak with confidence and deliver with excellence every time.  
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Communication  

 

Just as in most relationships, communication is the key. Alumni emphasized the 

significance of understanding what was expected from their committee. When given clear 

directions on what was expected of them it was easier to maneuver their way through the 

process. As a few of them expressed, building a good rapport and being able to connect with 

their committee members, especially with the committee chair, was vital for their progress.  

Chrissy emphasizes the significance of understanding and meeting the expectations set by 

the committee. “After the second committee meeting, I started to understand how to ask a lot of 

questions. The more questions I asked the more I could meet the expectations set by the 

committee.” Chrissy said once she started to understand what was expected of her, it became 

instrumental in propelling her progress. Her experience suggests that when there is clarity and 

coherence between a student's vision and the committee's expectations, it not only streamlines 

the process but also fosters a sense of purpose and direction.  

Elenor shared that there is a great deal of complexity that arises when there is a 

misalignment in expectations. There is significant importance in ensuring that students are well-

informed and adequately prepared for the unique challenges posed by the dissertation process. 

The committee, the chair, and the students all have a responsibility to be transparent in 

communication. Taking proactive measures, such as comprehensive orientations or workshops, 

can play a crucial role in mitigating potential obstacles arising from the misalignment of 

expectations. 

Henry mentioned that he and his mentor did not see eye to eye. For him that was very 

disappointing. Henry mentioned he watched his dissertation chair’s former work from a far and 

even before coming to attend the southern regionally located institution, he was a fan and 
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reached out to the only African American scientist that he felt like he knew. Henry had 

expectations from not only being in his lab and working with this great researcher, but he was 

looking forward to being a student and sit “under the feet” of this great man to study his work 

even closer. But after when the time, Henry said he felt like he was barely being tolerated. “It 

was a heartbreaking experience and very disappointing because this was someone that I admired. 

I loved what he was doing in the community and wanted to be a part of making history with 

him”. Henry shared further that if it had not been from his other committee members, he felt he 

would not have completed the program. Henry remembers one dissertation chair pulling him to 

the side and encouraging him to keep going because he could see the look of disappointment and 

defeat after one of their meetings.  

The lack of communication from Henry’s mentor could have caused him to lose his 

opportunity to earn a degree due to disappointment and discouragement. Henry also shared that 

there was a big fear that the chair was avoiding him because he thought he had let him down.  

Ivy also mentioned that she is a communicator and the lack of communication from her 

chair was upsetting. But unlike Henry, she and her dissertation committee had one meeting 

where she explained to them that the communication needed to change. She explained her style 

of learning was a little different and proposed implementing a solid plan. She said, “that was the 

best thing that could have ever happened. They agreed to the proposal and implemented a plan 

that was a little stricter on all of us. Scheduled meetings after her committee met and discussed 

her work and their expectations. That way when we all came to the meeting, we were on one 

page. It was the best change to the process that could have ever happened”.  

Importance of Attending HBCU 
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 All the participants expressed how important it was for them to attend HBCU. Despite all 

of them being accepted into PWIs and approximately 85% considering going to other types of 

institutions, they all felt it was important to attend this Historically Black University. For them 

the decision was very intentional, very important and it was very necessary for them to be at an 

institution that serviced African Americans and the African American population. As majority of 

them expressed, HBCUs may have some sort comings when it comes to limited funding 

resources and they are not always supported by the vast majority of the population, their purpose 

the African American communities still stand as important as they did when they were first 

formed.  

 Donna, Georgia and Bettie mentioned it was important for them to attend an institution 

that they could be around like-minded individuals. They wanted to feel like they had something 

in common with their colleagues, and peers. This HBCU made them feel comfortable and they 

did not feel the need to have to struggle to fit in. They fit in because they felt like they belonged.   

 Frank expressed that it was important for him to attend an HBCU because he had not had 

the benefit of experiencing this type of environment before. He felt it was important that he be 

able to conduct his research in an institution with professors that service and know about his 

community. He stated, “I wanted to make sure my research was going to benefit my people”.  

 When the question was asked to Alex how important it was for them to attend an HBCU, 

she expressed, “Very”! Alex passionately continued to state, “Attending an HBCU is an 

intentional decision. It is a financial, academic, professional, intentional decision. Where you 

choose to put your money, time and resources are very important. Our schools began because no 

one wanted to accept us in their institutions. That is not long the case now, or as though it might 

seem. However, the reality is, some things have not changed. So, for me, it was very important to 



114 
 

 
 

attend where I know I am wanted, and my mind, resources and what I develop could be 

cultivated at an institution that caters to me”.   

 Attending an HBCU was very important for all the participants in this study. As they 

expressed, attending an HBCU is a very intentional decision. Kevin was very intentional in 

making the decision to attend an HBCU after attending a PWIs all his education career. He said 

he felt he needed to attend this southern regionally located HBCU not only because it was an 

HBCU but because while attending the other institution he started to notice that he was the only 

person of color in his classes. As he studied, he felt like it was important for him to feel like he 

belonged. Suddenly he started to feel that he did not even fit in with the friends he had 

matriculated that far in his educational career with. Kevin said, “suddenly when I was in one of 

my lab classes I noticed there was no one in that class and I suddenly felt out of place. When my 

interest started to grow in individualized medicine and the research around that, it was surprising 

to me that my peers began to not understand why I would say to them, there are some differences 

in the way we have to do medicine for my people. At one point I could not believe I was saying 

it. I knew it was true, but I could not explain why it was true”.  It was at that point that Kevin 

decided it was time to seek out a place that could relate to how he was feeling, and he could 

speak with others who have done the studies and where he could make a difference once he 

graduated.  

Diversity 

 

The participants expressed the best type of committees are those with diversity in them. 

Diversity in scientific skills, previous research experiences, writing, and presentation skills, and 

even diverse cultural differences bring an asset to the team. Supportive committee members who 

offered constructive feedback and did not just tell the participant what they wanted to hear was 



115 
 

 
 

highly valued. Even diversity in how feedback is given and what areas specific individuals 

concentrate on. Each alum reflected that the diversity on their committee would bring fresh 

perspectives to the tasks at hand. Diverse viewpoints enrich the research process and foster a 

more comprehensive and robust outcome.  

This is especially true at an HBCU where diversity and inclusivity are celebrated, 

students can engage with experts from various backgrounds or backgrounds like the students 

offering a broader perspective on their research. Frank shared that during his experience with his 

Chair, there were times when he really felt that he was being picked on. He did not understand 

why his chair was being so harsh on him. Towards the end of his dissertation journey, he said 

that his chair sat him down and explained to him, that he felt he had to be hard on him so that he 

could produce the best out of him. His chair shared with Frank that he wanted to be sure when he 

walked into a room, he would be able to hold his own with confidence and assurance. He went 

on to tell Frank that he would be the last student he would be mentoring. After that year he 

would be retiring.  

Therefore, Frank was the last of the bunch. As Frank reflected on that moment. He said, 

“All at once it made sense. I did not appreciate his tactics at the time, but it was for my good. It 

is not part of his culture to be ‘soft,’ in so many words when it comes to education.” Frank went 

on to share, “Today, I walked into a room of people who do not look like me and I am confident. 

I present better than I have ever done before, and I have even gotten surprising compliments as if 

they did not expect me to be able to present in the manner that I do.” 

Relationship with the Chair/Mentor 

Another critical trend discovered was the theme of committee alignment and diversity. 

Only two of the alumni participants had previous relationships with their chairs. The rest of the 
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alumni participants researched and connected with their chairs based on their research interests. 

After the chair was chosen, the chairperson made strong recommendations of who the rest of the 

committee would be. In some cases, this worked out for the best. However, over half of the 

participants did not think this was the best decision. They expressed the feeling that they did not 

get all the feedback they could have gotten because the chairperson had most of the influence. 

Betty expressed that she felt this delayed her process. “My chair had such a domineering 

personality that I do not think the others wanted to speak in contrary to anything he would say.”  

Chrissy expressed that she felt that there were times she thought her chair was being hard 

on her and the other committee members would express it to her later after the meeting was over. 

“Sometimes they would give me helpful feedback after the meeting, simply to keep down 

confusion.” Elenor said, “A committee that is not aligned properly, with the right set of scientific 

skill sets but also in personality, on a confident and professional level, could delay them from 

giving feedback or put a student in a position that they have to seek feedback outside of their 

dissertation committee.” 

Both Jennifer and Ivy shared their strong feelings about their chairs, their committees 

members and other faculty having to step in because of a lack of committee and a lack of trust 

for those that were over the process. Both expressed how they felt the lack of a trusting 

relationship for their chairs and how that lack of trust could have cost them the opportunity to 

earn her degree. However, it was Ivy said her personal mentor stepped in and suggested that she 

keep trying to build a relationship. “She made sure to have an open door and a listening ear for 

me, but she also encouraged me to try and lean on my other committee members and take a 

different approach to express how I was feel a lack of respect, communication. Instead of coming 

with all complaints, she helped me draft a proposal that set a much better tone, approach and the 
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manner in which I received and accepted feedback. It helped a great deal”. 

Jennifer said she never got that closure and spent most of her time using the feedback 

from other faculty members throughout the process. The relationship between her and her mentor 

was never mended.  

Alignment 

 

 Although not all of the participants had the privilege of choosing their own mentors, they 

did express how important alignment was to their process. The participants all expressed some 

sense of how important it is to align with what the committee and chair are looking for the 

process to run smoothly and the committee should be aligned to one another.  

