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The growing Latino population is directly affecting institutions of higher 

education. Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), whose stated missions do not 

specifically address Latinos, are becoming Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs). As HSIs 

continue to emerge across the country, Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs) are also responding to demographic shifts, especially in Texas. Although their 

historic mission focuses on educating African Americans, some Texas HBCU presidents 

and administrators maintain that their supportive campus environment could serve as a 

possible opportunity for Latino student success. HBCU outreach efforts offer a variety of 

areas for further investigation, but the intent of this study was to examine the first, critical 

year and perceptions of sense of belonging. Furthermore, since Mexican Americans 

represent the majority of Latinos in Texas, indeed the country, this qualitative study 

specifically focused on the first-year experiences of Mexican Americans in a Texas 

HBCU. The primary methods for data collection included two semi-structured one-on-
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one interviews, a student questionnaire, campus observations, and analytic memos. Thus, 

the current study sought to fully document the first-year experience and perceptions of 

sense of belonging as recounted by second- to fifth-year Mexican American students 

enrolled in a Texas HBCU.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
 
Latino college students are reshaping the landscape of American higher 

education. Whether by intent or default, Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) are 

becoming Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs), and now the rapidly increasing Latino 

population is garnering the attention of some Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs), particularly in Texas, North Carolina, and Ohio (DiMaria, 2005; 

Roach, 2005; Turner, 2006). Nationally, HBCUs are participating in organizations and 

recruiting events to connect with prospective Latino students (Mbajakwe, 2006; Skipp & 

Campo-Flores, 2008). Faced with changing demographics, Texas HBCUs have also 

responded to the increasing Latino population.  

For example, Huston-Tillotson University in Austin, Texas has argued that 

HBCUs are an ideal environment for Latinos given their legacy of educating diverse and 

first-generation college students (Roach, 2005). Texas Southern University in Houston, 

Texas recently hired its first Latino admissions recruiter (Tresaugue, 2005), and Turner 

(2006) revealed “the campuses (HBCUs) are hiring Hispanic recruiters, distributing 

brochures featuring Hispanic students, and establishing scholarships for Hispanics” (p. 

33). These strategic recruitment decisions to attract Latinos, Mexican Americans in 

particular, present a new set of issues that warrant further exploration (e.g., college 

choice, transition to college, student engagement, retention). Given the critical nature of 

the first-year in college (Clark, 2005; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989; Upcraft, Gardner, & 



 2 

Barefoot, 2005), however, this study is focused on the first-year experience of Mexican 

American students at a Texas HBCU.  

This chapter introduces and describes this study and establishes the statement of 

the problem. The first section provides a background on the establishment of HBCUs and 

specifically highlights the development and purpose of Texas HBCUs. The history of 

Mexican Americans in education is also discussed. The purpose and significance of this 

study, as well as a brief overview of the methods that delineates the qualitative, 

phenomenological research design, follow these sections. The limitations and 

delimitations are presented, and the chapter concludes with the definitions of key terms. 

Background  

The purpose of this section is to briefly describe and contextualize HBCUs within 

the broader Minority-Serving Institution (MSI) context and to document the founding of 

private and public HBCUs, especially in Texas. The unique history of these institutions 

distinguishes their campus environment, as well as the role of faculty, staff, and students 

from other institutional types. This section concludes with an overview of the educational 

experiences and challenges confronting Mexican American students. 

Overview of HBCUs. In Characteristics of Minority-Serving Institutions and 

Minority Undergraduates Enrolled in These Institutions, Li (2007) described six 

subgroups of MSIs in American higher education, and each enrolls at least 25 percent of 

a traditionally underrepresented population (e.g., American Indian, Asian, or Hispanic). 

HBCUs and Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs) represent a particular type of MSI 

(Li, 2007) because their historic missions, not their student enrollment, distinguish their 



 3 

classification. Indeed, HBCUs are federally and permanently recognized under Title III 

of the Higher Education Act (HEA) of 1965 (Espino & Cheslock, 2008). The HEA ’65, 

as amended, defines HBCUs as: 

. . . any historically black college or university that was established prior to 1964, 

whose principal mission was, and is, the education of black Americans, and that is 

accredited by a nationally recognized accrediting agency or association 

determined by the Secretary [of Education] to be a reliable authority as to the 

quality of training offered or is, according to such an agency or association, 

making reasonable progress toward accreditation. (U.S. Department of Education, 

2011a, para. 3) 

Although established at different, the expressed purpose of HBCUs and TCUs afford 

them the opportunity to receive federal allocations for institutional efforts that 

specifically address the needs of the students they serve. Today’s 105 HBCUs are, 

therefore, recognized because of their unique mission statements and founding dates prior 

to 1964. 

