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FRAMING

Black males face a unique predicament with respect to aca-
demic achievement within the American context. Historically, black
communities have valued high achievement in spite of the daunting
challenges of segregation and its limited allocation of educational
resources.  Within current mass culture, however, a deficit model has
emerged to account for academic disengagement, and has helped to
redefine Black American youth, Black males in particular, as under-
achievers.  The “traditional” educational system has been statistically
successful in distancing young Black males from academics by the time
they reach the fourth grade, and completely severing the academic
relationship for a disproportionate number of young, Black American
male students before their completion of the twelfth grade (Gordon,
Gordon, & Nembhard, 1994; Gordon, 1999a; Kunjufu, 2004).
Accordingly, “school house” education in America struggles with the
implications of under preparedness, disengagement and rejection for
Black American males, who experience a drop in academic success while
at the same time experiencing soaring rates of association with
correctional facilities. The normed understanding of these youth
through a lens of pathology contaminates engagement that may
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highlight paths toward strong academic performance—a characteristic
attached to high achievement and multiple successes.  

Black males are too often positioned as less than the “norm,” a
subordination that is consistent with an educational approach that
assumes the learner as the problem rather than a problem system that
has been demonstrated to lack the capacity to accommodate the needs
of the learner. For example, in early elementary education referrals for
special education resource rooms, attention deficit hyperactive disorder,
and learning disabilities come to characterize Black males far more
readily than an identification of giftedness, creativity or leadership. The
educational focus that has prevailed successfully supports the child who
can accommodate an orientation toward curriculum/content focus.
Alternatively, children who require focus on the learner in order to
achieve find labels of lower aptitude and achievement, as well as
perceptions of behavioral inadequacy. Such perspectives yield ongoing
marginalization of young children and an overly simplistic view of Black
American male children as pathologically hyperactive, aggressive and
academically unmotivated. Failure characterizes classroom experience
in terms of the outcome of the teaching model with little attention to
addressing the failure of the model itself.  It is not surprising, then, that
models which successfully promote affirmative development and a-
chievement equity among Black American males are so poorly under-
stood.  This attention to success is even less prevalent when attempting
to thread research involving this group through a behavioral eye that is
strengths-based.

There are at least two approaches that must be explored in
order to understand how marginalized Black American male children
can be recognized and nurtured as academically successful. One is to
shift the paradigm, to articulate new models that are strengths-based.
Efforts along these lines have been introduced to develop curricula that
are successfully focused on students. Systems prime for replication in
this regard are found in New York City’s Harlem Children’s Zone, the
University of Maryland Baltimore County’s Myerhoff Program and
Morehouse College’s John H. Hopps, Jr. Research Scholars Program.  To
varying degrees and within varying contexts these arenas of learning
integrate educational webs that are interdependent, student-focused and
that assume the best for each learner. The much-maligned Black male
has found tremendous academic success within these systems.

There is also the need to supplement traditional models.
Compensating for a prevailing educational orientation offers avenues



Black Males, “Church” and Supplementary Education - 3

toward academic success that can be reinforced in traditional
education—that may well be deficit based—by providing healthy cultural
attachment and personality expressions that occur in strengths-based
arenas. Academic reinforcement as well as the critical dimension of
cultural and personal context are underexplored components of
academic success for many Black males who achieve and who are aca-
demically competitive.  These nuanced framings and places of success
are important to recognize because of the need to integrate and to
exercise strengths within communities and among those who might not
be aware of them, or of how this dimensionality might be fit to a
schooling context. An integral part of that achievement and academic
culture, and a source of high investment and high expectation for many
Black males, is the Black Church.  We argue here, then, that the incor-
poration of religious faith and Church programs are helpful in enhanc-
ing strong academic development for many Black male children, and
that they are models of the best types of supplementary education. 

Where supplementary education is understood as those con-
texts beyond traditional schooling where a person learns, it is interesting
that the Church is frequently an afterthought in considering places and
models for the effective generation and reinforcement of tacit and
explicit knowledge.  The Church, at least in theory, absent the politics
that frequently frame it, exemplifies supplementary education well
because of its ability to make learning and knowledge important and
applicable. This is particularly evident through the integration of a socio-
emotional connection that incorporates safety, love and space for the
figuring of psychological balance.   

BACKGROUND

The exploration of behaviors that are psychologically and
socially rewarding is pertinent to understanding achievement of Black
males within a complex reality. In a historical and contemporaneous
context, there are places where academic success has been normalized
for Black American males. As is the case for most people, achievement
for Black American males is often interwoven into community, which
includes anchoring in religious life, belief and ritual. Whether the Black
Church is a part of the community continuum of liberation and praxis
or whether it is seen as a current support for social pressures that affect
children and their families, educational engagement within the Church
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helps children to become more viable and confident in their life
experience. Structured education programs within the Church are
found in autonomous schools associated with the institution, traditional
Sunday school, youth Church, teen summits and youth workshops, Bible
study and summer Vacation Bible School. With this depth of educational
dedication and active involvement it is not a reach to suggest that the
Church holds significance among those who are a part of the religious
body. The purpose here is to discover how supplementary education,
which occurs in the Church setting—be it structured or more amor-
phous, but just as impactful as sermon content, high Church community
expectation, moral imperatives and the like—functions in support of the
learner’s success beyond the Church walls.