 Chrissy mentioned that her chair seemed to sometimes dominate the conversation with 

the committee.  She said that sometimes it almost seemed like there was a power struggle in the 

room. But when there were times when they were all working in their own strengths then the 

alignment of what they all brought to the committee and to the project worked much better.  

 Frank also expressed his chair having a very strong personality and therefore, he had to 

make sure that he was on the same page as his chair so that the committee could be aligned with 

each step in their process. At first Frank fear that he and his chair would never align and their 

goals just did not seem to fit but after starting to understand what the chair was looking for then 

he started to see where they aligned and how each person’s talents contributed to the same final 

goal.  

Expectations 

 

Just as the alignment of the gifts and talents that each person brings to the process it is 

equally important to know what the expectations are from all people involved in the process. 

Communicating expectations, what the end goals are and how they were delivered is very 
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important. As Chrissy stated, having a full understanding of expectations is both a mentee and 

mentors’ responsibility are aligned with expectations and goals and an alignment with the group 

working on the project together.  

Elenor expressed her frustration when she was put into a position where her completion 

timeline did not match the timeline her chair and committee had in mind. As she recalls, they had 

conversations about what her goals were at the beginning of her project and even padding in time 

for unexpected occurrences. However, as her project continued to go on her chair began to add 

more and more to the project, which would ultimately extend the timeline a great deal. Elenor, 

said “This was a matter that we had to deal with together. Of course, I wanted to meet the 

expectations of my chair and my committee, but I needed them to hear my expectations as well 

and not continue to move the goal”.   

After losing two chairs to unforeseen circumstances Alex said she did not have a lot more 

time or energy to waste. She did not have time to vet her final committee and chair but what she 

said she did have a very in-depth conversation about expectations. She wanted to make sure that 

no would go to waste and that all her energy was going to be used meeting goals and getting 

things accomplished. Therefore, she said in the first meeting with her committee she engaged her 

committee with getting to know what their expectations of her were and she made sure to let 

them know what her needs were and her goals were. “This included discussing timelines, 

formatting goals, what the extent of the project had been and what were the previous 

expectations of where it should go. We spent at least two hours discussing expectations so that 

by the next meeting there was no question of what would be expected for each meeting. I am 

convinced this is why our mentor and mentee relationship grew so strong. There was not a 

question of where we stood and what we expected from one another.” 
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Building Supportive Relationships   

 

The participants expressed that they understood the value of building a support system 

and mentorship with their chair and committee. The alumni expressed understanding of the 

mentor’s expertise, experience and guidance serves as an important means of navigating the 

complex journey of research. It is through committee meetings, frequent feedback sessions, and 

constructive criticism that the chair plays a crucial part in refining the research questions, 

methodology and overall trajectory of the dissertation.  

Alumni expressed having a strong mentorship relationship, especially with the committee 

chair, was crucial for a positive experience in the dissertation process. A great deal of reflection 

resulted from having a committee relationship that was either supportive or not as supportive as 

the alumni wish they would have been. This expectation was expressed to be especially true with 

the idea of students attending HBCUs with great ‘intentionality.’ The purpose of their attendance 

at this type of institution was the expectation of experiencing a strong commitment to fostering a 

nurturing and inclusive learning environment and the importance of these relationships. Support 

from committee members and the institution in terms of required meetings and feedback 

processes played a significant role in participants' success. Mentorship is deeply ingrained in the 

academic culture and sought after by those that attend HBCU as many of the participants 

expressed.  

Kevin was very adamant that he needed to attend an HBCU because the further in his 

educational career and the deeper in his biomedical science discipline he started to study the 

further he felt away in relating to his peers at the PWI he was attending. Kevin said, “even at this 

date and time, HBCUs still have a place for African American students. They are still a safe 

haven for our futures. They are still necessary, even though there are plenty of options. 
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Unfortunately, I did not feel like my peers at the PWIs felt like I belonged. They made me feel 

like I was not good enough and I felt out of place. It was time for me to get into an environment 

to be around people who looked like me, and that I would be able to feel when I graduated, I 

would make an impact on diversifying the field of study for my people”.  

Gaining Self-Efficacy 

 Participants mention how they grew from the process. As they expressed lessons learned 

they all expressed being able to take a step back and reflect on them gaining some sort of self-

efficacy. With pride one by one they expressed how this process taught them to believe and trust 

their capacity and the skills they gained. Many of them talked about not liking the formative 

feedback that they first received and even being offended from time to time. But each grew to 

appreciate the feedback and was able to start to reflect on areas they could grow in.   

Frank mentioned, “Yes, it was hard at first I can see how it helped me personally and 

professionally”. He continues to give the example about the tough love that he received from his 

mentor and how they had a rocky relationship at first because he did not understand why he was 

being so hard on him. However, in hindside Frank said he could see where it helped him to 

achieve so much. He has taken so many of the lessons he has learned and now applies them to 

his professional career. He holds himself to a higher standard and at the end of the process was 

able to say there were some things he was not willing to settle for in himself any longer.  

Georgia mentioned that her writing has improved but she still works on it. At first this 

was an area that she would get critiqued on by her chair and her committee. But she started 

taking it upon herself to get assistance and she noticed that it became easier for her to formulate 

papers easier. Not did she say it improved her skills, but she said this is an area that she 

continues to grow up in even though she is not in school anymore.   
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Impact of Feedback  

 

Participants in the study emphasized the importance of not just hearing feedback and 

receiving tough love but also taking the initiative to engage in what was said. “The impact of the 

feedback is only as good as you use it.” Chrissy stated. Initiative-taking student engagement is 

important. This includes seeking advice, choosing committee members wisely, and being 

assertive during meetings.  

Elenor mentioned that her committee members went smoothly because her chair never 

received much feedback. She said often she felt he was not engaged in her project. Therefore, 

when she did need feedback, she sought out others for assistance. The feedback that made the 

difference never came from her chair. It came from peers, other committee members outside of 

the committee meeting, and other faculty members within the institution. So, her lesson learned 

was to get feedback you can use wherever you can get it from and let it guide you.  

Alex said that the feedback she got was good to keep her moving in the right direction. 

“Even if that meant that after I received the feedback, I had more work to do. It was worth it to 

feel like I was headed or redirected in the right direction.” Donna discussed how impactful the 

formative feedback was for her. “It encouraged and accelerated the progress towards completing 

my Ph.D. program.”  

Ivy’s experience with her chair and her committee speaks to how important it is for 

formative feedback to be reciprocated. As she was given the opportunity to give feedback to her 

committee.  Formative feedback helps in the learning process for both the teacher and the 

student. It is important to the process so that necessary shifts can be made, and everyone has the 

opportunity to create a more effective learning experience.  

“As a teacher, my instruction is informed through these feedback loops. Listening to 
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these loops tells me if I need to revisit a certain aim or set my expectations higher.” Finding the 

time to schedule feedback loops creates, as Meredith describes a “culture of feedback” in our 

classrooms (Abril, 2022). 

Outlier Data and Findings 

This section includes specific outliers that were identified during the data-gathering 

process and analysis. While all participants agreed on many aspects of the identified themes, 

there were two specific outliers that participants identified that were not totally in line with the 

themes and research questions. These outliers function as a caution for faculty that work with 

underrepresented students. 

Outlier Finding #1: Increase Female Mentorship 

During the time of gathering data, one outlier emerged, bringing to the forefront notice of 

alumni experiences within the Ph.D. program at the southern regionally located HBCU. The first 

outlier expressed was a preference of one alum, who expressed a desire for increased female 

mentorship throughout her academic journey. This revelation not only highlights the importance 

of diversified mentorship within academic programs but also points out the potential benefit of 

implementing a new diverse element in the dissertation process. The outlier not only serves as an 

individual testimony but also acts as a catalyst for broader discussions on mentorship dynamics, 

particularly within the context of underrepresented minorities in academia. This unique 

perspective brings forth valuable insights that can inform future program enhancements, 

contributing to a more inclusive and supportive educational environment for aspiring scholars at 

HBCUs. 

Outlier Finding #2: Gender Disproportion 

Another emerging outlier noticed was gender disproportion. Remarkably, while most 



123 
 

 
 

alumni respondents were female, only three male alum chose to engage in all facets of the 

research. This interesting gender disparity adds a unique dimension to the study, potentially 

shedding light on the experiences and perspectives of male graduates from this program, who 

have been historically underrepresented in academic research within the context of HBCUs.  

This outlier warrants special attention because it may hold valuable insights into the 

dynamics of graduate education within this specific academic environment or discipline. Further 

examination and analysis of this male alum's responses were essential in ensuring a 

comprehensive understanding of the diverse range of experiences within the biomedical Ph.D. 

program at the southern regionally located HBCU. 

Research Question Responses 

This section provides responses to research questions. Responses were obtained directly 

from the three data collection methods. The phenomenological study was conducted for the 

readers to not only learn from the lived experiences of the participants but also to provide a non-

biased opportunity to collect information. Open-ended questions were created by the researcher 

and were guided by the central research question and three sub-questions. The central research 

question and the three sub-question responses address the purpose of this study. 

Central Research Question 

 

The central research question guiding this study was: What are the perceptions and lived 

experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from the southern regional HBCU about 

formative feedback received during their dissertation process? 

Although all participants either thought about going or were offered a chance to go to a 

PWI they all decided it was important to attend the southern regionally located HBCU. Even 

though the relationships varied between alumni, chair, and committee, all the alumni shared that 
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their experiences were unique, and valuable in the end. They all expressed that they felt they 

would not have been able to get the same experience if attended a PWI. 