Early Beginnings of Private and Pubic HBCUs. The founding of private HBCUs 

emerged at the beginning of the Civil War when the American Missionary Association 

(AMA) initiated efforts to provide training and education to freed slaves (Browning & 

Williams, 1978). Other religious and evangelical organizations followed the AMA and 

directed missionaries to the South to provide critical services and support for Blacks. 

Their initial charge was not to provide a post-secondary or advanced degree. Instead, the 

aim of these organizations was to provide rudimentary primary and secondary education 
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and “demonstrate that former slaves could be remade into the ideal of a Yankee, 

Calvinist, American citizen” (Browning & Williams, 1978, p. 69). Educating Blacks 

created a demand for teachers to work in these segregated schools, and the AMA led the 

way in providing teacher training. In fact, “the AMA alone was responsible for founding 

seven Black colleges and thirteen normal schools between 1861 and 1870” (Browning & 

Williams, 1978, p. 69). These private HBCUs created an initial pipeline for early 

schooling and instruction. 

While White philanthropists laid the foundation for private education, the Morrill 

Land Grant Act of 1890 established public land-grant HBCUs. When the Morrill Land 

Grant Act of 1890 became law, the federal government increased funding for the 

agricultural and mechanical institutions founded by the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862. 

Land-grant HBCUs emerged as “states were given the choice either to show that race was 

not an admissions criterion in schools or to designate a separate land-grant institution for 

black students” (Gasman, Lundy-Wagner, Ransom, & Bowman, 2010, p. 11).  State 

choice led to the immediate establishment of 17 HBCUs (Jackson & Nunn, 2003), 

ultimately concluding the decade with 19 HBCUs within the Mid-Atlantic and southern 

states (Gasman et al., 2010).  

Contemporary HBCU Context. Today, HBCUs represent an integral component 

in the workings of American higher education. According to the White House Initiative 

on Historically Black Colleges and Universities (2011), 105 federally recognized HBCUs 

exist in Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, the District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, 

Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, 
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Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia, and 

the U.S. Virgin Islands. HBCUs are not monoliths; they epitomize diversity in higher 

education. “They are both public and private; single-sex and coeducational; 

predominantly Black and predominantly White; 2-year and 4-year colleges; research 

universities, professional schools, community colleges, and small liberal arts colleges” 

(Provasnik, Shafer, & Snyder, 2004, p.1). The varied student profiles and backgrounds 

are also reflected in educational outcomes and college preparation. 

For instance, graduation rates at HBCUs are wide-ranging and depend on 

institutional type and selectivity (Nelms, 2010). They are further complicated by “the 

disproportionate numbers of students who need remedial coursework, have significant 

financial hurdles to overcome, or are the first members in their family to attend college” 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2010a, para. 36). These academic challenges are not 

exclusive to the African American community. Indeed, scholars have found African 

American and Latino students experience similar social, economic, and educational 

challenges (Massey, Charles, Lundy, & Fisher, 2003; Planty et al., 2009). Given the 

common struggle in achieving academic success (Banerji, 2006; DiMaria, 2005; Gilroy, 

2008; McQueen & Zimmerman, 2004; Roach, 2005; Turner, 2006), HBCUs may serve as 

a viable educational opportunity for Mexican American college students. The next 

section presents the historical context for Texas HBCUs since they are located in a region 

with a high proportion of Mexican American students and are the focus of this study. 

Texas HBCUs. There are nine HBCUs in Texas, and they include Huston-

Tillotson University (Austin, Texas), Jarvis Christian College (Hawkins, Texas), Paul 
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Quinn College (Dallas, Texas), Prairie View University (Prairie View, Texas), 

Southwestern Christian College (Terrell, Texas), St. Philip’s College (San Antonio, 

Texas), Texas College (Tyler, Texas), Texas Southern University (Houston, Texas), and 

Wiley College (Marshall, Texas). They represent a land-grant institution, four-year 

private institutions, four-year publics, as well as a two-year public college that is also 

recognized as an HSI. In reviewing the mission statements, the majority of Texas HBCUs 

are faith-based institutions. This section provides a brief portrait of each institution to set 

the context for this study. 