THE PROBLEM

At least three causal variables have been identified as com-
promising academic achievement for Black males: hostile or unsupport-
ive environments associated with residual racism, absence of adequate
socialization to the attitudinal and behavioral demands of the academy,
and limited exposure to models of academic excellence and exemplars
of scholarly practice (Bridglall, 2004). Another causal variable that is
often overlooked is the disconnection between the learner’s identity and
purpose from community and the larger society. We contend that an
activity-based religious environment can neutralize these obstacles to
academic achievement with exposure to appropriate guidance; moral
and technical support; exemplars and models of relevant learning
behaviors; high performance learning communities; and inspiration,
motivation and exhortation for identity and purpose in personal and
collective achievement. This activity-based perspective is an important
orientation to have within one’s educational repertoire because of its
ability to allow for integration into multiple designs for education,
including traditional learning environments.  

In a content-focused learning environment, educators and
researchers may attend to the mechanics of learning. They may even
introduce content that is culturally inclusive as a way of motivating the
learner, or perhaps require cultural diversity training for teachers who
work with different communities and their children. A learner-focused
approach, however, provides enhanced opportunity for knowledge
acquisition by integrating the value of the child and what the child
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brings to the institution of learning into the education process. Learning
is more evident when the culture is highly valued and reinforced. It then
becomes easier to suggest purpose in larger society as a natural and
necessary outcome. When there is an emotional and social connection
to learning there is success. Alternatively, with the absence of an
emotional and social connection there is distancing from the learning
experience. Signs such as acting out behaviors, apathy and rebellion
often surface, interfere with learning, and can undermine the formal
learning process. The Church as supplementary education allows for an
example of an integrated socio-emotional connectedness to knowledge
that can serve as a template in attending to meaningful academic
achievement and intellective competence.

ASSUMPTIONS AND ANALYSIS

The language we use to understand achievement is bound in
the affirmative development of academic abilities (Gordon, 2001) and
the positioning of learners toward intellective competence. The Church,
then, can be explored as an example of supplementary academic ex-
perience and support apart from the religious belief system.  Thus, we
consider religion here not just in terms of doctrine or belief systems, but
also as a holistic individual support that allows for practice toward
effective human learning and an associated orchestrated psychological
balance, or identity stasis (Rice, 2008).

In situating the potential of practiced faith toward high aca-
demic achievement for Black males, we look at the relationship between
the cultural significance and role of the Church and education.  

AN OVERVIEW

Supplementary education is the formal and informal learning
and development opportunities provided for students outside of school.
Gordon, Bridglall, and Meroe (2004) have discussed this reframing of
education as the hidden curriculum for high academic achievement,
stipulating that the whole person is engaged and is taught best through
experiences and alternatives made richer by that which is shared within
the four walls of the school house. Paths toward supplementary
education, then, are generally presented as traditional, non-traditional,
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curricular and extra-curricular, and are frequently understood as travel,
tutoring, summer camps, basketball leagues, and interactions with other
high achieving students and family members (Bennett, 2001; Cohen,
2003). Even when considering afterschool programming and ideas of
supplementary education stoked by the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001 and the proliferation of for-profit education services, a
circumscribed view of the construct is still apparent. It is not presented
as comprehensive in scope as its architects would have us understand.
And often, as a result of this limited view, the wealthy and families who
appreciate capitals associated with achievement are thought to have an
advantage in supplementary education that is similar to advantages held
in traditional modes of education.

In operating from this quasi-traditional academic model,
disparities between the socioeconomic statuses of minority and non-
minority students persist. This contributes to a perceived inequity of
opportunities available to white students, even in a comprehensive
education paradigm that demonstrates a capacity to be ever more
inclusive. Employing a post-positivist worldview that reinforces errant
generalizations about Black males, rather than a constructivist or
pragmatic effort that explores alternative and enhanced understandings
compromises the completeness of educational opportunity and paths
toward high academic achievement. This perceived lack of opportunity
then affects the aspirations of many ethnically diverse students (French,
Eisenberg, Vaughan, Purwono, & Suryanti, 2008; Levin & Taylor, 1998).