Although they were African American students attending an HBCU, and some expressed 

they thought it was important to be trained and mentored by someone who looked like them, the 

alumni all expressed it was acceptable that their chairs were not African American. The alumni 

shared that they trusted the faculty had experience working in an HBCU environment for some 

time. They had to be able to relate to and understand the culture and struggles African American 

students face. Only one of the participants had a chair that was African American, none of them 

had anything more in common than gender; the fact that they like to vacation, only one alum and 

chair shared a commonality of having children, and they were approximately the same age. 

However, the one thing they all had in common was their research interest.  

Participant, Chrissy mentioned that going to an HBCU is a decision that is intentional. 

Yes, she did have the option of going to a PWI. But she mentioned that anyone who chooses to 

attend an HBCU “wants a certain kind of experience, it has to be an intentional decision.”  

Donna said from her perspective, it was important to attend a school where the instructors 

had “similar backgrounds, culture and racial relationships or at least be able to relate in some 

kind of way.”  Although Georgia did not have anything in common with her chair, she said she 

wanted to have a chair that had some similarities, relatable to the environment and the cultures 

that we are servicing and wanted to experience the inclusivity that she would experience at 

another kind of institution.” 

Jennifer said she was a third generation HBCU graduates. Both parents graduated from 

being educated at HBCUs. It has now become a family tradition that will live one. “Even with all 

the options available the only option for my family by tradition is attending an HBCU, because 
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what they stand for, the rich historical purpose of why they were created still lives on. There is 

an education disparity as well as a societal purpose for our institutions to exist”, Jennifer shared.  

Sub-Question One  

 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU about the mentoring experience during the dissertation process? 

Alumni consistently expressed the impact of committee relationships on their dissertation 

experiences. Those who enjoyed a strong mentorship dynamic with their chair reported higher 

levels of satisfaction with how they were supported and how it helped them build their 

confidence in their research projects. In many cases, these relationships went beyond support in 

their academic progress but also contributed to personal and professional growth.  

Alex reflected on how many times her committee changed due to unforeseen incidents.  

However, she said the final committee was great and she was able to build a solid relationship 

with them. A relationship she has been able to cherish even as she is now in her professional 

setting. When opening about her committee, Alex says “I ended up having the best committee 

ever. Our relationship went beyond research and academic mentorship. It has helped so much 

professionally”.  

Although Franks relationship started out with a lot of discord, he says that it “ended being 

one of the best professional relationships that I will cherish for the rest of my life”. He expresses 

how it was all well worth the initial feelings.  

On the contrary, alumni with less supportive committee relationships shared the hurdles 

they faced during their dissertation process. They reflected on the instances of inadequate 

feedback, feeling ignored, infrequent meetings, or lack of constructive precise guidance. This left 

them feeling unsupported and, in some cases, discouraged for a while.  



126 
 

 
 

Chrissy, despite completing her degree said she felt confused and disappointed at times. 

She expressed that she felt the feedback was hard to accept because it was very harsh. In her 

eyes, it could have been delivered a different way. But toward the end, she was proud of her 

work. 

Henry felt disappointment because he and his dissertation chair did not see eye to eye. 

But when his dissertation chair seemed to push him away from his lab, the dissertation 

committee stepped up and stepped in so that Henry would not get discouraged. Henry said the  

feedback he received from his committee was “invaluable”.  

One hundred percent of the alumni interviewed agreed that the mentorship provided by 

the committee chair and the diverse perspectives offered by committee members contribute a 

significant depth and quality of the research. Reflections from alumni further emphasize the 

profound impact of committee support on their academic and personal growth.   

Sub-Question Two 

 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on mentoring during the dissertation process at an HBCU instead of another type of 

institution?  

Although all the alumni who participated in the study had an option of attending a PWI, 

they all felt it was important to them to attend HBCU. Most of them mentioned they felt they 

would have a better connection with those who have taught in this type of institution before. 

Only one of the participants had a mentor that was African American they trusted that the 

mentors they were connected to would be able to develop their skills and professional research in 

a manner that would benefit them.  

Alex said, “From what I understood when choosing to attend an HBCU, is that they often 
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possess unique perspectives on mentoring during the dissertation process, particularly in 

comparison to their counterparts from other types of institutions. For many, the HBCU 

environment fosters a close-knit community and a sense of belonging that can be pivotal during 

the difficult dissertation journey.”  

Kevin mentioned it was important to attend an HBCU because he needed to make the 

transition so that he could feel like he belongs, but also because he needed to be made aware that 

the disparities he was noticing in the African American populations was not something he made 

up. Kevin said, “there was a need for me to interact with people who looked like me and to be 

mentored by those that understand the trials we face in the African American communities, even 

if you are not African American yourself. The impact is too great!”  

Frequently the participants highlighted the personalized attention and culturally sensitive 

mentoring they received, which they believe may not have been as readily available in a larger, 

or smaller PWI. The consistency is that there is a powerful sense of camaraderie and shared 

cultural experiences within the HBCU setting that contribute to a supportive and empowering 

experience. Although some of the alumni share stories of struggling in relationships with their 

mentors at first, they all ended up seeing how their mentors ended up being their advocates for 

their success both academically, professionally, and sometimes even personally. 

All alumni, with the exception of one, mentioned that their mentors are perceived as 

mentors for life, providing career advice, professional development opportunities, and ongoing 

support even after graduation. This long-term commitment to the success of their mentees is 

highly valued and contributes to a lasting sense of community among alums. Furthermore, the 

mentorship dynamic at HBCUs is often characterized by a holistic approach, acknowledging the 

diverse backgrounds and experiences of students. This inclusive perspective helps students feel 
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validated and supported in their unique journeys, which can be particularly crucial during the 

rigorous dissertation process. 

Sub-Question Three  

 

What are the perceptions of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from a southern regional 

HBCU on whether receiving formative feedback influenced a sense of self-efficacy and 

motivation to persist to completion of the Ph.D. program?  

The alumni shared that the impact of formative feedback on their sense of self-efficacy 

and motivation to persist through their doctoral program is multifaceted and deeply insightful. 

Many alums expressed profound gratitude for the constructive feedback they received during 

their academic journey. They believe it played a pivotal role in shaping their research skills, 

critical thinking abilities, and overall academic competence. The consistent and tailored feedback 

not only boosted their confidence in their capabilities but also instilled a sense of purpose and 

determination to see their Ph.D. through to completion. Several participants emphasized that 

knowing their mentors invested time and effort into providing meaningful feedback created a 

reciprocal sense of responsibility and commitment to excel. 

Chrissy built her relationship with her final chair from the circumstances that took place 

before being connected with her final chair. The unfortunate situation made her pursue it until 

the end. “Although it was rough a lot of days, I felt that I wanted to be successful even more, I 

was determined to get it done and finish strong”.  

Moreover, the participants emphasized that formative feedback was instrumental in 

fostering a growth mindset, which in turn influenced their self-efficacy. The regularity of 

feedback allowed them to view challenges and setbacks not as impossible barriers or obstacles, 

but rather as opportunities for improvement and refinement. Even when the feedback was cruel 
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and unwarranted.  

This shift in perspective instilled a belief that they had the capacity to overcome hurdles 

and succeed in their research pursuits. Consequently, a heightened sense of self-efficacy became 

a driving force, propelling them toward the completion of their Ph.D. program. The participants 

spoke of moments when constructive feedback, even in the face of initial frustration, served as a 

catalyst for enhanced learning and personal development. They expressed that the recognition 

and acknowledgment of their efforts, as well as the constructive criticism provided, were 

powerful motivators. Knowing that their mentors were invested in their success fueled a sense of 

belonging and support, which, in turn, fortified their determination to persevere.  

Frank said, “At first, I could not understand why, my chair was being so mean. It was as 

if I could not, please him. But when I got an understanding of why he felt he had to give me 

harshness, I realized it steamed from his love for his students and the passion of wanting me to 

be great. That pushed me”. 

“I was grateful for the opportunity to bring a proposal and a plan that I felt would 

increase my chances of being successful. The way my process was going at first, I did not feel I 

was going to make it. But my committee was open when I became transparent and shared not 

only my feelings but a solution to the breakdown of communication, processes and their 

mentorship”, said Ivy.  

“As an older student it was sometimes hard for me to feel like I fit in. Sometimes I would 

get frustrated because I felt like I didn’t have much in common with anyone. However, my chair 

and I connected over just the fact of having kids and knowing some of the same music due to our 

age. The little connections made a huge impact on the way I saw myself and how I pursued my 

dream of finishing my program”, said Donna.  
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Additionally, participants highlighted that targeted feedback helped them set realistic 

goals and benchmarks, providing a roadmap to navigate through the complex journey of their 

research studies This structured approach gave them a sense of purpose and direction, reinforcing 

their motivation to reach the goal of Ph.D. completion. 

