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Abstract
The school-to-prison pipeline, where minority men experience decreased academic
performance, higher truancy rates, and increased vulnerability to arrest, persists in the
United States. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how systemic racism
is experienced by formerly incarcerated, college-educated Black men who were
criminalized for behavioral issues that contributed to their incarceration. The research
problem was a lack of knowledge of the experiences of educational environments and
disciplinary systems that perpetuate racialized behavioral labeling and contribute to the
school-to-prison pipeline. Grounded in the theoretical framework of institutional racism,
the study featured a constructivist paradigm to capture participants' experiences. Data
were collected through five, one-on-one Zoom interviews with purposefully selected
participants who met the criteria of being formerly incarcerated and college-educated,
Black men. Through thematic analysis in the tradition of Braun and Clarke, four main
themes were identified: education and resilience to empowerment and transformation;
educational environments as pathways to criminalization; microaggressions,
discriminatory practices, and psychological harm; and systemic racism and structural
barriers throughout the lifetime. The implications for positive social change include
providing insight that stakeholders can potentially use to embed literacy and advocacy
development in reentry and campus programs and advance policies to reduce perpetual
punishment. The research supports the transformative role of education in providing
opportunities to eliminate the school-to-prison pipeline, empowering individuals to

become advocates for systemic change.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study

There are many factors influencing poor educational outcomes, specifically
among minority men. Some of these factors are educational barriers of continued poverty,
mass incarceration, racial disparities, neighborhood environment, bullying, and lack of
resources (Jacobs et al., 2022). The school-to-prison pipeline is increasing for people of
color. The expulsion consequences result in a decrease in attendance, academic
performance, self-esteem, graduation rates, increased anxiety, dropout rates, truancy, an
increase in crime, and higher arrest rates (Hswen et al., 2020).

A study conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2024 reported that seventy-five
percent of Black adults reported individual experiences of racial discrimination or unfair
treatment in the United States (Cox, 2024). Similarly, a study by English et al. (2020)
involved Black adolescents who reported five incidents or more of discrimination on
average daily, including harassment online, against oneself, witnessing racism, and being
teased for being Black. Research has identified classroom practices that can address
behaviors that deter suspensions, thereby aiding changes in the school-to-prison pipeline
(Hemez et al., 2019). The intersection of these issues contributes to the perpetuation of
the school-to-prison pipeline, where minority men experience decreased academic
performance, higher truancy rates, and increased vulnerability to arrest (Henry et al.,
2021). This study examined the experiences and perspectives of individuals who have
been formerly incarcerated. According to the Prison Policy Initiative, there are 1,900,000
people incarcerated in the United States (Phillips, 2024). Within the past five years,

Second Chance Pell has provided college classes to at least 28,000 students in prison,
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with 9,000 receiving credentials, including Associate, Certificate, and bachelor’s degrees
(Cohen et al., 2023). Education during incarceration plays a crucial role in shaping
behavior positively and enhancing post-release opportunities for individuals who are
incarcerated (Davis et al., 2013).
Background

Racism is embedded in African Americans’ history in the United States, which
originated during colonial times, beginning with the kidnapping, torture, and selling into
servitude of Black people from the slave trade (Drescher, 2019). The transatlantic slave
trade from the 1500s to the 1800s forced around 12,000,000 Africans onto boats to be
sold after capture, with 388,000 people being sold as enslaved people into the United
States (Equal Justice Initiative, 2022). During the transatlantic slave trade, approximately
12,000,000 Africans were forced onto boats, physically abused, chained, unclothed, and
forced into quarters stacked on top of each other across the Atlantic Ocean to be sold for
labor purposes if they survived the boats (National Park Service, 2024). Two million
people died from the trip over; the horrific conditions are one of the most violent
treatments of humanity in history for African Americans (Evans & Wilkins, 2019).

Institutional racism continued in the United States Constitution Article 1, Section
2 of the Three-Fifths Clause, which defines enslaved people as three-fifths of a person of
legal slavery (U.S. Constitution, art 1, §2) In 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment of the
United States Constitution gave freedom to enslaved people of slavery or involuntary
servitude, except punishment for a crime (U.S. Constitution, amend. XIII). The

Thirteenth Amendment is an instrumental display of the forced labor of people who are
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incarcerated, which allows them no rights and perpetuates mass incarceration (Alexander,
2020). Slavery in the United States dehumanized Black people as property and subjected
them to cruel punishment and death, resulting in systemic oppression (Drescher, 2019).
The intention of the abolition of slavery in 1865 and the Thirteenth Amendment of the
U.S. Constitution did not end racial domination. Then began the increase of White
supremacist groups and the creation and delivery of the Black codes, slave codes, and
Code Noir to free Black people (Middleton, 2020).

Black codes and slave codes were enforced even on those free Black people who
faced subjugated employment, housing, and basic human living conditions that
perpetuated discrimination against people of color in a racial hierarchy (National Park
Service, 2024). The first recorded prison increase in the United States occurred after the
Civil War in 1865, when there was disproportionate incarceration of Black Americans,
which correlates with the signing of the Thirteenth Amendment, freeing Black people and
incarcerating them (Basile et al., 2022). The treatment of Black Americans prior to the
Civil Rights era was subjugated to legal segregation, known as the Jim Crow Laws,
which were heavily enforced from 1877 until the mid-1960s (Equal Justice Initiative,
2022).

The Crime Bill Act of 1984 and the Anti-Crime Bill Act had an impact on people
of color with mandatory minimums for drug offenses, longer prison sentences, and three-
strikes procedures (Churchwell et al., 2020). Since 2021, people of color have been six
times more incarcerated than White people, and in every state in the United States, that is

more than double (Vera Institute of Justice, 2022). The effects of drug laws and



sentencing devastated Black communities; with the 5-year mandatory minimum for
possession, the selling of crack cocaine of five grams vs. the powdered form of cocaine
of 500 g, deferral sentencing of Black defendants was 11% higher than for White
defendants (United States Sentencing Commission, 2020).

Problem Statement

The situation or issue that prompted the literature search is barriers influencing
poor educational outcomes, specifically minority boys and men (Wint et al., 2021). Some
are educational barriers to continued poverty, mass incarceration, racial disparities,
neighborhood environment, bullying, and lack of resources. Educational opportunities
significantly influence academic outcomes in later education, with youth from racial and
ethnic minority groups facing greater challenges (Dwyer-Lindgren et al., 2024). Research
has identified classroom practices that can address behaviors that deter suspensions,
thereby aiding changes in the school-to-prison pipeline (Hemez et al., 2019). However,
the study does not examine the experiences of those who have been formerly
incarcerated.

Racial discrimination and disparities are present in housing, sentencing, and
policing (Prison Policy Initiative, n.d.). Racial treatment of behavioral issues contributes
to the racial disparities in the school-to-prison pipeline, which increases the likelihood of
incarceration (Sissoko et al., 2023). However, the overwhelming disproportional of
people of color incarcerated is an indicator of racial systemic disparities of mass

incarceration (Ghandnoosh, 2021).



Although the aforementioned researchers regarding experiences of formerly
incarcerated Black men who were criminalized for behavioral issues illuminates
important findings, I have found no research that has examined the voices or experiences
of incarcerated college men. Given such, further research is warranted that could explore
the experiences of formerly incarcerated college men to address the documented problem
of systemic racism that led to criminalizing students who face behavioral incidents that
lead to incarceration (Jacobs et al, 2022).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the qualitative study was to explore the experiences of systemic
racism among formerly incarcerated, college-educated Black men who face behavioral
issues leading to incarceration.

Research Question

What are the experiences of systemic racism among formerly incarcerated,

college-educated minority men who faced behavioral issues leading to incarceration?
Theoretical Framework

The theory that grounded this study was Institutional Racism. Institutional racism
refers to racially biased and prejudicial practices and approaches that are embedded in
various institutions, including government, educational institutions, healthcare services,
spiritual institutions, families, and the media, which operate across these institutions (Z.
D. Bailey et al., 2021). The results of Institutional racism are the experiences and feelings
of the effects of behaviors that are disregarded in societies and institutions, affecting

people of color (Bargallie & Lentin, 2022). Institutional racism is classified as structural



or systemic; this is when many agencies align together, which results in a racist system
(Williams et al., 2019). Systemic and structural biases create unfair and unjust racism that
creates barriers in many areas, including expulsion from education (Braveman et al.,
2022).

In this study, the purpose was to hear about the experiences of systemic racism
that led to the criminalization of students who faced behavioral issues and who were
formerly incarcerated. Institutional racism is systemic and is the unfair racial
discrimination against people of color. I asked questions about the institutional racism
experiences of those who had experienced unjust, prejudiced behaviors in institutions that
led to the criminalization of their behavioral incidents of systemic biases and actions,
who were formerly incarcerated.

Nature of the Study

The study focused on the experiences of racism experienced by formerly
incarcerated, college-educated Black men. Employing a general qualitative research
design aimed to explore how these individuals perceive and make sense of their
experiences within historically marginalizing structures. This design choice was crucial,
as it enables a thorough examination of personal narratives shaped by institutional
discrimination across intersecting systems, including education, criminal justice, and
housing. Through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews, the research collected nuanced
insights into how systemic racism influences their educational and carceral trajectories.

The study's purpose was to highlight the experiential dimensions of systemic racism



while acknowledging the resilience displayed by these individuals as they pursue higher
education post-incarceration.

A qualitative research design was particularly suitable for examining systemic
racism because it focused on understanding individual perceptions and experiences of
racism. By embracing the constructivist paradigm, the study recognized that realities are
not static but socially constructed, influenced by cultural, historical, and contextual
factors. This paradigm aligned well with exploring systemic racism, as it allows
researchers to uncover the intricate ways in which institutional racism manifests and
impacts the lives of minority individuals (Collins & Cannella, 2021). The chosen research
approach was crucial for capturing the nuanced lived experiences of individuals
navigating systems such as education and the criminal justice system. Qualitative inquiry,
remarkably when grounded in critical frameworks, allows researchers to uncover the
subtle yet pervasive manifestations of systemic oppression that are often overlooked in
quantitative analyses (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

In collecting and analyzing data, I sought to emphasize the participants’ lived
experiences. This approach is adept at exploring how formerly incarcerated, college-
educated minority men perceive and process institutional discrimination within various
systemic frameworks (Baffour et al., 2024). By interpreting these subjective experiences,
the study identified recurring themes of discrimination that influence educational and
carceral pathways (Tuncel, 2022). This method allowed for a detailed examination of
how these individuals navigate their circumstances, shedding light on the intersections of

education, criminal justice, and societal bias (Smith & Osborn, 2014).



Conducting one-on-one, semi-structured interviews was pivotal in examining
systemic racism's influence on the educational and carceral trajectories of minority men.
These interviews facilitated open dialogue, allowing participants to share individual
experiences and perceptions often marginalized in broader societal narratives. Through
their firsthand accounts, the study sought to unravel how institutional patterns, such as
the school-to-prison pipeline, systematically disadvantage Black men, enforcing barriers
to accessing education and escalating disciplinary actions within schools (Daniels et al,
2021). These interviews highlighted the role of race in shaping individual journeys
through educational systems and beyond, reflecting the manifold challenges of racial bias
(Cramer et al, 2024). The study highlights the resilience of college-educated minority
men in overcoming these obstacles, demonstrating their ability to navigate structured
inequities with perseverance (Hatton et al., 2019).

I collected data through semi-structured interviews conducted via Zoom. Each
session was audio-recorded and automatically transcribed using the platform's cloud-
based transcription service. I reviewed and edited each transcript to ensure accuracy,
including adding punctuation, correcting misinterpretations, and aligning text with
timestamps. After transcription, the data were coded manually and organized into themes
using a qualitative data analysis tool. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed,
with the researcher meticulously reviewing and editing the transcripts to maintain
accuracy and authenticity, thereby ensuring that the participants' experiences were
faithfully captured. A particular focus was placed on identifying patterns of institutional

racism and the criminalization of behavior, as these themes often intersect with the lived



experiences of the study's participants (Butler-Barnes et al., 2020). By systematically
analyzing these themes, the research offered a nuanced understanding of how racial and
structural inequities perpetuated the marginalization of minority groups, echoing calls for
systemic change within the criminal justice framework (Alexander, 2020).

Resilience was evident in their determination to transform adversity into
motivation, proving that education is a formidable tool against systemic constraints
(Addison et al., 2022). The lived experiences of the participants revealed how cultural
criminalization and racial bias continually impede their progress, creating barriers to
accessing both fair education and social reintegration (Crain et al., 2024). By interpreting
these subjective experiences, the study identified recurring themes of discrimination that
influence educational and carceral pathways, reflecting how systemic racism shapes
critical life trajectories for marginalized individuals (Phillips, 2024). Aligning with this,
the research methodology employs participant observation and in-depth interviews,
offering rich qualitative data that enables the thematic coding of cultural influences
(Bryan, 2020). During analysis, the data underwent a process of thematic coding to
identify prevalent patterns and themes, facilitated by data reduction and display
techniques that refine the qualitative material for interpretation (Mezmir, 2020).

Definitions

Institutional racism: the negative impacts of the health impacts of the determinant
perpetuated by discrimination based on the foundation of race, and is integrated into bias
within political, housing, health care, economic, educational, and legal institutions

(Needham et al., 2022).
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Mass incarceration: the United States’ criminalization and incarceration of more
persons than any other country in the history of the world, and the disadvantage to those
people of color (Elias, 2024).

Racism: the oppression of individuals based on the color of their skin, citizenship,
ethnicity, or nationality. Actions can include microaggressions, racial epithets, violence,
and unfavorable treatment (Banaji et al., 2021).

School-to-prison pipeline: the increase of mass overactive incarceration, with the
analyzation of data of students out of schools and leading into juvenile and adult criminal
legal systems and carceral settings due to school suspensions and expulsions for minor
infractions, with the disproportionate to students of color, with Black students suspended
and expelled 3 times greater than of their White peers (Darling-Hammond & Ho, 2024)

Assumptions

In this study, I made several assumptions. I assumed that the participants in the
study would discuss their experiences of racism truthfully in the questions being asked.
The purpose of this general qualitative study was to explore the experiences of formerly
incarcerated Black men to explore barriers of implicit bias/systemic racism leading to the
criminalization of students who faced behavioral issues, leading to incarceration. The
study employed open-ended questions to understand the participants’ responses and gain
insight into their experiences, focusing on specific questions. Lastly, participants may
have wanted to provide more information with open-ended questions. I assumed that
discussing experiences further aided in analyzing the research questions posed for the

study.
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Scope and Delimitations

The scope and delimitations explain the who and the what of the study. The scope
of the study was to examine the experiences and obstacles of implicit bias/racism leading
to the criminalization of incarcerated Black men who faced behavioral issues leading to
incarceration. A purposeful sampling strategy was used in this study. The purposeful
sample aimed to provide a myopic view of selected participants by asking primary
questions, as documented in the collected data (Ahmad & Wilkins, 2025). I sought
participants who are (a) Black, (b) have attended college, and (c) are formerly
incarcerated. The study explored open-ended questions to understand the participants’
responses and gain experience with specific questions. The perceived racism and
behavioral incidents, prior to being prosecuted for a criminal offense, were discussed
during the interview through open-ended questions.

Delimitations are boundaries that articulate the study's scope, contrasting with its
limitations and highlighting its uniqueness (Coker, 2022). A delimitation of the study is
the specific myopic setting within which it is conducted. The focus of the study was
listening to the experiences, which were analyzed thematically. This approach was used
to collect data from the interviews and the researcher's notes. Thematic analysis was
employed in the interviews to identify common themes within the data collected on the
systemic racism experiences of the interviewees (Ahmed et al., 2025). The research

questions were addressed by examining the participants' experiences with racism.
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Limitations

This study also had potential limitations. One limitation of this study was the
insufficient sample size, which hinders the generalizability of findings across diverse
demographics and settings. Many studies fail to encompass the broader spectrum of
systemic issues affecting this group, thereby limiting their scope and impact (Addison et
al., 2022). Methodologically, research often overlooks qualitative approaches that could
provide deeper insights into individual experiences and systemic biases (Chavis &
Johnson, 2023). The narrow methodological frameworks focus on quantitative data,
neglecting the complex socioeconomic and systemic factors that influence educational
disparities, resulting in a fragmented understanding of the issue (Hinton, 2021).

The research limitations significantly impact the understanding of how behavioral
issues among incarcerated Black men are criminalized during their college education.
The lack of attention to qualitative methodologies means these individuals' nuanced
personal stories and systemic biases often remain unexamined (Chavis & Johnson, 2023).
The focus on quantitative data often overlooks the complex interplay of socioeconomic
conditions and systemic factors that perpetuate criminalization (Hinton, 2021).

The limitation of undermining the generalizability of research findings related to
the behavioral issues experienced by incarcerated Black men pursuing higher education
leads to an incomplete representation of the diverse demographics within this group,
thereby reducing the applicability of the results across broader settings (Addison et al.,
2022). Further research, facilitated by the qualitative element, can be aligned with the

potential of quantitative evidence to reveal systemic biases and socioeconomic issues that
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have been highlighted minimally or superficially due to the limitations of the quantitative
approach (Noyes et al., 2019).
Significance

This study was significant in that it explored participants' experiences and can
help practitioners determine alternative classroom practices that can address behaviors
that deter suspension, thereby contributing to changes in the school-to-prison pipeline
(Jacobs et al., 2022). The Departments of Education and the Department of Health and
Human Services would be impacted by hearing about the research that can provide data
for services. The agencies that would benefit and be impacted are schools involving
behavioral issues that become criminalized, National Reentry groups for returning
citizens from prison, Michigan to End Mass Incarceration that can extend Research for
groups of behavioral and criminalization groups, Michigan School of Discipline that
examines alternatives of behavioral incidents leading to Juvenile Justice Halls, the
Departments of Restorative Justice, Michigan Department of Corrections that provide
educational programs while incarcerated, Michigan juvenile detention centers and Rise
Up Conference of Prison education.

The research focused on exploring the systemic institutional racism that exists,
which leads to incarceration; the Social Determinants of Health impacted by this study
are Education Access and Quality. Research in the fields of higher education and criminal
justice is vital for understanding and addressing systemic inequities affecting incarcerated
and formerly incarcerated populations. Organizations such as Higher Education in Prison

(HEP) programs, the National Reentry Association, and national reentry coalitions for
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returning citizens provide data and advocacy that demonstrate how education serves as a
transformative tool for successful reentry. Groups including End Mass Incarceration,
Unlock Higher Education, and the National Association of Community and Restorative
Justice (NACRJ) promote policy reform and community-based approaches to dismantle
the school-to-prison pipeline and reduce recidivism. Similarly, Juvenile Justice Halls and
Departments of Corrections that provide education can advance leadership development
among formerly incarcerated individuals, empowering systemic change.

The impact of this study on the existing body of research may be that it could
directly inform changes in schools regarding behavioral incidents and disciplinary
actions. Juvenile Justice Halls can review their policies and procedures to reduce
criminalization practices related to behavioral incidents. Schools can examine the
systemic practices related to behavioral incidents involving racism and develop new
policies. The Rise Up Conference, an online prison education conference, can
disseminate research from presentations that inform educational programs aimed at
examining systemic racism and behavioral issues. Unlock Higher Education is a national
organization that provides research to numerous educational organizations in the United
States and educates people about opportunities to effect change.

Summary

In Chapter 1, I set forth how I explored experiences of formerly incarcerated
minority men to explore barriers of implicit bias/systemic racism leading to the
criminalization of students who faced behavioral issues leading to incarceration. I

detailed the background, problem statement, research question, framework, nature of the
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study, assumptions, scope, definitions, limitations, and significance. I explained how
exploring the experiences of racism in formerly incarcerated Black men attending college
and the barriers of how behavioral issues lead to criminalization will aid in understanding
how we can use the effects of criminalization on systemic racism and alternatives for

social change and educate others about the opportunities to change.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction

The barriers that lead to the poor educational success of minority men are broad
and deep, including poverty, mass incarceration, racial inequality, and lack of resources.
Each aspect plays a role in an ongoing cycle of disenfranchisement that affects one's
ability to achieve and succeed in the education system. Moreover, the legacy of
incarceration injustice has a ripple effect on society through its impact on education,
given the prevalent racial injustices committed against minority men (Walker et al.,
2022). Specifically, African American men failed to make progress concerning education
as the Black community stopped benefiting from shifted efforts focused on problems that
were based on the racial context (Schoenfeld, 2023).

The present research aims to provide interventions to address crimes resulting
from educational inequities, with a focus on policy development and prison education.
Prison education should be viewed as a key determinant of incarceration and recidivism
reduction; therefore, its effectiveness can significantly impact the lives of many
individuals (Magee, 2021). Exploring the systemic factors contributing to the
criminalization of behavioral issues among incarcerated Black men reveals deep-rooted
practices that go back centuries. The historical context of systematically criminalizing
Black Americans has significantly shaped the contemporary justice system's handling of
these individuals (Hinton,2021). This framework often translates minor behavioral

concerns into criminal offenses, perpetuating a cycle of incarceration.
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This chapter provides an overview of the literature search strategy, including the
key terms searched and the databases consulted. The institutional racism theory, along
with systemic racism, is included in the chapter. A review of the literature includes how
this study is related to the school-to-prison pipeline, mass incarceration, systemic racism's
impact on prison incarceration, and the impacts of the criminalization of Black men. The
review focuses on the research of prison education impacts after incarceration, the
impacts of systemic racism and criminalization, and the need for research to increase
knowledge and impact.

Literature Search Strategy

To conduct an extensive literature search, I utilized Walden University Library
databases, including Sage Journals, ProQuest, JSTOR, and ScienceDirect, as well as
Google Scholar. I also reviewed the websites of the Department of Justice, the Prison
Policy Initiative, the Department of Corrections, and the Department of Education. The
literature search was completed utilizing words and phrases that included the
criminalization of behavioral issues of Black men who are incarcerated, poor education
outcomes of minorities and barriers, male outcomes and barriers, and education, mass
incarceration of the behavioral problems, effects of Black mass incarceration, and the
school-to-prison pipeline.

Theoretical Foundation

Institutional racism refers to the systemic embedding of racial inequities within

the fabric of society through laws, norms, and practices; distinct from the overt personal

prejudices of individual racism, which targets specific individuals, institutional racism
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affects groups on a broader scale by embedding discriminatory practices in structural
entities (Vargas et al,2023). Institutional racism emerges from historical configurations of
power dynamics, resulting in practices that disadvantage minority groups while
privileging others. Institutional racism is often characterized by its pervasive impact that
extends across multiple sectors, including education, health services, and the justice
system, where racial disparities persistently manifest (Braveman et al., 2022). The origin
of institutional racism can be traced to colonial practices where legal and social structures
explicitly marginalized racial groups, cementing hierarchies that favored dominant
populations (Bhopal, 2023). As history progressed, the guise of institutional racism
shifted to more covert mechanisms, such as redlining in housing policies and selective
enforcement in the justice system, which perpetuated inequality through neutral practices
(Vargas et al, 2023).

A significant current issue is the attribution of racial inequalities to unconscious
bias, which some argue marginalizes the responsibility of institutions by deflecting focus
from ingrained discriminatory policies (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al, 20203). There are
critical discussions around the identification and labeling of certain institutional practices
as inherently racist, with some scholars questioning whether this oversimplifies complex
socio-political dynamics (Matthew, 2022). Discussions around institutional racism has
expanded to include unconscious biases, and implicit racial stereotypes present within
institutional frameworks (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al, 20203). It systematically
disenfranchises marginalized groups by maintaining barriers to equitable access to

resources and opportunities (Vargas et al, 2023). These entrenched disparities manifest
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across various sectors, such as education, where unequal distribution of resources limits
academic advancement for minority students, perpetuating a cycle of educational
disadvantage (Elias & Paradies, 2021).

Laws like the separate but equal doctrine legalized segregation in public facilities,
fostering an environment where racial discrimination was legally endorsed (Nuriddin et
al., 2020). Similarly, redlining practices in housing severely restricted access to
homeownership for African Americans, leading to long-term economic disparities (Egede
et al., 2023). Institutional racism manifests in contemporary society through various
systems, notably in education, criminal justice, and employment. In education, racial
biases in school disciplinary policies disproportionately affect students of color,
contributing to the well-documented school-to-prison pipeline (Wilkins, 2019). In the
realm of criminal justice, racial profiling and sentencing disparities illustrate how
institutional racism continues to target and penalize minority communities unfairly
(Braveman et al., 2022). Furthermore, in employment, systemic barriers such as
discriminatory hiring practices and wage disparities persist, limiting economic
advancement opportunities for racial minorities and perpetuating wealth inequality (Elias
& Paradies, 2021).

