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Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are “Black academic institutions established prior to 1964, whose principal
mission was, and still is, the education of Black Americans” (Roebuck & Murty, 1993, p. 3). These institutions were founded
decades following the Civil War primarily by the federal government’s Freedmen’s Bureau, abolitionist missionaries, and
Northern philanthropists whose motivation was to train African-Americans for the industrial enterprises (Gasman, Spencer, &
Orphan, 2015). HBCUs, the only higher education option for African-Americans until the mid-1960s, also trained African-
American teachers and preachers (Gasman et al., 2015). Higher education options for African-Americans expanded to include
Predominantly White Universities (PWIs) after the Civil Rights Movement (Ellis, Smith, & Barnett, 2016; Palmer, 2010). However,
HBCUs have remained a viable choice for students, primarily for students of color. Currently the 105 HBCUs enroll 11% of Black
students in the United States, yet they represent less than 3% of colleges and universities in the country (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2011).

While degree offerings at HBCUs have expanded significantly through the years, these institutions have maintained a
demonstrated commitment to the preparation of educational professionals, including teachers and school leaders, as 80% (84)
of the 105 HBCUs currently have teacher education programs and over 50% of the African-American teachers with bachelor’s
degrees in some states were prepared at HBCUs (Irvine & Fenwick, 2011).  As institutions consisting primarily of administrators,
faculty and students of color, HBCUs commit their research agendas and limited resources to responding to and solving
educational problems faced by students of color, especially African-American students. 

Given HBCUs’ historical commitment to populations of color, these institutions have demonstrated the ability to prepare
culturally responsive teachers who understand the academic, development and social behaviors of students of color, and
African-American students in particular (Irvine & Fenwick, 2011). As a chief supplier of teachers in today’s workforce, HBCUs
are uniquely positioned to train and develop personnel who are prepared to meet the needs of students of color with disabilities
in transition education, an area of significant need. Transition education is intended to prepare students with disabilities for
success beyond high school and may include a transition curriculum offered in the elementary years through graduation;
integration of transition education themes and concepts into core academic content at the secondary level; and a data-driven
transition plan that is collaboratively developed, implemented, and monitored by a multidisciplinary team, including students and
their families. These services benefit both students receiving transition education services and a national economy in need of a
skilled workforce. Transition education therefore serves as a critical function in the nation’s economy by strategically preparing
students with disabilities to meet the high demand for skilled workers. 

According to the American Institutes for Research (2013), the United States has a shortage of three million skilled workers
necessary to meet workforce demands. Like their general education peers, students with disabilities are capable of meeting this
demand when provided high-quality preparation for the domestic workforce. To date, however, they continue to fall below their
general education peers in terms of postsecondary outcomes (Newman, Wagner, Cameto, & Knokey, 2009). While the number
of students with disabilities who attend two-year colleges is comparable to the rate for their general education peers, only 7.6%
of students with disabilities attend four-year universities. Additionally, students with disabilities earn less than their general
education peers after eight years in the workforce at 10 dollars and 40 cents per hour, and experience almost double the rate of
unemployment at 16.2% (American Institutes for Research, 2013). In terms of postsecondary preparation, students with
disabilities are less likely to be enrolled in academic classes that best prepare them for readiness in college or careers
(Lombardi, Kowitt, & Staples, 2015). The situation is further exacerbated by culturally and racially-based barriers imposed upon
students of color who are negatively impacted by these barriers to a great extent (Gatlin & Wilson, 2016). African-American
students with disabilities, for example, are less likely  than White students with disaiblities to live independently (4% vs. 19%),
earn above the minimum wage (77.4% vs. 90.2%), and participate in postsecondary education  (28% vs. 36%). White students
with disabilities, on the other hand, are 40% more likely to find employment than students of color (Geenen, Powers, & Lopez-
Vasquez, 2005). 
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While advancements in transition education should apply to students across demographic backgrounds and disability
categories, this commentary focuses on access to transition education initiatives among students of color with disabilities, for
whom the efficacy of transition education activities largely depends on the extent to which they are culturally responsive. These
students have unique, multidimensional cultural backgrounds and experiences and face myriad challenges within educational
settings. Generalized, culturally-neutral approaches to transition education will indeed yield instances of post-school success
among students of color; to improve outcomes for significant numbers of students of color, however, innovative and evidenced-
based approaches tailored to their unique cultural needs must be considered. Initiatives intended to prepare students of color
with disabilities must (a) be grounded in students’ cultural realities; and (b) mitigate the extent to which the interaction of race,
culture, and disability impacts postsecondary outcomes for these populations of students. An essential component of successful
transition education initiatives for students of color include the preparation of transition professionals who are equipped to
design, lead, and evaluate culturally responsive transition initiatives. 