Huston-Tillotson University. Huston-Tillotson University originated as two 

separate institutions, both established in the late 19th century. Founded through the 

concerted efforts of the Freedmen’s Aid Society and the American Missionary 

Association, Tillotson Collegiate and Normal Institute was founded in 1877 and began 

instructing students in 1881 (Heintze, 1985). Tillotson Collegiate and Normal Institute 

experience several reorganizations, and “throughout the years, the Institute changed to 

Andrews Normal School, a junior college, a woman’s college, and a senior college” 

(Huston-Tillotson University, 2010, p.2). Tillotson’s modern counterpart, Samuel Huston 

College originated with the efforts of Methodist church leaders. The school was moved 

from Dallas, Texas to Austin, Texas in 1878 and was later renamed after Samuel Huston 

provided property for the institution. In 1910, the private institution was chartered and 

renamed Samuel Huston College (Heintze, 1985).  

Samuel Huston College and Tillotson College, both located on Austin’s East side, 

served the local Black community. Economic constraints brought institution leaders 
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together in 1952 to consider a merger. Discussions and plans to merge the institutions 

were met with discontent and opposition from Huston College supporters and alumni, but 

President Downs recommended the trustees proceed (Heintze, 1985).  The merger was 

formalized on October 24, 1952, and the newly formed institution was renamed Huston-

Tillotson College. “Following the merger, Huston-Tillotson College became the sole 

provider of higher education for African-Americans in Central Texas until the landmark 

case of Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which launched the period of 

desegregation” (Huston-Tillotson University, 2010, p. 2). In 2005, the college was 

renamed Huston-Tillotson University.  

The mission of Huston-Tillotson University (HT) states, “As a historically black 

institution, Huston-Tillotson University’s mission is to provide opportunities to a diverse 

population for academic achievement with an emphasis on academic excellence, spiritual 

and ethical development, civic engagement, and leadership in a nurturing environment” 

(Huston-Tillotson University, n.d., para. 1). According to the Integrated Post-Secondary 

Educational Data System (IPEDS), HT’s 12-month enrollment in 2010 consisted of 938 

undergraduate students, and 14 percent of the undergraduate population was Hispanic 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2011b, p. 3). In Fall 2011, HT reported a total enrollment 

of 904 students (859 undergraduates and 45 graduate/professional students), of which 170 

students, or approximately 19 percent, were Hispanic (Huston-Tillotson University, 2011, 

p. 2). The Latino students have recently chartered two culturally-based organizations: a 

Latino Student Association and one Latino Greek Letter Organization. (E. Graham, 

personal communication, February 1, 2012).  
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Jarvis Christian College. Founded in 1912, Jarvis Christian College is located in 

Hawkins, Texas. Founded by the Disciples of Christ, Jarvis Christian College was the last 

faith-based institution established in Texas (Hientze, 1985).  Heintze (1985) further 

clarified, “Like most of the northern denominations, the Disciples of Christ began their 

work among blacks by sending missionaries into the South with the advancing Union 

armies” (p. 39). Jarvis provided a religious education, and was established by Major and 

Mrs. J.J. Jarvis in Fort Worth, Texas (Heintze,1985).  

Today, the mission of Jarvis Christian College states, “The Mission of the College 

is to prepare each student intellectually, socially, spiritually, and personally to participate 

in and contribute to a global and technical society” (Jarvis Christian College, n.d.). 

IPEDS data reveals the College’s 12-month undergraduate enrollment consists of 770 

students, of which 36, or approximate 4.6 percent of students, were Hispanic (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011c). The institution’s website does not currently include 

any information related to Latino student organizations. 

Paul Quinn College. Paul Quinn College is a unique HBCU in that African 

Americans established the institution. The African Methodist Episcopal Church founded 

Paul Quinn College in 1872 in Austin, Texas. As the first HBCU in Texas, “the College 

was housed in a modest one-building trade school where newly freed slaves were taught 

the skills of blacksmithing, carpentry, tanning, and saddle work” (Paul Quinn College, 

2011a, para. 1). Today Paul Quinn College is located in Dallas, Texas and its mission 

states, 
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We provide a quality, faith-based education that addresses the academic, 

social, and Christian development of students and prepares them to be 

servant leaders and agents of change in their communities. Academic 

excellence lies at the heart of the College’s mission, along with the values 

of integrity, responsibility, accountability, fiduciary responsibility, and an 

appreciation of cultural diversity. (Paul Quinn College, 2011b, para. 2) 

Paul Quinn College has recently faced accreditation challenges (Jaschik, 2009), but its 

leadership remains optimistic in moving towards its goals and “transforming Paul Quinn 

into one of America’s great small colleges” (Paul Quinn College, 2011c, para. 5).  

 Paul Quinn College offers degrees in education, business, education, and science 

and technology (Paul Quinn College, 2011d, para. 1). In 2009, the institution enrolled 

522 undergraduate students, of which 4 percent were Hispanic (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009b). Paul Quinn College has active student organizations, including every 

Greek Letter Organization represented in the National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC), the 

collective organization for historically African American fraternities and sororities. Their 

website, however, does not currently cite any organizations specifically for Latino 

students. 