There was an established precedent for racial subjugation, with slavery further
crystallizing attitudes of racial superiority and inferiority. The remnants of these practices
continue to manifest in contemporary forms of racial discrimination. Media outlets may
disproportionately associate certain ethnic groups with criminal behavior, perpetuating

societal biases and prejudices (Braveman et al., 2022). Racism can lead to increased



levels of stress and trauma, which manifests as racial stress and trauma (Cain et al.,
2023). The academic success and trajectory of Black boys are heavily affected by their
experiences of trauma, which affects how they perceive and interact with learning
environments (Thomas et al, 2020). The need for a community trauma framework is a
significant component in coping with and understanding how violence within a
community influences the school life of Black boys (Opara et al., 2020). In addition,
socioeconomic-related causes describe how leadership variables relate to trauma
exposure in Black boys, which affects educational success (Cénat, 2022).

The sense of engagement experienced by Black boys in schools is achieved by
recognizing and accommodating their cultural identities (Walker et al., 2022). As
indicated by the findings, violence at school and in communities contributes to the
trauma's psychological ramifications, diminishing students' engagement and school
performance (Opara et al., 2020).In addition, the intersectional-contextual approach
recognizes the complexity of trauma associated with race, gender, and socioeconomic
status and the intersection between them in impacting the educational experience of
Black boys (Galén et al., 2022). To help decrease the trauma Black boys encounter,
schools must use critical consciousness of anti-Black racism and embed it into the
framework of educational systems (Mosley et al., 2021). Further, exposure to racial
trauma in the education system adds to the school struggles of Black boys because
discrimination is present in more explicit and implicit forms (Alvarez, 2020).

The link between racial trauma and mental health displays that students who

experience trauma related to their race experience anxiety and depressive symptoms,
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which negatively impact their ability to learn (Cénat, 2022). An educational approach that
recognizes race and race-related traumas will create a climate that promotes the success
of Black boys in schools (Walker et al., 2022). The analysis of trauma-informed
curriculum and pedagogy can enhance the educational experiences of Black boys by
creating school environments that are engaging, supportive, and respectful of their needs
(Hatcher et al., n.d.).

The cause of trauma to Black boys is family instability, which is the state of the
family due to factors like divorce, death, and drug abuse. Family conflict or even the
absence of a family member causes trauma as it creates disorder and emotional
disturbance at home (Pumariega et al., 2022). Another common cause of trauma to Black
boys is racial discrimination, which is unwelcoming and harsh treatment that undermines
the self-esteem and drive to learn in Black boys (Mosley et al., 2021). Exposure to
violence in their communities fosters an overwhelming sense of danger and instability
that impacts their psychological preparedness to learn (Stritzel et al, 2021). Being without
a parent may cause children to perceive abandonment and, consequently, experience
emotional distress, which can lead to an unstable foundation for learning in school
(Pumariega et al., 2022). Direct instances of racial bias, such as racial slurs or unequal
treatment by teachers and peers, can lead to diminished self-esteem and increased stress,
thereby hindering academic performance (Woods-Jaeger et al., 2022). Systemic
discrimination embedded within institutional policies and practices often manifests

through disproportionate disciplinary actions and a lack of culturally relevant curricula,
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which marginalize Black boys and limit their educational opportunities (Walker et al,
2022).

Trauma profoundly impacts the academic performance of Black boys, affecting
critical areas such as attendance, grades, and engagement. Exposure to trauma can lead to
chronic absenteeism as these students might avoid the school environment due to the
associated stress and anxiety it triggers (Anderson et al, 2018). There is disengagement in
school activities as these individuals may not participate actively in class or
extracurricular activities due to diminished motivation and energy levels (Walker et al.,
2022). Racism's effect on Black boys could lead to depression as a form of psychosis
because they live in a backdrop where racism is present (Woody et al., 2022).

Cognitive development suggests that Black boys are in environments where they
do not see themselves (Roberts & Rizzo, 2021). An analysis of the issue that relates to the
racial identity that Black boys face in suburban schools shows that they go through a state
of internal conflict that pushes them to break the stereotype placed upon them and be
unique (Galén et al., 2022). The socioecological perspective points to the idea that
structural racism can be found everywhere (Trawalter et al., 2020).

Resilience plays a crucial role in explaining the responses of Black boys to
behaviors amid racism (Churchwell et al., 2020). One meaningful way to support
psychological health for Black boys is by implementing strategies that help them embrace
and challenge racism (T. K. Bailey et al., 2022). Efforts should be made to build their
racial identity and pride by highlighting their cultural identity and resilience. The

resilience frameworks are crucial for implementing best practices aimed at mitigating the
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negative impact of racism on Black boys, as they emphasize adaptive coping strategies
and strengths-based approaches (Marks et al., 2020). Discrimination-oriented schools
resort to punishing students without dealing with the origins of behavioral problems that
are primarily fueled by racial stress (Sevon, 2022). There is research that presents the
ubiquitous presence of racial discrimination invokes a sense of constant alertness that
fosters the development of stress and anxiety among individuals (Woody et al., 2022).

Identity conflicts due to racism affect Black boys' social relationships and vastly
differ from what they believe is true about themselves and their culture, which creates
further disengagement, withdrawal, and detachment from peers (Park & Johnson, 2024).
Reports, music, movies, and social media that depict negative images of Black men
solidify stereotypes that contribute to anxiety and a negative self-image (Smith & Hope,
2020). The identity of being a Black man is made even more difficult when their self-
image is placed against the stereotypes established in the media (Churchwell et.al, 2020).
Black boys face microaggressions in streets, classrooms, and locker rooms that result in
the normalization of otherness and serve to push Black boys further from identification
with the standard peer groups (T. K. Bailey et al., 2022).

Social identity theory provides a valuable lens through which to understand the
psychological impacts of racism on Black boys' identity formation. This theory suggests
that individuals derive a portion of their self-esteem and identity from their group
memberships, including those based on race, gender, or social class (Park & Johnson,
2024). Experiences can foster maladaptive psychological responses, such as anxiety or

withdrawal, as Black boys navigate environments that seldom affirm their identities
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(Chavis & Johnson, 2023). For instance, in school environments where they are subjected
to racial bias, Black boys often internalize negative group perceptions, leading to a
diminished sense of self-worth (Chavis & Johnson, 2023). These environments reinforce
societal devaluation of their racial identity, prompting Black boys to question their
belonging and significance within educational spaces (Roberts & Rizzo, 2021).

The resilience theory states that empowering family and community systems
enables Black boys to overcome the devastating impact of racial slurs and discrimination
(Ferguson, 2020). Intersectionality theory offers a critical framework for understanding
how overlapping identities such as race, gender, and class coalesce to produce
differentiated experiences of criminalization among Black men (Carey, 2024). The
historical development of critical race theory can be traced back to its roots in the Civil
Rights Movement of the 1960s. According to scholars, critical race theory emerged as a
response to the need for a more comprehensive understanding of racial inequalities
embedded within legal systems and societal structures, such as race, gender, and class,
that interact to create complex, layered experiences of privilege and oppression (Plummer
et al, 2024). The movement gained momentum during the 1980s as scholars began
integrating insights from the civil rights movement, highlighting the structural racism
embedded in legal policies (Dodzro, 2023).

Systemic racism refers to the institutional structures and processes that perpetuate
racial disparities, often favoring one racial group over others within societal frameworks
(Balaghi & Okoroji, 2023). In contrast, microaggressions are subtle, often unintentional,

interactions or behaviors that convey implicit bias or prejudice against marginalized
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groups (Bryan, 2020). The evolution of institutional racism has historically involved
discriminatory immigration policies that have been aimed at undocumented individuals
and have prioritized migrants' racial and ethnic distinctions, endowing stereotypes with
validity and further reinforcing discriminatory attitudes that provided legitimization for
exclusionary practices; the enforcement of racially biased laws and policies has
exacerbated discrimination against marginalized minorities as well (Misra et al., 2021).
Racially discriminatory policing practices not only increase the probability of
deportation among the undocumented but also create a society-wide fear of law
enforcement engagement, further ostracizing them from the mainstream (Jacob & Brown,
2022). Immigration laws typically focus on specific social and ethnic fabric, making them
present in the policing practices and harming the social and economic mobility of
undocumented persons (Misra et al., 2021). Government policies significantly contribute
to the perpetuation of institutional racism, particularly through laws and regulations that
disproportionately affect undocumented individuals who emphasize stringent
immigration control measures, such as heightened enforcement and deportation
initiatives, which disproportionately target racial and ethnic minorities (Dhingra et al.,
2022). By prioritizing enforcement over integration, the legal framework further
institutionalizes racial bias, as it crafts an environment where undocumented people face
systemic exclusion and heightened vulnerability (Fish, 2021). It downplays the depth and
diversity of immigrant experiences in favor of generalization and oversimplification,
aggravating existing racial biases and structural inequities in public perception (Skinner-

Dorkenoo et al, 20203).
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One of the significant examples includes government laws to prohibit entry for
people from certain ethnicities, which promoted discrimination-based policies on
undocumented people as well (Fish, 2021). Early legislation related to immigration in
California also aimed to prohibit entry for specific minority groups. Unlike countries in
Europe, immigrants from Asia were barred from entering the country through the
Chinese Exclusion Act (Garcia & Yosso, 2021). Law enforcement agencies in major
cities, particularly the capital, frequently conducted raids in areas mostly settled by racial
minorities, creating an atmosphere of fear that prevented the groups from contacting the
authorities (Bhatia & Burnett, 2022). These practices not only instill fear within
undocumented populations but also discourage engagement with societal institutions due
to concerns about racial profiling (Dhingra et al., 2022). An approach involves the
creation of collaborative advocacy systems, where collective action on the ground
engages policymakers to eliminate xenophobic and racist frameworks in current systems
(Wimmer, 1997).

The mechanisms of institutional racism are rooted in frameworks that advantage
certain racial groups while disadvantaging others, leading to persistent inequities across
critical domains such as education, health care, and employment (Needham et al, 2022).
The historical origins of institutional racism are deeply intertwined with a series of key
events and policies that have perpetuated systemic inequality. For instance, the
establishment of laws and social norms during the colonial period laid a foundational
framework for segregation and discrimination that persists to this day (Nuriddin et al.,

2020).
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Contemporary definitions and interpretations of institutional racism reflect a
nuanced understanding that aligns with systemic perspectives. The literature suggests that
institutional racism is not confined to explicit policies but rather manifests through
organizational norms and implicit biases embedded within various sectors (Ray, 2019).
Systemic factors are central to the perpetuation of institutional racism, where institutional
frameworks establish and reinforce racial disparities. One significant cause is the
historical entrenchment of discriminatory laws and policies, which have been
continuously adapted to sustain racial hierarchies (Nuriddin et al., 2020). These systemic
constructs create an environment where racial biases become normalized within
institutional processes, subtly influencing decision-making and resource allocation.

Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton first introduced the concept of
institutional racism in 1967, comparing it to individual racism. They argued that
institutional policies and practices are employed to maintain racial equality through
passive and rarely used methods (Goose, 2005). While individual racism includes explicit
acts of racism and discrimination against Black people, institutional racism is based on
anti-Black institutions that strategically include anti-Black policies and practices (Li et
al., 2021).

Institutional racism includes how its effects vary across other marginalized
communities depending on their intersected identities (Cypress, 2019). A policy that
appears to be fair and equal may potentially give rise to inequalities because it does not
consider the intersection of distinct categories that affect specific communities (Collins &

Cannella, 2021). Storytelling and documenting individual experiences from marginalized
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communities reveal the reality of racism, especially racial aggression, experienced in the
institutions by creating a counter-story to the accepted dominant narratives, which
underestimates racism and downplays its implications (Amiot et al., 2019). Even the
accounts presented in the culture often downplay the effects and the historical longevity
of systemic racism, perpetuating ignorance against its reduction or eradication at a
societal level (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al., 2021)

Racism is a social hierarchy that intersects in such a way that it forms a complex
structure of domination, impacting marginalized groups differently (Collins et al., 2021).
People are oppressed in different ways depending on how they intersect with their
identities (Collins et al., 2021). The Matrix of Domination offers a detailed and nuanced
understanding of the intersection of race, gender, and class, revealing the systemic nature
of institutional racism (Collins et al., 2021). Collins explains that the matrix illustrates the
intersecting nature of social categories, providing a unique and comprehensive coverage
of subordination (Collins et al., 2021). The matrix provides insight into how oppression
in society operates on a structural level, as social categories reinforce interlocking and
related systems of inequality (Collins & Cannella, 2021).

Institutionalized racism is the unequal distribution of health care, housing, and
education among races, wherein the setup of the institutions still controls these factors
and can affect neighborhood conditions, such as unequal distribution and health care
access. (Riley et al., 2024). Systemic practices have their roots in the active politics of
oppression, as punitive incarceration policies disproportionately affect certain racial

groups and maintain existing hierarchies (Lee, 2023). The system of punishment
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disempowers Black and Brown communities from socioeconomic advancement by
violating their fundamental civil and human rights and breaking families; mass
incarceration is the factor that further exacerbates this cycle of poverty and injustice to
Black and brown people by making them and their families entangled in the slavery of
the law and cut from socioeconomic advancement (Pettit & Gutierrez, 2018).

Racism as an institution from an economic perspective and its intertwining with
the prison system exacerbate growth, demonstrating how economic policies mask racial
discrimination inherent in the structural adjustment process (Zare et al., 2022). Prisons
are a vehicle of oppression that is part of a complex hierarchy that reproduces racial
oppression (Zare et al., 2022). Policy structures create administrative practices that
perpetuate biases against marginalized racial minorities (Peters et al., 2024).
Administrative systems justify their actions via broader cultural ideologies that endorse
racially discriminatory viewpoints or beliefs forwarded by a dominant group (Johnson &
Thomas, 2023). Such interconnectedness illustrates how institutional racism is deeply
ingrained in society, emphasizing the need for comprehensive and systemic changes
rather than just addressing specific instances or manifestations of racism. Racial
segregation creates and maintains an underclass and deprives minorities of accessing
resources and opportunities, maintaining inequalities between different races (Dodgson,
2019). Such segregation did not occur because of isolated biases; instead, these factors
stem from systemic institutional policy practices, including discriminatory housing and

zoning policies (Elias & Paradies, 2021).
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Institutional racism as a primary theory includes the idea of Whiteness and how it
relies on unconscious bias to uphold the systemic tendency and impacts the perpetuation
of institutional racism and the upholding of White privilege while discriminatory
behavior towards other races (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al, 20203). Research conducted in
minority-serving institutions revealed bias in access to learning materials and limited
opportunities available at these institutions. A critique of institutional racism for being
overly heuristic, generalizing the outcomes under which institutional mechanisms create
disparate impacts (Matthew, 2022). For example, existing literature suggests that
minority populations must contend with institutional practices that hinder their access to
quality healthcare services (Elias & Paradies, 2021). Standardized tests contain cultural
biases that align with privileged schools of thought, awarding benefits to the dominant
socioeconomic and ethnic groups over their disadvantaged counterparts. This bias in
access to education is reflected in standardized tests (Jones et al., 2020). Biased
educational attributes had prominence for specific racial groups, benefiting them rather
than aiming for overall improvements in students' capabilities (Jones et al., 2020). Black
men are receiving more severe sentencing outcomes and are more likely to be
incarcerated as compared to Whites (Merolla & Jackson, 2019). The existing social
inequality is worsened for racial minorities as they are overrepresented in prisons and
find it hard to reintegrate after being released (Harris & Harding, 2019).

Institutional racism is a theoretical framework that links specific practices and
policies to more generalized inequalities in society, thereby reinforcing institutional

mechanisms that nurture and reproduce the specified disadvantages (Needham et al.,



31

2022). Policies are created based on frameworks that favor dominant social groups while
simultaneously denying essential rights and privileges to racial minority groups (Banaji et
al., 2021). The presence of racial bias in the policy framework indicates institutional
racism as a diverse phenomenon capable of operating from the inside to have an adverse
effect on society (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al, 20203).

Institutional racism manifests bias in social systems as they are perceived through
cultural lenses (Kisa & Kisa, 2025). Such attitudes would then spill over into education,
media depictions, and other social systems functioning within institutions. Institutionally
created bias has been theorized in the literature due to the long-standing social structures
and institutions that have existed, reappearing in various social systems and thereby
influencing general cultural discourse and dictating rules in this manner (Jacob & Brown,
2022). Some researchers argue that the theory does not adequately consider the
significant role of personal agency alongside structural forces in maintaining racial
disparities (Skinner-Dorkenoo et al., 2020). Institutional racism sometimes relies on
simplistic oppositions (e.g., "White supremacy" vs. "minoritized-oppressed groups,")
which is damaging to the debate concerning the socio-racial dynamics (Ross, 2020).
Dismissing the interaction of social institutions with human behavior dismisses the role
of human actions (Matthew, 2022).

Structural racism is one of the most important explanations for understanding
racial disparities; it is critical to understand how structural and cultural racism work
together and develop a larger explanatory framework regarding such issues (Merolla &

Jackson, 2019). Institutional racism refers to racism inherent in a system that affects



32

certain racial groups more disadvantageously than others due to this policy (Banaji et al.,
2021). Discrimination caused by systemic racism implies the involvement of all
components that comprise society in its discriminatory behavior.

Further research can focus on institutional racism in new sectors, such as
technology (Toldson, 2019). Institutional racism stratifies health outcomes by race,
emphasizing the need for structural change rather than individual-level interventions
(Williams et al.,2022). In school discipline disparities, noting that Black students are
disproportionately disciplined in racially segregated school settings, even when
controlling for behavior (Hirschfield,2019). There are algorithmic biases in hiring,
policing, and lending systems, which serve as modern extensions of institutional racism
(Fountain, 2021). They frame these practices as reproductions of historical inequalities
under digital infrastructures (Thomas et al, 2020). There are racial disparities in
sentencing and incarceration that reflect the operation of institutional racism in the
criminal justice system; these disparities persist even when laws appear facially neutral
(Fortner, 2022).

Literature Review Related to Key Variables and/or Concepts
The History of Racism Against Blacks and African Americans in the United States

The legacies of the transatlantic slave trade extend into the complexities of the
20th century, as efforts to suppress slavery exposed enduring societal challenges (Sawyer
& Wagner, 2024). This forced migration significantly altered the demographic makeup
within the Americas and had profound social and cultural repercussions. For instance, the

skewed sex ratios among the enslaved populations frequently led to imbalanced
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demographic structures, affecting community development and cultural continuity in
various regions (Eltis & Engerman, 2022). The imposition of such demographic
transformations was exacerbated by the strategic selection of enslaved individuals from
diverse ethnolinguistic groups, which disrupted existing social networks and cultural
identities (Fortes-Lima & Verdu, 2021). The demographic composition of Brazil has
been fundamentally shaped by its standing as the largest recipient of enslaved Africans
during the transatlantic slave trade.

With about 70% of all enslaved Africans in Latin America being brought to
Brazil, the nation has a markedly distinct ethnographic landscape that reflects this
historical influx (Micheletti et al., 2020). This is attributed to the region's smaller share of
enslaved Africans compared to the Northeast, where West African origins are more
predominant due to historical settlement patterns. In contrast, the Northeast displays a
significantly higher African ancestry percentage of 50.8%, stemming from a larger influx
of enslaved Africans, primarily from West Africa, during the transatlantic slave trade
(Micheletti et al., 2020). The legacy of slavery has historically influenced social
outcomes, particularly within Afro-descendant communities, contributing to systemic
inequalities and interracial social stratification (Row & Ross, 2020). An estimated
12,500,000 Africans were forcibly deported to the Americas, with millions enduring
horrendous conditions during the Middle Passage, the journey became a graveyard for
countless individuals (Micheletti et al., 2.020). The transatlantic slave trade's legacy
extends deeply into the current fabric of institutional inequality, particularly in the

racialization of crime and punishment.
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The historical processes that categorized and controlled racial groups through
legal systems are still evident today, perpetuating disparities in justice administration
(Wilkins, 2020). The impact of the transatlantic slave trade on local economies and
infrastructure development in coastal towns was substantial. The trade's economic
footprint was evident in the significant growth of these towns as ports and logistical hubs,
facilitating the movement of resources and goods. The financial gains generated from the
slave trade were instrumental in developing robust port facilities and auxiliary
infrastructure, bolstering local markets and employment opportunities. This
infrastructural and economic enhancement not only supported the immediate needs of
trade but also laid a foundation for future economic activities, thereby embedding the
legacy of slavery into the evolving economic framework of these regions (Wright, 2022).

Merchants played a crucial role in the transatlantic transportation of enslaved
people by orchestrating the economic transactions that facilitated this inhumane trade.
Their motivations were primarily driven by the lucrative financial returns associated with
the trade, as they invested in ships and secured cargo of enslaved people. They exchanged
trade goods, such as textiles and alcohol, for other goods of equal value (Jones, 2022).
The systematic collaboration of merchants and shipbuilders thus provided the operational
framework required for the Atlantic slave trade, with merchants' business practices rooted
in economic gain, often overshadowing the profound human suffering inflicted
(Micheletti et al., 2020). These operations involved complex networks that facilitated the
transport of valuable commodities alongside enslaved people, ensuring the perpetual

engagement of diverse international players (Mocan, 2020). This duality in legal
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enforcement was exacerbated by the global interconnectedness of markets, which
demanded a steady flow of enslaved labor, thereby undermining abolitionist efforts
(Morgan, 2023). Research provides critical insights into how racial inequities have
cemented themselves as foundational elements of systemic discrimination, proving to be
transnational in scope (Lewis & Cerezo,2024).

The transatlantic slave trade's economic impact is further illuminated by
examining the productivity of this inhumane enterprise. The total factor productivity of
the trade, particularly in French and British contexts, underscores the efficiency with
which enslaved individuals were commodified and transported (Wachendorfer et al.,
2024). The transatlantic slave trade's influence extended beyond the economic sphere,
permeating social structures and racial ideologies in profound ways. Indigenous slavery's
decline was a precursor that intensified the African slave trade, demonstrating a pattern of
exploitation that reshaped demographics across continents (Wright, 2022).

The transatlantic slave trade, while often overshadowed by the transatlantic trade,
provides crucial insights into the broader economic and social impacts of slavery across
continents. This extensive network facilitated the movement of enslaved individuals from
Africa's interior to coastal regions, where they were then shipped across the Atlantic,
illustrating the complex layers of exploitation (Bellagamba et al., 2016). The genetic
legacy of the transatlantic slave trade further underscores the pervasive impact of this
historical atrocity.

Research reveals that genetic connections between African regions involved in the

slave trade and the Americas have left a lasting imprint on population genetics
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(Micheletti et al., 2020). The systemic racial inequities that emerged from this trade have
become entrenched in the fabric of modern society, manifesting as ongoing racial biases
within contemporary legal systems (Mocan, 2020). The transatlantic slave trade has
legacy ramifications in institutional inequality as it laid the foundation for the
racialization of crime and punishment (Wilkins, 2020).
History of Enslaved People Forced Into Plantations

Enslaved people were a labor force in plantations, and it influenced people of
African descent with persecution and enforced racism. Plantations, large tracts of
agricultural land under monocrops, began during the colonial era for economic reasons.
The large piece of land was made possible by taking over the natives' lands, and the
economic interests were promoted by opening plantations, which were mostly owned and
run by the colonialists (McAleese & Kilty, 2019). The labor provided by the enslaved
people was a form of oppression that allowed the system of colonial planters to work, and
the same oppression and inequality have remained up until today (Trisos et al., 2021).
Plantations were also a significant economic force in colonial and antebellum America,
as they depended on slavery to operate successfully. Economic prosperity relied on the
conditions that forced enslaved Black people to work on their farms, producing cotton
through heavy agricultural labor (Desmond, 2019).