When teachers and transition professionals recognize the complex and multifaceted cultural realities of students, they are better
equipped to implement culturally responsive, evidence-based practices that facilitate post-school success for students of color.
The importance of embedding students’ cultural background and experiences into academic programs has been well-considered
(Au & Jordan, 1981; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Singer 1988). Almost three decades ago, Singer (1988) suggested that “cultural
congruence in an inherently moderate pedagogical strategy that accepts that the goal of educating minority students is to train
individuals in those skills needed to succeed in the mainstream society” (p. 1). This notion fits neatly into the overall goal of
postsecondary transition education.

Challenges meeting students’ of color transition goals are magnified when teachers and transition professionals fail to view
transition through the cultural lenses of students, which are shaped by race, ethnicity, religion, familial background, and overall
life experiences. Teachers must also be prepared to understand often subtle but important “cultural nuances” when teaching
such skills as self-determination (Rowe et al., 2013b, p. 9). This helps professionals design transition activities that reflect self-
determination as a psychosocial process influenced by students’ perceptions of their racial and cultural identities, as well as
perceptions of their disability (Trainor, 2005).  

Cultural responsiveness is a deliberate, continuous, and interpretive process that calls for educators to (a) systematically explore
their own biases, misunderstandings, and lived experiences in relationship to their students; (b) develop a propensity to consider
the affirmative, complicated cultural identities of their students when making educational decisions; and (c) demonstrate an
ability to translate abstract understandings into concrete actions that lead to greater student outcomes for students from
culturally diverse backgrounds. All teachers must engage in this work, including teachers of color who are not necessarily
culturally responsive because their own racial and culturally identities align with those of their students.

A culturally responsive force, however, cannot exist in the absence of teacher of color, as the benefits of a racially-diverse
teaching force in terms of raising outcomes for students of color cannot be denied. Research demonstrates the potential of
teachers of color to improve academic outcomes and school experiences for students of color (Egalite, Kisida, & Winters, 2015;
Griffin & Tackie, 2017; Klopfenstein, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).  For example, Egalite et al. (2015) found small
but significant positive effects of same-race/ethnicity teachers on achievement in reading among African-American and students
and positive effects in math among African-American, White and Asian/Pacific Islander students. The researchers also found an
effect on students’ performance levels, noting that lower-performing African-American and White students appear to particularly
benefit from being assigned to a race-congruent teacher. Klopfenstein (2005) also found that increasing the percentage of same-
race math teachers has a nontrivial, positive impact on the likelihood that African-American students in geometry classes will
enroll in a subsequent rigorous math course. 

The presence of teachers of color in transition education initiatives increases the likelihood that students of color with disabilities
will experience success in meeting their postsecondary goals. Proposing the inclusion of postsecondary transition in certificate
or degree offerings at HBCU directly aligns with the mission of these institutions’ schools of education. While each HBCU school
of education has its own mission statement, each mission emphasizes social justice, educational access, and opportunities for
African-American and other underserved populations within local, national, and global contexts. Their respective missions,
coupled with the significant number of educators of color prepared by these institutions, situate HBCUs as key contributors to
the effort of improving postsecondary outcomes for students of color with disabilities.

The impetus for special educators to gear professional efforts towards successfully transitioning students into adulthood has
existed for over three decades. The reality of scarce offerings in transition education in teacher education programs has been
persistently problematic. In-depth transition education is currently taught to aspiring teachers and transition professionals on a
limited basis in a few institutions of higher education. In 2003, Anderson et al. reported from a national survey of special
education personnel preparation programs that less than half of the programs (i.e., 43%) offered a stand-alone course devoted
to secondary transition. In recent years, however, PWIs have created university-based programs for aspiring professionals who
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wish to lead transition initiatives. Examples include transition education programs at George Washington University, Auburn
University, and The University of Oklahoma. These programs show promise for the evolving field of transition education by both
recognizing the need to prepare educators and leaders who possess deep knowledge and skills in transition education, and
strengthening the legitimacy of the transition field in both research and practice.