Prairie View A&M University. “Prairie View A&M University, the second oldest 

public institution of higher education in Texas, the Texas Constitution of 1876” (Prairie 

View A&M University, 2010, para. 8). Since its founding, Prairie View’s name has 

changed seven times. In 1984, Prairie View officially became affiliated with the Texas 
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A&M University System (Prairie View University, 2010). The mission of Prairie View 

A&M University partly states,  

Prairie View A&M University is dedicated to excellence in teaching, 

research and service. It is committed to achieving relevance in each 

component of its mission by addressing issues and proposing solutions 

through programs and services designed to respond to the needs and 

aspirations of individuals, families, organizations, agencies, schools, and 

communities--both rural and urban. Prairie View A&M University is a 

state-assisted institution by legislative designation, serving a diverse 

ethnic and socioeconomic population, and a land-grant institution by 

federal statute. . . (Prairie View A&M University, 2010) 

Prairie View offers undergraduate and graduate degrees. The university’s 12-month 

enrollment in 2010 included 7,259 students, of which approximately 4.5 percent were 

Hispanic (U.S. Department of Education, 2011d). Currently, Prairie View recognizes 

several chartered student organizations for Latino students, including: League of United 

Latin American Citizens (LULAC), Coalition of Hispanic American Students, Sigma 

Lambda Gamma Colony, and Sigma Lambda Beta International Fraternity, Inc (Prairie 

View A&M University, 2009).  

 Southwestern Christian College. Southwestern Christian College (SWCC) was 

founded in 1948 in Fort Worth, Texas (Southwestern Christian College, n.d., para. 7). 

SWCC is a private institution located in Terrell, Texas, affiliated with the Churches of 



 11 

Christ, and offers baccalaureate degrees in religious and Biblical studies. SWCC’s 

mission (n.d.) states,  

Its purpose is to offer a holistic educational program that will motivate the 

student to value and achieve academic excellence within the context of 

commitment to moral and spiritual values; to assist students in making 

their transitions from high school to higher education on various levels; to 

assist students in preparation for varied vocations in life; to prepare future 

leaders for their distinct communities and the world at large. (para.1) 

SWCC’s 12-month enrollment data reveals the undergraduate student population in 2010 

was 228 students, including four Hispanic students (U.S. Department of Education, 

2011e). The college’s website does not provide information on Latino student 

organizations. 

 St. Philip’s College. St. Philip’s College was founded in 1898 by Bishop James 

Steptoe Johnson as a sewing class for young women (St. Philip’s College, n.d., para. 1). 

Today, it is part of the Alamo Community College District in San Antonio, Texas and is 

recognized as an HBCU and an HSI (St. Philip’s College, n.d., para. 1). The mission of 

St. Philip’s College partly states,  

St. Philip’s College, founded in 1898, and is a comprehensive, public 

community college whose mission is to provide a quality educational 

environment which stimulates leadership, personal growth and a lifelong 

appreciation for learning.  
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As a Historically Black College and a Hispanic Serving Institution, St. 

Philip’s College strives to be an important force in the community, 

responsive to the needs of a population rich in its ethnic, cultural, and 

socio‐economic diversity. St. Philip’s College seeks to create an 

environment fostering excellence in academic and technical achievement 

while expanding its commitment to opportunity and access. . . (St. Philip’s 

College, 2010, p. 3) 

Given its dual classification as an HBCU and HSI, St. Philip’s College is the most 

ethnically diverse HBCU in the State of Texas. In 2010, the college enrolled 13,504 

undergraduate students, of which approximately 47 percent were Hispanic (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011f). Despite the diversity on campus, the institution’s 

website does not indicate any Latino student organizations. 

 Texas College. Founded by the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church in 1894, 

Texas College is located in Tyler, Texas and maintains its religious affiliation today. “Its 

mission is to ensure that graduates experience a balanced intellectual, psycho-social, and 

spiritual development aimed at making them active and productive members of society” 

(Texas College, n.d., para. 2). The college fulfills its mission by focusing on six core 

values: academic excellence, integrity, perseverance, social responsibility, tolerance, and 

community service. 

 According to the U.S. Department of Education (2011g), Texas College enrolled a 

total of 1,113 undergraduate students in 2010, and approximately 12 percent of the total 

undergraduate population was Hispanic. Texas College’s Student Affairs website 
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highlights residential life, athletics, campus security, and Greek life opportunities. Latino 

student organizations, however, are not identified.  