In the face of such complex social, economic and academic
realities, marginalized students and their families must look to all
positive environments, activities and examples that promote healthy
principles leading academic excellence. Bridglall (2004) outlines a
variety of implicit supplementary education experiences: parenting,
nutrition, family talk, parental enjoyment, decision making, reading
along with children, socialization and acculturation, social networks,
travel and environmental support (Wolf, 1966, 1995) and explicit
supplementary education opportunities including academic
development, tutorials, advocacy, redemption, standardized test
preparation, one-to-one tutoring, Saturday academies, specialized
services, socio-cultural opportunities and student-centered social groups.

For many marginalized families the most conspicuous of
supplementary education arenas, places of worship, have evolved into
multifaceted support systems that extend beyond religious service to
include day care, youth services and even stand alone schools, making
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them a logical source for integration into present circumstance.  Socio-
cultural and socio-economic presses and pulls often make “Church” a
natural fit in the family’s search for value, balance and replenishment.
This oasis of worship, of course, is also available for middle and upper
middle class families that are often understood as less marginalized, but
who may face the same compromises associated with the achievement
gap. These compromises include: fear of disapproval or rejection by
peers, such as fears of being labeled as acting White (Fordham & Ogbu,
1986); hostile or unsupportive environments associated with residual
racism (Aronson et al., 1999); absence of adequate socialization to the
attitudinal and behavioral demands of the academy (Ogbu, 2003); and
limited contact with and exposure to models of academic excellence and
exemplars of scholarly practice (Gordon, 2001). Solutions to these
compromises could come in realizing and maximizing the fundamentals
of practiced faith toward the end of high academic achievement.

In exploring practiced faith through the lens of the Black
Church, there are easy nods to the expectation of high academic
achievement echoed in the Black Church’s role in establishing many of
the nation’s Historically Black Colleges and Universities. The Black
Church is a natural fit to a social, emotional and personal connect with-
in community and the larger society because of its role as a catalyst
throughout the Civil Rights movement.  The Church’s primary respon-
sibility has been to develop and to sustain the fulfillment of individual
spiritual needs through religious emphasis.  However, it is not possible
to meet such a need without addressing the totality of the community.
Thus, the Church institution has expanded into the arena of social
justice with the related programs of health, economic empowerment
and education to address broader societal needs. 

SUPPLEMENTARY EDUCATION
IDENTITY, SURVIVAL AND ACTS OF FAITH

Cohen (2003) stipulates essential components of supplemental
education. Among them are: a strong tutor/parent/ teacher connection,
experienced providers, proven methods of instruction, customized
instruction, and a positive learning environment. Accordingly, places of
worship present as readymade centers of supplementary education;
however, they remain under-identified for their potential and role
within the development of academic achievement. Further, religious
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practice and “Church” activity are particularly salient among ethnic and
racial minorities (Bennett, 2001; Levin & Taylor, 1998; Riggins, McNeal,
& Herndon, 2008), largely because religious involvement is a source of
developmental enrichment accessible across socioeconomic and socio-
cultural boundaries (Charters, Taylor, Jackson, & Lincoln, 2008; French
et al., 2008; Levin & Taylor, 1998; Unruh, 2004). 

Unruh (2004) cites religious service programs and religious
activity in general as crucial educative and social spaces that can provide
extensive behavioral influence. Acts of spiritual discipline such as prayer,
reading, knowing and incorporating books of worship into daily living,
and overall self and community development are common across
doctrines and support the idea of religious practice as relevant to
supplementary education. Through these activities, those being
educated can be not only inspired, but supported in developing
religious identity and religious expressions (French et al., 2008; Levin &
Taylor, 1998; Simpson, Newman, & Fuqua, 2007). 

Through its major principles and precepts, the Black Church
has proven a particularly strong model for supplementary education,
implicitly and explicitly. Knowledge of scripture, self-discipline, and
community uplift are general principles that help to advance the idea of
how high academic achievement among Black Americans is culturally
significant, when framed by practice, or principles, that are
familiar—Church principles that shade into academic imperatives
required for curriculum mastery.  

In attending to the particulars of Black men and high academic
achievement, the Nation of Islam also provides worthwhile
consideration. Widely recognized as one of the most successful groups
in uplifting oppressed Black males and noted for transforming lives of
the most broken, the Nation has held a commonly respected position in
the Black community around the development of strong, dedicated,
disciplined men—characteristics that fit neatly into the effective
supplementary education programming. While there are several factors
that have helped the organization to achieve these goals, we note the
pervasive focus on the development of the self as cornerstone. And this
development of self is rooted in the use of knowledge to improve
personal conditions as well as the oppressive conditions within
community.  

Though spiritual in thrust, the outcome is an example of the
priming of intellective competence. Places of worship have the ability
not only to orient and practice toward great accomplishment, but to
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allow for authentic expressions of self without reprisal and with an
attending to the basic need of psychological safety.  