The plantation economy created a structure in which male labor was often
observed to exhibit racial biases; the 19th-century shift from manual to mechanized labor
did not break away from the racial dynamics that carried over from plantation life into

industrial cities (Fiori, 2020). The colonial and antebellum legal and social systems were
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crafted to uphold the plantation system and encourage racial division. The slave codes
legalized slavery through the legal perception of African enslaved people as property,
which legitimized their exploitation and dehumanization (Bryan, 2020). Slave codes
created a distinction to protect the rights and prerogatives of the White landowners. They
removed all legal protections for the enslaved, establishing racial injustice as a norm in
society. Socially, these legal systems were supported by the widespread acceptance of the
idea that the White man was superior to all non-Whites and that the non-Whites could be
treated inhumanely when deemed necessary to control their behavior (Fiori, 2020).
Plantations in the American South focused primarily on cotton production, relying
on the merciless exploitation of the enslaved African American people. The scale and
efficiency of these plantations were facilitated through a system that dehumanized people
and put a price on human labor based on race (Desmond, 2019). The legacy of the
plantations has had a profound influence on regional racism and economic inequality
(Noxolo, 2022). Plantations did not just sustain a plantation economy that was dependent
on the exploitation of the enslaved; they also helped establish racial capitalism, which
prioritizes and maximizes economic profit at the expense of the oppressed racial populace
(Murphy & Schroering, 2020). The socioeconomic systems established by plantations
specifically enabled a planter society that oppresses racial, ethnic, and economic
minorities (Purifoy, 2021). The economic standards of the plantation encouraged the
depiction of racial minorities as inferior and fit for servitude, thereby promoting negative

stereotypes that penetrated societal culture. (Collins & Cannella, 2021)
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Through narratives that portrayed racial minorities as creatures whose fate rested
under servitude. Southeast Asia was characterized by the colonial imposition of mega-
plantations that reflected the exploitative model of previous plantation economies along
with its structural racism (McAleese & Kilty, 2019). These plantations imitated the
economic logic of the slavery system, exploiting indigenous peoples in the region as
cheap labor for their plantations while promoting racism as an organizing principle to
manage a multicultural workforce. For Indonesia, this ecological and economic shift
towards the plantation system reinforced racist ideas and was a key issue in the
anticolonial revolts (Tilley, 2020).

The fact that plantation systems were transnational in their spread demonstrates
the convergence of economic interests with racism in colonial policy, which allowed for
their proliferation and adaptation far beyond the Western countries that birthed them. In
this way, the global character of plantation systems confirms the universality of racism as
a legacy of colonialism, transcending its specific origin in the Western world. The
propagation of such narratives in the cultural sphere continues to influence societal
interaction and perception in today's social environment as people adopt cultures that
promote racism and discrimination (Kunst & Mesoudi,2024).

The social and economic inequality created through plantation systems
institutionalized racial injustice in the social fabric, allowing for globalized and economic
inequalities, which today are reproduced through institutions that overwhelmingly favor
the descendants of independent planter societies rather than the other groups (Bryan,

2020). Plantation economies thrive globally but, like their colonial counterparts, come
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with a cost for humanity, exploitation, and the environment (Rana & Miller, 2021). There
is a systematic inequality in financial status that racial minorities still face today. With
time, this became an economic inequality, where racial resources and opportunities were
preserved for Whites, and inequality was visible against the non-White population,
achieving equal financial status (Bhopal, 2023). Even today, industries that mimic
plantation systems and hierarchies are used to maintain a systemic order of labor and
continue to provide unequal economic opportunities to people segregated by race (Bryan,
2020).

The legacy of plantations in history affects present-day racial debates because the
disparities in the economy and society today are rooted in slave labor on plantations
(Tarlow, 2024). Because plantations created a specific racial identity that continues to
promote inequalities, a nation's education system, developed through prior plantations or
other bases, continues to exacerbate racial debates today, as it promotes certain ideals that
continue to favor one party or the other (Squire, 2021). Media and literature, which are
based on the memory of the plantation, tend to highlight stereotypes consistent with the
society of that time, such as emphasizing oppression and racism as the primary breeding
ground for power dynamics in their narratives (Noxolo, 2022).

The representation in media also affects how today's society views culture based
on the plantations, including reviving the memory of the plantation to shape how
collective consciousness remembers the racist practices and discrimination (Gordon-Reed
et al., 2022). These plantations exploited the racially unjust economic model of slavery

that treated the enslaved people of African descent on these lands as property and became
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entrenched in centuries of a system of racial hierarchy that was based on the economic
dependence of the Southern economy itself on slavery (Desmond, 2019).

The other case to consider is the sugar plantations in the Caribbean, which
became the commercial equivalent of similar developments before and during the rise of
the agricultural economy that eventually established itself in the Americas (Fiori, 2020).
Although a contributor to American political thought, Thomas Jefferson maintained a
plantation using slave labor, highlighting the tensions between freedom and oppression
(Fiori, 2020). Because of the plantations' financial needs, these ideas of liberty translated
into evidence from the dehumanization and employment of enslaved Africans as
property, and social needs formed racism, both on the premises and institutionally
(Bryan, 2020).

The sugar plantations in the Caribbean were instrumental in establishing racial
hierarchy and class discrimination by brutally exploiting enslaved Africans in cruel and
inhumane working conditions (Beckles, 2013). Today, the ramifications of the plantation
economy continue to influence the socio-political landscape, as evident in the prevalent
economic systems and racial hierarchies that are remnants of colonial exploitation
(Murphy & Schroering, 2020). A further noteworthy demonstration of the international
aspect of plantation systems is found in Brazil's coffee plantations during the 19th
century. Brazil's growing coffee business depended significantly on the forced labor of
abused Africans, much like in other locations. This impacted systemic racism embedded
in Brazil's social and economic dynamics (McAleese & Kilty, 2019). The plantation's

legacy was exported alongside its coffee (Tilley, 2020).
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Cotton plantations in southern America adopted slavery as a practice and a
prospect to grow the economy, which formed the basis of systemic racism that further
generalized racial division in the nation (Desmond, 2019). These plantations also had
systems that highlighted racial divisions, where White landowners exercised economic
power. At the same time, non-White workers remained oppressed in the structures where
they maintained racial superiority and inferiority among workers, depending on the
workers' economic standing and laboring class (Fiori, 2020).

Achieving high productivity based on the labor of enslaved internationals
contributed not only to agriculture but also to the growth and enrichment of the plantation
owners, and, as a result, to the plantation economy. The plantation economy was a
significant contributor to the country's economy (Desmond, 2019). The records also show
how laws served the plantation economy, systematically defining enslaved people as
property and establishing a structure that benefited plantation owners at the expense of
systematic racism entrenched in the legislation (Purifoy, 2021). Besides, plantation
formation records also demonstrate how the economy was systematically designed to
benefit the White planter elites, a clear economic structure that planned exploitation
highlights systematic discrimination based on racial lines (Murphy & Schroering, 2020).
Plantations were an economic source that thrived on exploitation and racial
discrimination during labor work systems (Everhardt et al., 2024).

Abolition of Slavery in the United States
The Emancipation Proclamation is one of the most significant historical events in

the United States, and prior to the Proclamation, the Country was embroiled in a Civil
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War. The war ensued due to differences over the Union's withdrawal from slave states.
At the time, the Union's war objective did not include the Emancipation of enslaved
people. It sought to maintain the Union's integrity, which was necessary (Bargallie &
Lentin, 2022). It fostered a transition from war to unity and freedom. President Abraham
Lincoln recognized the need to delicately maintain a precarious political balance to
protect the border states that were critical to the Union's success (Bargallie & Lentin,
2022). Lincoln needed to navigate the political situation with care, knowing that missteps
could result in the alienation of key supporters (Reed, 2019).

The abolition of slavery threatened the economic interests of the Southern states,
which aggravated their conflict with the North (Bellani et al., 2022). As a financial
foundation, the Southern states were adamant and committed to fighting for Slavery and
refused to compromise their practices that supported their social order and economy
(Bellani et al., 2022). President Abraham Lincoln announced the Emancipation
Proclamation on January 1, 1863. It altered the course of the American Civil War and the
war's purpose (Bargallie & Lentin, 2022). The Emancipation Proclamation was not just
an act to diminish the economic capacity of the Confederacy. However, the demand to
end Slavery in the United States, and the primary aim of the Proclamation was to change
the focus of the Civil War to include the eradication of slavery alongside the previously
established goal of uniting the country (McPherson, 2019).

The Emancipation Proclamation had significant legal implications. It stated that
"all people held as slaves" (emphasis in original) in the seceded states "are, and

henceforward shall be free" (Gonzalez, 2022). The Emancipation Proclamation's legal
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implications came from its moral justification, and the President established it under his
Commander-in-Chief powers (Gonzalez, 2022). Subsequently, the Thirteenth
Amendment produced the legal act that abolished slavery in the United States.

The Proclamation did not immediately outlaw Slavery in the border states or the
parts of the Confederacy already controlled by Union forces (Rodrigue, 2023). The
Proclamation undermined pro-Confederate lobbies by challenging them to defend the
Confederate cause without the moral justification of supporting Slavery (McPherson,
2019). Its publication transformed the ideological orientation of the Civil War to the
abolitionist movement, integrating the fight for ending Slavery with the prewar aims of
the abolitionists and reintegrating the fight against

Slavery within its ideological framework, supplanting abstract concerns with
abolition with concrete military strategy (Bargallie & Lentin, 2022). By proclaiming the
end of Slavery in rebel states, the Proclamation created a political basis for future
legislative battles to secure the end of the practice throughout the republic (Parker, 2019).
By embedding Emancipation within the war aims of the Union, the Proclamation
catalyzed a shift in national priorities towards equality and justice, planting the seeds for
future legal and social advancements (Bargallie & Lentin, 2022).

The reason the present-day legal system still carries racial inequality is that it was
a legacy of slavery (Wilkins, 2020). The roots of institutional racism in the United States
can be traced back to the implementation of the slave codes and the Indentured Servants
Act of 1663. These early legislative initiatives established a system that embedded racial

discrimination within the legal framework, creating an enduring legacy of inequality
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(Vargas et al, 2023). The post-Civil War era marked a critical juncture when Jim Crow
laws institutionalized racial segregation and reinforced White supremacy as a legal
standard (Hswen et al., 2020). Further compounding these inequalities were the impacts
of the War on Drugs in the late 20th century, which disproportionately targeted minority
communities, resulting in mass incarceration rates that disproportionately affected Black
and Hispanic populations (Taifa, 2024).

Civil Rights in the United States and the Adoption of Drug Laws

The movement's efforts culminated in landmark legislation such as the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which dismantled legal
segregation and prohibited racial discrimination in voting and employment (Hswen et al.,
2020). The origins of drug policies in the United States reveal a troubling incorporation
of racial biases, setting a precedent that persists today. From the early 20th century, the
enactment of drug laws often targeted minority populations under the guise of public
health and safety. These race-neutral appearances masked the discriminatory intent
underlying many of these regulations (Montes et al, 2020).

The Nixon administration initially portrayed the campaign to reduce drug
addiction and trafficking; however, racial motivations quickly became apparent,
particularly in targeting African American communities (Daniels et al., 2021). The
resulting legislation, such as the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, introduced
disproportionately severe penalties for crack cocaine offenses, substances more prevalent
in Black neighborhoods (Camp, 2023). These early policies laid a foundation for

systemic racial inequities in law enforcement, effectively criminalizing communities of
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color under the guise of public safety and continuing to shape the discourse around drug-
related criminal justice to this day (Earp et al., 2021).

President Nixon's declaration of the war on drugs in 1971 marked a pivotal
moment for racial dynamics within U.S. drug policy. Nixon's campaign, directed toward
reducing drug abuse, deliberately amplified racial stereotypes to justify increased law
enforcement in African American communities (Daniels et al., 2021). By promoting an
image of drug use as primarily an issue of inner-city and minority populations, Nixon's
policies criminalized a vast demographic, resulting in disproportionate arrests and
incarcerations (Earp et al., 2021). Subsequent legislation, including the notorious Anti-
Drug Abuse Act, further entrenched these disparities, leading to systemic economic and
social disadvantages for communities of color (Pamplin et al., 2023). The Anti-Drug
Abuse Act of 1986 exemplified this trend by mandating stricter sentences for crack
cocaine offenses, a drug more common in minority neighborhoods, thereby exacerbating
racial disparities in the criminal justice system (Marsh & Walker, 2022).

One such initiative includes revising sentencing laws to address the
disproportionate impact of mandatory minimum sentences on minority communities
(Earp et al., 2021). Additionally, state-level reforms, such as decriminalizing certain drug
offenses, have emerged as strategies to reduce incarceration rates among African
American and Latino populations, seeking to rectify historical injustices (Pamplin et al.,

2023).
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Racial Bias in Death Penalty Sentencing in the United States

Racial prejudice in sentencing death penalty cases is a matter of grave concern,
amplifying alarming disparities in the judicial system that assign more death sentences to
defendants who are a minority in society (Baumgartner et al., 2023). Death penalty
decisions are more severe according to the defendant's race, and there could be significant
disparities in their outcomes (Baumgartner et al., 2023). With organizational policies
aimed at minimizing implicit biases, the corresponding biases may be less effective in
addressing racial bias and disparity (Exum, 2019). The evidence of racial discrimination
in judicial decision-making is not only common but also systematic and results in the
discrimination of racial minorities (Mocan, 2020).

Racial minorities, Black and Latino capital defendants, are more likely to receive
a death sentence compared to their White peers, holding all else equal (Ulmer et al.,
2020). This phenomenon endures due to systemic reasons within the capital justice
system, such as the impact of racial stereotypes and Bias on the adjudication process
(Gagliardi, 2021). The studies reveal that victims' race intensifies demographic
disproportion; the involvement of White victims frequently leads to the death sentences
of minority capital defendants, proving strong racial bias as well (Fleury-Steiner & Sarat,
2024).

The pervasive demographic disparity in capital punishment cases points toward
biased judicial processes due to systemic inequalities and intrinsic racial discrimination
against minority defendants to the point that it undermines the public trust in legal

outcomes, as race is disproportionately considered in sentencing outcomes (Kastellec,
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2021). Perceived inequity due to demographic disparity, especially when racial minorities
are undermined by prejudice because of a socio-political agenda against them, not only
violates fundamental justice but also creates a socio-political agenda to discriminate
against certain racial minorities, with no means of fair trial ever materializing (Kastellec,
2021).

During the Jim Crow era of the American South, the execution of African
Americans became commonplace and reflective of the social acceptance of racism, which
resulted in a higher execution rate for Black people than the general White population
(Sawyer & Wagner, 2024). The apparent inclination of the U.S. courts to favor and back
racial bias through death sentences for Black defendants caused public sensitivity and
attention toward their unfair and inequitable application (Steiker & Steiker, 2020). Racial
Bias plays a significant role in the usage of the death penalty in the United States,
showing that minority defendants receive more death sentences than their White peers
(Horowitz, 2023).

History of Mass Incarceration

Mass incarceration refers to the substantial increase in the number of incarcerated
individuals, which has become a defining characteristic of the American criminal justice
system that not only burdens public resources but also undermines the social fabric of
communities (Walker et al, 2022). These circumstances foster an environment where
individuals, particularly those from marginalized backgrounds, are systematically
disadvantaged, leading to questions about the fairness and equity of justice administration

(Gagliardi, 2021).
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The historical roots of mass incarceration in the United States can be traced
through a series of significant legislative and policy shifts. of racial politics and crime
control efforts, reflecting broader societal tensions (Baffour et al, 2024). The introduction
of the war on drugs in the 1980s marked a pivotal moment, leading to a dramatic increase
in incarceration rates as mandatory minimum sentences and three-strikes laws came into
effect (Taifa, 2024). Policies from this era disproportionately targeted minority
communities, exacerbating racial disparities within the justice system (Kovera, 2019).

Additionally, the War on Drugs in the 1980s introduced mandatory minimum
sentencing laws, which significantly increased the prison population size, as these laws
mandated fixed, lengthy sentences for drug-related offenses, removing judicial discretion
(Taifa, 2024). Another provision that contributed to rising incarceration rates was the
enactment of the three-strikes law, which imposed severe penalties on repeat offenders,
further exacerbating the burden on the prison system (Baffour et al., 2024). These
policies led to an overwhelming increase in arrests and convictions, disproportionately
affecting minority communities and perpetuating racial inequities within the criminal
justice system (Katzman & Kovera, 2023).

Neighborhoods characterized by socioeconomic disadvantage frequently lack
adequate public resources, such as schools and community programs, which can
exacerbate the cycle of marginalization and criminalization (Katzman & Kovera, 2023).
Disparities in education further impede these communities, as lower educational
attainment is directly correlated with higher incarceration rates, highlighting the systemic

inequities prevalent within the justice system (Taifa, 2024). Practices contribute to
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extending sentences and prioritizing occupancy over rehabilitation, exacerbating the
socioeconomic issues associated with mass incarceration and challenging reformative
initiatives aimed at addressing these systemic problems (Galletta et al., 2021). The
disproportionate targeting of minority communities manifests in various stages, from
initial law enforcement interactions to sentencing and parole decisions (Sawyer &
Wagner, 2025). Such disparities are not merely incidental but are deeply embedded in
policies and practices that have historically marginalized people of color (Beckett &
Francis, 2020). High incarceration rates have significant economic repercussions on
communities, often resulting in the loss of workforce and increased poverty (Taifa,
2024).

As societal awareness of racial issues grew, critical pieces of legislation, such as
the Civil Rights Act, emerged to explicitly prohibit discrimination based on race and
ensure equal treatment under the law (Darnell et al., 2022). A range of laws actively
criminalize behaviors rooted in racism, each reflecting the intricate societal commitment
to eradicating racial discrimination through legal means. Such statutes encompass hate
crime laws that specifically target acts motivated by racial prejudice, providing both
punitive and deterrent functions (Elias & Paradies, 2021).

Systemic Roots of U.S. Mass Incarceration

Systemic issues within policing, such as racial profiling and disparities in arrest
rates, can undermine the intended deterrent effect of these laws (Najdowski & Stevenson,
2022). Critics argue that these enforcement challenges perpetuate racial biases,

questioning the capacity of law enforcement to execute anti-racism laws impartially
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(Elias & Paradies, 2021). Legal frameworks can serve as a deterrent, fostering a reduction
in overt racial discrimination by emphasizing societal and legal repercussions (Elias &
Paradies, 2021). The negative implications also warrant attention; inequities in enforcing
these laws can exacerbate racial disparities within the judicial system (Najdowski &
Stevenson, 2022). Such empowerment stems from laws that articulate explicit protections
and consequences for racist acts, thereby reinforcing norms against racial discrimination
(T. K. Bailey et al., 2022). Challenges in the consistent and unbiased enforcement of
these laws can unintentionally deepen existing inequalities, as systemic issues in policing
and judicial processes adversely affect marginalized groups (Najdowski & Stevenson,
2022)

Media narratives often amplify instances of racism, influencing public attitudes
and potentially affecting judicial outcomes. This can either emphasize systemic issues or
focus on isolated incidents, thereby shaping the discourse and public understanding
(Burnett-Bowie et al., 2022). Systemic issues within law enforcement and the judicial
system can lead to differential outcomes, thereby reducing the anticipated effectiveness
of these laws (Elias & Paradies, 2021). These initiatives include school-based curricula
that educate young individuals on the historical and contemporary impacts of racism, as
well as community workshops that address implicit biases and promote inclusive
practices (Coker, 2022).

The introduction of stringent legal frameworks targeting racist acts often
contributes to a cultural milieu that increasingly condemns overt discrimination, thereby

aligning societal values with those enshrined in anti-discrimination laws (T. K. Bailey et
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al., 2022). Segments of society may perceive these legal measures as excessive or
misdirected, sparking debate on the balance between justice and overcriminalization (T.
K. Bailey et al., 2022). The legal approach can also exacerbate tensions, as differential
enforcement and perceived biases within the legal system may lead to community
mistrust (Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022).

The persistent racial disparities within the criminal justice system are not only a
result of overt discrimination but also subtle forms of bias that are embedded in societal
norms and practices. Implicit biases, which are unconscious attitudes or stereotypes, play
a significant role in the differential treatment of Black men, often contributing to their
overrepresentation in criminal statistics (Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022). Racial profiling
remains a persistent issue that exacerbates the criminalization of Black men, as it is
deeply ingrained in law enforcement practices (Harris, 2020). Biases in criminal legal
systems lead to racial disparities in criminalization, denying equitable treatment across
racial lines (Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022). Additionally, racial profiling, a problematic
practice where law enforcement uses race as a primary factor in apprehending
individuals, exacerbates these disparities, making Black men particularly vulnerable to
unjust treatment (Harris, 2020).

Black men and the criminal justice system, escalating their vulnerability to
unnecessary scrutiny and false accusations (Harris, 2020). The prevalence of such
profiling is reflected in the heightened surveillance and frequent stops Black men face,
which contribute to inflated arrest rates and their consequent overrepresentation in the

prison population (Jones, 2022). According to the literature, these biased policing
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strategies not only undermine trust in law enforcement but also perpetuate a cycle of
stigmatization and criminalization (Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022). Addressing the issues
of racial profiling requires fundamental shifts in training and operational protocols within
law enforcement agencies to mitigate biased practices and promote equitable treatment.

The media significantly influence public perception by disproportionately
emphasizing negative stereotypes, framing Black men primarily within the context of
crime and deviance (Kumah-Abiwu, 2019). This skewed portrayal fosters a societal
narrative that cultivates fear and suspicion, leading to biased treatment both within
community interactions and institutional settings (Bryan, 2020). Public attitudes towards
Black men are further shaped by historical stereotypes that persist in characterizing them
as inherently dangerous, contributing to broader societal acts of discrimination and
injustice (Taylor et al., 2019).

These stereotypes, perpetuated by media and societal attitudes, often manifest in
the form of bias during hiring processes, leading to disproportionately higher
unemployment rates among Black men (Owusu-Bempabh et al., 2023). The resulting
economic instability can lead individuals toward informal economies or activities that
may be deemed illegal, increasing contact with the criminal justice system. Furthermore,
the lack of stable employment limits economic mobility and entrenches social
disadvantage, creating a structural cycle of marginalization and criminality (Najdowski &
Stevenson, 2022).

Racial disparity in imprisonment is a pervasive issue that has evolved over

decades, reflecting systemic biases ingrained in the justice system (Enders et al., 2019).
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The psychological toll includes heightened stress, anxiety, and depression, as minority
inmates frequently experience the compounding effects of discrimination and isolation
(Reiter et al., 2020). Studies illustrate that drug offenses, particularly in federal prisons,
disproportionately affect racial minorities, implicating systemic issues in legal processing
and sentencing that prioritize harsher penalties for these groups (Sawyer & Wagner,
2024). Policies focusing on drug offenses have historically contributed to the
disproportionate imprisonment of racial minorities, continuing the legacy of racial
discrimination within legal frameworks (Sawyer & Wagner, 2024).

According to the Prison Policy Initiative, there are 1,900,000 people incarcerated
in the United States. Within the past five years, Second Chance Pell has granted college
classes to at least 28,000 students in prison, with 9,000 receiving credentials, including
associate's, Certificates, and bachelor's degrees (Vera Institute of Justice, 2022).
Educational opportunities while incarcerated reduce recidivism. Students who participate
in some college classes while incarcerated are 43% less likely to be reincarcerated than
those who do not. Students who earn an associate degree are approximately 85% less
likely to return to prison, and those who receive a bachelor's degree are more than 95%
less likely to return (Barry, 2023).

The overwhelming disproportion of people of color incarcerated is an indicator of
racial systemic disparities of mass incarceration (Ghandnoosh, 2021). The justice system
was often criticized and served as a mitror to society, reflecting the prejudices that
allowed racist and unjust patterns to flourish (Kim & Clark, 2013). Such practices that

establish a pattern of injustice facilitate and encourage the perception of threat, which in
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turn influences judges or prosecutors based on their jury's verdict (Katzman & Kovera,
2023). Perspectives based on racial profiling and stereotypes held by people play a vital
role in wrongful incarceration, as one gets convicted due to perception rather than reality;
racial features of suspect identification lead to wrong decisions, and their racial bias
negatively affects eyewitness evidence (Katzman & Kovera, 2023).

Wrongful Convictions

The implicit bias among police officers and lawyers is another vital contributor to
wrongful convictions concerning racial discrimination. It plays a significant role in
uncovering prejudicial practices and biases against minorities and is used unconsciously
in critical situations (Godsey, 2017). Tunnel vision also promotes implicit bias and
predisposition (Rossmo & Pollock, 2019). The racial imbalance in the quality of legal
representation has a notable impact on the issue of wrongful imprisonment.