Texas Southern University. Texas Southern University was initially founded in 

1925 in Houston, Texas. Texas Southern is one of the largest HBCUs in the country and 

offers undergraduate and graduate degrees (Texas Southern University, 2010a, para. 1). 

Initially, Texas Southern University was the site for extension courses offered by Wiley 

College, and “the purpose of these extension classes was to provide in-service training for 

African-Americans in Houston who were interested in receiving certification in teaching”  

(Texas Southern University, 2010b, para. 1). Today, the mission states,  

Texas Southern University is a comprehensive metropolitan university. 

Building on its legacy as a historically black institution, the university 

provides academic and research programs that address critical urban issues 

and prepare an ethnically diverse student population to become a force for 

positive change in a global society. (Texas Southern University, 2010c, 

para. 1) 

In 2010, Texas Southern enrolled 8,242 undergraduate students, of which 3.7 

percent were Hispanic (U.S. Department of Education, 2011h). Texas Southern 

University has an Office of Campus Organization, however the department’s 

website does not present a current list of student organizations, Latino-based or 

otherwise (Texas Southern University, 2010d).  
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 Wiley College. At its founding in 1873, Wiley College was named after Bishop 

Isaac T. Wiley and became “the first Black college west of the Mississippi River” (Wiley 

College, History, n.d., para. 1). The mission states, 

Founded in 1873 in Marshall, Texas by the Freedman’s Aid Society of the 

Methodist Episcopal Church, Wiley College is an historically black, 

primarily liberal arts, residential, co-educational, baccalaureate degree-

granting institution with The United Methodist Church. . . (Wiley College, 

Mission, n.d., para. 1) 

The 12-month enrollment for Wiley College in 2010 was 1,392 undergraduate students, 

of which 3.5 percent were Hispanic (Department of Education, 2011i). Wiley College 

recognizes service and social organizations, but the institution does not indicate any 

established especially for Latino students.  

 Summary. The purpose of this section was to provide a background of HBCUs, as 

well as specifically address the distinctiveness of these institutions in Texas. Each of 

these institutions is unique in their founding, mission, student enrollment, and Latino 

student representation. One of the four-year Texas HBCUs was selected for this study. 

The next section addresses the educational experiences of the population of interest for 

this study, Latinos in general and Mexican Americans in particular.  
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Latinos in education. “Latino” and “Hispanic” are pan-ethnic terms often used 

interchangeably to recognize individuals with a connection to Spanish and/or associated 

with Spanish-speaking countries. More recently, Latina/o scholars have embraced the 

term “Latino” to address and describe the wide range of individuals from Mexico, Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, and South and Central America (Hurtado, 1999), but the ethnic identifier an 

individual selects may vary politically, socially, and by region (Chapa & Valencia, 1993).  

The range of ethnic diversity represented within this group challenges the 

assumption of homogeneity among Latinos and calls for a specific definition for the 

Mexican American population highlighted within this and forthcoming chapters. The 

Pew Center defines Mexican Americans as “…people who self-identified as Hispanics of 

Mexican origin; this means either they themselves are Mexican immigrants or they trace 

their family ancestry to Mexico” (2010, p. 1). For the purpose of this study, I use the term 

Latino, unless Hispanic is necessitated by historical contexts, direct quotes, or federal 

classifications. The Mexican American subpopulation is specifically addressed within 

this and forthcoming chapters because this group is heavily represented in Texas and in 

the United States (Contreras, 2005). Thus, this section addresses the historical context of 

Mexican Americans in education and profiles contemporary academic trends within the 

Latino community.  

Mexican Americans as “Other White” in litigation and education. The history 

of Mexican American as “other white” began with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo in 1848. The treaty granted Mexicans U.S. citizenship and, in effect, classified 

them as White.  More specifically, 
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 Although there was no direct reference in the phrasing of the treaty to 

Mexicans being declared legally White, the fact that the Naturalization 

Act of 1790 limited the right to becoming a naturalized citizen to ‘free 

white persons,’ (thereby excluding Africans and Asians), Mexicans were 

by default being declared white. (Godfrey, 2008, p. 248) 

As “other whites,” Menchaca (2001) reported that the “legal process Mexicans who were 

[visually] White were accorded the full legal rights of United States citizens, while most 

mestizos, Christianized Indians, and afromestizos were accorded inferior legal rights” (p. 

215 as cited in Godfrey, 2008, p. 248). Mexican Americans occupied a unique space in 

the social higher order of the Southwest; although they were legally recognized as White, 

social hierarchy dictated them as non-Whites (Martinez, 1997). These tenuous legal and 

racial classifications would later present challenges in education litigation when school 

districts, states, and courts deciphered the identity of Mexican Americans for 

desegregation cases. According to San Miguel (2005), there were two phases of 

educational litigation for Mexican Americans: the early 20th century and after World War 

II.  