A SAFE SPACE

At an early age students become aware of factors that
foreshadow potential difficulties in attaining success, e.g. rejection and
disrespect, poor role models, lack of mentors, low grades, and past
disappointments. In the face of unfavorable odds minority males may
experience a negative perception of future possible selves. Such a dismal
outlook has implications for future academic disengagement. Oyserman
and Fryberg (2006) discuss the “interface between possible selves and
content of racial/ ethnic identity” and contend that understandings
around this intersection “would allow for the development of effective
interventions to reduce the achievement gap and decrease risk of other
negative outcomes contained in stereotypes” (p. 23). It is reasonable
then to posit that a male’s performance in school is enhanced by the
presence of role models who provide a positive image of males who have
benefited from education and by a support system that develops and
promotes high achievement. Supplementary education designed to
build self-efficacy and positive identity development tends to incorporate
an academic identity and a possible self that portends high academic
achievement and overall success.  It begins with a present self that is
accepted, respected and protected. This sheltering experience for youth
occurs actively in the institutional Church.  

One appeal and special strength of a religious space is the
acceptance of any individual who desires to be included. This availability
to all is a quality that builds a foundation for individual growth and trust
within the group and beyond. Boykin and Ellison (1995) consider an
optimal educational environment as one that positions a mainstream
world bending to facilitate the needs of the individual. This in turn aids
in maintaining a consistent level of psychological balance, or identity
stasis (Rice, 2008), for the student. Boykin’s concept stands on the
premise of a school system that builds on the assets that a child brings
to the classroom. For adolescents these assets might include not only
those general aspects that are culturally developed, but also a culturally
informed racial identity. In a place where a school system is unable (or
unwilling) to do so, a religious body can take on the task. Accordingly,
a religious body able to accept an individual for who he is, and one that
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is able to understand him beyond stereotype, has the potential to
provide Black males and others with a place to negotiate their own
identity toward balance without fear of being treated as less than or of
being devalued.  

Faith focuses on the development of the individual, the
recognition of one’s inner strength and the ability to achieve despite
seemingly insurmountable odds (Kohlberg, 1974). The presumption is
that as one grows in religious commitment and understanding, one
grows in one’s ability to face challenges and to reach individual goals.
The process builds upon developed values and is expressed through
ritual and activity governed by said values. Using Erickson’s ego-identity
construct, Flum and Blustein (2000) highlight the importance of agentic
behavior in the development of an identity that is “flexible, autonomous,
and self-defined” (Lapan, 2004, p. 55). These types of learners typically
achieve at higher levels and are more fulfilled by their work. It is this
achievement that promotes students to a valued place in society or a lack
thereof that relegates them to society’s margins. However, it is the
healthy development of a positive self-constructed identity that
potentially prepares students to define their role in society and to
navigate the systems of success.  

The understanding of self and its relationship to society as a
whole has the potential to minimize the anxiety associated with
navigating these systems. Supplementary education that supports this
development typically seeks to integrate the active exploration, goal
formation, and internalization of positive values. Religious institutions
provide the necessary entities to support such development. This is
evinced in shared community rituals that serve to strengthen the group
by supporting identity development and opportunities for individual
growth and achievement. Such programs build upon Rappaport’s
(1981) model of empowerment which seeks to “enhance the possibilities
for people to control their own lives” (p. 15). The assumption is that
students already possess the ability and capacity necessary to succeed
academically, but encounter impeding factors to that success during the
transitional years of life such as high school.

In the face of obstacles or periods of storm and stress, the
individual who affiliates with Church has a group of people and a faith
base that serve as a support system and guiding force. The focus is
shifted from the challenges of life to the possibility of the individual to
overcome those challenges as a result of a higher power and his belief.
Therefore, his faith becomes an element of the motivation and a
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protective factor in facing academic challenge and low self-efficacy. This
choice of faith and of potential becomes increasingly defined apart
from, but not without the influence of, corporate nurture. And this
ability to self-nurture results in an increase in the sense of agency and a
personal ability to overcome and to achieve despite adversity. 

The strength embedded in this kind of supplementary
education might paradoxically seem to be one of its greatest exper-
imental flaws: it is built upon faith.  Yet, faith is one of the primary tenets
of religion that is completely within the individual’s control and
therefore is one of the few areas in his life where he has choice and
power. As the individual exercises his power, the hope is that the begin-
nings of empowerment lead to success in other areas, academic success
among them.

Affiliation with a religious body or institution has the potential
to provide students with an image of themselves not subject to the
failures of their present circumstances. In these institutions individuals
find hope and examples of triumph and success. For students whose
lives are surrounded by the negative images of disappointment and
despair, religious text provides students with a counter narrative. Perry
(2003) defines a counter narrative as “one that stands in opposition to
the dominant society's notions about the intellectual capacity of Black
Americans, the role of learning in their lives, the meaning and purpose
of school, and their intellect” (p. 49). 