Minority groups often face limited access to competent legal representation due to
socioeconomic factors and institutional inefficiencies in providing such representation by
public defenders (Umamaheswar, 2023). Implicit biases can also impact members of
minority groups indirectly, as defense attorneys may represent prejudiced views in the
courtroom when dealing with their cases (Rossmo & Pollock, 2019). The trauma of this
injustice can lead to psychological disorders such as anxiety, depression, or posttraumatic
stress disorder, all of which have been studied in the psychological effects suffered by
people falsely accused (Brooks & Greenberg, 2021). Wrongful incarceration calls for the
urgent need for systemic change to laws and policies to curb the influence of racial

discrimination and prejudice within the justice system (Brooks & Greenberg, 2021). This



55

generates a chilling effect, with individuals less likely to report crimes and collaborate
with law enforcement, further isolating affected communities (Umamaheswar, 2023).
Racially defined minority groups, particularly African Americans and Hispanics, are
overrepresented in wrongful conviction data (Katzman & Kovera, 2019).

Due to the absence of standard practices in forensic procedures to eliminate
biases, scientific evidence used in wrongful imprisonment cases is subject to
misinterpretation and illegal use (Bonventre, 2021). A Black person is likely to have a
higher probability of arrest than an average White person, and this persistently finds
expression in studies and data sets (Loeffler et al., 2019). The convicted Black or racially
minority offenders outnumber the White convict population after arrest, further depicting
embedded prejudices in the criminal justice system (Kim & Clark, 2013). Close to 50%
of all exonerations in the United States involved Black Americans. However, this group
represents a small share of the overall population, which shows racial discrimination in
the wrongful conviction process (Kim & Clark, 2013). Faulty eyewitness identifications
that occurred in most wrongful convictions had a substantial impact on minority
defendants, highlighting the combination of a racial profiling aspect and an error in the
legal procedure (Bonventre, 2021).

Mandatory sentencing law disproportionately impacts minority groups due to
historical biases against them. Charges against minorities are more likely to fall under
mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines due to the bias surrounding minority
communities, thereby making them increasingly vulnerable to receiving harsher penalties

under the law (Jordan, 2021). Collecting and publishing demographic information on
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arrests, stop-and-frisk, and other police actions would ensure transparency and
accountability, as the data would allow for the evaluation of police actions to identify any
elements of racial bias (Brooks & Greenberg, 2021). Scholars argue that wrongful
convictions are not anomalies but are embedded within a racialized system of control that
contributes to the ongoing over-incarceration of marginalized populations (Alexander,
2020).

The National Registry of Exonerations reported that Black people are seven times
more likely than White people to be wrongfully convicted of murder, sexual, and drug
offenses, demonstrating that wrongful convictions both reflect and perpetuate racial
inequities within the U.S. justice system (Possley, 2022). Wrongful convictions not only
lead to the punishment of innocents but also inflate incarceration statistics, further
burdening the penal system (Norris et al., 2020). These erroneous convictions often result
from systemic issues, including inadequate legal representation, prosecutorial
misconduct, and flawed forensic evidence (Garrett & Crozier, 2019). As these cases
accumulate, they reveal substantial deficiencies in the legal process, underlining the
urgent need for reforms that address the root causes while protecting the innocent from
unjust convictions (Norris et al., 2020). Prosecutorial misconduct, including withholding
exculpatory evidence and undue reliance on unreliable witnesses, further exacerbates
these injustices within the legal framework (Rossmo & Pollock, 2019a). Individuals from
marginalized communities bear the brunt of these convictions, as racial biases and
resource limitations render them more vulnerable to erroneous judicial outcomes

(Umamaheswar, 2023).
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The School to Prison Pipeline

The term school-to-prison pipeline refers to the systemic policies and practices
within educational and legal frameworks that disproportionately channel minority
students, particularly those from African American and Latino communities, towards
incarceration. (Zinsser & Wanless, 2020). The significance of the school-to-prison
pipeline is especially pronounced when examining its pervasive nature in disciplinary
policies, which often treat infractions among minority students with far greater severity
compared to their White counterparts (Barrett et al., 2021). Significant legislative
changes, particularly in the 1980s and 1990s, such as the implementation of zero-
tolerance policies, marked a shift in school disciplinary practices that disproportionately
affected minority students (Ford, 2021).

Research indicates that African American students are subjected to more severe
punitive measures for comparable infractions committed by their White peers, indicating
an entrenched pattern of racial bias (Wegmann & Smith, 2019). This systemic inequity is
not merely circumstantial but rooted in deeply ingrained institutional prejudices that fail
to accommodate the cultural and social realities of minority communities. that contribute
to the school-to-prison pipeline by mandating harsh disciplinary actions, such as
suspensions and expulsions, for even minor infractions (Neblett, 2023).

The resulting educational disruptions contribute significantly to these students'
trajectories, heightening their interaction risk with the juvenile and adult criminal justice
systems (Welch et al., 2022). School Resource Officers (SROs) often shift schools

toward a more punitive disciplinary model, increasing surveillance and fostering fear
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among students. Integrating school resource officers is associated with an increase in
formal disciplinary actions, which may escalate even minor incidents into criminal ones,
contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline (Curran et al., 2019).

Studies have shown that Black and Hispanic students are more likely to be
penalized severely than White students for the same behavior, and this worsens when
considering the socioeconomic status of the students involved (Wegmann & Smith,
2019). Consequently, this alienates such students from educational experience and
learning, making them more likely to interact with the juvenile justice system (Welch et
al., 2022). Systemically, the school-to-prison pipeline serves as a mechanism that funnels
Black men from educational settings into incarceration, influenced by hegemonic ideals
of masculinity and disciplinary practices that disproportionately target them (Bryan,
2020).

Studies have shown that zero-tolerance policies and subjective interpretations of
behavioral misconduct can lead to harsher punishments for Black male students
compared to their peers (Ross, L., 2021). These biases manifest in racial stereotyping and
lower expectations for academic achievement, which can unjustly influence disciplinary
decisions (Owens & McLanahan, 2020). Such inflexible practices do not account for the
racial biases ingrained within educational settings, which disproportionately target Black
male students (Wegmann & Smith, 2019).

Research highlights that these biases can intersect with teacher perceptions,
causing Black boys to be more frequently labeled as troublemakers and subjected to

harsher consequences (Marsh & Walker, 2022). These biases often manifest



59

subconsciously, influencing the perception of Black male students and leading to
disproportionate disciplinary measures (Beachum & Gullo, 2019). Specifically, the
research underscores that decisions made by administrators influenced by implicit biases
contribute to the heightened exclusion rates of Black men, demonstrating an urgent need
for bias-awareness training and policy revisions to mitigate these effects (Beachum &
Gullo, 2019).

Families with limited economic resources often face adverse conditions that
contribute to high stress levels, potentially affecting children's behavior in school settings
(Zeng et al., 2019). This lack of support, combined with implicit racial biases, heightens
the risk of disciplinary actions against Black male students (Riddle & Sinclair, 2019).
The disruption of educational attainment due to frequent out-of-school suspensions can
lead to long-term disengagement from academic pursuits, further disadvantaging these
students (Pyne, 2019).

Effects of the School-to-Prison Pipeline

The psychological effects of frequent expulsions, including feelings of alienation
and disillusionment with the educational system, exacerbate obstacles to achieving
academic success (Cohen et al., 2023). Increased expulsion rates correlate with higher
crime rates, as disengaged youth may commit unlawful activities due to limited
educational and employment opportunities (Barbarin, 2024). Schools in areas with higher
concentrations of Black populations often face resource shortages, leading to larger class
sizes and overworked staff, which can exacerbate disciplinary issues (Owens &

McLanahan, 2020). Policies within schools may incorporate certain biases, aligning with
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systemic prejudices that unfairly target Black men by perceiving them as inherently
disruptive (Marsh & Walker, 2022).

Research indicates that processes leading to expulsions often disproportionately
target Black students compared to their White counterparts, reflecting deep-seated
educational biases (Owens & McLanahan, 2020). Such racial disparities are further
elucidated in a comprehensive analysis of student-reported behavior infractions,
evidencing that students of color experience exclusionary discipline at significantly
higher rates (Wegmann & Smith, 2019). The role of implicit bias, often influencing
educators' disciplinary decisions unknowingly, exacerbates these disparities by
contributing to harsher punishments for Black men in comparison to other students (Scott
& Sauceda, 2021). Evidence suggests that educators' implicit biases often result in
prejudiced disciplinary decisions, where Black men are subjected to harsher sanctions
compared to their peers for comparable infractions (Marcucci, 2020).

Data indicate that while Black men constitute approximately 8% of the student
population in certain regions, they disproportionately account for a significant percentage
of expulsions, highlighting ongoing disparities (Cohen et al., 2023). This pattern is
mirrored across multiple educational settings, where racial biases in disciplinary actions
remain prevalent, resulting in stark differences in expulsion outcomes for Black male
students compared to their peers (Barbarin, 2024). To eliminate the school-to-prison
pipeline, systemic reform changes are needed within the schools' structural practices.

(Morgan, 2021). Schools often strive to create an environment where stakeholders
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assume the responsibility of maintaining the operational integrity of the establishment
(Tyner, 2020).

Students who are placed at risk of being suspended, expelled, or managed by
police are likely to be at an increased risk for substance use and other behavioral or
developmental concerns (Prins et al., 2023). These biases manifest in subjective
disciplinary decisions that disproportionately punish students of color for behaviors that
might be overlooked by their White counterparts (Zinsser & Wanless, 2020). When
punitive measures are widespread across school campuses, students may feel hopeless
and lose motivation or the belief that they could succeed (Sissoko et al., 2023). Schools
serving low-income communities often experience significant funding deficits, resulting
in larger class sizes, outdated materials, and insufficient support staff, which hinder
students' academic performance and engagement (Eichengreen et al., 2020). Interrupting
formal education can lower educational attainment, directly impacting future employment
opportunities and income potential (Morgan, 2021).

Studies indicate that behaviors stemming from racial trauma, such as distrust or
defensiveness, are often met with punitive measures instead of therapeutic interventions,
exacerbating the plight of affected individuals (Saleem et al., 2020). Enslavement,
segregation, and discriminatory policies have inflicted trauma upon communities, with
effects persisting across generations (Darity & Mullen, 2020). Such historical injustices
established enduring patterns of marginalization and discrimination, evident in racially
biased policing and legal systems that disproportionately target people of color

(Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022).
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The research sheds light on the lack of information that educators have about the
school-to-prison pipeline, despite working in schools that contribute to the creation of
school-to-prison pipeline barriers for students (Jacob & Brown, 2022). Oppression is high
in educational institutions, and overrepresented Black children are in special education,
disciplinary actions, and the actions of the school-to-prison pipeline, which is prevalent
because of stereotypes and the need to support Black children in education (Balaghi &
Okoroji, 2023). Racial bias in sentencing means that Black men face a one-in-five
lifetime likelihood of imprisonment, a rate significantly higher than that of White
individuals (Ghandnoosh, 2021). Such disparities are not limited to imprisonment rates;
they also extend to bail decisions, where recent policy reversals in areas such as New
York have exacerbated these inequities (Ghandnoosh, 2021).

Summary and Conclusions

The literature presented led to a correlation between institutional racism among
Black men that racism is not merely an accumulation of individual prejudices; instead, it
is embedded within institutional policies and practices (Banaji et al., 2021). Such
frameworks systematically disadvantage Black individuals, reinforcing disparities in
treatment and outcomes within legal systems (Najdowski & Stevenson, 2022). The
historical roots of systemic racism in the United States can be traced back to institutional
practices in the era of slavery, where discriminatory policies laid the groundwork for the
exclusionary laws that followed (Alexander, 2020). This historical trajectory continued
shaping contemporary frameworks, exemplified by the war on drugs and mass

incarceration policies that disproportionately target Black men (Hinton, 2021).
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Black men often find their behaviors categorized as disruptive or defiant, which
leads to their criminalization from a young age (Basile et al., 2022). The current literature
reveals a dearth of comprehensive studies that rigorously examine this phenomenon,
thereby perpetuating systemic inequities (Hinton, 2021). There is a gap in revealing that
the experiences of Black men criminalized for behavioral issues, who are formerly
incarcerated, are insufficiently explored in scholarly literature. This deficit is significant
as it limits comprehensive understanding and interventions tailored to this group's unique
challenges (Jacob & Brown, 2022). The historical context shows that criminalization and
social perceptions are deeply intertwined with racial biases, yet studies focused
specifically on the voices of Black men are needed (Perkins, 2020).

The criminalization of Black men in the United States has deep roots tied to
systemic racism and discrimination. Key events and policies, such as the War on Drugs
and the implementation of discriminatory stop-and-frisk practices, have
disproportionately targeted Black communities, reinforcing stereotypes of Black men as
inherently criminal (Hinton, 2021). Scholarly exploration reveals how these historical
frameworks have contributed to the dehumanization of Black men, often visible in
contemporary policing practices that treat young Black men with inherent suspicion
(Adedoyin et al., 2019). Biases may hinder the recognition and inclusion of Black men's
lived experiences, which are not found in the literature (Unnever & Chouhy, 2022). In
Chapter 3, I present the research methodology, research design, and rational

instrumentation, along with a summary of the methodology's trustworthiness.
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Chapter 3: Research Method

Introduction

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the experiences of systemic
racism among formerly incarcerated, college-educated minority men who faced
behavioral issues leading to incarceration. This chapter provides an overview of the
research design and rationale, the role of the researcher, the logic behind participant
selection, the instruments used, and the data collection and analysis process. I will also
discuss issues of trustworthiness and ethical considerations.

Research Design and Rationale

The phenomenon of interest being researched is the experiences of formerly
incarcerated individuals of the criminalization of behavioral incidents of systemic factors
that disproportionately impact Black men. Historical and cultural biases often predispose
society to interpret the behaviors of Black men as inherently criminal rather than as
expressions of individuality or circumstances requiring support, which leads to punitive
consequences (Perkins, 2020). I employed a qualitative research methodology to gain a
deeper understanding of the criminalization of behavioral issues among Black men,
allowing for a rich and in-depth exploration of their lived experiences. Qualitative
research encompasses several distinct research designs, including phenomenology,
grounded theory, case study, ethnography, and narrative inquiry (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
This study employed a generic qualitative design, as it offered the flexibility to focus on
participants’ subjective meanings and systemic interactions without being confined to a

specific philosophical tradition (Kahlke, 2014).
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This design enabled participants to share their narratives of encountering systemic
racism, disciplinary exclusion, and incarceration. By capturing their interpretations of
school discipline and justice involvement, the study reveals how behavioral issues are
often criminalized in racialized ways (Basile et al., 2022). Through one-on-one
interviews, the researcher can explore the nuanced social meanings participants assign to
their educational and justice system experiences, thereby uncovering the institutional and
cultural forces that shape those interactions (Perkins, 2020). This design is particularly
appropriate for exploring how systemic racism operates in practice and how participants
make sense of their journeys from school to incarceration and beyond.

Such designs allow for an in-depth exploration of complex social phenomena
within the unique confines of prison environments. Moreover, the flexibility of
qualitative designs enables researchers to adapt their methods to better access the voices
of marginalized groups, which is crucial in prison research. The focus on dignity and
values within prisons underscores the relevance of qualitative methods, which seek to
understand these nuanced human experiences (Testoni et al., 2020).

Research design serves as a fundamental framework for analyzing the
criminalization of behavioral issues among Black men who are formerly incarcerated. It
entails a systematic approach to gathering and interpreting data, facilitating
understanding of how racial biases can be analyzed through structured methodologies
(Coulete, 2024). The data collection methods include interviews and observations that
acquire raw information in a descriptive format directly from the research participants

(Byrne, 2022).
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Qualitative analysis emphasizes the context and richness of the participants'
experiences, allowing for a nuanced interpretation of their stories (Ullrich et al., 2020). It
directs specified data collection and analysis approaches that are suitable and consistent
with the main goals of the research (Roberts & Rizzo, 2021). A generic qualitative design
aimed to explore how individuals make meaning of their experiences without adhering to
the strict methodological frameworks of traditional qualitative approaches such as
phenomenology, grounded theory, or ethnography (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This
design is especially well-suited for studies that describe and interpret lived experiences
across varied systems and social contexts. In this study, a generic qualitative design is
appropriate because the research question is: What are the experiences of systemic racism
among formerly incarcerated, college-educated minority men who faced behavioral
issues leading to incarceration? seeks to understand participants' perceptions of
institutional racism as it has occurred within both educational and carceral systems. The
study does not aim to uncover the essential meaning of a single phenomenon, as required
by phenomenology, to generate a theoretical model, as in grounded theory, or to immerse
myself in a cultural setting, as in ethnography (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Instead, it
collects rich, descriptive data through interviews and identifies recurring themes related
to systemic oppression, institutional bias, and resilience. A generic qualitative approach
enables flexible data collection and analysis while maintaining the depth and rigor
necessary to explore complex social issues (Ellis & Hart, 2023).

The flexibility inherent in a generic qualitative design facilitates the collection of

descriptive data through interviews, allowing for a thorough exploration of complex
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social issues, such as systemic oppression and personal resilience (Earp et al, 2021). By
emphasizing participant-driven insights, this design fosters a rich depth of understanding
that contributes profoundly to the discourse on institutional bias and its impacts (Kostere
& Kostere, 2021). The design enables the gathering of nuanced narratives, which reveal
how structural inequities manifest in psychological and educational outcomes (Nguyen et
al., 2019). This methodological approach allows researchers to adaptively gather
descriptive data, primarily through interviews, in a manner that aligns with the research
goals yet remains open to the participants' narratives (Kostere & Kostere, 2021).
Role of the Researcher

In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument for collecting,
analyzing, and interpreting data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For this study, I will conduct
in-depth interviews, facilitate transcription, apply coding, and perform thematic analysis
to identify patterns in participants’ experiences using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-
phase approach. My responsibilities include ensuring ethical integrity, fostering
participant trust, and maintaining high transparency and rigor throughout the research
process. I will engage in reflexive journaling throughout the study, documenting
thoughts, assumptions, and analytic decisions (Berger, 2013). This practice supports
bracketing personal beliefs while centering participant narratives.

Ethically, I am responsible for protecting participants’ identities, obtaining
informed consent, and adhering to Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB)
protocols throughout the research process. Recognizing the potential emotional

sensitivity of the subject matter of systemic racism, incarceration, and educational
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exclusion, I will prioritize participant safety, dignity, and voice. My overarching role is to
create space for participants to share their stories authentically and to interpret these
accounts in ways that elevate their lived experiences and contribute to the academic
discourse on institutional racism and reentry education. Personal bias and experience can
lead to selective exposure, implying that researchers may intentionally or unintentionally
interpret the data to support their preconceived notions (Collins & Cannella, 2021). Bias
may also appear in the qualitative researcher's practices, such as biased data
gathering/interpretation, where the qualitative researcher finds only what they expected to
find, thereby confirming their prior experiences regarding racism (Collins & Cannella,
2021). The process of reflexivity helps identify personal and cultural assumptions while
providing a template for documenting reflections that enhance the transparency and
reliability of research (Dodgson, 2019).
Methodology

Participant Selection Logic

I targeted prospective participants who are (a) Black, (b) had attended college,
and (c) were formerly incarcerated. I developed open-ended questions to understand the
participants’ responses and gain experience with specific questions. The experiences of
racism and the behavioral incidents will be discussed during the interview, and questions
will be open-ended.

Criteria often focus on demographic factors such as age, ethnicity, and sentence
length, which are crucial in capturing the diverse experiences of inmates relevant to the

study. Following approval from Walden University's IRB, a recruitment flyer will be
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distributed via targeted, private online communities and email-based professional
networks that focus on prison reentry and higher education for justice-impacted
individuals. These include LinkedIn groups and establish reentry organizations such as
PhD to Prison, Nation Outside, Unlock Higher Education, and Michigan to End Mass
Incarceration. The flyer will include a brief description of the study, eligibility criteria,
and contact information, inviting individuals who meet the inclusion criteria to email the
researcher directly and express interest in participating.

To ensure ethical compliance and participant privacy, recruitment will not be
conducted through public social media platforms, such as Facebook or Instagram,
without prior consultation and approval from the IRB. These open forums may
compromise confidentiality or inadvertently expose participants to risk. The recruitment
process will be carefully monitored to ensure that only individuals who voluntarily reach
out to the researcher are considered for inclusion in the study. Once contacted, potential
participants will receive the study overview, informed consent, and an opportunity to ask
questions before scheduling an interview. The interviews were conducted via video on
the Zoom platform. Operational challenges underscore the complexity of conducting
qualitative research with formally incarcerated participants, necessitating that researchers
diligently navigate institutional protocols while maintaining methodological rigor
(Baffour et al., 2024).

Sample Size
Interviews were conducted at times convenient for each participant and scheduled

individually. A purposive sample of six to ten participants was recruited, and data
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saturation was achieved after interviewing five participants, based on their lived
experiences with incarceration and post-secondary education. This sampling strategy was
appropriate for qualitative research that sought to generate rich, in-depth insights from
individuals most familiar with the phenomenon under investigation. When participants
possess strong experiential knowledge related to the research question, a smaller, more
focused sample can yield sufficient information to support meaningful and valid
conclusions (Malterud et al., 2016). This study aimed to explore detailed narratives of
systemic racism experienced by formerly incarcerated, college-educated minority men;
thus, the depth of data is prioritized over breadth (Mthuli et al., 2022).

The final sample size was determined by data saturation, the point at which no
new information or themes emerge from subsequent interviews (Fusch & Ness, 2015).
Saturation ensures that the study’s findings are comprehensive and adequately represent
the range of experiences of the participants. While six to ten participants are anticipated,
additional participants may be included if thematic saturation has not been reached.
Conversely, if saturation occurs earlier, data collection may cease. This flexible approach
ensures methodological rigor while respecting the time and dignity of participants.

Although this study was not intended to generalize to all formerly incarcerated
populations, diversity within the sample remained important. Broader research goals that
aimed to generalize findings across diverse inmate demographics may require larger
samples to capture a broader range of experiences (Bolarinwa, 2020). Including diverse
voices enhances the credibility and transferability of qualitative findings and

acknowledges the complex and multifaceted nature of systemic racism in education and



71

incarceration. While ethical and logistical constraints may shape the sample size, these
factors are balanced with the imperative to achieve saturation and inclusion, thereby
strengthening the study’s overall validity (Saunders et al., 2018).

Sampling Strategy

I used a purposeful sampling strategy in this study. Purposeful sampling is a
strategic method in qualitative research that involves selecting participants based on
specific criteria relevant to the research goals (Campbell et al., 2020). This approach
distinguished itself from random sampling by focusing on information-rich cases where
the participants offered substantial insights into the research topic (Campbell et al.,
2020). In qualitative studies, especially in the rigorous environments of formally
incarcerated participants, purposeful sampling enhances depth and contextual
understanding by prioritizing participants who best elucidated the experiences and
dynamics under investigation, such as the purpose of Black men attending college.

At the same time, incarceration is intentional to explore experiences of racism that
were criminalized by behavioral incidents. Such a selective method enabled a nuanced
exploration of complex phenomena that random sampling might overlook due to its
broader and less defined participant base (Bouncken et al., 2025). As a result, purposeful
sampling not only aligned participants with the research objectives but also streamlined
data collection and analysis by concentrating on the most relevant and insightful subjects
within the research framework of this study. These participants were selected for their
potential to provide depth in understanding phenomena that are otherwise impenetrable

through general sampling methods (Berger, 2013).
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Focusing on specific characteristics enables researchers to capture detailed
insights, especially in environments where diverse experiences inform broader systemic
issues (Bouncken et al., 2021). This tailored approach not only strengthened the
alignment between research objectives and participant experiences but also enhanced the
robustness of the data collected, providing a more comprehensive picture of the research
subject within the former prison setting. Within former prison-based research, this
method allows researchers to gather comprehensive insights into complex social
dynamics and inmate experiences, which are often obscured by traditional sampling
techniques (Berger, 2013). By carefully selecting participants who embody purposeful
attributes aligned with the research objectives, researchers gain access to a wealth of
detailed narratives that illuminate understudied phenomena (Bouncken et al., 2025).
Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection

Individual interviews were conducted to gain a deeper understanding of a specific
topic, from which the researcher derives knowledge (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The
researcher explored open-ended questions to gain a deeper understanding of the topic and
gathered more detailed information by asking follow-up questions. The interview enabled
the researcher to gain insight into the participants' experiences. A good interview begins
with a good interview guide. An interview guide lists questions or topics the interviewer
hopes to cover. The guide was topic-based rather than a list of myopic questions (Hunter,
2012). A good interview should also explain the purpose of the study and ensure that the
participants are aware of their expectations (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The questions have

been organized in the order in which they were presented. The researcher utilized a guide
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to prepare before conducting interviews. According to Rubin and Rubin (2012), having
an outline for an interview helps the researcher focus on what a participant says.