Prior to 1930, Texas experienced a surge of Mexican immigrants. The increased 

population led to segregated schools for Mexican immigrants and quickly prompted racist 

sentiments (Godfrey, 2008). To maintain the status quo, Whites sought to ensure 

Mexicans received inadequate education. Indeed, “Key to the racialization of Mexican 

Americans was segregated and inferior public schools that became physical 

manifestations of the racial/social order of things, instructing both Anglo children of their 
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superiority and Mexican American children of their inferiority” (Godfrey, 2008, p. 249-

250). To address the inequitable treatment of Mexican American schools as well as the 

overall discrimination, LULAC was established in 1929 (Godfrey, 2008).  

LULAC supported the Americanization process and an educational litigation 

agenda that advanced the idea of Mexicans as “other white” (San Miguel, 2001).  

Godfrey (2008) explains,  

LULAC therefore focused much of their attention on attacking segregation 

in the public schools, recognizing the vital role of public education as the 

means of incorporating persons of Mexican origin into mainstream 

American culture and of providing social, economic, and political upward 

mobility. (p. 251) 

LULAC and the GI Forum sued school districts, filed complaints, and organized protests 

against segregation and school inequalities (San Miguel, 2001). Unfortunately, these 

initial attempts to end desegregation in public schools were largely unsuccessful (San 

Miguel, 2005).  

The second phase of Mexican American desegregation efforts occurred after 

World War II.  Returning from the war, African Americans and Mexican Americans 

insisted on receiving the same freedom and privileges they courageously fought for 

overseas. “Like other minority groups, African Americans and Mexican Americans 

returned from the war more militantly ‘Americanized’ than before they left” (Foley, 

2010, p. 16). Their approach to equal rights differed, however; African Americans sought 
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equality based on race, while Mexican Americans wanted the rights afforded to them as 

“other whites” (Foley, 2010).  

The first case in the second phase of litigation was Mendez v. Westminster School 

District (1946) in Orange County, California. The Mendez case was the first lawsuit to 

successfully challenge segregation (Valencia, 2005). Although it did not overturn Plessy 

v. Ferguson and the separate but equal doctrine, it did lay the groundwork for Brown v. 

Board of Education (1954) by arguing that segregation was detrimental to students and 

by employing social sciences in its argument (Valencia, 2005).  

These approaches helped Mexican Americans advance their litigation strategies, 

and their classification as White was solidified in two key cases (Wilson, 2003). First, in 

Sanchez v. State (1951), the court found that Mexican Americans did not represent a 

separate race; instead, they were White. Also, in Hernandez v. State of Texas (1954), 

Mexican American litigators achieved a victory using their “other white” strategy. 

Hernandez was a criminal case where Pete Hernandez was charged with the murder of 

Joe Espinosa in Edna, Texas. Hernandez was sentenced to 25 years in jail, but the case 

was appealed since the jury that sentenced Hernandez lacked Mexican American 

representation. The Supreme Court held that the jury selection processes segregated 

individuals and was illegal, and the ruling and conviction were overturned. Ultimately, 

being classified as White proved a double-edged sword and failed to provide any 

immediate advantage or initial progress in desegregation cases (Gross, 2003). After the 

Hernandez case, Mexican Americans shifted their strategy and began to argue for 

minority status.  
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 As an identifiable minority group, Mexican Americans could be covered under 

the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. Their desegregation 

momentum was sustained by the rising Chicano movement and by federal recognition 

through the Office for Civil Rights (San Miguel, 2005). Once recognized by the memo 

written on May 25, 1970 (Appendix A), Mexican American sought to capitalize on the 

Brown v. Board of Education ruling and end segregation in public schools.  

 Mexican Americans employed their minority status strategy with Cisneros v. 

Corpus Christi Independent School District (1970). The court found that Mexican 

Americans in Corpus Christi, Texas were a distinct minority group, and similarly to 

African Americans, suffered de jure segregation in primary and secondary education. San 

Miguel (2005) further clarified: 

Also, the Cisneros case, by winning judicial recognition of Mexican 

Americans as an identifiable group, provided civil rights organizations 

such as the Mexican American Legal Defense and Education Fund 

(MALDEF) with a powerful new legal mechanism for its desegregation 

cases. (p. 227-228)  

Mexican American minority status was soon contested (See Ross v. Eckels), and 

MALDEF led a three-year struggle to affirm Mexican Americans as a minority group. 