Equally important to this process is the socio-emotional support
that students receive as member of a Church, mosque, or assembly.
Psychoanalytic theorist Erik Erikson reports that:

We deal with a process ‘located’ in the core of the individual and yet
also in the core of his communal culture.…identity formation
employs a process of simultaneous reflection and observation.…This
process is, luckily, and necessarily, for the most part unconscious
except where inner conditions and outer life circumstances combine
to aggravate a painful or elated, “identity-consciousness” (Tatum,
1997, p. 19). 

At a basic, practical level the religious institution has the potential to
redefine the environment of the individual. Many religious institutions
develop youth and special interest groups that provide individuals with
the opportunity to reflect and to observe while building a social network
of like-minded people. For students without the traditional family
supports or safe environment, the religious body to which he belongs
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can offer a space to fill that void. Many individuals are drawn to religious
institutions as a place of refuge and an emotional safe haven. Rather
than exposing the deficits in personal capital, the “Church” has the
practical ability to close perceivable gaps with the surplus of human,
social, and financial capital it possesses. The spiritual equivalent is the
restoration of the individual to a place of psychological and/or spiritual
balance.

The Church then is a place where health, political, cultural, and
social capital can be exercised in ways that make scholastic education
work. This attending to capital and the “working” of it is greatly
influenced by a strong home and resources (Gordon & Bridglall, 2007). 
As framed, for many minorities—Black Americans in particular—the
Church represents a common component of the home and an active
resource, particularly as it relates to Black males and social capital. 

Social capital is most easily understood in terms of social
networks, social norms, cultural styles and values (Bourdieu, 1986). The
social capital that is provided through religion can be used to bolster
those areas of disconnect that might compromise academic success.
Specifically, the type of interconnectedness provided by the community
of the Church offers ongoing opportunities to address issues of hostile
or unsupportive environments, inadequate socialization to the demands
of the academy, and limited exposure to models of academic excellence.

“Practicing” religion can also act to diffuse the impact of
components of mass culture that might distract from multiple types of
achievement including academics. For example, when the “cool pose”
(Majors & Billson, 1993) makes academic achievement appear
undesirable, practiced faith can help to integrate protective factors
where needed (Guth, Green, Kellstedt, & Smidt, 1995). This safety net
for those most at risk—Black males—is a function of religion’s ability to
involve members in volunteering, charitable contributions, and other
acts of mercy and social concern, thus aiding in the development of
socialization complementary to academic success and additional positive,
affirming expressions of self and potential selves.

The social capital that religion can provide also has a potential
bi-directional relationship with cultural themes that can positively
influence academic achievement. Boykin’s Triple Quandary provides a
framework that proposes social realms within which the Black American
transacts in achieving an identity (Boykin, 1986; Boykin & Ellison, 1995).
The theoretical construct emphasizes an African cultural ethos and
interrelated dimensions of spirituality, harmony, movement, verve,
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affect, communalism, expressive individualism, oral tradition and social
time perspective. The sophistication of the social capital that governs the
Black male’s orientation to these social realms within the Church and
school context has the ability to reinforce self in ways that suggest
academic achievement as interwoven into a community related self
positioning academic achievement as an assumed responsibility. Jones
(2003) extends this consideration of cultural capital as a function of
social capital in a very specific argument with African-rooted themes
considering time, rhythm, improvisation, orality, and spirituality. These
themes are large parts of the Black Church, and allow the institution to
possess sophisticated cultural capital that translates to social capital in
other settings. 

RELIGION AND EDUCATION: A STRAIGHT LINE

Glanville, Sikkink and Hernández (2008) look at the
relationship between religious involvement and education outcomes,
specifically evaluating the mechanism(s) behind religiosity’s positive
influence on academic achievement. With findings that extend the
social and cultural capital argument, their research suggests that
religious expression influences academic motivation and achievement
by promoting intergenerational, normative, and lasting networks with
higher educational resources, and by engaging young students in
extracurricular activities. This religious participation is shown to be a
positive and effective mechanism in which academic motivation can be
cultivated, and education can be supplemented from a holistic
perspective. Religious influence has been seen in both non-Western
cultural groups and in varied religious groups (Charters et al., 2008;
French et al., 2008). Religious participation has also been shown to
influence academic performance indirectly by influencing parenting
practices that promote high academic performance (Park & Bonner,
2008).

Of course, parents and adult mentors play significant roles in
most religious settings. Parents are often the main reason children
attend Church, especially during formative years when children are
socialized. Many families determine Church attendance and
participation in certain rituals as part of the family norm. Therefore,
children actively engage in order to uphold standards of the family no
matter the extent to which they appreciate participation. Mentors within



14 - Rice, Wall, and Hayes

a Church, including the pastor and lay leaders, are also pillars of
support. They are often disciplinarians and role models who contribute
to the child’s maturation experience. These associations help to deter-
mine the degree to which religious involvement heightens the educat-
ional expectations for young people to succeed academically (Regnerus,
2000). 