It is essential to establish a rapport during the interview. Open-ended questions
allowed participants to share their words, feelings, and experiences. That enabled
participants to share their stories in their own words. It is essential to be conscious of the
time and ask all the questions in the interview guide. Participants will engage and share
their experiences when they feel they are not judged. The researcher listened attentively
and avoided interrupting the participants. It is vital to keep judgment from clouding the
interview. The researcher enabled breaks if needed for the participants. The researcher
conducted an excellent-quality interview that relied on open-ended questions, built
rapport with the participants, was aware of the expectations of the interview, and listened
attentively. The primary responsibility involved addressing ethical considerations by
obtaining informed consent and respecting the confidentiality of participants (Gomes &
Duarte, 2018).

The research commenced after approval from Walden University’s IRB, ensuring
that all ethical standards regarding human subject research were met. No recruitment or
data collection activities began until IRB approval was granted. Upon approval,
participant recruitment was conducted through a flyer distributed via email and social
media platforms, such as LinkedIn, as well as through justice-impacted and reentry
networks, including Michigan to End Mass Incarceration. These platforms were

specifically selected because they included professionals and advocates with lived
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experience, formerly incarcerated individuals pursuing education, and higher education
leaders working at the intersection of prison and reentry education.

Interested participants were asked to email the researcher to express their interest
in the study. In response, they received an invitation email that included: a detailed
description of the study purpose and procedures, a copy of the informed consent, an
interview preparation letter, which outlined the voluntary nature of the study,
confidentiality protections, and the right to withdraw at any time, and a copy of the
interview guide outlining general question areas. Once informed consent was signed and
returned, a Zoom interview link was provided for a mutually scheduled date and time.

To ensure that participants meet the study’s inclusion criteria of being (a) Black
or African American, (b) formerly incarcerated, and (c) having attended or completed
college during or after incarceration, the following steps were taken: Participants were
screened during the initial contact through a brief intake form or informal screening
questions. They were asked to self-identify their racial/ethnic background and confirm
prior incarceration and have completed any postsecondary education level while
incarcerated (college-in-prison programs) or post-release. The recruitment flyer clearly
stated these criteria, so individuals understood the eligibility requirements before
contacting the researcher. By combining clear inclusion language, purposeful recruitment
through justice-impacted education networks, and direct screening, the study ensured that
all participants reflected the population central to the research question of Black,
formerly incarcerated, college-educated men with histories of school-related

criminalization or behavioral discipline.
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Instrumentation

I developed the interview questions based on a review of research articles and
questions about the experiences of systemic racism and behaviors that lead to
criminalization. Effective interview techniques within the former prison setting included
establishing trust-based relationships, which are critical for obtaining reliable data on
systemic racism (Abbott et al., 2018). Participants might be asked to recount specific
instances where they felt racial prejudice influenced their treatment or interactions,
highlighting individual stories that reflect broader systemic issues (Floyd, 2024).

Exploring how formerly incarcerated participants cope with racism might reveal
adaptive or maladaptive strategies that significantly influence their psychological well-
being and resilience (Greer & Cavalhieri, 2019). The questions were crafted to
encompass the experiences of perpetuating or confronting racism, adding depth to the
study of racial dynamics (Wong et al., 2025). Each interview question was designed to
hear experiences of any behavioral incidents that were criminalized, which led to the
incarceration of systemic racism. The study was conducted through one-on-one
interviews, each set for 60 minutes, via the Zoom platform.

The guide included an introductory segment that outlined the purpose and scope
of the interview, helping participants understand the context in which the data would be
used and ensuring their informed consent. The main body consists of carefully crafted
questions, predominantly open-ended, to elicit in-depth responses and facilitate a

narrative flow (Turner et al, 2022). A conclusion segment was included, allowing
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participants to add further comments and provide closure to the conversation, thus
reinforcing respect for the participants' time and contributions (Demirci, 2023).

These questions allowed respondents to expand their responses without
constraints, thereby capturing the complexity of human experiences (Roberts, C., 2020).
Each participant had an informed consent form, which was crucial in empowering them
with the knowledge required to make an informed decision regarding their participation
(Byrd, 2020). Reviewing and revising interview questions was crucial to ensuring they
remain aligned with the research goals. This iterative process involved critically
analyzing the questions to determine whether they effectively addressed the study
objectives (Turner et al., 2022). Participants could remove themselves from their studies
at any time. Interviews were recorded on the Zoom platform as well as on a Sunlan
Digital Video Recorder for an additional audio recording that can later be plugged into a
computer to upload for coding.

Data Analysis Plan

I analyzed data from the interviews and my notes. Thematic analysis was
employed in the interviews to identify common themes within the data collected on the
systemic racism experiences of the interviewees (Ahmed et al., 2025). Thematic analysis
was used to explore the perspectives of research participants, exploring similarities and
differences. Developing thematic analysis enabled qualitative researchers to code and
analyze qualitative data systematically. Thematic analysis enabled categorization that
highlighted the meaning associated with each code (Baffour et al., 2024). The analysis

also revealed the moral and ethical complexities of the phenomenon under study within
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the former incarcerated participants, as well as how these complexities impact the study
(Cypress, 2019).

The thematic analysis introduced through coding provides more depth than
description by disclosing greater details about the lived experiences of individuals,
thereby identifying the complexity involved in personal change and rehabilitation. Using
a coding scheme facilitated a systematic and in-depth analysis of the data, which is
essential for a comprehensive understanding of the experiences of formerly incarcerated
individuals. For interviews conducted with formerly incarcerated participants, having a
coding scheme minimized biases by requiring constant reflexivity, which in turn
promoted ethical practices, especially when addressing sensitive concerns during the
interview (Gomes & Duarte, 2018). Identifying patterns in qualitative interview data
helped to analyze the recurrent themes and stories of each interview conducted with
participants who were formerly incarcerated. Researchers conduct line-by-line analysis, a
method that involves closely examining each data piece to help identify connections and
patterns that might seem trivial (Saldana, 2008).

This study followed the six-phase thematic analysis process outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2006), a rigorous and flexible method for identifying, analyzing, and
reporting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis was particularly well-suited
for studies grounded in a generic qualitative design, as it allows the researcher to interpret
participants' experiences and uncover underlying themes relevant to the research

question. Six steps were followed in the process.
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The first step was to familiarize oneself with the data. The researcher began by
reading and rereading the interview transcripts, listening to recordings, and making notes
on initial impressions. This immersion helped the researcher become deeply acquainted
with the content and context of the data. This was strategic because it highlighted patterns
and themes researchers engage in, as evident in the transcript (Braun et al., 2019). The
second step was generating initial codes. After familiarization, the researcher
systematically reviewed the data and coded relevant features using open coding. Codes
are assigned to text segments that reflect meaningful units related to systemic racism,
criminalization, education, or incarceration. An initial coding to identify evidence of
systemic racism in the educational system would be beneficial as it challenges existing
paradigms (Wirts, 2023).

The third step was to search for themes. In this phase, the researcher organized the
codes into broader categories or themes. Codes that share conceptual similarities were
clustered to reflect deeper data patterns. There is a need to organize the codes into distinct
groupings based on their conceptual similarities, as this helped create patterns that
highlight the key elements characterizing a particular phenomenon, such as systemic
racism or the injustice inherent in the educational system (Byrne, 2022).

The fourth step was to review the themes. The researcher then reviewed all
potential themes to ensure they accurately reflect the coded data and are supported by the
dataset. Some themes were refined, combined, or discarded during this phase. The quality
of the thematic analysis was related to the coherence of the theme and the delimitations

of each theme (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). The fifth step is to define and name themes. Once
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the themes were finalized, the researcher explained the essence of each theme and
developed clear names and detailed descriptions for them. This phase focused on refining
the scope and focus of each theme of the research question. Each theme undergoes a
detailed description process, during which it must be thoroughly explained with clear
relevance to the research question and the analytical standpoint of the study (Braun et al.,
2023).

The sixth step was to produce the report. In this final phase, the researcher wrote a
detailed narrative of the themes, supported by rich, illustrative participant quotes. The
analysis will be connected to the research question, theoretical framework, and existing
literature. During the analysis, the researcher was expected to embed quotes relevant to
the themes in their narrative and use those to support their findings, thus making their
narrative richer and more authentic (Christou, 2022). Additionally, it was crucial to relate
the themes developed to the research question, making them relevant to the study's aim
and objectives (Christou, 2022). Researchers must establish and fuse their findings with
existing theories and literature, thus relating the data to past studies and theories (Kiger &
Varpio, 2020). In terms of thematic analysis, it facilitates a deeper understanding of
various concepts that affect human functionalities in different contexts, such as
educational establishments or correctional systems (Braun et al., 2023). The theme is
distinguished by the inequities in resource distribution and teaching frameworks that are
biased toward marginalized communities (Byrne, 2022).

I conducted all interviews via Zoom, a secure, cloud-based videoconferencing

platform (Zoom Video Communications, 2023). Zoom offers convenience, accessibility,
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and confidentiality, which are essential when engaging with formerly incarcerated
individuals who may be balancing reentry, education, and employment obligations
(Archibald et al., 2019). Each interview was scheduled at a time convenient for the
participant and was expected to last approximately 60 minutes. Participants received a
unique, password-protected Zoom link before their scheduled interview. To protect
participant privacy, interviews were conducted in one-on-one sessions, and participants
were reminded of their rights, including the option to skip questions or withdraw from the
study at any time (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The interview questions were designed to
facilitate a reflective conversation, while allowing for flexibility in follow-up questions
based on individual responses. The complete set of interview questions used during the
data collection process is provided in Appendix A.

With informed consent, each Zoom session was audio-recorded using the
platform's built-in recording feature. Zoom's automated transcription service was enabled
to generate an initial transcript. After the interview, the researcher retrieved the transcript
from the Zoom cloud. The transcript was manually reviewed and edited by the researcher
to ensure accuracy, grammatical clarity, and correction of any misinterpretations (Snyder,
2017). All transcripts were de-identified; pseudonyms replaced participant names and
other personally identifiable information. Following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase
method, these transcripts were analyzed thematically to identify patterns and themes in

participants' experiences with systemic racism and behavioral criminalization.
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All recordings and transcripts are securely stored in password-protected digital folders on
an encrypted device. All procedures comply with Walden University's IRB standards and
ethical protocols for human subjects’ research (Walden University, 2023).

The significance of Zoom in disassociating conversation or interview
transcription in dissertation research is considerable. Zoom enables researchers to
conduct interviews effectively and efficiently. As interviews are the predominant method
of collecting qualitative data, transcribing the session is incredibly important. Zoom can
record anything during a meeting, including high-quality sound and visuals. Such a
feature is essential for transcription (Archibald et al., 2019). Also, it can be integrated
with most transcription programs to immediately convert the information captured during
the meeting into written form.

The auto-transcription feature of Zoom saves scholars time, eliminating the hassle
of manually transcribing their data. It allows researchers to analyze other crucial aspects
of their study (Archibald et al., 2019). The accuracy of Zoom transcription output may
require additional editing and verification by the researchers, depending on the
participants' accents or even the quality of the audio recordings (Vedapudi et al., 2024).
Such inaccuracy reduces data reliability, and the researchers may have to spend extra
time correcting the inaccurate details, which could have been avoided by using a more
accurate transcription method.

Issue of Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness in academic research designates the measure by which results can

be interpreted as valid and reliable, ensuring the transparency and credibility of both the
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research process and its results (Elo et al., 2014). In qualitative research, trustworthiness
is a principal characteristic of any work, as it ensures the integrity of the study by
defining the nature of qualitative application and its impact on research practice (Stahl &
King, 2020). To secure trustworthiness, decisions regarding procedure and interpretation
criteria must be made within the context of the study and the established criteria
convention, including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These criteria should be viewed as a scope representation rather
than an ideal, as adherence to benchmarks will enable researchers to refine their efforts
and procedures, thereby increasing the confidence of peers and stakeholders in their work
(Adler, 2022). In this manner, trustworthiness is cultivated through exposure to rigorous
reflection and steady inquiry, as research claims transition into persuasive and significant
findings (Cain et al., 2023).

In qualitative research, trustworthiness is a critical measure that ensures the
authenticity and integrity of study findings. Trustworthiness in qualitative research also
includes informed consent and confidentiality. Informed consent involves communicating
the research objectives, methods, potential risks, and the participants' rights to withdraw
at any point, thereby fostering transparency and respect for participant autonomy
(Carcary, 2020). Informed consent ensures that participants are fully aware of the study's
objectives, procedures, and potential risks, fostering an environment of autonomy and
respect (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021).

Establishing a rapport with participants creates a foundation of trust, enabling

researchers to gather authentic data freely, without the influence of bias or coercion,
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thereby reinforcing the integrity of the research process (Cloutier & Ravasi, 2021).
Implementing these trustworthiness strategies in qualitative data collection hinges on
diligently applying these criteria, ensuring that data collection methods are robust and
reflect participants' realities (Ahmed, 2024). Techniques such as prolonged engagement
and persistent observation foster depth and accuracy in data gathering, thereby enhancing
credibility.

Credibility

Credibility refers to the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the research
findings, often achieved through prolonged engagement and detailed participant
observation (Ahmed, 2024). Credibility is a foremost aspect in establishing
trustworthiness within qualitative research, fundamentally related to the believability of
the findings. This dimension underscores the necessity for researchers to convincingly
demonstrate the authenticity of their results, employing techniques such as member
checking and triangulation to enhance credibility (Ahmed, 2024).

Member checking allows participants to validate the researchers' interpretations,
reinforcing plausibility, while triangulation integrates multiple data sources to
corroborate the findings (Bang, 2024). This comprehensive approach strengthens faith in
the results and nurtures an environment of transparency in the research process.
Consequently, by intertwining these methods, researchers can bolster the trustworthiness
of their studies, as credibility serves as a testament to the integrity and reliability of

qualitative data (Adler, 2022).
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Triangulation, a technique involving multiple data sources, researchers, or
methods to cross-check information, is a primary method for enhancing credibility. This
process involves converging different perspectives to test the consistency and reliability
of the data collected, thus reinforcing research conclusions (Carter et al., 2014).
Prolonged engagement can sustain interaction with the research setting or participants to
enhance credibility, which requires researchers to immerse themselves deeply in the
studied environment, thereby gaining a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon
and establishing trust with participants, which is specific to this study (Stahl & King,
2020). Prolonged engagement allows researchers to identify patterns, corroborate
findings through repeated observations, and address potential inconsistencies in data
interpretations (Dado et al., 2023).

Transferability

Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings of a qualitative study can
be applied or extended to other contexts, populations, or settings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). In keeping with the constructivist paradigm that underpins this study, the goal was
not statistical generalization but rather analytical and contextual transferability, enabling
readers to determine the relevance of the findings to their own environments. The
interview guide was topic-based rather than a list of one-dimensional questions (Hunter,
2012), allowing participants to narrate their experiences authentically and to highlight
aspects of their educational and reentry journeys that were most meaningful to them.

Transferability was also strengthened through comprehensive documentation of the



85

research process, including recruitment procedures, data collection, coding framework,
and theme development.
Dependability

Dependability ensures that findings are consistent and replicable over time
through methodological stability, while confirmability is concerned with the objectivity
of the data, often achieved by maintaining a detailed audit trail and reflexive analysis
(Ahmed, 2024). Dependability is crucial in qualitative research, as it ensures consistent
and replicable findings. It involves maintaining methodological consistency throughout
the research process, allowing for the identification and minimization of potential errors
or fluctuations (Mthuli et al., 2022). Utilizing research networks facilitates multi-context
studies, reinforcing dependability through varied methodological perspectives, and
supporting long-term reliability in data collection and analysis (Mthuli et al., 2022).

Dependability involves maintaining methodological consistency throughout the
research process, allowing for the identification and minimization of potential errors or
fluctuations (Mthuli et al., 2022). Qualitative researchers maintain dependability through
meticulous record-keeping and highlight the strategy of reflexive thematic analysis,
which allows for flexibility despite the inherent changeability in qualitative data
collection (Janis, 2022).
Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the
research findings, often achieved through prolonged engagement and detailed participant

observation (Ahmed, 2024). Confirmability demonstrates the authenticity of their results,
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employing techniques such as member checking and triangulation to enhance credibility
(Ahmed, 2024). Member checking allows participants to validate the researchers'
interpretations, reinforcing plausibility, while triangulation integrates multiple data
sources to corroborate the findings (Bang, 2024). Triangulation, a technique involving
multiple data sources, researchers, or methods to cross-check information, is a primary
method for enhancing credibility. This process consists of converging different
perspectives to test the consistency and reliability of the data collected, thus reinforcing
research conclusions (Carter et al., 2014).

In ensuring that data accurately reflects participants' experiences, confirmability
minimizes the chances of researcher biases influencing the outcomes (Hagq et al., 2023).
Confirmability involves an audit trail and a comprehensive chronological record that
documents all phases of the research process, facilitating transparency and allowing
external reviewers to trace methodological steps taken (Carcary, 2020). Maintenance of
audit trails provides a transparent and systematic record of all phases of the research
process, enabling others to assess the confirmability of the findings (Baffour et al.,
2024). Reflexivity is another critical strategy, requiring researchers to continually reflect
on and critically assess their values, biases, and influences throughout the research
process (Baffour et al., 2024). Confirmability ensures that findings arise from the data,
independent of subjective influences from the researcher, embodying the essence of an

objective inquiry (Huttunen & Kakkori, 2020).
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Ethical Procedures

Ethics is also necessary for IRB boards at colleges and universities to ensure
adherence to ethical standards with vulnerable populations (Ravitch & Carl, 2020).
Research can cause harm to a person. IRBs are tasked with the critical responsibility of
reviewing research proposals to ascertain that they rigorously adhere to ethical standards
while also considering the unique constraints and power dynamics of formally
incarcerated cultures. (Tran & Wolff, 2020). When discussing trauma and abuse, the IRB
is concerned that questions of research can retraumatize the participants. It is essential to
review the literature to identify potential risks to research participants and to determine
any additional precautions the researcher can take (CITI Program, n.d.). Researchers
must analyze and formulate well-written and concise questions to ensure ethical practices
with vulnerable populations, such as prisoners. The National Institutes of Health (NIH)
issues certificates of confidentiality to protect identifiable research information from
significant disclosure (CITI Program, n.d.).

Researchers must possess a thorough understanding of the complex ethical
landscape, enabling them to navigate the challenges unique to individuals who have been
formally incarcerated. (Hatchett, 2021). In the context of formally incarcerated prison
research, adherence to ethical frameworks is crucial for safeguarding the rights and well-
being of participants. Existing guidelines, such as those developed for health research in
prisons, emphasize the importance of carefully structured ethical oversight (Ako et al.,
2020). These guidelines often address critical issues, such as informed consent,

confidentiality, and the need to minimize potential harm to participants, which are
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particularly challenging in confinement settings due to inherent power imbalances
(Gomes & Duarte, 2018). The coercive nature of prisons complicates participants' ability
to freely engage in research, as the hierarchical structure may intimidate or pressure
individuals (Dankar et al., 2019).

The power dynamics between the researcher and formally incarcerated
participants add to the ethical considerations, as these participants may feel obligated to
join or respond in a way they believe the researcher wants (Gomes & Duarte, 2018). The
Belmont Report and guidelines are based on the ethical principles of respect, beneficence,
and justice when conducting qualitative research with specific populations, such as
inmates (Pietild et al., 2019). In addition, researchers must take planned precautions to
ensure that formally incarcerated participants in a qualitative study will not be affected in
any way by their participation, including their institutional standing, status, or movement
rights within the penal institutions (Di Marco & Sandberg, 2023). Researchers must
incorporate appropriate debriefing and mental health support strategies to ensure the
well-being of participants is safeguarded throughout the research process, thereby
maintaining ethical standards and participant trust (Bryan, 2020). Engagement of
participants' awareness reinforces their realization of the value of their input in the
qualitative research process (Goyes & Sandberg, 2024).

Data protection and confidentiality are integral to maintaining the ethical
standards of research involving human participants. Ensuring the secure handling and
storage of participant information is crucial to prevent unauthorized access and privacy

breaches. This involves implementing strategies such as assigning participants unique
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alphanumeric identifiers to disconnect their identities from the data collected.
Additionally, it is vital to keep consent forms and emails separate from study data,
reinforcing participants' confidentiality. Furthermore, digital audio recordings,
transcripts, and coding documents should be stored on a password-protected, encrypted
device to safeguard against potential data breaches.

By assigning unique alphanumeric identifiers, researchers can disconnect personal
identities from collected data, thus preventing unauthorized identification of participants
(Colosi et al., 2019). This method complements broader data handling practices, such as
storing consent forms separately from the primary data, to fortify privacy measures.
Moreover, using these identifiers directly addresses privacy concerns associated with
research (Rudolph & Young, 2021). The procedure necessitates storing consent forms
and emails in a distinct, secure location separate from where the study data is housed,
ensuring that such identifying information cannot inadvertently be linked to specific
participant data (Journal of Research Practice, n.d). Employing robust encryption
techniques for data at rest, as described in contemporary data protection literature,
enhances the security of these isolated repositories (Journal of Research Practice, n.d).

These measures are critical as they effectively prevent potential data breaches,
safeguarding the confidential data collected in research settings (Namasudra, 2019).
Advanced encryption techniques strengthen these protections by making unauthorized
decryption exceedingly difficult (Yang et al., 2020). This approach minimizes the risk of
breaches by ensuring that sensitive audio-visual data does not remain vulnerable on cloud

servers associated with videoconferencing apps (Cremer et al., 2022). Backing up
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research data on an external encrypted drive is a key practice, aligning with
recommendations for enhanced data protection. After five years, permanent destruction
of all data is mandated, using secure deletion software that employs overwriting
techniques to erase the data from storage devices effectively (Cremer et al., 2022).

Ensuring participant safety is paramount, which requires researchers to navigate
complex power dynamics and institutional rules while avoiding undue influence or
coercion during interactions. Principles ensure that inmate participants are fully aware of
the research objectives and consent without coercion, which can be complicated by the
unique prison environment where power dynamics can influence voluntariness (Di Marco
& Sandberg, 2023). Confidentiality is paramount in such research environments, as
maintaining the anonymity of participants protects them from potential repercussions
within the prison system (White, 2020). Researchers must address these ethical
imperatives while recognizing the reduced autonomy of inmates, which can complicate
the consent process due to their incarcerated status. Furthermore, researchers must
exercise diligence in minimizing risks to participants who may experience psychological
or physical vulnerabilities due to incarceration (Gomes & Duarte, 2018).

Summary

In 2023, an estimated 48.3 million people self-identified as Black, accounting for
14.4% of the U.S. population (Martinez & Passel, 2025). There are 37% of Black people
who are in prison or jail, and 48% of Black people serving life without parole (Robinson,
2020). This entrenched bias results in inequitable educational outcomes, where Black

men are disproportionately disciplined and often have limited access to advanced
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academic opportunities (Irons, 2021). There are staggering incarceration rates, where
African American men are incarcerated at a rate six times greater than that of European
American men, evidencing persistent racial inequities within the criminal justice system
(Wang, 2023).

Historically, practices such as racial profiling have disproportionately targeted
Black men, resulting in higher rates of arrests and convictions compared to other racial
groups (Katzman & Kovera, 2019). This systemic bias is further exacerbated by
discriminatory laws that have perpetuated inequalities, ensuring that Black men are
punished more severely for similar offenses. Such entrenched practices serve as modern-
day tools of social control, echoing practices from earlier periods when Black Americans
were subjected to oppressive legal frameworks (Hinton, 2021).