According to San Miguel (2005), MALDEF sought a clear distinction for Mexican 

Americans and became involved in several key desegregation cases between 1971 and 

1972 in Texas cities (Austin, Corpus Christi, Dallas, Uvalde, and Waco). 



 20 

 Finally, in 1973, Keyes v. Denver School District No. 1 was decided by the 

Supreme Court and found that Mexican Americans were discriminated against and 

segregated in public schooling. “Although Keyes was brought by African Americans and 

no proof of de jure segregation of Latinos was found, discrimination against Latino 

students was introduced at a remedy stage by intervenors” (Contreras & Valverde, 1994, 

p. 472). Again, the victory was challenged as schools began to use bilingual education to 

track Mexican American students with “language deficiencies” (See Lau v. Nichols).  

 Bilingual education and desegregated schools presented new challenges to 

Mexican American civil rights activists and leaders. This seemingly contradictory 

approach to educational equity transformed the legal strategy once again, and education 

and policy leaders abandoned the desegregation agenda. “In its stead, they turned to 

bilingual education as a more appropriate strategy for eliminating discrimination and for 

improving the academic achievement of Spanish-speaking children in the country” (San 

Miguel, 2005, p. 234). This new approach intently focused on language, rather than 

ethnic classifications, and Mexican American leaders believed it more astutely addressed 

the specific needs of Mexican American children.  

As Mexican Americans sought to gain rights and privileges through their “other 

white” status, minority status, or linguistic tradition, African Americans were 

simultaneously engaged in lawsuits to attain their civil rights under the Fourteenth 

Amendment. The African American struggle was largely parallel to the Mexican 

American desegregation efforts (Foley, 2010). The National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) led the efforts for African Americans, 
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deliberately targeted graduate schools in their strategy (Kluger, 2004), and strategically 

advanced its plan to end de jure segregation based on race (San Miguel, 2005), excluding 

Mexican Americans because they were not Black.  

In contrast to the NAACP’s intentional efforts, Mexican American desegregation 

was less calculated and was more focused on elementary schools (San Miguel, 2005). In 

addition, it was short-term and began after the NAACP’s initiated its civil rights work. 

Indeed, the forms of discrimination each group endured were also different; whereas 

African Americans experienced de jure segregation, Mexican Americans experienced de 

facto segregation. Although they employed different approaches, they did collaborate on 

educational desegregation on one case, Romero v. Weakley (1995), in which both African 

American and Mexican American students were affected (Blanton, 2004 as cited in San 

Miguel, 2005). The Romero case was settled out of court, but represents the one time that 

African American and Mexican American litigators united to address desegregation (San 

Miguel, 2005). The legacy of educational inequalities for Latinos in general and Mexican 

Americans in particular continues to be addressed by scholars and is a matter of grave 

concern given the demographics of the country. 

Access to higher education, enrollment patterns, and degree completion. 

According to Gándara and Contreras (2009), Latinos are facing an education crisis. 

Between 1972 and 2005, the U.S. Census Bureau found that Latino representation in K-

12 schooling quadrupled (as cited in Gándara & Contreras), and the Hispanic diaspora is 

slowly changing majority white schools to majority minority schools (Fry, 2011). The 

increased representation in K-12, however, is not reflected in high school graduation rates 
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and post-secondary degree completion. In fact, “Hispanics reported the lowest 

percentages overall of those with a high school diploma or equivalent and above – 61 

percent had completed high school or higher and 13 percent had completed at least a 

bachelor’s degree” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012, p. 5). Furthermore, individuals of 

Mexican origin, particularly between the ages of 25 and older – are least likely to have 

earned at least a baccalaureate degree (Pew Hispanic Center, 2011). Obstacles Latino 

students encounter in access to higher education (Gándara & Contreras, 2009), 

enrollment trends (Fry, 2002), and degree completion (Lee et al., 2011) further 

complicates their long-term academic success.  

Access to higher education. The opportunity to commence a post-secondary 

education is not without its challenges. It is a combination of individual, community, and 

schooling factors that perpetuate an achievement gap (Gándara & Contreras, 2009), and 

the obstacles Latino students face also affect their long-term college aspirations. In 

addition to the school and neighborhood environments (Gándara & Contreras, 2009; 

Eamon, 2005; Martinez, DeGarmo, & Eddy, 2004; Massey et al., 2003), scholars have 

found that low educational expectations (Cavazos & Cavazos, 2010; Martinez, 2003), 

college preparation (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004), college-going information (Immerwahr, 

2003; Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & Williams, 2005), and tracking (Arellano & Padilla, 1996; 

Nora, 2003) also affect Latino student access to higher education.    