Summary 

This chapter presented a descriptive summary of the participants in the study and 

provided insight into the shared formative feedback experiences of the Biomedical Ph.D. alum 

who attended an HBCU. Each participant’s narrative included their lived experiences, a 

reflection of their thoughts, and the impact of formative feedback on their Ph.D. dissertation 

journey. Three themes emerged from data collected through interviews, open-ended 

questionnaires, and document analysis. These themes included the importance of effective 

feedback, committee alignment and diversity, and building supportive relationships with 

committee members and chairs in the pursuit of a doctoral degree in biomedical science at a 

southern regionally located HBCU. Finally, the central research questions and sub-questions 

were analyzed to better understand how formative feedback impacted the alumni while they 

pursued their Ph.Ds. Even when the alumni expressed that they received tough love that they did 

not feel was warranted they used all the feedback to push them to reach their final goal to 

complete their studies.   
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

Overview 

The qualitative phenomenological study explored the perception and lived experiences of 

biomedical research Ph.D. alums from the southern regional HBCU about formative feedback 

received during their dissertation process. Data was collected in this study through one-on-one 

virtual interviews, open-ended questionnaires, and document analysis review. Findings from 

qualitative data collected revealed that the mentorship dynamic between the committee chair and 

the alumni played a significant role in their overall dissertation experience. This chapter includes 

sections that provide a discussion and interpretation of the research findings, implications, 

limitations, delimitations, and recommendations for future research. 

Discussion 

This study explored the thoughts, feelings, and reflections on the lived experiences and 

impact that formative feedback made on alumni from a southern regional HBCU. Previous 

research explored the shared experiences of other minority groups who had mixed feelings about 

the dissertation process and the impact that formative or critical conversations had on those 

completing a Ph.D. program. In previous studies, the underrepresented or minority students 

found motivation in being mentored by someone of their own nationality or with the same 

cultural background as them. The findings of this study added to the existing research discussed 

in Chapter Two regarding the populations of underrepresented biomedical Ph.D. alumni who 

attended an HBCU. The findings also show that alumni did appreciate the formative feedback 

even when it was harsh at first, and when the dissertation chair was not of the same race or 

ethnicity.  
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Summary of Thematic Findings 

This section includes a summary of material from emerging themes and sub-themes that 

were discussed in Chapter Four. The four themes identified are discussed below and include the 

importance of effective feedback, the importance of attending an HBCU, relationships with 

committee members and chairs and gaining self-efficiency in the pursuit of a doctoral degree in 

biomedical science at a southern regionally located HBCU. 

Effective Feedback  

Participants were asked to disclose their experiences and perspectives regarding the impact 

of formative feedback during their dissertation process experience at the southern regionally 

located HBCU. All of them said that sometimes they felt beyond challenged and it was even more 

challenging to accept some of the feedback given. However, the feedback did play a pivotal role 

in shaping the academic and professional trajectory of these biomedical research Ph.D. alumni. It 

serves as a catalyst for growth, fostering resilience, determination, and a growth mindset.  

The constructive criticism provided by mentors acts as a driving force, propelling 

participants toward academic excellence. The alumni reflected on how they were sometimes 

emotionally taxed after receiving the feedback but used that energy to become even more 

determined to succeed.  

As in Bandura, social learning theory (1977), learning occurs through a combination of 

four factors: observing and modeling behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions. Bandura 

(1977) argued that “most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling; from 

observing others, one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions, 

this coded information serves as a guide for action” (p. 22). The responses from the alumni 

participants in this study exemplify how their emotional reactions played a significant role in 
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their journey toward self-efficacy. The alumni did begin to demonstrate an ability to transform 

the emotional taxation resulting from challenging feedback into a driving force for increased 

determination and a heightened commitment to academic excellence. Although at first some of 

them did not like how they were being treated or talked to. But they looked passed emotions and 

began to seek others that could train and teach them what they needed to know. On occasion the 

alumni still learned from their chairs the skills they needed to know to be successful. They 

looked past their feelings and began to learn how to redirect their emotions to determination. 

Minnett (2020) found that students who receive formative feedback from their committee 

chairs or mentors have higher levels of academic achievement than those who do not. 

Furthermore, formative feedback has increased student confidence, critical thinking skills, 

autonomy, and self-regulation (Liu et al., 2018). 

Importance of Attending an HBCU 

From the alumni's perspectives attending an HBCU for their doctoral education was very 

impactful, and an important part of their experience. During their interviews and questionnaires, 

they shared their unique experiences and the impactful contributions formative feedback made 

during their academic and professional journeys. 

The alumni emphasized how HBCUs have such a nurturing and supportive academic 

environment. They all mentioned how HBCUs foster a sense of belonging and community for 

them and how much of a positive influence the institution has in their overall educational 

experience. As the alumni all said in their own words, those who choose to attend an HBCU are 

very intentional. They are individuals that believe they were supported in a way they would not 

find at another type of institution. They feel that they were able to network and be mentored by 

individuals that understand their journey and have knowledge on how to prepare them for their 
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future and the uniqueness of their journey. This set of Biomedical PhD alumni all transitioned 

out of what they called “not a perfect school” but they all grew as scholars and researchers.   

Furthermore, alumni emphasized the cultural relevance embedded in the curriculum and 

research opportunities at HBCUs. The integration of diverse perspectives and experiences in the 

biomedical field not only enriched their academic experience but also prepared them to address 

healthcare disparities and contribute meaningfully to research addressing underrepresented 

populations. This cultural competence gained during their HBCU education was considered a 

distinct advantage as they navigated the complexities of the biomedical research landscape. 

Attending an HBCU provided them with a unique platform to engage in research that directly 

addressed health disparities and contributed to the broader goal of promoting diversity in the 

biomedical workforce.  

Relationship with Chair and Mentees  

The structure and dynamics of the dissertation committee significantly influenced 

participants' experiences. A committee that aligns in skill sets, personality, and professional 

level, while embracing diversity, leads to more enriching and comprehensive research outcomes. 

These, supportive relationships developed with committee members and chairs foster a nurturing 

environment, enabling the alumni to navigate the complexities of the research procedures, 

idiosyncrasy of institutional processes, administration, and the stressors of completing a doctoral 

program. As stated in previous literature, research has shown that doctoral students from 

underrepresented groups face unique challenges in the dissertation process, this includes a lack 

of access to mentors who share their racial and ethnic backgrounds (Barnes & Austin, 2009). 

This absence of representation can lead to feelings of isolation, feeling as though they do not fit 

in and may lead to difficulties in receiving feedback from mentors who may not fully understand 
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their experiences (Byars-Winston et al., 2011). 

Though the alumni participants mentioned did not share a lot in common with their chairs 

or their committee, the one thing they had in common was research interest. The committee or 

chair in all but one insistence did not even share race, but the alumni appreciated that they were 

diverse with an understanding of the culture and what was needed to cultivate the talents of the 

population of students that HBCUs attract. This made them more comfortable with choosing to 

attend the southern regionally located HBCU. None of them spoke of feeling any sense of regret 

even when things did not go as planned or when they felt that they were not having a good 

relationship with their chair.  

Findings from the study also emphasized the importance of developing a strong 

mentorship relationship, especially with the committee chair. This was mentioned several times 

through interviews and questionnaires. One of the participants mentioned it was difficult for her 

to bounce back and stay focused because she had lost two of her mentors due to their deaths. 

However, the chair mentored her through it all. They collaborated patiently with her, following 

the two deaths, and really connected with her, and helped her regain her focus. Several of the 

participants reflected on how they grew to appreciate their chairs so much more when they 

realized that they were being mentored and developed for growth beyond the dissertation 

process.  

The study shows how impactful and crucial the mentor and mentee relationship can be 

for a positive experience in the dissertation process. This is especially true with African 

American or minority individuals due to the small population of biomedical science 

professionals. Mentors who share similar experiences can provide a sense of belonging and a 

safe space to discuss challenges and concerns (Byars-Winston et al., 2011). Mentorship has been 
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identified as a critical factor in the success of graduate students, particularly those from 

historically underrepresented groups (e.g., women, and racial/ethnic minorities) (Johnson, 2007).  

Though the alumni shared that only one of them had a same-race chair as a mentor, the 

study adds to the limited literature to gain an understanding of the mechanisms through which 

same-race mentorship operates, as well as the unique challenges and opportunities that arise in 

these mentoring relationships. All of them mentioned that the importance was not so much about 

their chairs being the same race but understanding the challenges they faced as an 

underrepresented minority in the field of biomedical science.  

Gaining Self-Efficacy  

The findings from this study uncovered a range of various emotions from their 

experiences centered around the way formative feedback is given. There were those who felt that 

sometimes their mentors were being too hard and at times cause hard feelings. Then there were 

those that felt they would get some formative feedback but not always enough. But one theme 

that was common was the fact that no matter what the experience started out, the formative 

feedback they received made them resilient and transitioned into some self-efficacy.  

The alumni expressed that they used the formative feedback as an instrumental in their 

professional and personal growth. They highlighted the constructive nature of the feedback, 

enabling them to identify areas for improvement and develop their research, presentation and 

critical thinking skills. This aligns with Bandura's theory, as self-efficacy is fostered through 

mastery experiences, and formative feedback serves as a crucial component in this process 

(Bandura, 1977). 

Participants in the study reported increased confidence and self-assurance because of 

receiving formative feedback. They attributed this to the validation and affirmation of their 
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abilities provided by their supervisors and mentors. This aligns with Bandura's theory, which 

emphasizes the role of social persuasion in shaping self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1977). 

Positive feedback from trusted individuals fosters a sense of competence and enhances self-

efficacy beliefs. 