There is concern, however, that transition education in teacher education programs exists solely at PWIs. The full-time faculty
roster at aforementioned PWI programs is 90% White and the majority of students in these programs are also White. It is in the
best interest of the educational field that PWIs continue to seek ways to integrate culturally responsive themes and concepts into
program content in order to build a culturally responsive teaching force. Programs at PWIs, however, are currently not meeting
the high need to provide a diverse, culturally responsive transition workforce.

To date, no HBCU has a certificate or degree program solely aimed at educating those who aspire to become transition
education professionals and further research is needed to explore reasons for not prioritizing transition education in program
offierings. Additionally, HBCUs have not provided clear guidance on transition personnel preparation that will lead to improved
in-school and post-school outcomes for students with disabilities, especially those of color.

Offering a postsecondary transition certificate and/or degree program at an HBCU will allow these institutions to be included
among institutions of higher education currently preparing transition professionals. HBCUs may build upon and deepen PWIs’
preparation efforts by creating culturally responsive programs of study. Given the large number of students of color with
disabilities who receive transition education services, the need for culturally responsive evidence-based practices at HBCUs is
critical for mainly three reasons. First, it affirms culture as a context for deep learning and mitigate the concomitantly negative
impact of race, culture, and disability on students. Second, there is a lack of racial and cultural diversity of both faculty and
students in these programs. Lastly, there exists a high need for HBCUs to strategically prioritize funding and resources to
develop programs in transition education in their respective teacher education programs. We contend that personnel preparation
in transition education—which seeks to improve academic and postsecondary outcomes for all students, including those of color
—will not reach its greatest potential until HBCUs take part in these efforts. 

Lisa Maria Grillo currently serves as assistant professor in the Department of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies in the
School of Education at Howard University, where she focuses her research in the area of special education leadership and the
management of human capital systems in urban school districts.  Lisa has served served as a special education teacher,
principal, assistant superintendent of special education services, and chief human resources officer in several urban and
suburban school districts. 

Antonio L. Ellis is currently an adjunct professor at the Howard University School of Education. His scholarly work is included in
several books and academic journals, including the Journal of Negro Education, Columbia University Teachers College Record,
Studies on Asia, and the Journal of African American Males in Education. He is widely known for his advocacy for persons with
disabilities, particularly those who are speech and language impaired.

Jaquial D. Durham is a graduate student at the Howard University School of Education. He earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in
African and African American Studies from Winston Salem State University, with a special focus on the Occupation of Palestine.
Jaquial believes that his community involvement and leadership experiences provided a pathway for him to serve people of all
races, ethnicities, socioeconomic status, abilities, and backgrounds.

References: 
American Institutes for Research. (2013). Improving College and Career Readiness for Students with Disabilities. Retrieved from
http://www.air.org/.

Anderson, D., Kleinhammer-Tramill, J. P., Morningstar, M. E., Lehman, J., Kohler, P., Blalock, G., & Wehmeyer, M. (2003).
What’s happening in personnel preparation in transition? A national survey. Career Development for Exceptional Individuals, 26,
145-160. doi:10.1177/088572880302600204

Au, K., & Jordan, C. (1981). Teaching reading to Hawaiian children: Finding a culturally appropriate solution. In H. Trueba, G.
Guthrie, & K. Au (Eds.), Culture and the bilingual classroom: Studies in classroom ethnography (pp. 69-86). Rowley, MA:
Newbury House.

Egalite, A. J., Kisida, B., & Winters, M. A. (2015). Representation in the classroom: The effect of own-race teachers on student
achievement. Economics of Education Review, 45, 44-52.

3

http://www.air.org/


Ellis, A.L., Smith, C.N, & Barnett, J.A. (2016). Graduate-Level Education at Historically Black Colleges and Universities: A Three-
Part Qualitative Exposition. In R. Palmer, L. Walker, R. Goings, C. Try, C. Gipson, & F. Commodore (Eds.), Graduate Education
at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs): A Student Perspective (pp. 39 – 54). New York, NY: Routledge.

