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Abstract 

This qualitative case study sought to gain a better understanding of the role of fictive kin 

relationships in a successful, long standing partnership between one Black Church and a high 

school in a high poverty, urban district in the Midwest. Four themes emerged: commitment, hope, 

strength, and equality. This study offers important insight into autonomy support, competence 

support, and relational support, key tenets of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), in fictive kin 

relationships within this school/community partnership. Findings support the importance of fictive 

kin relationships that exist within many African American communities and align with long-held 

traditions within the Black community. These finding build upon cultural capital embedded in 

African American communities by explaining how fictive kin relationships are developed within 

partnership efforts.  

Keywords   
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Introduction 

Educational leaders in urban, high poverty schools face significant challenges in meeting the needs 

of students (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Easton & Luppescu, 2010; Fullan, 2005; Henry, 2014). 

These schools, many of them deemed as “failing schools” (Bryk, et al., 2010), often serve children 

of color living in high poverty, crime ridden neighborhoods (Henry, 2014; Hileman, Clark & 

Hicks, 2012; McKinsey, 2009; Noguera, 2008). For these schools, educating students who 

experience poverty involves mitigating “multiple adverse synergistic risk factors” related to their 

home life that complicate and impede learning (Jensen, 2013, p. 25). Additionally, schools in high 

poverty neighborhoods are often underfunded compared to schools in more affluent 
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neighborhoods, and funding in low-income Title I schools across the U.S. has decreased steadily 

since 2010 (Lynch, 2016) resulting in inequities at both the school and neighborhood levels.  The 

inequities that they experience, primarily lack of resources and support, mean that students in these 

neighborhoods “will face a drab future if the schools continue to fail them” (Henry, 2014, p. 1).  

Providing equitable learning opportunities for all students has been a primary focus of reform 

efforts since No Child Left Behind passed in 2001 (NCLB, 2001). A resulting reform strategy 

includes school/community partnerships where community members “step in” to facilitate student 

success (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). Evidence suggests that community/school partnerships can, 

indeed, make a difference when resources and support are scarce, especially in low income, diverse 

schools and that, through effective partnerships, community organizations are able to provide 

academic intervention to promote academic success. Benefits of effective school/community 

partnerships include improved student behavior and reduced discipline (Sheldon & Epstein, 2002), 

higher attendance rates, enhanced social skills and student resilience, and academic gains such as 

increased test scores and graduation rates (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Additionally, when schools 

and communities collaborate, enhanced policies, practices, and resources often result. Resources 

can include higher quality learning programs for students, new resources to improve teaching and 

curriculum, and funding for after-school programs. 

Despite known benefits of school/community collaboration, one particular type of partnership, 

those between schools and faith-based organizations, has not garnered substantial attention in the 

literature. One reason for a lack of emphasis on faith-based organization/school partnerships is that 

these partnerships can be controversial due to varying perceptions regarding whether faith-based 

organizations can effectively collaborate with schools without compromising religious identifies 

of participants (Loconte & Fantuzzo, 2002). It logically follows that this perception is enhanced 

when the faith-based organization is a church that partners with a school to facilitate the success 

of students. Despite this controversy, policy leaders are often convinced of the utility of faith-

based partnerships as all American Presidents since President H.W. Bush (President Bill Clinton, 

President George Bush, President Barack Obama, and President Donald Trump) have emphasized 

the importance of faith-based entity/school partnerships to enhance student outcomes (Henry, 

2014). 

The Black Church 

The Black church has a rich, powerful, and culturally significant history in the United States 

(Stuckey, 2013) and has been deemed “the most important institution that has ever existed in the 

Black community” (Joseph, 2015).  Joseph (2015) explains: 

Black churches gave spiritual, religious and material sustenance to 

African-American communities…The Black church’s radical 

humanism harbored a fierce resistance to slavery, a love of freedom, 

and a thirst for citizenship and equality that made it a hotbed of 

internal debates, discussions and controversies over the best course 

for Black liberation in America (para 2). 
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The belief system of the Black church, drawn from a combination of African folklore and 

Christianity, emerged to help Black people survive slavery in America and its aftermath (Joseph, 

2015). Since times of slavery, relationships within the Black church have brought about strength, 

unity and empowerment for Black Americans (Joseph, 2015; Khalifa, Dunbar, & Douglas, 2013). 

Additionally, the Black church has long held a respectable reputation for being an advocate for 

community involvement (Logan, 2018) with the Black church continuing to inform and critically 

assess equality and fairness in society.  

Not only do Black churches have significance for the community, Black churches hold an 

important place in the daily lives of many African Americans (Jordan, 2013), and they are often 

integrally connected to their personal identity. As a gathering place centrally located in many 

African American neighborhoods, the Black church has consistently been an information center 

for African American families. The influence of the Black church is far reaching. Black churches 

support all communities where African Americans reside, not just neighborhoods in close 

proximity to the church. In sum, the Black church’s inner motivation and desire to improve society 

through community involvement is found in direct relation to the past racial discrimination and 

inequity in quality of life embedded in the threads of United States’ history (Logan, 2018). 

Relationships and the Black Church 

A universal norm that is established in social science research is the practice of seeking assistance 

from family members in times of need (Ben-Porath, 1980; Coleman, 1988; Granovetter, 1973). 

Family members, including extended kin, comprise what most individuals perceive as their core 

support networks. Myroniuk, Prell, and Kohler (2015) explain, “in most cultures throughout the 

world, the bonds among kin are the most likely to be durable and dependable because of shared 

lineage and mutual loyalty” (p. 580).  