However, it is important to note that not all participants reported experiencing positive 

formative feedback from their mentors. In a few cases the formative feedback some individuals 

received from their chairs gave them a sense of frustration and disappointment with the feedback 

they received. The first perceived it as vague or unhelpful. But the individuals that felt this way 

did reach out to others faculty members or turned to the other individuals on their dissertation 

committee. This was helpful because they were able to get some sense of gratification in 

knowing how to correct their issues. These findings highlight the importance of the quality and 

specificity of feedback in influencing self-efficacy development. The findings suggest that 

constructive and specific formative feedback plays a vital role in fostering self-efficacy beliefs 

among biomedical science graduates even if they do not receive the feedback from their primary 

chair. It provides them with opportunities to enhance their research skills, gain confidence, and 

validate their abilities. However, the quality and effectiveness of feedback are crucial, as vague 

or unhelpful feedback can have detrimental consequences on self-efficacy beliefs. 

Interpretation of Findings 

Eleven Biomedical Ph.D. alumni from a southern regionally located HBCU shared their 

perspectives through one-on-one virtual interviews, an open-ended questionnaire, and a review 

of their own feedback documents. The findings of this study shed light on the varied experiences 

of feedback, relationship with committee and chair, committee dynamics, and self-efficacy in the 

process of pursuing their doctoral degree. The impact of formative feedback on their sense of 
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self-efficacy and motivation to persist through their doctoral program was interesting, instilling a 

growth mindset and a belief in their capacity to overcome hurdles and succeed in their research 

pursuits. 

Interpretation #1: Feedback can be Effective and Impactful. 

As the study unveiled feedback can be both effective and impactful. The participants 

unanimously emphasized the need for feedback that is guided, consistent, timely, and clear. 

Although not all of them experienced feedback that was positive all the time, they all felt that the 

feedback was essential for personal, academic, and professional growth. Elenor, for instance, 

experienced challenges with direct feedback from her committee chair but found solace in 

constructive input from peers and mentors.  

The sentiment was echoed by Alex, Bettie, Henry and Ivy acknowledged that even 

challenging feedback contributed to a sense of progress and direction. Despite initial discomfort, 

individuals like Frank, Chrissy, and Elenor shared experiences where harsh feedback led to 

increased tenacity and improved outcomes. Frank's journey exemplified the efficacy of tough 

love, where initially perceived as picking on him, it ultimately empowered him to exude 

confidence and competence in professional settings. Although the participant expressed how the 

feedback, even if seemingly harsh, was preferable to no feedback at all.  

Interpretation #2: The HBCU Nurturing, Supportive Environment Matters 

 The environment of learning and the ability to feel like a student can connect to other 

individuals especially peers, instructors, advisors, and mentors is extremely important to some 

learners.  For the individuals that participated in this study it was recognized that each alumni 

want to ensure they felt a sense of belonging wherever they studied. As Alex, Jennifer, and 

Kevin mentioned during their interviews, choosing to attend an HBCU is intentional. 
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 From the inception of the existence to the present time HBCUs serve their purpose in 

educating African Americans and helping to diversify the workforce because of the type of 

students that attend their institutions. As the alumni in the study commonly address, they feel 

they want to be educated at an institution where they feel their emotional, academic, and social 

needs can be met. HBCUs are historically designed to give the support described by these study 

participants. As Frank and Kevin mentioned during their interviews, they want to attend an 

institution where they feel a sense of belonging and where they feel instructors understand them, 

the unique struggles they face and who can prepare them for the world they were facing. For the 

individuals that participated in this study, attending this southern region located HBCU was a 

perfect fit for them.  

Interpretation #3: Effective communication in Feedback Session  is the Key.  

For feedback to be most effective there must be effective communication.  The findings 

from this study show that formative feedback is impactful. However, communication was a 

primary key factor that made a great impact. Participants stressed the importance of clear 

expectations and understanding between students and their committees. Chrissy's experience 

highlighted that asking questions and aligning with the committee's expectations facilitated 

smoother progress. Elenor emphasized the necessity of transparency in communication to 

prevent misalignments in expectations, suggesting proactive measures such as orientations or 

workshops.  Finally, Ivy made sure to use one of her meetings simply to express her need for 

transparency, structure and communication. This is because a very effective approach to her not 

only starting to be received feedback that helped her but the effectiveness reached to the fact it 

was reciprocated. There for the impact of formative feedback is shown to be effective for both 

the learners and the teachers.   
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As the participants expressed, receiving feedback and communication in an effective 

manner helped them to build relationships. Frank, Betty, and Chrissy all spoke about being able 

to communicate because of the diverse situations and personalities on their committees. The 

diversity was good as it related to research skills, but it was not until the participants reached a 

phase in their relationship with their chairs that they had to learn to communicate so they could 

receive the feedback being given. Feedback and communication are interrelated and are vital for 

navigating the complexities of the dissertation process. 

Interpretation #4: Feedback Leading to Self-Efficacy.  

The participants expressed the transformative role of feedback in self-efficacy. From the 

experiences they shared they mentioned the feedback went beyond just crucial conversations but 

impact them being resilient to the end. Receiving feedback made a great impact but the emphasis 

was placed on actively engaging with the feedback. Chrissy and Jennifer expressed that the 

impact of feedback is only as good as one's initiative to use it. Elenor's experience reinforced the 

idea that seeking feedback from various sources, even outside the immediate committee, can be 

instrumental. Alex and Donna further emphasized the positive correlation between impactful 

feedback and progress in the Ph.D. program. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The findings of this dissertation study emphasized the importance of consistent formative 

feedback within the Ph.D. dissertation process, particularly for students pursuing their degrees in 

biomedical science at a southern regionally located HBCU. However, the context of this study 

can be utilized at any type of institution where minority Ph.D. candidates’ study. This study can 

also relate to several diverse types of disciplines. It is evident that a robust formative feedback 

process should be considered a best practice for all institutions offering Ph.D. programs. This 
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section discusses the implications for practice that can be offered as a comprehensive roadmap 

for enhancing doctoral experience and nurturing the next generation of leaders in biomedical 

research. 

Implications for Policy 

 Although formative feedback is not a highlighted topic for federal, state, or national 

policy, it does make a case for introducing a new best practices policy within institutions that 

have terminal degree seeking students. Institution can implement guidelines to ensure that 

committee members provide constructive feedback before each milestone section of the process.  

This study emphasizes the critical role of effective feedback in the success of doctoral 

candidates. Stakeholders should emphasize the importance of consistent, clear, guided, and 

timely feedback withing the dissertation process. As Alex emphasized the importance of timely 

feedback in keeping her work on track, “feedback was good to keep the work moving along.  

Implications for Practice 

 While consistent formative feedback implemented in the dissertation process is critical to 

the successful progression of students earning a Ph.D. in Biomedical Science at southern 

regionally located HBCUs, it may also be effective for other schools with Ph.D. programs to 

implement a robust formative feedback process into their programs as well. This could be even 

more vital with institutions with a high minority student population. There seems to be a vital 

need to have regular and constructive communication between students and their chairs. 

Regular and constructive communication channels between students and their chairs are 

imperative for facilitating progress and success. Ph.D. committees must ensure that candidates 

are provided with clear and aligned expectations that are uniformly shared among all committee 

members, forming a solid supportive, and conducive research environment.  
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Diverse representation within the committee is equally vital, as it brings a wealth of 

perspectives and expertise to the table, enriching the research endeavor. Finally, mentorship 

should be viewed as a holistic, enduring commitment that transcends graduation. Institutions 

offering Ph.D. programs in biomedical science studies should be prepared to extend their support 

and engagement with students well into their professional careers, thereby fostering sustained 

growth and professional development. 

Empirical and Theoretical Implications 

This section addresses the empirical and theoretical implications surrounding the use of 

formative feedback in the context of a Ph.D. biomedical science alumni from a southern 

regionally located HBCU. This phenological study was grounded in Bandura's social learning 

theory and the empirical evidence aligns with previous studies mentioned in Chapter 2 of this 

paper. It affirms the significance of formative feedback in enhancing academic achievement, 

critical thinking, and self-regulation. Moreover, this research extends beyond the existing 

literature mentioned in Chapter 2 by pinpointing the unique experiences of African American 

Ph.D. alumni in the biomedical sciences, shedding light on the critical role of culturally 

responsive mentorship in their academic journey. This study not only contributes to the 

conversation on effective mentorship practices but also advocates for increased diversity within 

the biomedical science field. 

Empirical Implications  

Empirical evidence supports the impact of formative feedback on students' academic 

achievement. Minnett (2020) found that students who receive formative feedback from 

committee chairs or mentors exhibit higher levels of academic success compared to those who do 

not. Additionally, formative feedback has been shown to enhance student confidence, critical 
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thinking skills, as well as autonomy, and self-regulation (Liu et al., 2018). 

Formative feedback refers to ongoing, constructive evaluations provided to students 

during the learning process. It aims to enhance learning outcomes, identify areas of 

improvement, and guide students towards achieving their academic and professional goals 

(Black & William, 2009). In the context of a Ph.D. program in biomedical science, formative 

feedback is particularly valuable as it fosters critical thinking, analytical skills, and the ability to 

conduct rigorous research. 

The lived experiences that the participants shared for this study provided compelling 

evidence that formative feedback plays a crucial role in enhancing the learning experience for 

those pursuing a Ph.D. in the field of biomedical sciences. This feedback provides valuable 

insights, guidance, and support to students, aiding their academic and professional development. 