Limited educational opportunities often stem from systemic inequities, where
schools in predominantly Black neighborhoods face underfunding and resource
shortages, leading to lower academic achievements and reduced employment prospects
(Western et al., 2021). Approximately 35% of students in kindergarten through Grade 12
(K—12) are suspended at least once in their lifetime (Shollenberger, 2015). Today, Black
students are suspended at significantly higher rates than their Black and Hispanic
classmates (Leland, n.d.). Research shows that juveniles who are repeatedly taken out of
the educational environment via suspension or expulsion have a greater likelihood of
ending up in jail or prison (Smith & Osborn, 2014).

Black men are 4 times more likely to be incarcerated in local jails than their

White counterparts, underscoring longstanding systemic inequities within the justice
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system (Kajeepeta et al., 2023). Additionally, studies examining county-level data
indicate that African Americans, more than any other racial group, are subject to state
prison sentences, further accentuating the racial disparities in incarceration rates (Dumont
et al., 2013). The higher incarceration rate of Black men compared to their White
counterparts underscores the entrenched biases that pervade legal frameworks (Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2023). Within this study, with the systemic criminalization of Black
men, a qualitative research study will explore the experiences of Black men who were

formerly incarcerated and have attended college.
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Chapter 4: Results

Introduction

The purpose of the qualitative study was to explore the experiences of systemic
racism among formerly incarcerated, college-educated Black men who face behavioral
issues leading to incarceration. The study examined the educational and carceral
pathways of formerly incarcerated, college-educated Black men to highlight the lasting
effects of systemic racism and the criminalization of behaviors. The role of schooling and
education in fostering resilience and supporting transitions into post-secondary education
after prison was also considered (Phillips, 2024). The study also focused on
understanding how labeling due to behavioral issues and systematic injustices is being
perpetuated into the lives of the participants and affects their school-to-prison-to-success
trajectory.

The research study focused on the alignment of the Research Question: What are
the experiences of systemic racism among formerly incarcerated, college-educated
minority men who faced behavioral issues leading to incarceration? This chapter details
the research design, participants, and contextual conditions; explains data collection
procedures, ethical considerations, and data management; presents the researcher's
identity, including familiarization, assumptions, values, and reflexivity; outlines
trustworthiness procedures; describes the six-phase thematic analysis; and closes with an

analytic outcomes overview that sets the stage for Chapter 5 with findings.
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Setting

The setting for this qualitative study included the social, educational, and
institutional contexts in which the participants, formerly incarcerated, college-educated
Black men, experienced systemic racism, behavioral criminalization, and academic
transformation. All participants reside in various states within the United States. Each of
the five participants has completed or is currently pursuing postsecondary education.
Each participant engaged in one-on-one Zoom interviews and private Zoom meetings,
allowing for a private and reflective environment where sensitive discussions can occur
without institutional oversight or interruption. Many systemic and organizational
influences shaped the participants’ experiences. The following section outlines the data
collection procedures used to gather these narratives and ensure a comprehensive
understanding of participants' lived experiences.

Demographics

The inclusion criteria for the five research participants are (a) Black men, (b)
having been formerly incarcerated, and (c) having attended college. The Black male
participants included five formerly incarcerated individuals with diverse educational
backgrounds, ranging from attending college to master's degrees. As the participants
ranged in age from 36 to 66 years old, this age diversity provided a potentially different
level of exposure to the societal and institutional influences of the time in research
contexts. The length of former incarceration ranged from 2.9 years to 15.9 years. (see

Table 1).
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Table 1

Participant Demographics

Participant Age range (years) Education level Incarceration
duration (years)
P1 6468 Master’s degree 2.9
P2 52-56 Master’s degree 11
P3 4044 Master’s degree 11
P4 34-38 Associate’s degree 15
P5 38-42 Attending college 15.9

Data Collection

I obtained approval from Walden University’s IRB (approval no. 09-04-25-
1178452) prior to commencing data collection in September 2025. Upon approval of the
IRB, a recruitment flyer was posted on LinkedIn and Instagram, targeting potential
participants. If a participant was interested, an email or message was sent to the
researcher. Informed consent was sent via email to the potential participant, with a return
of "I consent" by all participants. A Zoom interview was set up and sent to potential
participants. In the application, data collection consisted of a series of semi-structured
interviews conducted between study participants on the Zoom platform over six weeks
from September to October 2025. Zoom interview sessions were scheduled for 60
minutes, allowing for in-depth answers and a thorough exploration of experiences.
Interviews were audio-recorded with the participant's permission to document
information relevant to a complete qualitative analysis. Recordings were transcribed
verbatim immediately following each session and de-identified for confidentiality; the

resultant transcripts were stored in password-protected computer files.
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All participants were given a unique pseudonym (e.g., P1-P5), through which the
researcher was provided with the opportunity to reproduce participant-specific accounts
of experiences while ensuring anonymity at all points of data processing and
representation. All de-identified interview transcripts and related materials were stored in
a digitally protected format with access limitations to the primary investigator only. By
applying the described practices, the requirements for privacy and protection of acquired
information, as guaranteed by ethical principles, were fulfilled in the context of
heightened sensitivity surrounding research topics related to previously incarcerated
people. Moreover, reflexive journaling was woven into the data collection process. By
utilizing this method of reflexive journaling, identified as a core practice in Braun and
Clarke's recommendations for qualitative methodology, the study helped create greater
transparency and analytical richness, thereby enhancing the credibility and ethical
integrity of the results (Braun et al., 2023).

I conducted Zoom interviews in a private, secure location within my home. I
asked again if the participant had given both written and verbal informed consent. No
interview was interrupted or disrupted by the participant or the researcher at any time.
Two participants chose to leave their cameras on and did not want to turn them off, as the
researcher was only able to record audio. A purposeful sampling was used to select
participants relevant to the inclusion criteria. Participants were recruited through
professional networks to gain access to previously incarcerated and college-educated
Black men who met the inclusive criteria. All the participants have been incarcerated, as

well as gone through higher education institutions; therefore, their experience directly
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relates to the nature of the study, which seeks to explore the relationship between
systemic racism, education, and criminal justice system involvement. In accordance with
the demanding ethical research requirements, each of the selected individuals provided
informed consent prior to participating, which ensured they understood their rights and
were participating voluntarily (Pietild et al., 2019).

In summary, the final sample comprises the experiences of five participants,
which are expected to provide a nuanced understanding of the phenomenon in question,
while also reflecting the interplay between individual action and structural forces. The
developed interview guide was aimed at eliciting responses on multiple domains of
experiences, such as oppressive pedagogies (educational settings), racial discrimination
and microaggressions (direct exposure), perception towards institutional discipline
(school versus institutional), post-incarceration reentry and college aspirations, constructs
of resilience and coping, and standards of grounds on systemic injustice.

Participants shared experiences of how systemic racism shaped every stage of
their involvement with the criminal justice system, from biased disciplinary actions in
schools to racial profiling and over-policing in their communities, and later, disparate
treatment within correctional institutions. I leveraged my professional networks, which
are prevalent in reentry and educational advocacy, to reach out to this population that is
typically vulnerable to research challenges, such as distrust and limited access to
institutions (Watson & Van der Meulen, 2018). Likewise, the five men's experiences
were significantly impacted by the structural inequalities affecting Black neighborhoods:

increased surveillance, poor educational quality, low expectations, and financial



98

opportunity. Participants recalled growing up in neighborhoods and schools where they
experienced ubiquitous policing and monitoring. Systemic racism, when exacerbated by
stigmatization and a lack of culturally responsive interventions, reinforces barriers to
empowerment and equitable reentry opportunities (Alexander, 2020).

In qualitative research interviews, the significance of data saturation can be
understood from its definition. Its definition describes a phenomenon whereby a
researcher continues to gather data without discovering new results, codes, or themes.
This is a subjective and context-specific process that requires deliberate and organized
evaluation to assess when saturation has been achieved (Rahimi & Khatooni, 2024). The
identification of data saturation is made through systematic coding and constant
comparison of observational data with the codes, patterns, or themes that recur among the
interviewees. It is further recommended, based on empirical guidelines, that the repetition
be closely followed up, as it provides evidence that additional interviews will likely not
yield any new insights helpful in answering the research question.

During this qualitative study, the primary researcher employed an interview
protocol to gather data on two significant social phenomena from five participants. A
repeated analysis of the transcriptions showed that systemic racism, criminalization of
behavior, racial policing, and resilience in education emerged as common themes for
each participant. Through a structured analysis of all five interviews, it was observed that
there was a high degree of overlap in the themes. Themes were neither differentiated nor
did new thematic categories emerge throughout the data-gathering process. Instead, the

ensuing transcripts reinforced the codes established earlier, resulting in redundancy and



99

repetition of patterns among all the participants. This situation eventually indicated that
data-gathering saturation had occurred post the fifth interview; thus, it warranted an end
to data-gathering and justified the adequacy of data for thematic analysis purposes.

During the analysis, after conducting the five interviews, no new codes or themes
emerged in the subsequent transcripts. The confirmation obtained from the analysis of the
subsequent interviews only confirmed the experiences already gained from the data of the
previous interviews: systemic racism, criminalization of behavior, and educational
resilience. The fact that all five interview participants demonstrated the repetition of these
findings allowed us to conclude that the observed categories grasped the principal content
of the participants’ experiences. Besides, considering that the transcripts demonstrated
redundancy, this observation was in line with the established conditions for declaring
saturation with data: the repetition of the information provided during interviews
indicates that obtaining additional information will not enhance knowledge about the
phenomena under investigation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). The absence of new codes in
multiple transcripts is substantial evidence supporting that the research question has been
fully addressed (Guests et al., 2020).

To derive the study's results, I employed thematic analysis. Considering the
evidentiary characteristics of the available interview data, I drew an inference about the
data saturation principle. Such an inference was based on the considerations driven
primarily by the apparent fact that the identified themes had been repeatedly occurring,
and no new codes had emerged. Ultimately, it served as grounds for a decision to end the

interview data collection process after collecting data from five participants. The after-
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effects of this decision contributed to the overall methodological rigor and efficiency of
the research design, serving as an explicit reflection of the data saturation principle. In
turn, it allowed establishing that the thematic analysis in question has been performed
based on a sufficiently rich and repetitive data pool with thematic coverage of core
issues.
Data Analysis

I utilized Braun and Clarke's six-step thematic analysis. The first step of Braun
and Clarke's reflexive thematic analysis is data familiarization. I thoroughly read and
immersed myself in the audio recordings and transcripts of the interviews. I listened to
the data recordings repeatedly and read the transcripts carefully to build a sufficiently
informed and nuanced understanding of how participants express their ideas and
experiences. Adhering to standard conventions, reflexive notes can be taken to serve as a
means of documenting the initial impression process. These reflexive notes also began to
inform the analysis during the coding stage (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This early reflexive
process, accompanied by data familiarization, not only strengthened the analysis from a
constructivist viewpoint that emphasizes the meaning-construction process and the
researcher as a cocreator, but also helped me, the researcher, engage with the data and
avoid losing most of the context because of coding.

Furthermore, through early reflexive engagement with the data, I could become
more transparent regarding their positionality and the extent to which previous
knowledge might influence the interpretation of participants' accounts. To familiarize

myself with the data, I read and listened to the five interview transcript files and their
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corresponding audio files. Each transcript was read multiple times, and each audio file
was listened to, with a particular focus on verbal cues and emotional inflections that may
not be reflected in the written transcripts. This orientation was also achieved through
reflexive journaling. Being aware of one's personal and professional background and how
such dynamics may influence the analytic process is fully aligned with the requirements
for good practices in thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

My identity, background, and professional experience as a researcher impacted
the research process. I studied this problem as a scholar-practitioner with a background in
higher education, community development, and justice reform. In my role as a Master
Adjunct Professor, I have taught correctional education programs and delivered curricula
to learners who have been affected by incarceration. My work in these environments
within carceral settings provided me with significant insight into the systemic barriers
and injustices, racial disparities, and the ability of education to turn lives around behind
the prison walls, upon teaching weekly. My volunteer work as a Board of Directors
member of Citizens for Prison Reform also informed my understanding of advocacy-
centered work, policy reform, and the access to and rights of individuals who are
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated. As a non-incarcerated educator and advocate, my
insider/outsider position influences both my empathy level and analytical perspective.
With these experiences, the researcher was prepared to employ a scholarly tone when
recruiting participants and conducting interviews.

After an initial familiarization with the data, Braun and Clarke's reflexive

thematic analysis progresses to the second phase of code development. I conducted a
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detailed analysis of all five interview transcripts and their corresponding recordings to
identify significant trends and illustrative accounts within the dataset. As recommended
by the authors of the trend, I did not use a fixed a priori coding scheme but instead
developed the codes as interpretative constructs through iterative engagement with data
and reflexivity (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Here, reflexive coding is based on flexibility and
inductiveness, which are both vital principles of reflexive thematic analysis. Inductive
coding was applied during this analytical phase through a line-by-line reading of all
interview transcripts. I identified significant patterns or points of interest systematically;
however, these were not defined by the previous frame. In this way, I engaged in
interactive, repetitive readings of the data, which allowed them to respond to the
constructivist approach, developing interpretations that remained responsive to the data
and closely related to the participants.

In the third phase of Braun and Clarke's reflexive thematic analysis, known as
searching for themes, the inductive coding process involved identifying potential themes,
starting from the codes, and searching for patterns within the entire dataset. I needed to
organize the code into broader categories of meaning, explore possible intersections, and
engage with how these provisional thematic categories may be grounded in participant
accounts as well as the analytic lens created during the previous reflexive process
(Naeem et al., 2023). There was a need to focus on the subtle ways systemic issues,
represented by institutional racism and the overall culture of schooling, penetrated the

thematic constructs and could be used coherently. At this stage, the process of organizing
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code into potential themes demanded a reflexive engagement with thematic ideas and the
form and content of coded data extracts.

The reviewing themes stage of Braun and Clarke's reflexive thematic analysis
model corresponds to the thorough consideration of the current analytic work developed,
given the provisional thematic structure. [ examined every possible theme from the
perspective of its coherence within the candidate’s themes and across them by
reanalyzing data segments associated with each theme and evaluating the degree to which
they suited the main aims of the analysis. Moreover, my notes regarding any ambiguities,
theme interconnections, or contradictions were revisited and formed as the basis for
introducing changes to the themes. The reviewing themes stage consolidated the
framework of themes into a specific analytical framework that emerged because of a
clear commitment to transparency and theoretically grounded accuracy, centered on data
and principles of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Finally, the
iterative process of testing, verifying, and refining themes involved strategies to secure
both the flow between different themes and the individuality of experiences.

The five participants participated in audio interviews over Zoom. The interviews
were transcribed via Zoom to ensure the interviewers were accurately captured. Thirty
codes were identified through phrases that conveyed the participants' experiences.
Definitions of the codes were created, and each code had multiple definitions in different
contexts, as described by the participants' experiences. Upon reviewing the transcribed
interviews and listening to them multiple times, the definitions of the codes were

organized into eight categories. Through a review of the interviews and codes, four



104

themes were identified that aligned with the research question. Data saturation was
reached after five participants completed the interview, and their experiences enriched the
codes, categories, and themes. Participants provided details of their experiences and
shared experiences related to each question, aligning with thirty codes, eight categories,
and four themes, as defined and as illustrated through participant experiences in interview
transcription.

I grouped matching codes based on participants' experiences as described in the
study, which showed that key practices among institutions, unequal structures, and the
lasting damage of discriminatory acts affected the participants during their experiences in
educational and other environments as well (Naeem et al., 2023). I believe that my
advocacy and reflexive positioning ensured transparency in the study. When coding was
complete there were thirty codes, which are: attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD), barriers, childhood racial microaggression, coping, criminalizing students,
discriminatory, discriminatory treatment, dismissal, economic disparity, education
pathway, experiencing racism, over racism, power, racial discrimination, racial division,
racial harm, racial microaggression, racial profiling, racial segregation, racial stereotypes,
racialized, racism, reintegration, resilience, stereotype, stigma, systemic bias, systemic
discrimination, systemic racism, tolerated racism codes formed the eight categories
educational experience to criminalization, structural barriers, emotional and mental health
impact, microaggression and discriminatory practices, profiling- surveillance and
policing, empowerment and educational path, cultural racism and societal perceptions,

systemic racism and institutional practices. and transformation. I grouped the matched
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codes into eight categories or clusters. The eight categories formed four overarching
themes: educational environments as a pathway to criminalization, systemic racism and
structural barriers throughout the lifetime, living with microaggressions and
discriminatory practices, and lasting psychological harm, and education and resilience to
empowerment and transformation. Appendix B contains codes, definitions of codes,
categories, and themes.

While many shared experiences were evident across all participants, each person
brought a unique perspective that added depth and understanding to the study. These
discrepant perspectives helped capture the variety of ways that systemic racism,
education, and incarceration are experienced and interpreted, showing that even within
shared systems of oppression, individuals respond differently.

Participant 1 (P1) shared his challenges because of personal decisions rather than
larger systemic issues. At first, he did not connect his experiences to racism or
discrimination. However, as he shared his experiences, he described moments of
dismissive treatment, biased assumptions, and racial exclusion, which reflected broader
patterns of inequity. He expressed personal accountability for his actions and revealed
impactful incidents of racism that impacted him for many years, as well as systemic
barriers.

Participant 2 (P2) recognized education as a powerful tool for rebuilding his life,
but also expressed distrust toward academic institutions that had, at times, failed to
provide support or address bias. He strived to empower himself through education and

rebuild himself. “College helped me rebuild, but it also reminded me how much harder I
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had to work just to be seen.”. His experience added to the theme of education and
resilience, showing that while education can open doors, it is not always equitable or
supportive for formerly incarcerated Black men. Participant 3 (P3) reported staying
silent. He viewed racism as something to be managed rather than challenged. “You pick
your battles. Sometimes it is easier to stay quiet and move on.” He exhibited resilience
throughout the experiences.

Participant 4 (P4) described prison as a place where he first discovered self-
reflection and educational opportunity. He viewed incarceration as a pivotal turning point
that enabled him to pursue personal growth and develop a sense of purpose. “Prison was
the first place I really got to focus on myself to study, to grow. It wasn’t all bad.” This
perspective added nuance to the theme of education and empowerment, showing that
growth and transformation can emerge even within oppressive spaces when resources are
available.

Participant 5 (P5) experienced school policing more intensely than the others,
describing a system in which officers replaced counselors and discipline often led directly
to arrest. His story strongly reflected the school-to-prison pipeline, showing how racial
discipline starts early and sets the stage for later incarceration. “We didn’t have
counselors; we had cops. If you fought, you got a case.” His experiences reinforced the
theme of educational environments as gateways to criminalization, while also
highlighting the variation in severity and context of these experiences across different

communities.
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These different viewpoints and experiences were intentionally included in the
analysis to reflect the full range of experiences among participants. Together, they show
that while systemic racism shapes each life in powerful ways, individuals interpret and
respond to it differently based on their history, awareness, and circumstances.
Recognizing these differences helped strengthen the study’s credibility and
confirmability by presenting a more honest and complete picture, one that values both
shared patterns and individual variation.

Evidence of Trustworthiness
Credibility

Credibility enhancement within the research applicability process was of utmost
importance, and the strategies presented in Chapter 3 were strictly followed during all
stages of data gathering and analysis. The corresponding methods, which aimed to reflect
participants' experiences as closely as possible, were employed, including prolonged
engagement, triangulation, and member checking. Such adaptation to the data collection
methods allowed for a more diverse range of participant perceptions to be included in the
data sets, thereby strengthening the representativeness of the data. In turn, adaptations
also increased the potential for authentic responses from participants whose availability
was initially limited, further contributing to the trustworthiness of the research. Such
systematic adaptations of data collection methods are in accordance with one of the
recommendations for conducting qualitative research, which is that adapting to context
achieves more transparent responses, considered more acceptable by reviewers and other

stakeholders (Ahmed, 2024).
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Transferability

Aligned with Chapter 3, transferability-preserving strategies concentrated on
creating detailed narratives for the research context, sampling characteristics, and
sampling rationale. The provision of a detailed narrative that relates to the study context
positively contributes to the situational boundaries that could be addressed and
transferred by the readers globally. I documented data collection and analysis decisions
on an iterative basis, which positively contributes to understanding the impact of social
and institutional context on the emergence of accounts (Johnson et al., 2020). Such
transparency in reporting, aligned with previously defined quality codes, enables other
practitioners to critically evaluate and judge the quality criteria relevant to their own
professional settings (Johnson et al., 2020). Hence, by proactively altering documentation
practices, the research has been able to prepare detailed instructions for those willing to
apply the results in various settings and successfully replicate them (Haq et al., 2023).
Dependability

As per the dependability procedures explained in Chapter 3, I employed
systematic documentation and continuous monitoring procedures to ensure the
dependability of its outcome. During data collection and analysis, a detailed procedure
was employed, utilizing records that included time-stamped field notes, audit trails, and
version-controlled analytical memos. Each coding and interpretation process was
recorded in detail, allowing for a thorough examination of the methodological choices
and serving as a reliable basis for any external auditing. This strategy is consistent with

the accepted criteria for trustworthiness, as clearly detailed procedures maximize the faith
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of scholarly and professional audiences in the dependability of qualitative work (Ahmed,
2024). Through methodical documentation and constant monitoring of research
proceedings, the study establishes the dependability with procedural transparency that
provides a basis for others to assess the reliability of its results, as recommended by
qualitative research quality frameworks (Ahmed, 2024).
Confirmability

The confirmability-related procedures were discussed in detail in Chapter 3;
however, this research employed several strategies to promote objectivity and mitigate
potential biases during the qualitative study. The rigorous audit trail was at the core of
confirmability-related procedures. It was created to record all decisions related to this
qualitative research design, data analysis and included reflective memos that were
produced throughout the study. The inclusion of explicit records of analytic rationales
and continuous reflexivity practices enabled the conduct of an external audit of the steps
taken to arrive at certain conclusions and tracing findings back to the original data from
participants (Johnson et al., 2020). The explicit reference to reflexivity as an ongoing
process enabled accounting for researchers' potential subjectivity and enhanced the
accuracy of interpretation. To address subtle cues suggesting interpretive bias, self-worth,
and identity reconstruction, techniques were added to confirm the procedure. Peers'
debriefing sessions were incorporated as a compulsory part of the working climate, and,
rather than analysis, during the debriefing, peers also critically compared sub-themes

with the raw data.
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Results

An overview of themes, derived from systematic coding and analysis, revealed
four major themes. These themes were created by analyzing the participants' quotes and
identifying codes, definitions, categories, and themes within their interviews.

Theme 1: Education and Resilience to Empowerment and Transformation

Participants described education as an integral key factor in their journey toward
healing and empowerment. Participants emphasized that academic success provided not
only practical tools for reentry but also emotional self-worth and identity reconstruction.
The theme was the healing power of education, both as a tool for empowerment after
incarceration and as a source of resilience in one's darkest moments. This theme also
evidenced how school sometimes was a breeding ground for bias and criminalization,
further contributing to the incarceration pipeline.

Participant 1 reported that there is a transformative power during and after
incarceration. His reflections suggested that education serves as a form of emotional
healing, restoration of self-worth, and identity reconstruction, key dimensions of
empowerment for individuals affected by the justice system. The participant's exposure to
structured learning and peer-led support within the correctional environment provided a
foundation for self-reflection and motivation. When he stated, "I was placed in a program
that was supposed to be more supportive for addiction... you had to attend substance
abuse, peer meetings, and group meetings were supervised", it reflects an early form of
rehabilitative learning where experiential and relational education encouraged

introspection. This connection seeded his belief that education could help him, too, "do
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something similar" after his release of bridging recovery, purpose, and education into a
unified pathway toward empowerment.P1's stated "I ended up going back to college... at
first, I was just going to get an associate's degree... but one of my professors encouraged
me to go for a bachelor's and then a master's", captures the critical role of mentorship in
educational persistence and self-efficacy.

Participant 2 reported that he was self-determined while incarcerated. His
determination, "I knew I was getting out... I had to prepare myself." He knew he had to
get an education and prepare to reduce stigma after incarceration. When describing his
experience with online coursework, "There were so many additional supports—YouTube
videos, links, tutorials... I could review and review," which reflects autonomy.
Participant 2's emphasis on "being able to take care of myself" reveals the connection
between educational attainment and self-sufficiency, a recurring pattern across
participants. His learning and continuing education enabled him to enter jobs and reduce
stigma through education.