However, in some instances, relationships beyond the nuclear and extended family play a 

significant role in child development. For example, co-parentage, existing as “godparents” in 

England and “compadre” in Spain (Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994), creates bonds between a 

child’s biological parents and a child’s ceremonial parents that involve commitments to provide 

emotional and material assistance (Chatters, et al., 1994). These relationships, often referred to as 

“fictive kin,” refer to relationships between individuals who are unrelated but have a relationship 

that takes on the characteristics of those experienced by close family (definitions.uslegal.com, 

2019).  

Guttman (1976), in his work examining fictive kin relations among Black families, noted that 

individuals from West African cultures “viewed kinship as the normal idiom of social relations” 

(as cited in Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994, p. 298). These relations pre-date the period of 

slavery (Guttman, 1976) and are still quite common among African American communities (Allen, 

Bliesner, & Roberto, 2011; Brooks & Allen, 2013, 2016; Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994; 

Steward, 2007; Taylor, Chatters, Hardison, & Riley, 2001). Many fictive kin relationships in the 

African American community today are developed out of need and are depended upon for support 

in the absence of immediate family members (Brooks & Allen, 2016).  
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Fictive kin relationships are also quite common in the Black church. In many Black churches, if a 

student does not have a two-parent presence at home, older African Americans in the church will 

“step in” to provide similar presence and support as that of a biological parent. Research suggests 

that fictive kin relationships can make a positive impact on the educational achievement of 

students, especially within younger generations as students receive emotional and academic 

support to persist in educational efforts (Taylor, Chatters, Woodward, & Brown, 2013). 

Problem and Purpose 

While fictive kin relationships are common within the African American community, and while 

research suggests that they can positively influence student educational outcomes (Taylor, et al., 

2013), little is known regarding how these relationships form outside of the church community 

and if they exist in school/church partnership efforts. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 

gain a better understanding of the role of fictive kin relationships in a successful, long standing 

partnership between one Black church and a high school in a high poverty, urban district in the 

Midwest.  The following research questions guide this study: 

What role, if any, do fictive kin relationships have within this school/community partnership? And, 

if present: 

1. What characteristics make fictive kin relationships distinct from other relationships within 

this partnership? 

 

2. How are fictive kin relationships developed within this Black church/school partnership? 

 

3. What needs are these relationships fulfilling for student partners? 

 

4. What are student perceptions regarding the role that fictive kind relationships have in their 

success? 

 

5. What are Black church partner perceptions regarding the role that fictive kin relationships 

have in student success? 

Theoretical Framework 

Self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985b, 2000, 2008) was chosen as the theoretical 

framework for this study because it has become known as a theory of optimal relationship 

development and functioning (Knee, Porter, & Rodriguez, 2014; La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). 

SDT incorporates personality, developmental, and situational influences on optimal psychological 

well-being of individuals (Knee, Hadden, Porter, & Rodriguez, 2013), a psychological state that 

results in success in other areas of life. According to SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985b, 2000, 2008), 

being self-determined means that one operates relatively autonomously in his/her actions and that 

these actions are freely chosen. Further, actions that are endorsed, rather than coerced or pressured 

by external forces or internal expectations have the greatest likelihood for goal success (Knee, et 

al., 2013). This definition of what it means to operate with self-determination means that choices 

and behaviors are authentic and that they align with one’s needs.  
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Self-determination theory has utility for explaining the development of fictive kin relationships 

within Black church/school partnerships because participation in partnership efforts is voluntary 

and requires purposeful decisions to enter and remain in partnership relationships. Motivation must 

come from within to join partnership efforts, and need fulfillment must result in order for partners 

to engage in the relationship in ways that cause the relationship to deepen. Research supports the 

utility of SDT as a theoretical framework as fictive kin relationships are typically based on 

individual choice (Chambers, et al., 1994; Chatters, Taylor, & Jayakody, 1994). 

Literature Review 

School/Community Partnerships 

The importance of collaborative efforts between home, school, and community to enhance 

educational success is firmly established.  Joyce Epstein (2018) states, “there is no topic in 

education on which there is greater agreement than the need for family and community 

involvement” (p. 1). Despite this agreement, approaches to relationships between families, 

communities, and schools have changed dramatically. What began as a discussion of “parent 

involvement,” ways that parents and family members could be involved in activities at school or 

as what Jeynes (2013) describes as “demonstrable actions...like attendance at school events and 

reading to one’s child” (para. 1), has evolved to a greater emphasis on partnership models with 

specific consideration of what families and community members “think, dream, and worry about” 

(Ferlazzo, 2011, p. 12). Redding, Langdon, Meyer, and Sheley (2004) emphasize important 

qualities of partnerships, versus involvement, including “building a foundation of trust and 

respect,” (p. 1) and, thus, developing partnership ties that exist beyond the walls of the school.  

The mindset regarding schools, communities, and families as “partners” is essential because it 

greatly enhances opportunities for schools, communities, and families to share the responsibility 

for educating children, promoting crucial support for students, primarily for those who lack support 

in their home environments. The term “partnership” includes such commonly used words as 

“involvement,” “engagement,” “participation,” and “collaboration” to suggest that schools and 

communities share responsibilities for the education of children (Epstein, et al., 2018, p. 2). With 

this sharing of responsibility, it is believed that schools should become more open to the voices of 

families and communities. As a result, an understanding has developed that educational leaders 

share in the responsibility for developing a school and district culture that involves community 

and family members in productive ways (Epstein, et al., 2018). Perhaps one of the most important 

shifts in this line of research is that, in recognizing families and communities as partners, a sense 

of equity emerges as all members of the community are valued and have the ability to contribute 

to student learning. 

Fictive Kin 

While present in all communities, Hill (1999) identified strong non-kin relationships as an 

important cultural strength in African American families. Chatters, et al., (1994) found that, in a 

nationally representative dataset from the National Survey of Black Americans (NSBA), two out 

of three of the 2,107 participant African American families included fictive kin relatives. 