At base heightened expectations extend from the support
systems received within religious institutions.  These expectations often
present themselves in the overt reinforcement of academic achieve-
ments.  For example, when a student achieves honor roll, maintains
perfect attendance, or is accepted into college, it is not uncommon to
receive recognition from the Church with special certificates,
scholarships or ceremonial celebration. This, as might be expected, is
designed primarily to encourage students and their families and to
reinforce the religious body’s support of the child while also setting the
bar of achievement for other Church youth. Seeing the academic
achievements of others encourages and sustains success because of the
high expectations set for them. Furthermore, Black males are motivated
by an understanding that their accomplishments will be recognized and
honored, a response not always guaranteed in an academic setting.

The encouragement felt by students participating in religious
practices often surpasses the encouragement teachers and other
administrators might normally give in a school setting. Rauner (2000)
recounts the perspective of a 16-year-old boy on the effects of Church on
his academic success: “At school, you receive encouragement, but there
is a lot of negativity.…  at Church you know somebody will pick you up
if you need it and there is always a hand on your back, and you always
feel it there” (p. 118).  Such a statement separates the general reinforce-
ment a student might receive in a well-meaning academic setting from
encouragement they receive within the context of a religious body.  The
difference hinges on a community that aspires with the Black male
student, particularly considering an universal context that is understood
as frequently unsupportive, whether intentional or unintentional.
Community investment in the religious setting differentiates the support
and positions it as more meaningful and potentially more motivational.
Because students feel as if they are not alone in their academic pursuits
they are more likely to reach out for help instead of risking academic
failure. Also, when students do not perform well academically, they are
likely reprimanded by the same community that is there for times of
encouragement. These expectations are adopted and sustained beyond
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one’s academic family and schooling, within the entire religious
community, therefore increasing the magnitude and frequency of the
message and meaning of academic achievement being delivered.

In addition to external expectations, young people are likely to
develop intrinsic motivations for academic success because of their
religious involvement. Youth who are involved with religious activities
such as bible studies and other youth groups have reported greater
feelings of hope, love and purpose in their lives than youth who are not
religiously involved (Markstrom, 1999). These orientations can translate
into academic motivation. As students anchor their lives in purpose (that
is presumably informed by hope and love), they are likely moved to
fulfill that purpose through steps to success, academic and other. 

Certainly, academic achievement is foundational in how many
young people begin to understand how to position their futures. The
hope that students feel as a result of their religious affiliations can aid in
perseverance through academic pitfalls. The love young people describe
in Markstrom’s (1999) study can also aid students in feeling comfortable
enough in vulnerable spaces to extend beyond these pitfalls. As
Markstrom points, because of the love given to the students and love
they are open to in pursuing academics as a central theme of their lives.
When students are intrinsically motivated they are much more likely to
succeed than if they only feel outside pressures for achievement.  The
love, hope and sense of purpose many religious institutions provide help
in achieving a balance between religious affiliations being external
motivators and the development of a sense of internal motivation to
succeed because of contextual support. 

Another tangible effect of religious involvement is the decrease
in risky behaviors by adolescents who are active in their religious
institutions (Good & Willoughby, 2006). Religiously affiliated teens are
less likely than nonreligious teens to engage in behaviors such as using
drugs and alcohol and having unprotected sex (Regnerus & Elder,
2003).  Of course, negative behaviors increase the likelihood that stud-
ents will compromise their academic performance, and students that
avoid self-destructive behaviors are more inclined to be academically
focused and successful. 

Arguably, it is not the strength of an individual’s beliefs that
leads to the positive effects described, but rather the act of performing
religious rituals that are the true supplementary education aids. Good
and Willoughby (2006) found that young people involved with religious
institutions experience more positive effects than nonreligious youth
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regardless of the strength of their beliefs. The seemingly mundane act
of attending a service requires an individual to make it a priority. The
assumption of this religious “exercise” is not unlike prioritizing studying
and other scholastically relevant activities to ensure academic success.
The activity of religious involvement often translates into practices like
planned study and completion of assignments that lead to academic
success.

Historically, the Black Church has played a pivotal role in
literacy among Black people.  Religious readings are, of course, integral
to religious doctrine and this explains much of their importance across
faiths (Harvey, 1995; Ambrose, 2006). For many Black people in the
United States there is also the fact that the Bible was the primary text used
to become literate during slavery and the years following.

The experiences shared in a struggle to self-educate and to
liberate from slavery through reading passages of the Bible are symbolic
of the high value of education for Black people within a Church context.
For many during this time period, education was viewed as a great equal-
izer and a direct correlate with the tenets of freedom. These ideologies
coupled with scriptures help to lay the framework for a religion that
emphasizes the simultaneous development of the mind, body, and spirit.