By reputation and empirical evidence, HBCUs have a rich tradition of providing high-

quality education and are open to accepting a variety of learners. These institutions foster 

supportive and nurturing environments that prioritize the success of underrepresented minority 

students in various fields, including biomedical sciences. According to the literature, HBCUs 

excel in providing culturally responsive and individualized feedback. This is particularly 

beneficial for minority students who may face unique challenges related to representation and 

inclusivity. As it was attested by Donna, one of the alumni participants: “A non-HBCU program, 

may focus more on standardized feedback formats and may not have the same level of cultural 

competency. They might provide valuable support; the lack of tailored feedback may hinder the 

holistic development of students and their ability to navigate challenges specific to our 

backgrounds.” 



144 
 

 
 

Previous literature has highlighted alumni perceptions of dissertation committee 

processes and their best practices and how receiving formative feedback from mentors within the 

same cultural backgrounds can positively impact students (Barnett et al., 2017; Randall et al., 

2018; Salinas et al., 2020). However, a considerable gap in the literature does not speak 

specifically of alums of color graduating with a Ph.D. in biomedical science programs.  

This study echoes empirical literature. As the participants shared their lived experiences, 

formative feedback plays a vital role in the success of Ph.D. students in biomedical science 

programs at the HBCU where the participants earned their degree. By providing students with 

essential guidance, support, and personalized mentorship. The helpful use of formative feedback 

is particularly significant due to the unique advantages offered by the institution. Culturally 

responsive teaching strategies, smaller class sizes, and personalized interactions contribute to 

fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment. This enhances research skills, 

improving scientific writing, fostering critical thinking, and promoting personal growth, 

formative feedback serves as a catalyst for student development.  

Formative assessment helps measure how well a student is doing and if an instructor has 

met teaching instructional expectations by evaluating student learning outcomes and 

accomplishments (Saaris, 2017). Formative feedback is an assessment that helps reflect on 

whether the student has mastered a skill or concept (Saaris, 2017). What was discovered in this 

study was timely and constructive feedback provided by experienced mentors helps students 

refine their skills, overcome challenges, and excel in their academic and professional pursuits. 

Therefore, the utilization of formative feedback in a Ph.D. biomedical science program at an 

HBCU is crucial for nurturing the next generation of talented and diverse biomedical scientists. 

Understanding the benefits of formative feedback in an HBCU program can help inform and 
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improve similar programs in other institutions, enhancing the academic and professional success 

of Ph.D. scholars.  

In the context of the biomedical science program where these studies participants obtain 

their Ph.D. from there are several unique aspects contributing to the helpful use of formative 

feedback. First, the faculty members at this southern regionally located HBCU were trusted by 

the alumni students due to their scientific reputation and research contributions. The alumni also 

shared that they were comfortable with the faculties understanding of challenges faced by 

minority students and are equipped with culturally responsive teaching strategies. This 

understanding allows them to provide tailored formative feedback that addresses the specific 

needs of students, promoting inclusivity and student success. 

By utilizing formative feedback as a tool in the process the chairs can serve as a catalyst 

for the development of research skills in biomedical science students. Regular feedback from 

faculty mentors enables students to refine their research methodologies, experimental techniques, 

and data analysis approaches. By receiving timely feedback on their work, students can identify 

and rectify any methodological or conceptual issues, thereby improving the quality and 

reliability of their research (Yin and Lee, 2012). 

Effective scientific writing is a fundamental requirement for success in biomedical 

science. Formative feedback in a Ph.D. program at an HBCU helps students hone their scientific 

writing skills. Feedback from experienced mentors on research proposals, manuscripts, and grant 

applications helps students understand the nuances of scientific communication, enhance their 

ability to present their work concisely and logically, and improve their overall writing style 

(Anderson et al., 2016). 

Formative feedback empowers students to think critically and develop critical thinking 
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skills. By receiving constructive feedback on their research findings, students are encouraged to 

analyze and interpret their data more effectively. Additionally, feedback on their presentations 

and discussions during seminars and conferences helps students refine their critical thinking 

abilities, enabling them to make sound decisions and contribute meaningfully to the scientific 

community (Boud & Molloy, 2013). 

Formative feedback provides students with an opportunity for self-reflection and personal 

growth. Regular feedback sessions encourage students to reflect on their strengths, weaknesses, 

and areas for improvement. By actively engaging with their mentors, students can set realistic 

goals, develop effective strategies to address their weaknesses, and gain a deeper understanding 

of their own academic and professional aspirations (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Furthermore, this research topic addresses the unique lived experiences of African 

American Ph.D. alumni in the biomedical science discipline who graduated from a southern 

regionally HBCU. The alumni did face challenges and opportunities that arise when African 

American scholars try to be mentored by African American professionals in the same field. 

Given the shortage of underrepresented scientists in academia, this research is a value add not 

only to bridging the gap of best practice use of formative feedback but gives insight in the 

construction of influential mentor relationships. The lived experiences address the impact 

formative feedback has in the dissertation process and professional growth. The research also 

contributes to literature highlighting the growing need to diversify the workforce in the field of 

biomedical science Ph.D. programs. 

Theoretical Implications 

This research study utilized the social-learning theory as a framework to explore the 

shared live experiences of the Ph.D. biomedical science alumni from a southern regional HBCU 
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who received formative feedback. Bandura's social learning theory emphasizes the role of 

observations and modeling in the acquisition of new behaviors and skills. According to Bandura 

(1977), learning occurs through a combination of observing and modeling behaviors, attitudes, 

and emotional reactions. The theory suggests that individuals acquire most of their behavior by 

observing others, forming an idea of how new behaviors are performed. This information then 

serves as a guide for their own actions.  

Bandura (1977) further argued that relying solely on self-gained knowledge would be 

challenging and time-consuming. Instead, individuals benefit from modeling others, which 

facilitates growth, learning, and the development of innovative ideas. This is particularly true for 

those seeking behavior change, observing, and modeling activities become essential (Muro & 

Jeffrey, 2008). Bandura's theory has been applied to explain how students learn through 

observing and modeling behaviors exhibited by their teachers (Bandura, 1989). This application 

demonstrated that the environment and its interactions significantly drive learning, further 

supporting the relevance of social learning theory in understanding the impact of formative 

feedback in the biomedical science Ph.D. dissertation process. 

While social learning theory provides a comprehensive framework for understanding the 

impact of formative feedback in learning processes, other theories could have been considered 

for this study. The social cognitive career theory, self-determinization theory, critical race theory, 

and intersectionality theory are a few that could have been considered. However, this study's 

exploration went beyond many of the focuses of those theories. The focus of the study was the 

impact of formative feedback while earning their Ph.D. in biomedical sciences at a southern 

regionally located HBCU as those alumni participants shared their lived experiences. The stretch 

of valuable insight would have been overlooked if the exploration had been missed if the study 
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only focused on what these theories emphasize. Though some of these theories may be reflected 

in portions of the study they do not relate to the full scope of the research study.  

Social cognitive career theory focuses on the relationship between individuals' self-

efficacy beliefs, personal goals, and their social context in shaping career development (Lent, 

Brown, & Hackett, 1994). Applying this theory to the dissertation feedback process suggests that 

the support and feedback received during the doctoral journey can significantly impact alumni's 

self-efficacy beliefs, potentially influencing their career trajectories and success in the 

biomedical science field. This theory would not have focused on the major points of the process 

for this study, which is the formative feedback.  

Although all the alumni mentioned having to focus on completing the program to 

graduation after facing challenges or accepting the feedback as a tool to build a sense of self-

efficacy the major aim was to use the formative feedback to do so. Self-determination theory 

emphasizes the importance of intrinsic motivation, autonomy, and competence in promoting 

optimal learning outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In the context of dissertation feedback, this 

theory suggests that alumni who received formative feedback during their doctoral process may 

feel a greater sense of self-determination, leading to increased motivation and confidence in their 

research abilities. This theory would have been an excellent framework to use if the study's focus 

were only on formative feedback, the responses, and the results. However, a major element of 

the study was to see if there was an impact from receiving feedback in an environment the alum 

considered to be familiar to them culturally by mentors within that culture or the same race as 

them.  

Critical race theory examines systemic racism and social injustice within legal 

scholarship but has since expanded to various disciplines (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). This 
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theory acknowledges racism is not merely an individual act but rather an ingrained part of 

societal structures and institutions. Critical race theory has been utilized to explore the barriers 

and challenges faced by Ph.D. biomedical science alumni from an HBCU due to systemic racism 

and how it intersects with their experiences. This would allow for a deeper understanding of how 

racial dynamics impact their educational and professional opportunities, as well as their overall 

well-being; however, a major element would have been forgotten. The study was not focused on 

race but on the impact that formative feedback had on African American alumni as they saw it 

when they were going through the process.  

Finally, the intersectionality theory, developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw, recognizes that 

individuals have multiple social identities that intersect and interact, shaping their experiences 

and opportunities (Crenshaw, 1989). This theory explores the complex ways in which race, 

gender, class, and other social categories intersect to produce unique experiences of privilege or 

oppression. Intersectionality theory would have been invaluable in acknowledging and analyzing 

the interconnected nature of race, gender, and other social identities among the Ph.D. biomedical 

science alumni. It would enable a nuanced exploration of how these intersecting identities impact 

their experiences in academia and beyond, providing a comprehensive understanding of their 

lived realities. 

Formative feedback, provided by committee chairs, holds immense value for Ph.D. 

students working on their biomedical science dissertations. This feedback offers guidance and 

support, enabling students to adjust their approach, refine their ideas, and complete their projects 

successfully. Again, this invaluable transference of knowledge went beyond the constraints of 

race, or the fact that they were attending an HBCU.  