Researchers have presented three categories for the development of kinship social support: 
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provision of physical and emotional care, continuity or consistency in an individual’s life, and 

emotional investment (Howes, 1999). 

For many African American families, fictive kin relationships are utilized as “an adaptive strategy 

that allows for the sharing of resources” (Lamborn & Nguyen, 2004, p. 547) in the absence of, or 

in alignment with, biological family ties.  These relationships provide emotional support needed 

to persist in difficult situations.  For example, relationships outside of the family can help 

individuals cope with ongoing stresses of daily life (Benin & Keith, 1995). They can also provide 

material resources such as providing a place to live when confronting homelessness (Taylor, 

Chatters, & Celious, 2003) and in coping with physical and mental health problems (Cohen, 

Underwood, & Gottlieb, 2000; Lincoln, 2000). According to Hall (2008), fictive kin relationships 

provide emotional, financial, and academic support as well as moral support in troubled times. 

These relationships provide a sense of identity, emotional security, care in times of crisis, and 

advice and guidance when confronted with chaotic home environments (Hall, 2008). Additionally, 

fictive kin relationships can help individuals “escape the harsh realities of their neighborhood and 

home” (Hall, 2008, p. 265). On the basis of findings in the literature, it follows logically that fictive 

kin relationships can promote healthy psychological well-being. This understanding is important 

because support relationships, the presence of at least one caring person in an individual’s life, can 

provide the support needed for healthy development and learning (Werner, 1999). 

Fictive Kin Relationships and Education 

While the importance of fictive kin relationships as sources of social support is well established 

(Hatchett, Corcoran, & Jackson, 1991; Taylor & Chatters, 1986; Taylor & Chatters, 1991; Stack, 

1974), little is known about how these relationships influence PreK-12 education, specifically 

student success toward graduation from high school. A recent study on the influence of fictive kin 

relationships and education was conducted in 2016 by Brooks and Allen. They investigated the 

ways in which African American college students attending a historically Black university 

(HBCU) perceived fictive kin relationships and religiosity on their success in college. Findings 

indicate that both factors, fictive kin relationships and religiosity, helped students sustain college 

attendance at this HBCU. In fact, each of the 14 participants had someone in the university setting 

or local community, whether it was a pastor, parent-like figure, or peer, that they referred to as 

“family” (Brooks & Allen, 2016). Gaining a better understanding of the role of fictive kin in 

student success is important as Taylor, Hinton, and Wilson (1995) assert that “to truly benefit 

African American children and society as a whole, the factors that contribute to positive academic 

experiences must be isolated and studied” (p. 294). 

Self-Determination Theory 

According to Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 2000), individuals are motivated 

to purposive action when their psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness are 

met. Need, as defined by Deci and Ryan (2002), is an internal, biological force that supplies the 

energy to sustain purposeful and goal directed action. Much like calories sustain physical activity, 

psychological needs fuel the autonomous motivation for an activity (Reeve & Halusic, 2009; 

Reeve, Ryan, Deci, & Jang, 2008). Meeting of psychological needs is essential for promoting life 
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satisfaction and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and evidence suggests that people are motivated 

toward actions or activities that support the satisfaction of the psychological needs of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000; La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000; 

Vallerand, 1997). 

Autonomy manifests as a cognitive belief representing individual agency and control over behavior 

and goals (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002; Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). The need for autonomy is 

satisfied when one perceives behavior as self-endorsed or volitional (deCharms, 1976; Ryan & 

Grolnick, 1986).  Competence is defined as possessing the knowledge of how to master a task or 

activity and the confidence to apply that knowledge to achieve desired goals (Connell & Wellborn, 

1991).  This need is met through the satisfaction one receives when exercising and extending 

personal capabilities (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Elliott, McGregor, & Thrash, 2002; Koestner & 

McClelland, 1990). Relatedness includes feelings of security, attachment, and belonging to others 

as well as to organizations (Deci & Ryan, 2002).  The need of relatedness is met when one feels 

connected with others through relationships (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

The utility of SDT for explaining the development of fictive kin relationships within the Black 

church/School partnership stems from recent applications of SDT as it has become known as a 

theory of optimal relationship development and functioning (Knee, Porter, & Rodriguez, 2014; La 

Guardia & Patrick, 2008). Specifically, through relationships, individuals may be motivated to 

persist in goal directed behavior when their psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness are met. As relationships deepen, they provide psychological well-being and 

motivation for success. 

Methods 

This study employs a case study design utilizing multiple sources of data (Yazan, 2015) including 

observations, participant interviews, and document analysis to gain a better understanding of the 

role of fictive kin relationships in partnership efforts between a Black church and high school in a 

large, urban school district in the Midwest. 

Population 

The case identified in this study is a partnership between one historically Black church and one 

urban high school in the second largest public-school district in a Midwestern state in the United 

States. The partnership has existed for over 40 years. To protect anonymity of all participants, the 

pseudonyms of Cornerstone Baptist Church and North High School are used. 

Cornerstone Baptist Church.  Cornerstone Baptist Church is home to one of the largest African 

American congregations in this urban area, with a weekly attendance of 650-700. The church is 

located in an urban neighborhood with historical significance for many African Americans. 

Founded in 1917, it provides a large number of ministries to its congregation and to the community 

including ministries for children, education, married adults, seniors, drama, finance, health, media, 

nursery, prayer, women, men, social service, and youth (Church Website, 2018). It employs one 

senior pastor and five associate ministers. It is home to a congregation of diverse ages (Personal 

Interview, 2017). Thirty percent of the church’s membership is 50-80 years of age, and 
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approximately 40% of the membership is 20-50 years of age (Personal Interview, 2017). 