Participant 3 reported motivation from incarceration and criminalization. His
statement, "Your actions affect other people... they may not be physically incarcerated,
but they're incarcerated with you as well." This is an acknowledgment of accountability
for his actions. This acknowledgment became a catalyst for transformation, driving his
commitment to change not only for himself but for those emotionally impacted by his
incarceration. “The hardest thing I've ever had to do was look in the mirror and realize
that I am the root cause of a lot of things that happen in my life, and really accepting

accountability... it just fueled me not to come back," With the tenacity of resilience for
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an introspection of self to accept personal accountability for actions. Participant 3's
empowerment and internal motivation, characterized by a transformative attitude, were
evident through determination while incarcerated.

Participant 4’s narrative explains that education, which includes learning about
emotional intelligence, self-awareness, and spiritual growth, demonstrates a definite
development of emotional regulation that works in tandem to foster transformation. He
reported, “I am a motivational speaker slash reentry emotional-intelligence coach... |
help the justice-impacted community strengthen their emotional intelligence so they can
defy the recidivism rate,” which illustrates education as a platform for leadership and
healing. By framing prison as a “blessing,” he redefined confinement as an opportunity
for introspection and scholarship. “I found a love for reading... I just started reading and
reading... I developed into a scholar. ” This self-directed learning cultivated intellectual
empowerment and emotional discipline, bridging the theory of resilience with principles
of emotional intelligence. P4 stated, “If [ know I don’t ever want to come back, I have to
make myself valuable while I’'m here... develop skills... put my emotions in
perspective,” indicating an awareness of emotional regulation and the ability to
internalize this to create programming to deliver to others. Education became a means to
learn, self-develop, and strive to educate others. As he stated, “Accountability enabled
me to grow... [ hold myself accountable... that’s how I became an adult.” His growth led
to mentoring others and giving back to the community. P4 advocates that education is a

moral and civic responsibility, essential for rehabilitation and the greater good of society.
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Participant 5 reported that his individual growth to social advocacy and systemic
change was founded on incarceration and his lifelong desire for education, “I knew I
wanted to chase it even before I was incarcerated,” which reveals that intellectual
aspiration predated incarceration, but structural barriers delayed its fulfillment. Once
provided access, he pursued learning intentionally, viewing it as both a personal and
societal obligation: “I understood that society was a better place with educated people in
it.” For him, education was inseparable from advocacy and reform of the justice system.
He emphasized, “Part of being an advocate is learning... knowing the right way and the
wrong way to advocate,” showing that education shaped his identity as a man of color
committed to systemic equity. By referencing research on education’s correlation with
reduced incarceration and violence, “Statistics show that police officers with higher
education are less likely to use deadly force”. Participant 5 connected personal
transformation to macro-level social progress. P5 reports that policy changes are
necessary. “Institutions of higher learning should place an emphasis on finding ways to
provide education to people who are incarcerated.”

The experiences shared by Participants 1 through 5 collectively demonstrate that
education is transformative, healing, empowering, and an advocacy tool. Each participant
shared their unique circumstances related to Theme 1, and their experiences that there is a
mechanism against recidivism and a means of reclaiming identity after incarceration.
Theme 1 reiterates a multidimensional process of resilience through learning: education
functions simultaneously as a coping mechanism, a moral compass, a pathway to

opportunity, and a tool of liberation. It not only transforms the individual but also
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redefines how society views justice-impacted people as scholars, advocates, and
contributors, rather than just offenders. Education became the participants’ pathway from
incarceration to empowerment, transforming confinement into self-actualization and
adversity into agency. In this way, education represents more than academic attainment;
it is an emancipatory act that resists structural exclusion and redefines what it means to
thrive after incarceration.
Theme 2: Educational Environments as Pathways to Criminalization

Participants consistently described their early educational experiences as
environments where discipline, bias, and surveillance converged to criminalize normal
adolescent behavior. Rather than being spaces of support and growth, schools functioned
as sites of punishment where racially biased discipline and law enforcement presence
created conditions that mirrored carceral systems. Participant 1 shared his experiences of
early schooling as positive and largely free from racialized or disciplinary bias. His
statement, "I was fortunate; I never had a behavioral issue in school... maybe because my
father was in the military... discipline we had at home," illustrates how home structure
and parental expectations acted as protective factors. His upbringing provided behavioral
conditioning that aligned with institutional norms, possibly insulating him from school-
based criminalization. He further noted, "I can't really recall anything (racism in school),
because my schools were diverse." The experiences of diversity in schooling helped
mitigate bias in his educational environment.

Participant 2 experienced feelings of racial bias within the academic environment

in higher education. He described, "An instructor... being less critical of my White
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counterpart... and giving me more of a hard time," again, feelings of racial bias and
discriminatory treatment. His recognition that "we naturally gravitate to people that look
like us." While he did not perceive overt racism in earlier schooling due to attending
predominantly Black schools, his later experiences revealed how bias evolves with
context, from structural in K—12 systems to relational in higher education. His responses
to dropping a class and reenrolling elsewhere reflect the emotional toll and self-protective
strategies employed by students of color navigating racially biased environments.

Participant 3, although he did not perceive racial bias within his predominantly
Black school, described external forces that criminalized his community. He recalled,
"Walking home from school and being randomly pulled over and searched by law
enforcement... being harassed... you're definitely being stopped... questioned... pulled
over.” This narrative reveals how community policing and structural surveillance created
conditions of collective criminalization where the school-to-prison pipeline extended
beyond the classroom into everyday life. His experience that "Everyone I went to high
school with... at some point in time were incarcerated... it was like a rite of passage"
exemplifies criminalizing students, which indicates that incarceration becomes
normalized and equated with adulthood or social validation. He did not attribute his
experience directly to school-based punishment; his experiences situate education within
a broader ecosystem of racialized control and social conditioning, connecting school
discipline to the carceral continuum operating in his community.

Participant 4's experiences illustrate how behavioral differences were criminalized

through racially biased disciplinary practices. His experiences of ADHD and acting out
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led to constant punishment: "I found myself always in the principal's office... detention,
ISS... out-of-school suspensions... transferring to different schools." These repeated
removals create feelings of coping, racial harm, and criminalization of students. Students
of color are often treated as defiant rather than having learning differences. His reflection
on racial disparity in punishment: "White kids acting out just like me... they got a little
more chance... my leash was a little shorter... my second time being disruptive and I'm
getting suspended." This discussion examines the bias and criminalization of students, as
well as the role of implicit bias in shaping disciplinary outcomes. P4 reports, such as
"What could have been done differently? ... active communication... find out the
variables at home... empathizing... teach kids according to their personalities,"
demonstrate that there are alternatives to treating students and not allowing
criminalization to affect behavioral issues.

Participant 5 discussed the school-to-prison pipeline, referring to behavioral
issues in school. His experience, "In my youthful days, punishment was the answer for
everything... punishment was considered the solution to all of society's problems,"
reflects a cultural paradigm of discipline for behavioral issues. He described punitive
practices that blurred the boundary between education and law enforcement: "Anytime
there was a disruptive kid or a fight, you went to jail. Our school was right across from
the precinct. Security guards were uniformed police officers." This is confirmation of the
zero-tolerance policies in schools and police presence in schools that criminalize and
punish, reinforcing the early stages of the school-to-prison pipeline. P5 reports that

systemic racism and criminalizing students were present: "The punishment was removal
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from class and school... the teacher interpreted his behavior as defiant, when the reality
was, he didn't fully understand what was being asked of him." The racial bias of
criminalization left an impression on P5. He concluded that "there were no other options
besides punishment... that created a very toxic atmosphere," emphasizing the emotional
and structural toxicity embedded in punitive educational systems.

The findings of Theme 2 intersect directly with the study’s theoretical framework
on Institutional Racism. Participants’ descriptions reveal how racial bias is embedded
within the structural operations of schooling—from disciplinary policies to implicit
interactions creating systemic gateways to incarceration. Schools, intended as sites of
learning, instead reproduced racial hierarchies and punitive practices that mirror the
justice system. Resilience theory also surfaces implicitly: despite exposure to bias and
criminalization, participants learned to navigate, adapt, and resist these oppressive
systems. Participants demonstrated resilience and coping (as seen in P2’s withdrawal
from a biased environment). In contrast, for others, it emerged through self-actualization
and advocacy (as in P4 and P5); their resilience was both a coping mechanism and a form
of resistance against institutional racism. Ultimately, Theme 2 exposes how educational
environments, shaped by institutional racism, often serve as early points of
criminalization that perpetuate the school-to-prison pipeline. Yet within this structural
adversity, participants developed a critical consciousness and awareness that later fueled

their empowerment and advocacy for equitable, restorative educational practices.
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Theme 3: Microaggressions, Discriminatory Practices, and Psychological Harm.

Participants' persistent experiences of racial microaggressions, discrimination, and
overt hostility collectively shaped their self-perception, emotional well-being, and
worldview. These encounters occurred throughout their lives, beginning in school,
extending through incarceration, and persisting in reentry and higher education, creating
a cumulative psychological burden. Exposure to microaggressions and discriminatory
practices described the life-long detrimental impact suffered by participants because of
their encounters with racism and discrimination.

Participant 1's experiences represent continued microaggressions and racial harm.
He continued to have the feelings that are continued, "It's not so much overt racism... it's
more about a look or a tone... a smirk of disapproval... hesitant to be courteous or
professional" represents racial discrimination in professional and academic spaces, while
excusing or minimizing the racial harm. The dismissal of his creative work further
exemplified coping and racial bias. "I was dismissed... my story ending was called
'corny'... it kind of hurt... it would've been more helpful to give me ideas on how to
improve it." Similarly, when he recalled, "A poet dismissed my writing... I think that had
something to do with racism," his statement reflected the interpersonal impact of racially
biased critique and the erasure of authenticity and the denial of competence, often
masked as subjectivity or preference. These experiences of a framework of
microaggressions as everyday slights that cumulatively reinforce racial hierarchy, which

produces psychological harm through consistent questioning of value and belonging (Sue
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et al, 2007). Participant 1's encounters reveal how emotional fatigue and internalization
of bias can result from subtle yet repeated dismissals of one's intellect and creativity.

Participant 2 shared more structural forms of discrimination that intersect with
subtle interpersonal biases. He shared, "Transportation and checking out a car... the
process was more intense for me... having to climb more hurdles... for my White
counterparts it was easy peasy.” This reflects the racialized gatekeeping embedded in
everyday institutional procedures of mechanisms that perpetuate inequity while appearing
neutral. He also recounted being exposed to overtly racist public narratives: "That radio
station said the only reason they had high ratings was because only poor Black people
listen... because they can't afford Spotify or Apple Music." The microinsults or societal
stereotypes that demean entire racial groups, reinforcing feelings of exclusion and anger.
He summarized his emotional toll by stating, "Frustrated... I also worked in (field) and
from a professional side, I felt it and saw it." The experiences of racial discrimination
across personal and professional spaces have led to emotional exhaustion.

Participant 3 reported experiences of workplace racial harm and overt racism that
imposed psychological vigilance and identity management. He noted, "Over Zoom,
everything was fine... in the office... she was very guarded... I talk with my hands...
move my hand too fast and she would flinch." This illustrates how racialized body
perception of associating Black male presence with threat translates into daily
interactions that erode dignity and trust. His experiences of being questioned and
surveilled at work,” Oh, you really work here? Are you lost? “Who’s your manager?"

reflects what is termed as everyday assaults on identity (Williams et.al, 2021). These
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repeated invalidations suggest that, despite professional success, belonging remains
conditional in racialized workspaces. Participant 3's examples of stereotypical comments,
"You're very articulate," "You probably have 10 baby mamas," "You play basketball?”
capture the duality of "compliments" laced with insult, reducing individuality to
stereotypes. His acknowledgment, "It's a daily thing... you just get so used to it... it's
kind of expected,” illustrates the psychological adaptation of numbing and normalization,
a coping mechanism for chronic racial stress.

Participant 4's experiences were grounded in overt racism and institutional
violence. He recalled, "At intake... a (guard) used the N-word... he looked at me like, 'so
what? What are you going to do about it?" These words are reflective of discrimination,
racial harm, racism, coping, systemic, and tolerated racism. His reaction, "I felt empty...
helpless," reveals the emotional paralysis often experienced in environments where
challenging racism carries the risk of punishment or harm. The description of exposure to
repeated violence, "I started becoming desensitized to seeing people get stabbed...
fighting... getting hit with locks," is secondary trauma and coping with systemic racism
that erodes empathy and mental well-being. He later identified more subtle racism,
"Silent actions... not making available certain opportunities or making it harder for one
person as opposed to the next," linking structural inequity to personal consequence.
Participant 4's story demonstrates how institutional racism produces psychological harm
through fear, mistrust, and emotional depletion, aligning with literature on racial trauma

and incarceration (Cénat, 2022).
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Participant 5 provided a comprehensive view of lifelong exposure to racism
across environments, from incarceration to corporate settings and neighborhood
interactions. His experiences, "I've dealt with racism in prison, from the police, in
Corporate America, and in my neighborhood," exemplify institutional racism. His
experiences of housing discrimination were explicit: "My neighbors told me to my face
that I did not belong here... They've called the police on me at least five times without
ever having a conversation with me." These incidents reflect racial profiling and
exclusion within residential spaces, showing how societal bias polices Black existence
even in private life. In corporate contexts, he noted, "They expect you to fall in line or
stay quiet in board meetings... controlled by people who don't share the same
experiences as me." This demonstrates how professional racism operates through
silencing and power imbalance, reinforcing racial hierarchies through unwritten
behavioral codes. He also highlighted racial discrimination in incarceration: "Officers
would destroy my property... I have been denied medical care and punished more
harshly than my fair-complected peers for the same behavior." Systemic racism causes
harm from being both policed and disbelieved. His concluding reflection, "Being pulled
over for no reason... followed for miles... it was disturbing... [ knew I was targeted, ”
captures the trauma of hypervisibility and its lasting effects on emotional well-being.

Across all participants, experiences of microaggressions, discrimination, and
psychological harm revealed how racism functions as both a systemic and psychological
construct. At the same time, the forms varied from subtle dismissal to overt hostility; the

cumulative impact was consistent: erosion of self-worth, chronic vigilance, and emotional



122

fatigue. Participants developed coping mechanisms ranging from avoidance and
withdrawal (P2, P3) to advocacy and empowerment (P4, P5). The representation of
dismissive interactions that devalue intellectual and creative contributions (P1) is
representative of systemic racism among formerly incarcerated college-educated minority
men, with the presence of unequal processes and racialized barriers across systems (P2).
Within the formerly incarcerated participants, there is a psychological strain from
identity-based assumptions and microinsults (P3), and the overt dehumanization and
systemic brutality in incarceration (P4), which racism is persistent across social,
professional, and civic domains (P5). Participants' experiences report that the incidents of
racism and racial harm had an effect of trauma, with the normalization of discrimination
through daily microaggressions and institutional practices representing a chronic form of
racialized stress that mirrors and reinforces systemic inequity (Lewis et al., 2013)

Theme 3 aligns with the study's Institutional Racism framework of the
experiences of how racism operates across layers of daily life, interpersonal, structural,
and cultural, producing sustained psychological harm. The participants' resilience
coexisted with emotional exhaustion, revealing that resistance to racism comes with a
psychological cost. The experiences of Participants 1 through 5 report that systemic
racism is not a one-time event that occurs but is lived in the daily realities of life before,
during, and after incarceration. Across their experiences, microaggressions,
discrimination, and overt hostility imposed a sustained psychological toll that shaped
their identities, emotional health, and worldviews. The participant-level reports reveal

micro-level racial microaggressions that mirror macro-level structures of oppression.
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Education and advocacy, as seen across all themes, emerged as vital counterforce tools
through which participants reconstructed meaning, restored agency, and redefined
success on their own terms. After incarceration, participants were able to reclaim their
lives through ongoing self-awareness, education, and advocacy (Fairbairn, 2021).

Theme 3 participants illustrate that systemic racism is represented in
incarceration, the institutionalization of racial epithets, disparities in treatment, violence
in prison, racial disparity of treatment, unfavorable discipline to Black men, implicit bias,
and the feelings of continued discrimination, which confirms the direct implications of
systemic and institutional racism (Pettit & Gutierrez, 2018). The participants reported
that they confronted institutional racism impacts that built resilience and transformed
these experiences, reflecting both the enduring impacts of institutional racism and the
transformation after incarceration (Sims-Schouten & Gilbert, 2022).
Theme 4: Systemic Racism and Structural Barriers Throughout the Lifetime

It captures the participants' collective recognition of systemic racism as a lifelong
continuum of disadvantage, a network of interrelated barriers embedded within
education, employment, housing, and the criminal justice system. Participants described
how institutional bias is sustained through laws, policies, and practices that normalize
racial inequity while preserving structural privilege. The effects of these systems were
experienced across multiple life stages: from the early barriers of biased schooling to the
racially coded hierarchies of incarceration, to the exclusionary practices in professional

and civic life. The participants' reflections reveal that systemic racism is not merely
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historical or situational; it is perpetual, structural, and evolving, shaping how individuals
of color navigate power, opportunity, and belonging.

Participant 1 reported that mass incarceration is described as a "business" that
profits from inequality. He explained, "Rich people can afford to buy attorneys... poor
people cannot... It is a business... the idea is to keep the jails full because they're
moneymakers." This insight directly exposes the intersection of capitalism and systemic
racism, in which marginalized populations are criminalized and commodified for
institutional gain. He also emphasized the racial segregation and enforced division within
prisons, noting, "Segregation amongst inmates is encouraged... Blacks, Whites, Latinos
can't sit together... prison culture enforces racial division." His account underscores how
the carceral system reproduces and reinforces racial hierarchies—both through policy and
informal prison culture—creating environments that mirror segregationist ideologies.

Participant 2 described racism within professional environments, revealing how
overt racism coexists with bureaucratic inaction. He stated, "I worked for (ORG) and...
the systemic... racist action, conversation, and words... was very intense." His
observation, "I heard a White (manager) call his Black (employee) 'boy." I can't get any
more extreme than that," workplace discrimination with continuous harm leads to a
hostile work environment (Okechukwu et al., 2014). With such blatant racism,
Participant 2 acknowledged that addressing it was "complicated," reflecting the layers of
silence, fear, and professional restraint that perpetuate discriminatory systems.

Participant 3's experiences are discussed in certain areas that are systemic for

Black men. He described experiences where being Black in certain regions automatically
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invoked suspicion: "Don't let you drive through (certain parts of the city) ... you're
definitely getting pulled over." P3 reports of racial segregation in some regions of cities
and locations, and it is apparent that when a Black man enters the segregated area and is
subjected to racial bias, racial discrimination, or racial microaggression, it reveals how
systemic racism manifests in residential Segregation (Popescu et al., 2018). Participant
3's description of "Confederate flags everywhere...Even in 2025, they will directly let you
know that they do not like you" is the display of racial intimidation in American culture.
(Scott-Jones & Kamara, 2020).

Participant 4's experiences of race "Taken from the city to a very slow rural
country town... a lot of racism dwelled within that vicinity where the prisons are... the
boondocks" reports and supports correctional facilities that are typically in rural areas.
Such environments perpetuate racial and economic hierarchies by concentrating
incarcerated populations of color in communities that rely on them for labor and revenue.
He further described racial discrimination in employment, "Me and a White guy apply for
the job... both qualified... the White guy might have a little advantage because of...
White privilege." The recognition of White privilege in his experiences is that a White
person would get the job over him, as a Black man (Bhopal, K, 2023). His reflection of
"officers... to them, we're all deplorables" is an impact of racism and treatment while
incarcerated, while his statement about losing rights, "The most challenging part about
being criminalized? My rights taken... not being able to own a gun" reveals how

institutional racism impacts racial harm and stigma.



126

Participant 5 reported experiences of systemic racism across law enforcement,
politics, and the community. He explained, "The stigma that comes with not only being
Black but having a criminal record reduces your chances of success at pretty much
anything." P4's experiences of stigma and treatment as a Black man and the barriers that
are encompassed with stigma and the stigmas in reentry (Williams et al., 2019). He
emphasized the permanence of this inequity: "Being labeled a criminal is almost like
perpetual punishment... regardless of what you do or how high you rise." His analysis of
policing and political double standards, "We watched White people carry guns into the
Capitol... and nothing happened... That would never happen if it were Black people,"
resentful attitudes are associated with greater support for gun rights. Racial resentment as
a construct captures negative affect toward Black Americans that is expressed in terms of
support for conservative values, such as individualism, self-reliance, and a strong work
ethic, and the belief that Black people violate these values by instead relying on special
government favoritism (Ward, 2022). Participants' testimonies demonstrate that
institutional racism is adaptive and self-sustaining, shaping outcomes in every sector
from justice to employment to community life. The participants' lived experiences offer
empirical evidence of systemic feedback loops—where racialized laws and practices
reinforce economic, social, and civic disparities across generations.

Through awareness, perseverance, and education, they learned to navigate,
challenge, and redefine their existence within these systems. Theme 4 thus represents the
culmination of the participants' collective journey from experiencing racial inequity to

recognizing its systemic roots and highlights their transformation into advocates and
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truth-tellers. Their insights illuminate the necessity of structural change, not simply
individual resilience, as the path toward racial justice and genuine empowerment.

Participants articulated a sophisticated understanding of systemic racism as a
lifelong constraint. They shared their experience of barriers with race, criminalization,
racism, lack of opportunities, racial profiling, stereotypes, and treatment. They observed
racism embedded in multiple institutions, such as law enforcement, government,
education, and employment, emphasizing how systemic inequities perpetuate
disadvantage. They recounted how leadership in law enforcement reinforced racialized
policing. Participants' descriptions revealed that the desire to pursue additional
educational experiences was also framed to combat stigma and social exclusion, as well
as a beacon of hope for what might be possible for members of their community in the
long run. While most participants did demonstrate a desire to pursue educational
experiences, their stories were complex. Indeed, several participants discussed how they
found it difficult to accept their own empowerment amidst continued systemic
disadvantages and self-doubt rooted in past experiences.

All five participants shared experiences of systemic racism. Participant 1 reported
subtle and damaging looks, describing “a look or a tone that a person gives... like a look
of disgust or whatever, disapproval.” The dismissal of a tone and look to a Black man
leaves lasting feelings that cause harm. Participant 2’s experience, “I worked for... and
the systemic and racist action, and the conversation and words,” experienced systemic
racism. Participant 3 offered a stark depiction of geographic and cultural hostility, stating,

“If you in my town... either they’re going to love you, or they’re going to kill you.” His
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experiences discuss feelings of hate and exclusion. Participant 4’s report, “The time I
experienced racism in prison,” reports institutional racism in a correctional setting,
revealing how institutional power enforces racial hierarchies and dehumanization behind
prison walls. Finally, Participant 5 discussed systemic racism, recounting, “I experienced
racism in prison, the police, Corporate America, criminal justice reform, legislators, and
my neighborhood currently.” This reiterates the racism in every sector he is involved
with.

With all participants experiencing systemic racism as a part of their schooling,
interactions with organizations, while incarcerated, and stigma upon release. Their shared
narratives highlight that racism operates not only through explicit acts of prejudice but
also through enduring systems of policy, geography, power, and perception that
perpetuate inequality. There is a common thread among all five participants of systemic
racism. Each participant’s testimony demonstrates both the emotional toll and the
resilience required to survive within systems designed to marginalize. Ultimately, these
collective accounts affirm that systemic racism is both structural and personal—an
external system of oppression and an internalized struggle for dignity and belonging.
While facing systemic racism, participants were transformed through self-actualization
and a sense of purpose, which in turn transformed their lived experiences upon release
and led to advocacy.

Despite their challenges and difficulties, moving ahead academically was reported
as an avenue to regain control of their lives and hold onto hope for the future, even

though participants acknowledged the continued impact of barriers and stigmas on their
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daily lives. This opened door of education allowed the participants to develop resilience,
feel hope for the present and the future, and acquire skills and knowledge to understand
what they could do now, as well as create a sense of what was both possible and realistic
to aim for in the future. To this end, they emphasized that accessing and actively pursuing
educational opportunities allowed them to regain ownership of their own lives and shape
a new identity as someone who can move forward despite the structural obstacles and
impediments that still exist.