The participants in this study gave examples of how the formative feedback made them 
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alter the way that they took in information. Although many of the participants were not being 

mentored by someone of the same race or ethnic background the lived experiences, they shared 

spoke to them learning from the formative feedback given to them. The alumni shared that they 

appreciated the ability to connect with their chairs through their mutual passion and love for 

research. The participants shared that they were able to observe and gain knowledge by watching 

their chair’s skills in the lab while completing scientific procedures, observing their presentation 

abilities, and reading their written publications. A few of the alumni attest to learning even by 

`communicated critical information, and corrective directives, as well as how much feedback 

was given throughout the dissertation process.  

The social learning theory, with its emphasis on observations and modeling, offers a 

valuable framework for understanding the role of formative feedback in the biomedical science 

Ph.D. dissertation process. By observing and modeling the behaviors and guidance of their 

committee chairs or mentors, students can acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to navigate 

their research successfully. The literature further supports the importance of formative feedback 

in fostering academic achievement, confidence, problem-solving abilities, and self-regulation. 

Understanding and implementing effective formative feedback strategies can thus greatly benefit 

students pursuing their biomedical science Ph.D. degrees. 

In the context of the dissertation research topic, the social learning theory provided a 

theoretical framework for understanding how formative feedback from mentors can contribute to 

the development of self-efficacy in African American Ph.D. students. According to research, 

regular and constructive formative feedback can help build students' confidence levels and 

enhance their belief in their abilities, leading to better academic and research outcomes (Sorkness 

et al., 2017). The social learning theory and the dissertation research topic both emphasize the 



151 
 

 
 

importance of mentorship in the academic and professional development of African American 

Biomedical Scientist Ph.D. students. Both highlight the significance of exposure to successful 

mentors who can provide guidance and support throughout the dissertation process. Additionally, 

both the theory and the research topic acknowledge the impact of formative feedback on 

students' self-efficacy and confidence levels. 

While the social learning theory provides a broad theoretical framework for 

understanding the role of mentorship, this research study narrows its focus specifically on the 

importance of formative feedback in the biomedical science Ph.D. dissertation process. It 

highlights the need for more research literature on this specific aspect of mentorship, particularly 

in the context of African American Ph.D. processes. By examining the impact of formative 

feedback from mentors in the dissertation process, the research fills a gap in the existing 

literature and contributes to a better understanding of effective mentorship practices in 

biomedical science discipline. Because of its focus on the impact of mentorship (Kitchenham, 

2008; Menzirow, 1997) and the influential role models (Salinas et al., 2020), the social learning 

theory was the best theory to follow.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

As stated by Creswell (2014), limitations are important to address as they offer insights 

into the scope and generalizability of the findings. In the context of a quantitative study, 

limitations may include sample size, survey response rates, or measurement tools. Stating the 

limitations of a study serves to provide transparency and maintain the integrity of the research by 

acknowledging any factors that may have influenced the results or conclusions. In qualitative 

research, limitations may involve researcher bias or the subjective interpretation of data 

(Creswell, 2014). This section highlights the various limitations of this research and builds 
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awareness of the boundaries within which the study was conducted. Exposing this kind of 

transparency ensures there is validity and reliability of the research findings.  

Limitations  

One limitation of this study included my own familiarity with some of the alumni 

participants. A few of the students I knew previously due to professional connections. However, 

to eliminate any of my own biases interjects any of my own thoughts, or by chance influences 

any of their responses. I made sure to ask the same questions during the one-on-one interviews. I 

also gave them an opportunity to read over the transcript for accuracy. The second limitation was 

the sample size of participants was small. While it was satisfactory for the purposes of this study, 

is not enough to allow the results to be generalized to a larger number of institutions or other 

stakeholders that oversee Ph.D. programs. Lastly, there could have been more males in the study 

to give more diversity as the data was collected.  

Delimitations  

Delimitation is defined as the process of setting boundaries on a particular topic, on a 

study or a research project. According to Creswell (2014), delimitation is "the process of clearly 

defining the boundaries and parameters of the study" (p. 123). It helps to refine and limit the 

criteria of the study to keep the sample size small for the purposes of the study. By doing this the 

researchers establish the extent of their investigation by outlining the specific aspects or 

variables that were considered, as well as identifying those that were excluded. 

The study model was selected for this research because of the nature of the programs 

offered at the southern regional HBCU and its scope of educating and diversifying the 

biomedical research professional population. Delimitation played a crucial role in ensuring the 

research remains focused, manageable, and feasible. By clearly defining the scope, researchers 
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can avoid potential constraints, such as, limited resources, time constraints or the need for a more 

comprehensive study. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The results of this study provided further insight into the significance of formative 

feedback within the dissertation process with alumni who earned a Ph.D. in biomedical sciences 

at a southern regional HBCU. However, further insight could be gained in future studies by 

including more than one HBCU or expanding the site to institutions of PWIs. It would be 

interesting to learn how other chairs and the committee who have not participated in formative 

feedback sessions. 

The participants’ population could include individuals who earned Ph.D. or terminal 

degrees from other educational disciplines. Additionally, future research may also focus on data 

obtained from other programs to determine which strategies they have found to be most effective 

for establishing and maintaining mentor and mentee relationships. This information may be 

useful for best practice information in any institution.  

Considering the nuanced insights garnered from this study, it is imperative for future 

research endeavors to continue investigating the interplay of socio-environmental factors, 

individual agency, and academic outcomes within the HBCU context. Additionally, longitudinal 

studies tracking the career trajectories of alumni from HBCUs, particularly in biomedical 

disciplines, would offer valuable insights into the long-term impact of the educational 

experiences examined in this dissertation. 

Conclusion 

The current qualitative research study was an exploration of the shared experiences of 

alumni students from a southern regionally located HBCU. An in-depth qualitative analysis, and 
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the lens of social learning theory, as proposed by Bandura (1977), provided a critical framework 

for understanding the dynamic between environmental factors, individual cognitive processes, 

and behavioral outcomes within the HBCU context. This theoretical perspective explains how 

students' interactions with chairs and committee members played a critical role as they received 

formative feedback within the process and developed a sense of self-efficacy. 

Data was collected by conducting synchronous virtual one on one interviews, open-ended 

questionnaire and document reviews completed by the participants. With the participants’ 

permission the interviews were recorded and transcribed. The researcher then analyzed all the 

data and explored a thematic analysis, allowing for the identification of recurring patterns and 

theme in the participants narratives.  

Participants expressed their appreciation for the constructive nature of the feedback, 

which enabled them to identify areas for improvement, and enhanced their professional and 

research skills. This aligns with Bandura’s theory, as formative feedback serves as the mastery 

experience that fosters self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977). 

A small number of participants expressed their disappointment and frustration with the 

feedback they received. Although the concluded with receiving feedback from other faculty 

members or additional mentors, these individuals expressed the vague or unhelpful feedback did 

not add value to their dissertation experience. This was especially frustrating to those who 

expressed being very deliberate to attend this southern regionally located HBCU because of this 

rich history or monitoring student progress close and notifying students when there is an issue.  

The research study was a synthesis of prior studies regarding the pivotal role of formative 

feedback in biomedical Ph.D. programs at HBCUs. Anderson and colleagues (2015) emphasized 

the lived experiences and significance of constructive feedback in promoting academic 
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excellence, professional growth, and research productivity among doctoral candidates. By 

extending this line of inquiry to the specific context of a biomedical science program at HBCU, 

this study provides valuable insights into the unique challenges and opportunities faced.  

The findings of this research not only contribute to the growing body of literature on 

HBCU experiences but also offer practical implications for educational institutions and 

policymakers aiming to enhance the educational outcomes of underrepresented minority students 

in STEM fields. Recognizing the pivotal role of social interactions, mentorship, and formative 

feedback in shaping academic trajectories, institutions can implement targeted interventions and 

support systems to bolster student success. By illuminating the intricate dynamics at play within 

this educational context, this study not only contributes to the academic dissertation best practice 

processes but also offers actionable recommendations for institutions seeking to promote 

inclusivity and continuous quality improvement within higher education institutions. 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Message 

 

 

 

Dear Potential Participant, 

 

As a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting 

research as part of the requirements for a Doctor of Philosophy. The purpose of my research 

study is to explore the perception and lived experiences of biomedical research Ph.D. alums from 

southern regional HBCU about formative feedback received during their dissertation process. I 

am writing to invite you to join my study.  

  

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must identify as 

African American; considered pursuing a Ph.D. in biomedical science at a different type of 

institution, that was not an HBCU; have participated in at least three dissertation committee 

meetings; were enrolled or graduated with a Ph.D. biomedical program from a southern 

regionally located HBCU; willing to participate in a virtual one-on-one interview and complete a 

short questionnaire. 

 

Participants will be asked to take part in a one-on-one interview; complete a 

questionnaire and complete a brief document review of written formative feedback received 

during their dissertation process. If completed all at one time, the study will take approximately 2 

hours to complete all tasks listed. Names and other identifying information will be requested as 

part of this study, but participant identities will not be disclosed. 

 

To participate, contact me at sstanford5@liberty.edu letting me know you are interested 

in being a participant in my research. I will send you a link to a screening criteria survey. 

 

A consent document will be sent to you if you meet the study criteria based on your 

survey responses. The consent document contains additional information about my research and 

requires your signature to begin. After you have read and signed the consent form, forward to 

sstanford5@liberty.edu. A copy of the consent document will be given to you for your records. I 

will keep a copy of the study records.  