Approximately 25% of the congregation is under 20 years of age, and 5% is older than 80 years 

(Personal Interview, 2017). The church places a strong emphasis on the educational attainment of 

its members and has been instrumental in supporting students in K-12 grades and in college 

(Personal Interview, 2017). The church membership is proud of the fact that it has nurtured 

countless successful African American students (Personal Interview, 2017). The influence of the 

church is evidenced in the fact that several members of the congregation that have “grown up” in 

the church are now doctors, attorneys, judges, principals and teachers. 

North High School.  North High School is a public high school in the second largest school district 

of this Midwestern state. The school has a rich history and served as an all-Black high school 

before racial integration was enforced in the 1960s-70s (District Website, 2017). The total student 

population in the fall of 2016 was 1,117 (District Website, 2017). The ethnic breakdown of the 

student population includes: African American 41%, Caucasian 41%, Multiracial 7%, Hispanic 

6%, Native American 3%, Asian 4% (District Website, 2017). Three of its certified teachers, one 

guidance counselor, and the school registrar are members of Cornerstone Baptist Church (Personal 

Interview, 2017). Since Fall 2016, North High has enrolled an additional 260-270 students due to 

a recent consolidation of schools in the district. North High School serves students in grades 9-12. 

The Partnership Between Cornerstone Baptist Church and North High School 

The partnership began 40 years ago when the pastor’s children attended North High, and he saw 

the need to support African American students who had recently gone through school integration 

(Personal Interview, 2017). Since the partnership’s beginning, there has been a close relationship 

between the two organizations, and consistent support has been provided to ensure effectiveness 

and efficiency to impact its community and families (Personal Interview, 2017). 

An estimated 60 members of Cornerstone Church regularly participate, at least once per week, in 

the partnership with North High. A multi-faceted approach takes place to support student 

achievement. Most students who participate in partnership efforts are recommended by the school 

because they are considered “at risk” for failure to graduate. In turn, church members strive to 

build relationships with these students and provide the support needed for successful high school 

completion.  Church members give of their time weekly to support reading and mathematics 

tutoring. Also, opportunities exist for students who are preparing for college to work with a church 

member to complete college applications and prepare college entrance materials and documents. 

Students who need someone to talk to and confide in, due to limited home support, also have time 

with their church partner. A few of the church members also conduct small group sessions with 

students. Topics addressed include drug and gang prevention, respect for members of society, 

communicating with law enforcement, and practices for healthy living. Church members also play 

basketball with students two times per week during the activity period at North High. There is a 

strong presence of Cornerstone members present at North High, with many church members on 

campus as often as three times per week.  
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Research Sample 

Purposeful criterion sampling (Palinkas, et al., 2015) allowed the selection of participants who 

could provide information-rich data (Patton, 2001). Criteria included involvement in partnership 

efforts for more than one year. Participants included: (a) four students18 years of age or older who 

were on track to graduate in the spring of the current academic year, (b) four church members, two 

church leaders and two members of the congregation, and (c) four school personnel: a principal, 

counselor and two teachers, for a total of twelve interview participants. We purposefully chose to 

include students who were considered “at risk” but who also met graduation requirements so that 

we could understand the role of fictive kinship in their success.  All participants participated in 

partnership efforts. Participant characteristics varied as related to their length of time as a member 

in the church, role in the partnership, age, and gender.  

These characteristics are provided in Table 1. 
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Table 1:  Demographic characteristics of study participants 

  

 

ROLE IN 

PARTNERSHIP 

 

 

APPROXIMATE AGE 

 

 

GENDER 

 

 

ETHNICITY 

PARTICIPANT 1 Student 18 Male African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 2 Student 18 Female African/African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 3 Student 18 Female African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 4 Student 18-20 Male African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 5 Church Leader 35-40 Male African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 6 Church Leader 45-50 Female African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 7 Church Member 60-65 Male African 

American/ 

Native American 

PARTICIPANT 8 Church Member 30-35 Female African 

American 

PARTICIPANT 9 School Principal 50-55 Male White 

PARTICIPANT 10 Teacher 25-30 Male White/ Hispanic 

PARTICIPANT 11 Teacher 35-40 Female White 

PARTICIPANT 12 School Counselor 40-45 Female White/ Native 

American  

 

Data Collection 

Multiple data collection methods were utilized including observation, participant interviews and 

document analysis to provide a solid, accurate account of the case (Yazan, 2015).  

Interviews.  An open-ended, semi-structured interview protocol was utilized to gain participant 

perceptions regarding the role of fictive kin in partnership efforts. Twenty-four interviews were 

conducted, one initial and one follow-up interview with each participant.  Field notes were taken 

before and after each interview, providing further understanding of participant responses. 

Documents.  Participants were asked to bring any artifacts to the interview that they considered 

to be significant to the partnership. Document analysis included documents relevant to the 

partnership including invitations for involvement in partnership efforts at both North High and 

Cornerstone Church, programs certificates, published materials such as newspaper articles, and 

web published information retrieved from school and church websites. 