Participant 1's experience reflects that substance use disorder caused his
incarceration. After his imprisonment, he was motivated to pursue higher education. He
is an advocate and voice for those who have been formerly incarcerated. His criminal
record has hindered his ability to volunteer in some areas, but he continues to be a voice
for change. He reflects on a tone or look that he has experienced of being a Black man
that others look at him with disgust. He shared numerous experiences of racial
microaggressions that began in childhood and persisted in adulthood.

Participant 2's experiences reflect racism in the workplace after overcoming the
stigma of being incarcerated. He also experienced racism in educational settings.
Education created an opportunity not only for employment but for personal growth. He
identifies as an advocate and voice, actively involved in efforts to reduce stigma in
various areas. He is a voice of change, and he is eager to grow into new opportunities. He
described education as an essential part of changing his past and continues to advocate

and create change in various organizations.
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Participant 3's experiences reflect a resilience shaped by exposure to systemic
inequities and racism. He has faced overt and direct racism in actions, words, and
treatment of others. Education created options and is an advocate to reduce the stigma of
those who were formerly incarcerated. He recognizes that access to education was
inconsistent and often required self-advocacy within systems resistant to supporting
incarcerated learners. He recounted numerous experiences of racial bias and subtle
exclusions throughout his life.

Participant 4's experiences of behavioral issues in school, taking accountability
for his actions. He reports that he could not read when he went to prison and began to
transform his life with reading, school, and creating opportunities when released to
advocate for others and reduce the stigma of those formerly incarcerated. His early
behavioral challenges were treated as defiance rather than as indicators of unmet needs.
His reflection highlights how exclusionary school practices—rather than intervention and
support—served as precursors to involvement in the carceral system. He currently
advocates being a voice and creating opportunities for justice-impacted individuals.

Participant 5's experiences reflect a lifetime of navigating systemic racism, from
biased school discipline to overt discrimination in prison and systemic racism in
professional spaces. During his experiences, he has become an empowered advocate,
utilizing education as a vehicle for resistance and restoration. P5 identified education as a
cornerstone of transformation. He is an advocate, a voice for those who have been

wrongfully convicted, and advocates and leads multiple organizations. His life narrative
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was marked by sustained encounters with racism—direct and indirect across his personal
freedom, educational, professional, and carceral spaces.
Summary

Reviewing the research question of what the experiences of systemic racism are
among formerly incarcerated, college-educated minority men who faced behavioral
issues leading to incarceration. Across five participants (ages 36—66; 2.9—15.9 years
incarcerated; college through master's degrees), systemic racism was experienced as a
lifelong, layered phenomenon that (a) began in school through racialized discipline and
surveillance, (b) intensified through policing and carceral practices, and (¢) persisted post
release in higher education and the labor market despite academic success.

Patterns are aligning with the research question of educational environments as
pathways to criminalization. Schools frequently manage behavior with punishment,
exclusion, and law enforcement referral rather than support (e.g., in-school/out-of-school
suspensions, security/police as first responders, removals). Participants described shorter
leashes for Black boys (P4) and jail instead of opportunities (P5). They missed
opportunities for differentiation when disengagement reflected unmet needs (ADHD,
boredom, misalignment of pedagogy) rather than willful defiance. A discrepant case (P1)
did not experience school criminalization, underscoring contextual variation (family
structure, diverse schooling). Correlations and patterns aligning with the research
questions that were presented from the research of the participants included

microaggressions, discriminatory practices, and psychological harm.
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The participants reported everyday slights, comments regarding questioning
belonging, competence with guarded body language, over-hostility (racial epithets,
unequal information) that produces stress, trauma, vigilance, and helplessness (as an
example in P4's "empty feeling after a slur; P3's need to set boundaries around "monkey"
jokes). These experiences spanned neighborhoods, workplaces, campuses, and reentry.
There are carceral and policing inequities that are systemic, not incidental. Participants
encountered over-policing, pretextual stops, destructive cell "shakedowns," harsher
punishments, and gatekeeping of medical care and jobs (P5), alongside geographies of
incarceration (rural, predominantly White prison towns that normalize an "us vs. them"
culture; P4-P5).

Several noted that organizational leadership and policy (ticket quotas, tolerated
racism, and discretionary discipline) structured these experiences more than any single
individual. Structural barriers that persist in post-release. A criminal record functioned as
a durable stigma, constraining volunteering, employment, and civic life (P1, P5).
Participants reported workplace favoritism, uneven scrutiny in courses, and narrowed
advancement, even with advanced degrees, illustrating how credentialing alone does not
neutralize racialized surveillance and bias. Education was defined as resistance, repair,
and reauthoring. Despite facing barriers in childhood and lacking access to postsecondary
education prior to incarceration, participants obtained education to rebuild their identities,
expand their opportunities, develop their voices, and mentor others (P1-P5). Several
framed prison libraries and coursework aimed to transform literacy, emotional

intelligence, and disciplined decision making (P4), while others emphasized advocacy
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training and policy literacy (P2, P5). Education mitigated but did not erase structural
constraints.

There was a continuum, not episodes of racism that operated across systems and
time, compounding effects from childhood into adulthood. Power and discretion: The
most consequential harms were correlated with institutional power (administrators,
police, corrections, and supervisors) and discretionary policies that enabled unequal
treatment. Shared oppression was evident in discrepant or muted school experiences (e.g.,
P1, P3), highlighted contextual buffers (such as school composition and family
discipline), and cautioned against single-story generalizations. Agency, alongside
constraint, Participants held strong accountability narratives and a future orientation, even
as they named structural causes. This duality of self-efficacy amid constraint is central to
understanding their "school-to-prison-to-success" trajectories. There was a thematic map,
from codes to categories to themes. The Evidence was clustered into four themes:
Education & Resilience to Empowerment and Transformation (education as a tool,
identity repair, advocacy), Educational Environments as Pathways to Criminalization
(discipline, surveillance, removals), Living with Microaggressions, Discriminatory
Practices, and Lasting Psychological Harm, and Systemic Racism & Structural Barriers
Throughout the Lifetime (policy/practice inequities across institutions). The redundancy
of these patterns across all five cases signaled data saturation.

The results indicate that individual growth through education coexists with
enduring structural impediments, suggesting that interventions must move beyond

remediation of individuals to reform of systems (school discipline policies, campus
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supports for justice-impacted learners, policing/corrections practices, hiring/volunteering
restrictions). Chapter 5 will (a) interpret these findings in relation to the literature on
school-to-prison pathways, reentry, and critical race perspectives; (b) delineate practice
and policy recommendations for K—12, higher education, reentry supports, and
employers; (c) discuss limitations and transferability; and (d) propose future research that
centers longitudinal, multi-system interventions capable of disrupting the lifetime

accumulation of racialized harm while scaling the protective effects of education.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction

In this qualitative study, I explored how systemic racism is experienced by
formerly incarcerated, college-educated Black men who faced behavioral issues that
contributed to incarceration. It focused on their educational and carceral pathways,
labeling experiences, and the role of education in resilience and post-secondary
transition. Although extensive scholarship exists on the school-to-prison pipeline, mass
incarceration, and racialized discipline, there remains a gap concerning the lived
experiences of those who have navigated both criminalization in youth and higher
education after release. This study addressed that gap and elevated participants’ voices to
inform policy and practice across K—12, higher education, incarceration, and reentry
systems.

Key findings revealed that educational environments often served as pathways to
criminalization, marked by exclusionary, police-forward disciplinary practices that
transformed unmet behavioral or learning needs into punishment. Across their life course,
they encountered systemic racism and structural barriers, biased policies, discretionary
practices, and geographic inequities in policing, corrections, employment, and
volunteering that perpetuated disadvantage beyond release. Within the structural barriers,
participants used education to restore their lives, leveraging learning, mentorship, and
credentials to rebuild their identity, agency, and opportunities. While prior research has
examined the school-to-prison pipeline and reentry outcomes, few studies have centered

on Black men who were criminalized in youth, later attained higher education, and could
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retrospectively trace a school-to-prison-to-success trajectory. This project contributes to
emerging scholarship and offers a nuanced understanding of resilience, identity, and
advocacy among scholars who have been impacted by justice.
Interpretation of the Findings

Participants confirm the literature on the school-to-prison pipeline. Descriptions
of zero-tolerance logic, criminalization of school discipline, and arrests for typical
adolescent behaviors align with research documenting racialized discipline and
criminalization in schools (Sevon, 2022). This research study indicated that it extends the
scholarship on trauma and microaggression. Narratives trace cumulative racial stress
from early schooling through prison and reentry, reinforcing links among discrimination,
vigilance, and mental-health strain (Himmelstein et al., 2014) while showing context-
shifting expressions (from “looks and tones” to explicit epithets in prison). It confirms
systemic/institutional racism frameworks. Descriptions of facially neutral practices (e.g.,
quotas, screening rules, rural siting, discretionary shakedowns) that produce disparate
harm reflect institutional/structural racism mechanisms (Ray, 2019). It was found that
this complicates narratives of higher education as a means of equalization. While
education fosters opportunities, participants are still confronted with stigma, bias, and
barriers (e.g., prohibitions on volunteering), and form their own advocacy against stigma
(Byrne, 2022). There is an added nuance via discrepant cases. Reports of minimal school-
based racism for P1 (in diverse schools with strong family discipline) do not negate
systemic trends but rather illuminate contextual buffers. The findings also expand

scholarship on racial trauma and microaggressions, demonstrating how cumulative racial
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stress begins in early schooling and continues through incarceration and reentry.
Participants’ experiences report discrimination and vigilance is a mental-health strain
(Moody et al., 2022), revealing how racialized experiences evolve contextually from
subtle looks and tones in professional settings to explicit racial epithets in prison.

The intersectionality and life-course views of overlapping identities such as race,
gender, and class (Carey, 2024) and cumulative disadvantage clarify how early labeling
and surveillance reverberate into adulthood, even after degree attainment. There was
labeling and stigma that helped interpret durable post-release constraints (e.g., “perpetual
punishment” of a record) and the strategic use of education to reauthor identity and social
value. The participants’ experiences strongly align with the theory of institutional racism.
The participant revealed how disparities are upheld through practices that yield racially
disparate outcomes across education, policing, corrections, and employment (Banaji et
al., 2021).

Limitations of the Study

Limitations of the study include the sample and transferability of findings, which
represent the primary limitations. Although the findings are analytically generalizable
and theoretically informative, they are not statistically representative of all formerly
incarcerated, college-educated Black men. Recruitment through professional and reentry
networks may have resulted in selection bias, overrepresenting participants who were
highly educationally engaged, advocacy-oriented, and reflective about their experiences.
A second limitation concerns the self-reported and retrospective nature of the data.

Participant narratives relied on memory and subjective reflection, which may be
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influenced by recall bias, emotional salience, or post hoc interpretation. While such
narratives provide rich insight into meaning-making and identity construction, they
cannot be cross-verified with administrative or institutional records, which were beyond
the scope of this project.

Additionally, to gather data, I conducted virtual interviews on the Zoom
videoconferencing platform. The online format may have affected rapport, nonverbal
communication, or the depth of disclosure. However, these potential biases were noted,
and I worked through reflexive journaling and an audit trail to ensure an analytic process
and maintain ethics and integrity throughout the study, avoiding bias. With these
limitations, the study’s rigor was enhanced through adherence to qualitative standards of
trustworthiness—credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Recommendations

The recommendations for future research include comparative samples that
include women, non-Black men of color, and non-college reentrants to test the generality
of pathways and turning points. It could include a longitudinal, mixed methods design to
follow cohorts from school discipline to justice contact, reentry, and college/work,
pairing interviews with discipline, policing, corrections, and HR/volunteer data to
triangulate disparities. There is a need to conduct programs and policy evaluations.
Rigorously test restorative/needs-responsive school discipline, police in school role
redesign, justice-impacted student services (admissions, financial aid navigation, mental-
health supports), and record-relief implementation. There could be a place-based inquiry.

To examine rural prison geographies, local labor markets, and policing directives (e.g.,
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quota cultures) to isolate contextual mechanisms. They can also examine digital and
institutional bias to investigate algorithmic screening in hiring/admissions/volunteering as
contemporary extensions of institutional racism (Matthew, 2022).

Implications

The research study can create positive social change for individuals and families
by embedding literacy/Emotional Intelligence /and advocacy skill-building, as well as
family-inclusive advising, in reentry and campus programs to counter stigma and sustain
persistence. There can be changes to organizational structures (K—12, higher ed,
corrections, employers/volunteers) to replace exclusionary discipline with restorative,
trauma-informed, and culturally responsive practices, and to decouple routine behavior
management from law enforcement explicitly. Justice-impacted student resource centers
can be established (application/aid navigation, mental health support, prior learning
credit), and faculty/staff training on microaggressions can be offered. There can be
additional corrections to expand postsecondary access, protect learning time, and enforce
professional standards to curb discretionary abuse.

Employers/volunteer organizations should implement Ban-the-Box-plus
(including individualized assessments, time since offense, and structured interviews) to
reduce "perpetual punishment." A policy can be implemented to strengthen record-
sealing/expungement pathways, require transparent discipline, and halt data reporting, as
well as curtail quota-like enforcement practices that disproportionately harm individuals.
There is a further recommendation to address the education of the experiences of

formerly incarcerated individuals and their feelings about these experiences, promoting
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change. The impacts of systemic racism and the treatment of Black men are essential to
educate people on how they can influence their actions. It is also essential for change that
there is education surrounding the stigma of the formerly incarcerated. Sharing the
participants’ experiences of what they have experienced and how that has impacted their
lives, with systemic values, can contribute to others treating them differently.

The practice aligns with Chapter 2, supported by evidence that education in prison
and post-release reduces recidivism and fosters reentry, underscoring the need to scale
such pathways (Byrne, 2022). This study demonstrates the utility of reflexive thematic
analysis and audit-trail documentation for exploring sensitive justice-related topics.
Empirically, it supports the explanatory power of institutional racism in understanding
cumulative disadvantage and the process of identity repair. The findings reinforce
evidence that education, especially within prison and reentry contexts, reduces recidivism
and promotes civic and occupational reintegration, highlighting the importance of scaling
such initiatives (Byrne, 2022).

Conclusion

Participants' narratives show that systemic racism operates as a lifelong
continuum beginning with racialized school discipline and surveillance, intensifying
through policing and prison cultures, and persisting in higher-ed and labor markets while
education functions as resistance and repair, enabling identity reauthoring, advocacy, and
community leadership. Significant findings are (a) credentials empower individuals, but
unchanged systems continue to reproduce racialized barriers, and (b) durable change

requires policy and organizational shifts alongside individual supports. The study's
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recommendations identify actionable levers in schools, colleges, reentry services,
employers, and public policy to interrupt the accumulation of harm and expand
conditions that make school-to-prison-to-success trajectories possible in the presence of
institutional racism. The essence of systemic racism is noted and present in the literature
review and among the participants in this research study.

This study's recommendations identify actionable levers within schools, colleges,
reentry programs, employers, and public policy to transform the school-to-prison-to-
success trajectory from exception to expectation. This research study was prompted by
the gap and research problem of systemic racism that led to criminalizing students who
face behavioral incidents that lead to incarceration (Jacobs et.al., 2022). Within this
study, all participants shared experiences of systemic racism and the effects that racism

has had on their lives, with lifelong impacts of harm.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions

Study Title: Experiences of Formerly Incarcerated College Minority Males Criminalized
for Behavioral Issues

Participant ID:

Interviewer: Francine Zysk, Ph.D. Candidate, Walden University

1.

wnhw

2

10.

11.

11.
12.

13

What is your age? Tell me about yourself.

Let us begin with: Have you or somebody you know experienced racism in
primary school?

Have you ever experienced racism in any setting and shared your experiences?
Were you or somebody you know who is also of color ever removed from school?
Were you or somebody you know who had behavioral issues in school, and what
did you or they experience?

Were you or somebody you know experienced racism in primary school?

If there were behavioral problems at school, what could have been done
differently when you had behavioral issues?

If there was a behavioral problem at school, what was the most challenging
experience when you had a behavioral problem at school?

Can you describe a specific incident where you felt race affected how teachers
treated you differently?

Do you ever feel you were treated differently at school because of your race?
Follow-up: Were there any short or long-term consequences for you?

Can you describe the experience of being incarcerated for the first time and how
that shaped your educational journey?

What was the most challenging part about being criminalized?

Have you or someone you know been removed from school?

. Is there anything else you would like to tell me?



188
Appendix B: Codes, Definitions of Codes, Categories, and Themes

Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes
Barriers A Criminal Record | Structural Systemic Racism and
cannot be Barriers. Structural Barriers
expunged. throughout the lifetime.

e e
B

Coping Coping with racial | Emotional and Living with
discrimination. Mental Health Microaggressions,
Impact. Discriminatory
Coping with racial Practices, and Lasting
discrimination to Psychological Harm.
create new places
to go.

Excuse feelings to
allow racial
subjugation.

Subjected to
racialized
treatment and not
allowed to speak.

Avoiding certain
people to prevent
discrimination.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Not being able to
respond and
experiencing

®

Discriminatory

A look of disgust
due to skin color.

Repeated police
calls for no reason.

Microaggression
and
Discriminatory
Practices.

Living with
Microaggressions,
Discriminatory
Practices and Lasting
Psychological Harm.
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Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes
Police respond to
no violations
continuously.
Discriminatory Racism that is Microaggression | Living with
Treatment normalized. and Microaggressions,
Discriminatory Discriminatory
Treatment of black | Practices. Practices and Lasting
people is different. Psychological Harm.
Dismissal Racial Bias of Microaggression | Living with
dismissing ideas. and Microaggressions,
Discriminatory Discriminatory
The teacher instills | Practices. Practices and Lasting
self-esteem. Psychological Harm.
Minimizing
concerns/needs of
a person of color.
Minimizing
Concerns of black
men.
Economic Institutional Structural Systemic Racism and
Disparity Racism: denial of | Barriers. Structural Barriers
the right to afford throughout the lifetime.
an attorney.
Not having the
opportunity to
receive education
hinders growth.
Education Professors’ Empowerment Educational and
Pathway encouragement for | and Educational Resilience to
education. Path. Empowerment and

School outcomes
that are punitive
hinder education.

Transformation.
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Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes
Provide
opportunities for
different students.
Blocking
alternatives in
school.
Blocking
alternatives for
educational
growth.
Attending college
provides an
opportunity.
Provides
opportunity.
Experiencing Whether it is Microaggression | Living with
Racism direct or indirect and Microaggressions,
Discriminatory Discriminatory
Practices. Practices, and Lasting
Psychological Harm.
Overt Racism Demeaning racial | Microaggression | Living with
slurs by people in | and Microaggressions,
power. Discriminatory Discriminatory
Practices. Practices, and Lasting
Questioned about Psychological Harm.

existence.

Being ignored and
told that you will
not speak to you
because of your
race.

Explicit racial
hostility of racial
epithet.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

A feeling of less
than when racial
slurs are said.

Stating direct
comments.

Certain positions
to treat others with
hate.

Explicit racial
statements.

Explicit racial
treatment of black

=

en.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Allowing guns in
public by whites
and not blacks.

Using force
physically and not
discussing.

Racial

Discrimination

Discrimination in
the workplace
means having to
do things
differently.

Discriminatory
practices on the
job are expected.

Racial disparity in
the treatment of
black vs. white
counterparts.

Treatment of
others utilizing
privilege.

Systemic Racism
and Institutional
Practices.

Systemic Racism and
Structural Barriers
throughout the lifetime.

Racial

Division

Institutional
Racism in prison
and segregation

Cultural Racism to
segregate or cause
potential harm.

Systemic Racism
and Institutional
Practices.

Cultural Racism
and Societal
Perceptions.

Systemic Racism and
Structural Barriers
throughout the lifetime.

Racial

Harm

Stating the harm
of the presence
due to race.

Emotional and
Mental Health
Impact.

Living with
Microaggressions,
Discriminatory
Practices and Lasting
Psychological Harm.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Psychological
harm from
racialized actions.

Feelings of
emptiness/helpless
ness after slur.

Feeling helpless
not to respond due
to the power the
person has over
them.

Causing
continuing
complaints for no
reason.

Treatment that
instills fear with
words.

Trauma of actions
that happen during
treatment by race.

Racial

Microaggression

Implicit Bias in
tone and look.

Fear response to
presence.

Racial threat
perception and say
something.

Stereotyping of
competence.

Microaggression
and
Discriminatory
Practices.

Living with
Microaggressions,
Discriminatory

Practices, and Lasting

Psychological Harm.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Statement of race
and confront
height.

Passive-aggressive
behaviors.

Treated as less
than..Sul

Racial Segregation | Shapes cross- Cultural Racism Systemic Racism and
racial encounters and Societal Structural Barriers
Perceptions. throughout the lifetime.
Racial Stereotypes | Creates racialized | Microaggression | Living with
stereotypes in and Microaggressions,
music and culture. | Discriminatory Discriminatory
Practices. Practices, and Lasting
Racialized Psychological Harm.
compliment. Cultural Racism
and Societal
Assumptions of Perceptions.

having children.

Traits expected of
a race.
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Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes
Racialized Racial stereotypes | Microaggression | Living with
of violence and Microaggressions,
Discriminatory Discriminatory
Practices. Practices, and Lasting
Psychological Harm.
Racism Expectant racism | Microaggression | Living with
of treatment at and Microaggressions,
work is biased. Discriminatory Discriminatory
Every day is Practices. Practices, and Lasting
treated differently Psychological Harm.
and is an action.
Reacting
differently to the
employee.
Questioned just
walking where the
person belongs.
Direct racism of
hostility.
Stating that
doesn’t belong in
the neighborhood
because of race.
Told doesn’t
belong.
Treated differently
because of being
black.
Reintegration Second Chance Empowerment Educational and

and reentry back
into the
community.

and Educational
Path.

Resilience to
Empowerment and
Transformation.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Building oneself to
be better for a
return to the
community.

Resilience

Able to give back
to the community.

Get an education
to take care of
oneself and build a
future.

Empowering
oneself when
conditions are
harmful.

Find a way to
become better than
what you are
subjected to.

Pursuing self-
actualization in
hopeless
conditions.

Empowerment
and Educational
Path.

Educational and
Resilience to
Empowerment and
Transformation.

Stereotype

Stereotypes
against black
culture in music

Cultural Racism
and Societal
Perceptions.

Systemic Racism and
Structural Barriers
throughout the lifetime.

Stigma

Embarrassment of
the stigma of
being in prison.

Cultural Racism is
used to segregate
or cause potential
harm.

Structural
Barriers.

Emotional and
Mental Health
Impact.

Systemic Racism and
Structural Barriers
throughout the lifetime.
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Codes

Definition of
Codes

Category

Themes

Treating people
with a criminal
record as less than.

Allowing racial
bias to prevent
moving on in
education.

A criminal record
denies
opportunity.

A criminal record
carries a lifetime
of punishment.

Systemic Bias

Unconscious Bias
that 1s tolerated.

Institutional
disadvantages for
people of color.

Schools have a
bias in treating
boys of color
harsher.

Opportunities for
black boys, other
than biased
actions.

Systemic Racism
and Institutional
Practices

Systemic Racism and

Structural Barriers

throughout the lifetime.

Systemic
Discrimination

A Person with a
Criminal Record
cannot volunteer
without a hearing.

Treated differently
than others

Systemic Racism
and Institutional
Practices.

Structural
Barriers.

Systemic Racism and

Structural Barriers

throughout the lifetime.
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Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes

because of being
black.

Practice is
embedded that
hinders
opportunities.

Actions that limit

opportunities.
Systemic Racism | Racism Systemic Racism | Systemic Racism and
normalized. and Institutional Structural Barriers

Practices. throughout the lifetime.
Statements of
hostility based on
racial slurs.

Inequities are
subjected to racial
policies.

Awareness of
racism and living
it daily.

Treatment of white
counterparts is
more beneficial.

Acceptance of
different
treatments.

Black punishment
is harsher than
white.

A culture that
produces similar
racial
disadvantages.
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Codes Definition of Category Themes
Codes

Actions are
normalized by a
group to remove
the opportunity for
black people.

Targeted
procedures that
produce racial
unfair treatment.

Create narratives
to treat black men
differently.

Tolerated Racism | Systemic Racism | Systemic Racism | Systemic Racism and
is accepted in the | and Institutional Structural Barriers
workplace and Practices. throughout the lifetime.
expected to be
tolerated.

Get used to being
questioned.

Having to tolerate
racism and being
frustrated.

Acceptance of
Support of
Confederate
Propaganda.
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