Fundamentally, the recital and memorization of scripture
demands focus and discipline. The exercise is introduced early on to
children in Church. Even before children can read, the importance of
scripture is evident to them. In Sunday school, Vacation Bible School
and other Church events, children begin learning Bible verses and Bible
stories.  Both memory and recitation are introduced along with reading
and listening skill development. The child must devote time and energy
to memorizing text and to an understanding, at least cursorily, of its
meaning. As the child grows older, understanding of the readings is
enhanced and the themed messages can be generalized to life events
and contexts.  The rehearsal and eventual integration of scripture serve
to develop an internal mediator for decisions and lessons learned.  Here
the young person learns to consider a “goodness of fit” that allows for
the refinement of intellective competence, or the integration of what is
learned into common, novel, and specialized problems. 

Church readings supplement formal school expectations
around skills such as reading, writing, critical thinking and proper verbal
communication, as well as the acculturation of achievement in these
areas. These lessons are often enhanced at home through conversations
about scripture and among peers by consolidating identity around
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outstanding attributes, such as the leadership skills of Moses or the faith
and peace of Jesus. The fundamental principles located at the very
foundation of scripture reading are therefore reinforced in multiple
arenas of the child’s life.  

In addition to enhanced language skills that emerge from the
role of religious text in the Church, direct benefits from the moral and
religious principles that are taught in the Church also reinforce the
Black American male learner. For the student who is at risk for
disproportionate rates of behavioral referrals in the school setting, poor
self-control is a factor that can sabotage the academic environment. The
concept of self-control and self-denial involve denying impulsive
inclinations and instead exhibiting an attitude of humility and strength
(Edwards, 1745/2004). Again returning to the roots of the Black Church
in slavery, self-denial and sacrifice were ever-present, as seen in other
religions as well. In fact it was these biblical principles that often
sustained slaves during their constant fight against the brutal system of
slavery. A large motivating factor for denial of self and sacrifice was belief
in God’s faithfulness to his people, and the journey towards becoming
more “like Christ” (Edwards, 1745/2004).

Forms of self-denial vary, including fasting and placing the
needs of others before self. In this context, these principles can be
presented as strong avenues for supplementary education. Older
students involved in the Black Church are often pointed to scriptures
discussing controlling one’s self to gain reward at a later time, whether
in heaven or on earth. By living out these principles, students learn to
achieve balance in their lives through discipline that results from self-
control. Students are not driven by their internal desire to succumb to
temptation, but learn to discover ways to control those impulses. Hence,
self-denial is understood as modeling the divine, but also yields personal
benefits including attaining control and order that can inform academic
success.

Ironically, the denial of self might seem at first pass poorly fit
to a person-centered goal of educational achievement and success.
However, the process is advanced in that the individual’s personal goal
of educational achievement is shared within the religious body, is
supported by religious text and ideologies, and is connected to the
principal of community uplift. Educational objectives are not
individualized, they are an integral part of the advancement of the
community and its beliefs, an act of commitment toward the
advancement of others. It can also be argued that educational
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achievement in itself is an act of self-denial. It takes discipline to study
rather than play, to attend to rather than to ignore or daydream, etc.
Even pursuing higher education or any level of education beyond a
state-required level of attendance takes self-motivation and a degree of
self-denial that delays instant gratification in pursuit of long-term goals.

The principle of community uplift is the way in which the Black
Church can affirm identity and purpose through information students
learn about problems in the world while providing them with
opportunities to change the problems they see in the world. The
learner’s identity and purpose within community and the larger society
is interconnected. While in the traditional classroom, students are
repeatedly exposed to problems in the world stemming from economic
instability, energy depletion, war, homelessness, racism and poverty.
School affords a theoretical exploration of injustices in the world.
However, the Church provides these students with the opportunity and
means to conceptualize both problem and solution.  

Furthermore, Black Churches are in a position to support Black
males and family struggles within the institution. The programs
supported by Churches have the potential to alleviate some of the stress
associated with meeting fundamental needs where there are limited
resources. Children who might otherwise have to negotiate school
without sufficient food, shelter, or clothing may be supported in these
areas. Churches are able to leverage their collective capital to uplift the
individuals within the community thereby building a cyclical relationship
of uplift among its members.