Observation.  Extended observation was an instrumental part of data collection providing an in-

depth understanding of relationships between church members and students. Non-participatory 

observations were made at all times during the school day: before school, activity period, lunch 

time, and after school. Observations on the church campus occurred during scheduled partnership 

activities after school and evening, church services, and individual mentor/mentee tutoring 

sessions. School campus observations included tutoring sessions, mentor and student interactions 

during activity periods, and intervention strategies to improve student literacy. Intervention 
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strategies involved Cornerstone Church members giving of their time to perform small group 

instruction to students with a district approved literacy curriculum, Reading Partners, to support 

reading comprehension. Collectively, approximately forty hours were spent in observation of 

partnership efforts. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis began simultaneously with data collection, following a constant comparative 

approach (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Data analysis followed an inductive method, involving 

“consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen 

and read [for] the process of making meaning” (Yazan, 2015, p. 148).  Some responses to interview 

questions elicited long, personal stories from participants. Metaphors and figurative language were 

found in responses to interview questions. Data of this comprehensive nature required thorough 

review and analysis throughout the coding process (Yazan, 2015). Analysis of data began in an 

inductive manner (Yi, 2018) utilizing open coding. Initial categories were formed by breaking 

down, comparing and conceptualizing data. Once categories were formed, data were analyzed to 

identify themes that emerged across categories (Yi, 2018). Member checking was performed 

(Saldaña, 2015) to enhance overall trustworthiness of the findings. Credibility is established 

through systematic search for competing explanations and interpretations. 

Findings 

Four themes emerged from data analysis: commitment, hope, strength, and equality. Each theme 

emerged in documents, verbal responses articulated through participant interviews, and in 

observations of partnership interactions. Participants were quick to identify fictive kin 

relationships in partnership efforts, to disclose their perceptions of fictive kin relationships, to 

describe how fictive kin relationships emerged, and to explain how relationships are maintained 

through the partnership. They spoke boldly, and each participant's response was consistent with 

each of the themes identified in the study. It was also noted that the roles of church and school 

partners differed in partnership efforts. Church partners “stepped in” and developed relationships 

with students in an effort to provide needed support for success. School partners, in contrast, 

supported partnership efforts by recommending students to the partnership and providing 

accessibility and support for facilitation of partnership activities. 

Commitment.  Participants explained the development and sustainability of fictive kin 

relationships. Each of the student participants spoke of the commitment of their partners with 

which they developed a fictive relationship. One female student participant stated: 

My [fictive] sister is always here to support me when I call her. I 

can call her or send a text and she always responds to me. I really 

feel as if she wants me to be great in school. I believe honesty that I 

am able to graduate on time, because I had my sister. 
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The participant continued, 

… and my sista recently graduated from college, and she has worked 

to get me a scholarship through her sorority. She wants me to pledge 

so that I will have a larger sisterhood in college, meaning her Greek 

sorority… I mean my sista always tell[s] me to stay the course.  

When asked about what “staying the course” means, the participant shared, “I believe it means 

that I will persevere and do whatever it takes to succeed.” Another student explained the strong 

bond he shares with his fictive brother. He stated, 

My brother, he is the brother that I never had and one that I always 

wanted. I guess like other people say “a brother from another 

mother.” He is only three years older than me, but he is in college. 

The experiences that he gained are helping me not only prepare for 

college but [are helping me to] understand that even though I 

struggle with math, I can make it in college. There are things out 

there to help out. Boy, I needed to hear this from my bro...real talk! 

He always makes himself available to help with all of my 

schoolwork and makes sure that I keep up with college applications 

and the due dates. He always says you have to be committed to 

whatever you do… I always respond, “I know.”  

Not only were fictive brother/sister relationships present in partnership efforts, fictive parent 

relationships were present as well. One student replied,  

My mentor calls me “son,” and since we have formed a bond over 

the past four years, I call him “pops.” He is like a father to me. He 

always looks out for me and won't allow me to give up. He tells me 

that he is committed to making sure I do what I am supposed to 

everyday.  My biological father passed away a few years back. I 

really respect him and I look to him as a father figure.  

This student participant went on to say, 

It is hard to endure the pain sometimes especially because my real 

dad was always at all of my football games for school. I could 

always count on him to come through. I can now count on my 

mentor to be that fatherly person whom I have grown to love over 

the past three years. He always expresses great interest in my life 

and where I am headed. He does not hold back when it comes to 

telling me right and wrong. I know sometimes, I am stubborn, but 

hey… what teenager doesn’t make mistakes, you know? Just like he 

tells me to be committed, I see that he is committed to me too. 

Church partners further supported the importance of commitment to develop fictive kin 

relationships. When asked how these relationships had formed, one church partner explained, 
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This idea has been passed down to me by my parents and 

grandparents who were alive during the reconstruction era in our 

nation. Our people need committed relationships to be successful.  

They need someone who looks like them and can mirror or support 

in ways that only biological relationships do.  

Another church participant indicated her commitment as we waited for students to come into the 

learning lab for an after school tutoring session. She stressed,  

My commitment is to ensuring our “babies” have what they need to 

be successful. They need love and someone to care for them. I know 

that many of our young Black children have broken homes, and they 

need another person who is relentless and will ensure that they have  

anything they need to succeed.  

Observations before school emphasized the commitment required to sustain fictive kin 

relationships. Many church partners arrived 15 to 20 minutes early and were ready to greet their 

fictive family member as he/she arrived at school. If a church partner was going to be absent, the 

church partner contacted the student to let him/her know. One student explained, “my mentor 

always calls me and lets me know ahead of time if they could not make it. Many times, my [fictive] 

sister comes and meets me on the weekends or in the evening.” 

North High partners also confirmed the importance of commitment in forming strong relationships. 

One school partner commented that the fictive relationships develop over time. She continued, 

The longer a partnership is in place, the stronger the relationship. 

When a student sees a highly respected person in their community 

who also expresses interest in them and their school and academics, 

it really strengthens their ability to engage. 

Hope. The theme of “hope” emerged as an important factor in fictive kin relationships. Church 

partners expressed that instilling hope is their motivation to deepen the relationship with students. 

Additionally, the increasing need for hope to improve student motivation was deeply embedded 

within the school partners’ desire to continue this partnership from year to year. One school partner 

shared,  

We have quite a daunting task as school leaders, who do not look 

like many of our students…..to show them that they can be 

successful and give them hope because there are members of the 

community who look like them that are successful and want the 

same for them. I can tell how students have more hope and 

encouragement with their fictive kin relationships.  