Gasman, M., Spencer, D., & Orphan, C. (2015). “Building Bridges, Not Fences”: A History of Civic Engagement at Private Black
Colleges and Universities, 1944–1965. History of Education Quarterly, 55(3), 346-379.

Gatlin, B. T., & Wilson, C. L. (2016). Overcoming Obstacles: African American Students with Disabilities Achieving Academic
Success. Journal of Negro Education, 85(2), 129-142.

Geenen, S., Powers, L., E., & Lopez-Vasquez, A. (2005). Barriers Against and Strategies for Promoting the Involvement of
Culturally Diverse Parents in School-Based Transition Planning. Journal for Vocational Special Needs Education, 27(3), 4-14.

Geenen, S., Powers, L., E., & Lopez-Vasquez, A. (2005). Barriers Against and Strategies for Promoting the Involvement of
Culturally Diverse Parents in School-Based Transition Planning. Journal for Vocational Special Needs Education, 27(3), 4-14.

Griffin, A., & Tackie, H. (2017). Through our eyes Perspectives from black teachers. Phi Delta Kappan, 98(5), 36-40.

Irvine, J. J., & Fenwick, L. T. (2011). Teachers and Teaching for the New Millennium: The Role of HBCUs. Journal of Negro
Education, 80(3), 197-208.

Klopfenstein, K. (2005). Beyond Test Scores: The Impact of Black Teacher Role Models on Rigorous Math Taking.
Contemporary Economic Policy, 23(3), 416-428. doi:10.1093/cep/byi031

Ladson�Billings, G. (1995). But that's just good teaching! The case for culturally relevant pedagogy. Theory into practice, 34(3),
159-165.

Lombardi, A. R., Kowitt, J. S., & Staples, F. E. (2015). Correlates of Critical Thinking and College and Career Readiness for
Students With and Without Disabilities. Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals, 38(3), 142-151.
doi:10.1177/2165143414534888

National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS), Fall 2011, HBCU Study Abroad component.

Newman, L., Wagner, M., Cameto, R., & Knokey, A. (2009). The post-high school outcomes of youth with disabilities up to 4
years after high school: A report from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2). Menlo Park, CA: SRI International.

Palmer, R. (2010). The Perceived Elimination of Affirmative Action and the Strengthening of Historically Black Colllege and
universities. Journal of Black Studies, 40(4), 762-776. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org.proxygw.wrlc.org/stable/40648540

Roebuck, Julian B. and Komanduri S. Murty (1993). Historically Black Colleges and Universities: Their Place in American Higher
Education. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers.

Singer, E. (1988). What is cultural congruence, and why are they saying such terrible things about it? (Occasional Paper). East
Lansing, MI: Institute for Research on Teaching.

Solberg, V. S., Wills, J., & Osman, D. S. (2013). Promoting quality individualized learning plans: A “how to guide” focused on the
high school years. Washington, DC: National Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for Youth, Institute for Educational
Leadership.

Trainor, A. A. (2005). Self-determination perceptions and behaviors of diverse students with LD during the transition planning
process. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 38(3), 233-249. doi:10.1177/00222194050380030501

4

http://www.jstor.org.proxygw.wrlc.org/stable/40648540


U.S. Department of Education. (2016). The State of Racial Diversity in the Educator Workforce. Washington, DC: Office of
Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development.  

Report accessibility issues and request help

Copyright 2025 The University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education's Online Urban Education Journal

Source URL:https://urbanedjournal.gse.upenn.edu/volume-14-issue-1-fall-2017-15-years-urban-education-special-anniversary-
edition-journal/continuing

5

https://accessibility.web-resources.upenn.edu/get-help
https://urbanedjournal.gse.upenn.edu/volume-14-issue-1-fall-2017-15-years-urban-education-special-anniversary-edition-journal/continuing

	CONTINUING HBCUS’ HISTORICAL COMMITMENT TO PERSONNEL PREPARATION: PREPARING TRANSITION PROFESSIONALS TO SERVE STUDENTS OF COLOR WITH DISABILITIES