ENHANCED IDENTITY AND IDENTITY STASIS

Psychologically, religion’s utility as a supplementary education
tool is best understood when the idea of unity of self is taken into
consideration. The ability to maintain a clear and authentic self across
social contexts is paramount to adaptive functioning. In terms of
cognitive structure, lacking integration of self-aspects is linked to
maladaptive functioning (Constantino, Wilson, Horowitz, & Pinel,
2006).  Self-aspects are comprised of semantic, episodic, and auto-
biographical memories from a particular context (e.g. school, home,
Church). The memories in each self-aspect contain specific contextual
demands, role expectations, self-evaluations, and evaluations from
others. Role expectations in different social situations in our complex
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society become so diverse and “mutually exclusive” that successful
integration of these self-aspects can create stress and may seem
impossible to achieve. What becomes of extreme importance for
adaptive functioning is the degree to which schema in one self-aspect
parallel with other self-aspects.

In order for a student to be successful in the school
environment, the culture, norms, and expectations of school must be
internalized and integrated into the self-system. For many Black male
students this internalization may require more psychic energy, due to
the opposition of culture that exists between culture of the American
educational system and the unique culture of the home and neighbor-
hood context of Black American students.   Because of the more numer-
ous and diverse roles that a child takes on at home and in the neighbor-
hood, the behaviors enacted in these contexts are more likely to be
integrated into the self system.  Children are apt to adapt to the school
environment when there are similarities between the different
situational contexts they must navigate.   Religion with its core principles
and positive reinforcement creates a context that integrates the
demands and cultural nuances of schooling with other seemingly non-
related selves.

Religious practice through both principles and positive
interaction enhances the likelihood of academic success for Black males.
The principles of knowledge of scripture, self-denial, and community
uplift represent concepts that parallel ideas and behaviors rewarded in
the educational context. The same skills required to memorize scripture
are utilized in studying and memorizing academic concepts. Because a
young child has had a familiar experience at Church and home and has
received positive feedback from these social environments, when he
encounters similar tasks in school, he is more likely to feel efficacious in
completing the task. His competency will result in positive feedback
from his teachers, which will positively reinforce academic success.
Again, because the Church and school context require many of the same
skills, it becomes easier for the child to adapt to the school environment.
Rather, no taxing psychic energy is needed to address the stressful
experience of an unfamiliar and possibly hostile situational context. This
means that cognitive energy can be focused elsewhere, such academic
excellence. 

Religion and education’s cultural similarities are not limited to
the similar skill set required in both. As discussed, cultural Church
norms are often the same behaviors that are positively reinforced in
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schools. Respect for authority, self-discipline, and respect for order are
all behaviors prioritized in both the Church and in the educational
context.  Many academically successful children are first introduced to
these concepts at Church. As these children mature, these concepts are
recognized as pivotal in successful classroom performance.  Accordingly,
children are able to generalize the cultural lessons learned in the
Church to the classroom context, and feel more comfortable enacting
these behaviors in school because of familiarity with them.

CONCLUSION

Gordon (2008) comprehensively delineates critical approaches
in considering the education of Black males. He highlights four
categories of issues in seeking a conceptual basis to improve
achievement in this specialized group: (1) normal biological variations
and vulnerabilities, (2) paradoxical conditions of socialization; (3)
contradictions in the intent of the political economy; and (4) natural
patterns of subaltern cultural resistance. While we trust that the
treatment of “Church” addresses all of these categories of issues to some
degree, the paradoxical conditions of socialization and natural patterns
of subaltern cultural resistance most cleanly help to summarize the
importance of Church as a particularly effective form of supplementary
education for Black males.

Paradoxical conditions of socialization suggests foundational
cognitive dissonance among Black males because of a disconnection that
becomes more pronounced when Black boys must learn from people
whose distrust in them increases as they mature; and when they must
learn content and values of those who represent both their oppressors
and their suspecters (Gordon, 2008). Contextualizing this socialization
through tools from a Church socialization helps to minimize this gap
and helps in supplanting distrusting agents with mentors and modeling
of love and support. With a Church lens there is also an opportunity to
integrate educational themes and information into personal points of
liberation and community uplift that usurp normed values contradictory
to achievements and successes among Black males.

And lastly, the healthy Church provides profound engagement
that values Black males in ways that allow for a full realization of self and
connected purpose.  Traditionally, this is opposite of how they are con-
sidered.  As a result Black males assume “natural patterns of resistance
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to exploitation” (Gordon, 2008) and push against structures, often in
academic spaces, that oppress. Again, a Church lens offers the
opportunity to influence those “pushes” in ways that help Black males to
leverage beyond systems of marginalization and oppression. This is done
through contextualizing the larger world for the Black male, to operate
and negotiate within this context. To be clear, we are not suggesting the
Church as a panacea. The institution is of society and as such can reflect
pieces of the contextual ills that we have articulated as particularly
destructive to Black Americans in general and Black males specifically.
Nonetheless, the complexity of Church experiences and its core
principles and precepts can connect well to the complex needs of the
Black male created by the American educational system—in ways that
address the failures of an educational system and that nurture the
successes, achievements, and potentials of Black American males in
school and beyond.
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