Church partners believed that hope was important for students as they matriculate through school 

and enter young adulthood and college. One Cornerstone partner stated, “in a world of 

hopelessness, we must be the one positive and affirming voice and support for our young black 

boys and girls.” A second Cornerstone partner added,  
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We must love everyone. A part of loving everyone is ensuring that 

we mend the broken-hearted. We can ensure this by developing 

these relationships with our young people… and honestly this gives 

them some hope for a brighter day, year and life. 

A school partner stated, “It is through fictive relationships that many students get the hope they 

need for tomorrow.”  

One church partner specified characteristics of fictive kin relationships. He explained, “There is 

hope and genuine love at the core of fictive relationships. They need hope, some young people are 

displaced and are looking to find themselves and are hopeless.” 

Strength. Findings indicate that students and Church members have a sense of internal strength 

that motivates them to seek success beyond circumstances in their immediate community. One 

church partner shared, “because we are strong as a church we want to communicate and embark 

this same level of strength to our young people so they can do and they can be successful.” Another 

church partner expressed, 

We take time to make sure that we share our personal problems, 

challenges and issues and how we faced them, how we did not let 

them rule us and how we overcome in order to better prepare our 

young people for the world that awaits them… and [encourage them 

to] be strong. 

School participants expressed the presence of strength in fictive kin relationships as we walked 

through the school and observed students working with their fictive family members. One school 

partner stated, “the academic component of this partnership is working to provide additional 

academic support which strengthens a student’s proficiency for on grade level functioning. I have 

seen how the students in the partnership improve their outlook on life.” Another North High 

participant shared, “each student has been able to strengthen their overall perceptions regarding 

their future. There is a strong amount of self-determination that we have found within students 

who are actively involved with the partnership.” School partners agreed that, “this partnership 

works to strengthen the entire community.”  

Equity. The theme of a desire for equity had an instrumental effect on the establishment and 

continuity of North High’s partnership with Cornerstone Baptist Church. One student participant 

shared,  

my [fictive] sister shares with me about the past injustices that have 

been …I see them myself when I look at the news and then when we 

talk about many of the racial differences in my history courses. I 

have seen how our race turns against one another but there are still 

many Blacks that are fighting daily for everyone to be equal.  

School partners expressed that teachers and staff at North High are committed to providing 

opportunities to ensure equity in daily instructional practices for all learners. A school partner 

stated, “equity is a core foundation by which our mission statements and vision statements were 
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created.” To this school partner, the desire for equity was a key factor for support of partnership 

efforts.  Between interview sessions as two participants met in the hallway, one school partner 

expressed, while another school partner nodded in agreement,  

We believe firmly that all students are created equal, and we must 

continue this partnership in order to further improve social and 

emotional development for African American students who come 

from emotionally and socially economically diverse backgrounds. 

Partnership efforts help us reach this goal. 

Even though school partners press for equity, the establishment of fictive kinship relationships 

surprises school partners at North High. One North High partner shared,  

We have not forced fictive kinships in partnership efforts. We are so 

thankful that no matter how challenging a situation, the students 

always have some sort of fictive kinship by the end of each academic 

year. There is a deep desire of church members to improve equity or 

demand it for younger Blacks and minorities.  

One student participant in the study brought in a photo album of a tour of a historically Black 

college that he and his fictive father had attended. Pictures that he shared depicted himself and his 

fictive father, and they included other students at North High with their mentors and fictive family 

members. This participant explained the “great time” he had shared with his fictive father. He 

stated,  

I was able to learn on the trip that our opportunity to be educated as 

Blacks were not always equal to that of Whites. We studied this in 

my history class, but I was able to see firsthand from speaking to 

different college people. They shared with me how Black people 

were treated and how [HBCU] colleges provide a way for Blacks to 

get their education after high school.  

For this student, the opportunity to experience a college visit with his fictive father and hear from 

college personnel about inequities in the past helped him to understand some of the challenges he 

was facing, and it helped him understand opportunities for challenging those inequities.  

This theme was further supported as another student shared that his fictive brother goes to an 

HBCU. He explained, “there is an underlying basis for restoring lost equity and respect for the 

African American race that many other colleges do not have. I am looking at going to his college 

next year…I'm excited!” Regarding student perceptions of the role that fictive kin relationships 

have in student success, each student shared that he/she has the opportunity to be successful in 

ways that would not be possible if the partnership with Cornerstone Church members were not in 

place.  

Observations of partnership events at North High included church participants providing their 

fictive family members funding for books and supplies for school, ACT and SAT test vouchers, 

or letters of recommendation for college applications. Each of these acts of kindness works 
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collectively to provide students at North High with, “a fair and equal opportunity to succeed,” as 

one of the school partners from North High explained. Equitable learning experiences and 

providing resources through relationships with young African Americans drives the pastors at 

Cornerstone to continue in partnership efforts. A church partner explained, “We are obligated, and 

I feel called by God to continue the support to our schools. Our schools are not equal.” Another 

Cornerstone participant continued, “We fail our children if we do not fight for them for equal 

opportunity and resources.”  

Findings indicate that the factors of commitment, hope, strength and equity work together for the 

formation and sustainability of fictive kin relationships. These relationships supported student 

motivation and achievement as they worked to reach academic goals. The following section 

discusses each of these themes through the lens of Self-Determination Theory to provide further 

understanding of how student motivation is enhanced through fictive kin relationships. 

Discussion 

Each of the themes is discussed in relation to research questions and through the lens of Self-

Determination Theory. SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000) explains that people are motivated toward 

actions or activities that support the satisfaction of the psychological needs of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000; La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000; 

Vallerand, 1997). Our findings suggest that the psychological needs of students were met through 

partnership relationships. 