 

Thank you for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Shontell Stanford 

Ph.D. candidate 
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Appendix C: Individual Interview Questions 

 

1. What is your perception of attending an HBCU? (CRQ) 

2. What was your relationship with your committee chair before beginning the dissertation 

process? (SQ1) 

3. How important was it for you to have a committee chair that was of the same ethnicity 

and/or social background as you? (SQ1) 

4. What things did you and your committee chair have in common (i.e., ethnicity, gender, 

social background, area of research)? (SQ1) 

5. What challenges, if any, did you face with your dissertation committee? (SQ1) 

6. What are some of the challenges, if any, you faced with accomplishing milestones within 

the program? (SQ3) 

7. What were some of the strengths of the Ph.D. Biomedical dissertation committee 

process? (CRQ 3) 

8. What experience did you have in preparing your regular committee meetings? (SQ2) 

9. What have been some of the formative feedback comments that you received from your 

committee chair? (SQ2) 

10. Describe how you felt before, during, and after receiving this information? (SQ2) 

11. Describe how this feedback impacted your progress. (SQ3) 

12. How would you compare your feelings from the first committee meeting to the last 

committee meeting? (SQ3)  
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Appendix D: Alums Perception Questionnaire 

  

1. What is your perception of the formative feedback you received through your 

dissertation process? (CRQ) 

2. What is your perception of receiving formative feedback assessments from faculty 

members who are in the field of Biomedical research and work at HBCU you 

attended? (SQ1 and SQ2)   

 
3. What is your perception of using formative feedback and the development of self-

efficiency? (SQ3) 

4. What is your perception of how helpful, impactful, rewarding, or non-significant 

receiving formative feedback was at an HBCU and helping students accomplishing 

their goals of defending their dissertations and graduating? (CRQ)  

5. Please feel free to make additional comments or share any memorable moments from 

your dissertation experience. (CRQ) 
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Appendix E: Document Review Questions 

1. What is your perception of the written formative feedback in the document? (CRQ) 

2. What did the mentor say in his or her feedback, if anything, that indicated that they 

identified with your experiences as an African American learner in the biomedical 

science Ph.D. program at an HBCU? (SQ2) 

3. How did the written formative feedback impact you during your dissertation process? 

(SQ1)  
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol 

 

A. The virtual interview will begin with introductions and an overview of the topic. The 

researcher will explain the function of the Zoom and the software program that will be 

used to transcribe the meeting after Zoom records the session.  

B. The researcher will thank the participants for their time and for agreeing to participate in 

the study.  

C. The researcher will remind each participant the interview is recorded and will remain 

confidential.  

D. The researcher will ask for verbal permission to record the interview. If the participant 

refuses, the interview will be terminated. 

E. The interviewer will turn on the recorder, announce the participant’s identifying assigned 

code for confidentiality, and the date and time of the interview.  

F. The interview will last 60 minutes to obtain responses to all the interview questions and 

any follow-up questions.  

G. During the interview, the researcher will watch for non-verbal cues, paraphrase as 

needed, and ask follow-up probing questions to get more in-depth data.  

H. After verification of responses are recorded to the satisfaction of the participant, the 

interview will conclude, and the interviewer will wrap up with a thank you for 

participating in the study.  

I. The researcher will run each interview through a transcription program.  

J. The researcher will email a copy of the transcript to the participant and explain member 

checking. 
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K. The researcher will ask in that email: “Did I miss anything? Or would you like to add 

anything?”  

L. The participant will verify the accuracy of the collected information and respond to the 

researcher within 5 days.  

M. The researcher will analyze the interview transcripts. 

N. At the conclusion of the study, the researcher will provide the participant with a synopsis 

of the study findings. 

O. All data will be destroyed three months after the findings are reported. 
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Appendix G: Detailed Discussion on Data Analysis 

Virtual one-on-one interviews were conducted for approximately 45 minutes and took 

place on a Zoom conferencing platform. Interview questions were open-ended to allow 

participants to share all information and their lived experiences as they thought to be relevant to 

each question. Each session was transcribed using the Zoom transcription feature. The 

interviewer also used memos and notes to capture as much data as possible, to help organize the 

data, capture any follow-up questions or notes, and indicate codes that surfaced during the 

interviews.  

Each participant completed an open-ended questionnaire designed to explore the 

effectiveness of formative feedback and its impact on the success of Ph.D. candidates and the 

importance of continuous feedback and its positive effects on student learning. Participants were 

also asked to review and analyze previous documents they had in their possession (i.e., feedback 

forms, versions of their dissertation paper, emails, PowerPoint presentations, etc.) The document 

analysis was guided by a set of questions developed by the researcher. The responses to the 

document review guide were analyzed and coded by the researcher to identify potential and 

common themes. The three themes identified are discussed and include the importance of 

effective feedback, committee alignment and diversity, and building supportive relationships 

with committee members and chairs in the pursuit of a doctoral degree in biomedical science at a 

southern regionally located HBCU. 

During the manual precoding phase, repetitive and overlapping words and phrases were 

removed (Saldana, 2015). Frequency tables were used for the researcher to keep an accurate tally 

of repetitive statements. The use of frequency tables also supported the organization of 

information.  
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Secondly, the manual first-cycle coding was used to help the researcher pull significant 

statements, where words considered to be insignificant or irrelevant, were removed. These sixty-

five codes were narrowed to common themes and eight sub-themes. This was accomplished by 

second-style coding methods (Saldana, 2015).  

The researcher utilized the process of analyzing significant statements pulled during 

manual first-cycle coding and compared the statements closely. Any significant statements that 

did not match word for word but still had the same meaning at the core, were combined. 

Overlapping or irrelevant statements were removed, which allowed the significant statements, or 

horizons to be seen (Moustakas, 1994). These significant statements were adjusted and 

incorporated to create smaller categories or themes.  

The synthesis of data was based on research and all participants shared their experiences 

for all three parts of the study. Once those commonalities within textual descriptions were 

brought forth, the researcher was able to reach a conclusion and see the total picture and three 

major themes were evident.  

The transcribed interviews, along with the raw responses from the questionnaire and 

document review were coded at an initial level. The initial coding resulted in the following 

concepts presented in the following table. All key responses are organized based on the research 

questions. The results of the coding were then combined. 

Initial Coding Reference Matrix 

 Codes One-on-One 

Interview 

Questionnaire Document Review 

1 Attending an HBCU was 

purposeful 

X X  

2 Area of research as a 

commonality 

X X  

3 Built confidence X X X 

4 Butting heads with the 

committee chair 

X X X 
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5 Challenges with 

committee 

X X X 

6 Challenges with 

insensitive mentors 

X X X 

7 Challenges with the 

dissertation chair 

X X X 

8 Checks and balances X X  

9 Close relationship with 

advisors 

X X  

10 Committee chair selection 

problems 

X   

11 Common interest  X X  

12 Communication barriers 

with the committee chair 

X X X 

13 Constructive feedback 

helpful 

X X X 

14 Cultural and social 

background in common 

with the committee chair 

X X  

15 Ethnic and social 

background of the chair 

not a factor 

X X  

16 Experienced 

administrative challenges 

X X X 

17 Feedback important to the 

progression 

X X X 

18 Feedback influences self-

efficacy 

X X X 

19 Feedback outside 

committee chair 

X   

20 Feeling of confidence 

after the process 

X X X 

21 Financial challenges X   

22 Formative feedback is 

important 

X X X 

23 HBCU mentorship 

important 

X X  

24 Historical significance X X  

25 Hurtful/tough feedback  X X X 

26 Impact of feedback X X X 

27 Importance of ethnicity  X X  

28 Importance of family feel 

and values 

X   

29 Intentional meeting 

preparation 

X X  

30 Lack of diversity X X  
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31 Lack of formative 

feedback 

X X X 

32 Lack of interest from the 

committee or chair 

X X X 

33 Lack of pre-existing 

relationship with 

committee chair 

X X X 

34 Learned to be resourceful X X  

35 Like-minded interests X X  

36 Limited feedback and 

communication 

X X X 

37 Limited options of 

committee members 

X   

38 Minority experiences are 

different 

X X  

39 Miss conception that 

HBCUs are less than 

schools 

X   

40 Most difficult thing was 

processing paperwork 

X X X 

41 Motivation to keep going X X X 

42 Navigating committee 

chairs' personality 

X X  

43 Negative support ended 

positive results 

X X X 

44 Nervous when meeting 

with chairs 

X   

45 No feedback provided X X X 

46 Nurturing environment X X  

47 Only commonality is 

research interest 

X   

48 Overall positive 

experience 

X X X 

49 Overbearing mentor X   

50 Positive mentorship X X  

51 Positive perception of 

mentoring 

X X X 

52 Power dynamic X   

53 Presentation criticism X X X 

54 PWI is not bad but not the 

first choice 

X   

55 Racial and social 

comments  

X   

56 Represented diversity X X  

57 Research and data 

validation challenges 

X   
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58 Self-efficacy through 

motivation  

X X X 

59 Specific outcomes X X X 

60 Stressful emotional 

impacts 

X X X 

61 A strong relationship with 

the committee chair 

X X  

62 Supportive female 

mentors 

X X  

63 The committee did not 

seem interested 

X X X 

64 Very little in common X   

65 Writing feedback  X X X 

 

The initial coding was further refined into second-level coding using all key responses 

organized based on the research questions. This analysis presented in Table 2 located in Chapter 

4, resulted in categorical constructs and sub-themes.  

 