Research Question 1:  What characteristics make fictive kin relationships distinct from other 

relationships within this partnership? 

Findings indicate that fictive kin relationships were present in partnership relationships. We 

purposefully chose to include students who were “at risk” so that we could understand the role of 

fictive kin in their success. Many students in this school, and most students in this partnership, 

face challenges that put them “at risk” for failure to complete high school graduation requirements, 

it was important to understand the types of relationships that made a difference for these partner 

students. The defining characteristic of fictive kin relationships was the amount of commitment 

required to develop and sustain relationships. Regardless of the type of relationship, sibling or 

parent/child, all partners understood the importance of commitment.  Students were able to 

articulate the commitment that their church partner had made to them. They expressed sincere 

appreciation for the time, energy, expertise, and enthusiasm that these partners showed. As 

explained by Self-Determination Theory (SDT), these relationships communicated a confidence 

in student ability to succeed. This competence-supportive relationship helped students to learn to 

“believe in themselves” (Personal Interview, 2017) even in areas that had proven particularly 

challenging. Competence support looked different for different students. For some students, it took 

the form of tutoring and support for academic achievement. For others, competence support was 

manifested in the belief that the student could uphold the responsibilities required to be successful 

in school: arriving on time, strong school attendance, completing homework, and independent 

thinking. For others, competence support was manifested through extended time interacting in 
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informal ways. To these students, spending time together communicated that the adult partner 

“likes to be with me and believes in me” (Personal Interview, 2017). 

In addition to competence support, fictive kin relationships promoted a relationally supportive 

environment. These relationships became pivotal to student success, as students relied on their 

mentor for encouragement, consistency, emotional support, social development, and opportunities 

to view situations in new and different ways. For example, consistency in the father/son 

relationship with the young man who had previously lost his father provided a foundation for the 

student to heal from his loss and to find comfort and support from an older, adult male. Both 

partners recognized the amount of commitment required for this relationship to develop as the 

student “worked through some of the pain of losing a parent” (Personal Interview, 2017). 

Research Question 2:  How are fictive kin relationships developed within this Black 

church/school partnership? 

SDT explains the formation of fictive kin relationships through autonomy support. Students and 

partners engaged in these relationships voluntarily. As relationships deepened, the commitment to 

continue deepened also. Students were well aware that church members volunteered their time 

because of deep care and concern for the student. Church members also realized that students 

engaged voluntarily, and their commitment to “being there when he/she needs me” (Personal 

Interview, 2017) helped to solidify these voluntary relationships. 

Competence support also explains the formation of fictive kin relationships. As church partners 

invested time into their relationships with student partners, students began to understand the 

commitment that church partners had made to them, and they began to “believe in themselves” 

(Personal Interview, 2017). Church partners encouraged these students even in areas that had 

proven particularly challenging. Each student had different needs, and as explained previously, 

competence support looked different for different students. However, the encouragement provided 

to these students and the consistency of relationships helped to promote student efficacy for 

reaching educational goals. 

Another factor that seemed to support the development of fictive kin relationships was the 

flexibility and accessibility provided in partnership efforts. School partners facilitated the 

partnership by welcoming and inviting church partners on campus (Personal Interview, 2017). The 

school “opened its doors” to church partners before, during and after school, and a variety of 

opportunities for interaction were offered. Additionally, the church provided multiple 

opportunities for support outside of school hours. Students were welcomed on the church campus, 

whether they were members of the church or not, to receive the support and assistance that they 

needed for success. 

Research Question 3:  What needs are these relationships fulfilling for student partners? 

Needs varied by student; however, the answer was found in the themes of hope, strength, and 

equity. Whether students were struggling with failing grades, suffering from the loss of a parent, 

or discouraged because of stressful home environments, each student benefited from the hope that 

fictive kin relationships provided. Church members explained that hope was manifested through 
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encouraging students to “see beyond their immediate situations” (Personal Interview, 2017). 

Through SDT, this finding can be explained as competence supportive and autonomy supportive. 

Students who were encouraged to alter their perceptions of their current situations, to see 

opportunities that exist beyond their current situations, began to believe that they did have the 

needed skills and abilities to succeed. They became hopeful that opportunities awaited them and 

that they could find success despite their current challenges. Additionally, as church members 

helped students understand the strength of their heritage and discover hidden strength within 

themselves, students gained confidence in their abilities to address their challenges, and they began 

to explain feelings that aligned with liberation from oppressive circumstances. They began to see 

themselves differently: as stronger, more capable, and with the independence to make decisions 

for themselves.  

SDT explains the theme of equity through competence support, autonomy support and relational 

support. Competence support was established when students realized that church members were 

motivated to enhance equity by providing resources for success. They began to believe in 

themselves when church members pushed for equitable circumstances. Autonomy support was 

provided as church members respected the feelings, emotions, attitudes, and challenges that 

students experienced. Church members helped students “work through their challenges” in ways 

that benefitted the student. Concerning relational support, as church members provided 

opportunities or engaged in discussions that promoted equity, students began to understand the 

care and concern that their mentors had for them. Church members explained that their motivation 

to serve these students came from religious convictions and the desire to share values and skills 

that had led to their own success. It was evident to students that church members were motivated 

to seek the good of the students by helping them understand their current situations and helping 

them find answers for the challenges they faced. 

Research Questions 4 and 5:  What are student perceptions regarding the role that fictive kin 

relationships have in their success?  What are Black church partner perceptions regarding the 

role that fictive kin relationships have in student success? 

Findings suggest that fictive kin relationships developed through a strong sense of commitment, 

shared beliefs about the need for hope and the strength inherent in the African American 

community, and a press for equity. Each partner expressed fictive kin relationships as absolutely 

essential for student success. Fictive kin relationships were credited for supporting student success 

in the face of oppressive conditions, such as: poverty, homelessness, divided families, food 

scarcity, and lack of successful role models. Students articulated the importance of fictive kin 

relationships through comments such as “I don’t know what I would have done without [name of 

mentor]” or “[name of mentor] believed in me when no one else did.” Church members expressed 

the importance of fictive kin relationships in comments such as “Our people need committed 

relationships to be successful. If a child does not have the support they should to be successful, we 

really are not doing them the best services,” and “My commitment is to ensuring our ‘babies’ have 

what they need to be successful….many of our young Black children have broken homes, and they 

need another person who is relentless and will ensure that they have anything they need to 

succeed.” 
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School partners supported the autonomous development of fictive kin relationships. One school 

partner stated,  

We have not forced fictive kinships from the school’s standpoint in 

the partnership efforts. We are so thankful that no matter how 

challenging a situation, the students always have some sort of fictive 

kinship quality by the end of each academic year.  

The perception of the importance of development of strong relationships was the motivating factor 

for school participants to continue partnership efforts. These relationships helped school partners 

reach educational goals in some of the most challenging situations. 

Implications and Recommendations 

The tradition of fictive kin has been passed from generation to generation in many African 

American communities and continues to hold an essential place in the lives of African Americans. 

What is important from these findings is that evidence suggests the development of fictive kin 

relationships through church/partnership efforts. 

Implications for Practice 

In relation to practice, these findings underscore the importance of relationship building in 

partnership efforts (Sheldon & Epstein, 2005). School partners in this study provided time and 

space for church partners to meet with involved students before and after school and during the 

school day. Church partners were eager to participate in partnership efforts because of their 

commitment to student success at this high school, and even though most of the students were not 

members of the church, this partnership allowed them to connect to caring adults who “were 

determined to make a difference” (Personal Interview, 2017). The result was that scarce resources 

in this high school were supplemented through partnership efforts as school partners desired to 

“provide all that these student need for success” (Personal Interview, 2017). The partnership 

connected students to church partners who shared important resources, provided encouragement, 

served as role models, and promoted success. Relationships went beyond academic success to 

promote life skills and resilience for successful completion of high school. Though not 

generalizable, these findings provide insight into partnership studies that have, historically focused 

primarily on task goals. Our findings suggest that, without relationships, the efforts in this 

partnership may not have proven successful. Additional research could help provide further insight 

into this finding.  

Further, evidence in the literature suggests that partnership efforts are often challenging for school 

leaders to sustain, especially partnerships that influence student performance, such as high school 

completion in this study. This partnership has withstood the test of time and has promoted the 

success of many young African American students in this community over the span of four decades 

(Personal Interview, 2017).  These findings suggest that these partnership efforts replicated 

cultural norms within this community, and likely, this replication promoted success and 

sustainability of partnership efforts. Specifically, by replicating and enforcing healthy cultural 

norms, students “recognized themselves” in partnership efforts. Therefore, they were more 
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inclined to persist, and relationships deepened. The integration of community cultural norms 

through relationship building influenced students to persist and, ultimately, reach educational 

goals.   

Another significant contribution of this study is that it provided an understanding of factors, 

commitment, hope, strength, and equity, that were instrumental in the development of fictive kin 

relationships. These relationships were essential for success, and whether the relationship took the 

form of a sibling or a parent, these factors were present and promoted “buy in” from both the 

student and the church member.  Students were deeply concerned about finding an adult who 

would demonstrate commitment. Additionally, the values of hope, strength and equity were 

important to students. Partnership efforts demonstrated and supported these values, and students 

persisted in partnership efforts. 

Implications for Theory 

This study is important because it provides an understanding of how student psychological needs 

may be met through partnership efforts. According to Deci and Ryan (2001), individuals are 

motivated toward goal pursuit when their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness are 

met. These partnerships that developed into fictive kin relationships seemed to motivate students 

through the fulfillment of each of these psychological needs. These findings suggest that 

partnership efforts provided competence support, autonomy support, and relatedness support. 

Students began to “see themselves differently,” and they were motivated to reach academic goals. 

The use of this theory helped to explain effective partnership efforts by providing a lens regarding 

how relationships motivated students toward success, and this work may provide a foundation for 

future research regarding successful school/community partnerships that meet student 

psychological needs. 

Implications for Research 

It was previously noted that limited research exists regarding school partnerships with faith-based 

organizations (Loconte & Fantuzzo, 2002). However, faith-based organizations are often a key 

component of students’ lives. Findings from this study, importantly, align with critical and long-

held traditions within the Black community. They suggest that this partnership built upon the 

cultural capital of this African American community by offering opportunities for students to 

develop meaningful relationships, with many of the relationships developing into “family-like” 

relationships, and they align with Joseph’s (2015) interpretation of the importance of the Black 

church. Joseph (2015) states, “the contemporary Black church continues in its rich tradition of 

providing material benefits, community organizing and spiritual renewal for a community that 

remains scarred by a secular world …” (para. 9).  

An awareness of and further investigation into the vast cultural resources embedded in the African 

American community is important. A better understanding of the importance of the Black church 

for community advancement and preservation can help to promote success and upward mobility 

for African Americans.  
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Symbolically, the Black church has always represented more than a 

house of worship. Metaphorically, it has represented the protector 

of black bodies, the educator of black girls and boys, and the 

audacious voice that believes, even now and against all evidence to 

the contrary, that [all] African-American lives matter ….(Joseph, 

2015, para. 10). 

Research that investigates partnerships that align with important community resources, such as the 

Black church, and seeks to find ways to mobilize these resources may, ultimately, empower reform 

that truly promotes student success for under-resourced and under-served students. 
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