Enrollment patterns. Family members (Ceja, 2006; Gándera, 1995), financial aid 

(Kim, 2004), and social networks (Perez & McDonough, 2008; Person & Rosenbaum, 

2006) are extremely influential in the college choice process for Latino students. 
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Concerns associated with proximity to family, student loan debt, and leaving home must 

be negotiated as these students pursue a higher education. Thus, cultural norms and 

values are affecting the enrollment patterns for Latino students as they tend to delay entry 

into postsecondary education, enroll part-time, and attend a two-year institution (Fry, 

2002). 

While enrolling in college immediately after high school may help students 

maintain their educational momentum, the U.S. Department of Education revealed, “In 

2008, the immediate college enrollment rate was 72 percent for White high school 

completers, compared with 56 percent for Black high school completers and 64 percent 

for Hispanic high school completers” (p. 14). Swail et al. (2005) found that Latino youth 

were more likely to delay their entry into college at least 8 months when compared to 

their White peers. However, delayed enrollment also reduced college completion for 

Latino students by 20 percent (Swail et al., 2005).  

Latino college enrollment also remains highly concentrated, and “over half of all 

Latino undergraduate students in higher education (54%) are enrolled in less than 10 

percent of institution in the United States” (Santiago, 2008a, p. 21). Latino enrollment in 

higher education has led to the development and proliferation of HSIs, especially in 

California and Texas (Santiago, 2008a), and most HSIs are two-year institutions. Indeed, 

Aud, Fox, and KewalRamani (2010) highlighted the growing trend of Latinos to enroll in 

community colleges and found that 49 percent of Latinos were enrolled in a public, 2-

year institution.  
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While enrollment in community colleges continues to rise, Latino enrollment in 

HBCUs varies across the country (e.g., from zero at most institutions to 47 percent at St. 

Philip’s College in San Antonio, Texas). Hispanic enrollment at HBCUs has 

incrementally increased from 3,442 students in 1976 to 6,665 students in the fall of 

2001(Provasnik, Shafer, & Snyder, 2004). More recently in 2008, Texas HBCUs enrolled 

over 31,000 students, and “at HBCUs in Texas, 62 percent of fall 2008 enrollment is 

African American, 21 percent is Hispanic, 14 percent is White, and the remaining 3 

percent is comprised of Asian or foreign students” (Texas Guaranteed Student Loan 

Corporation, 2010, p. 4). Between 2009-2010, Latino undergraduate representation 

increased slightly, to approximately 22 percent, of all Texas HBCU students (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011j). 

Degree completion. In 2009, the six-year graduation rate for Latino students was 

just below half at 48 percent (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009), and one year later, “at 

the average college or university, 51 percent of Hispanic students complete a bachelor’s 

degree in six years compared to 59 percent of white students at those same schools” 

(Kelly, Schneider, & Carey, 2010, p. 1). However, “only nine percent of Mexicans ages 

25 and older-compared to 12.9 percent of all U.S. Hispanics-have obtained at least a 

bachelor’s degree” (Pew Hispanic Center, 2010). More recently, the U.S. Department of 

Education (2011k) found that Asian Americans were more likely to complete their degree 

within six years, followed by Whites and then Hispanics. 

Summary. This section provided a historical background on the challenges 

Mexican Americans faced in their pursuit of educational equity. It further addressed 
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current areas of concern regarding higher education access, enrollment trends, and degree 

completion for Latino students. To support Latino college students in general, and 

Mexican Americans in particular, further research must specifically address their first-

year in college. The next section addresses why examining the first-year experience and 

sense of belonging for Mexican American students at an HBCU is essential, especially in 

Texas. 

Statement of the Problem 

Census data from 2010 reveal that 50.5 million Hispanics now represent 16.3 

percent of the entire United States population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010, p.3). 

Moreover, Latinos are the youngest and fastest growing population in the United States 

and are poised to further influence higher education institutions (Santiago, 2008a). In 

2008, there were a total of 30.7 million individuals who identified as Mexican American 

in the United States (Pew Hispanic Center, 2010, p. 2), and the majority (65.5 percent) of 

Latinos in the United States are of Mexican origin (Pew Hispanic Center, 2009, p. 6).  

In Texas, Mexican representation mirrors national trends and the proximity to the 

Mexican border further solidifies the State’s Latino and Mexican American 

representation. Over one-third (36.9 percent) of the State’s population was Hispanic (Pew 

Hispanic Center, 2010), and the majority of Texas Latinos are of Mexican origin (Texas 

State Data Center, 2009). The rapidly increasing Mexican American population is 

drawing attention from Texas HBCUs, and some have advanced efforts to attract 

prospective Latina/o students (Roach, 2005; Tresaugue, 2005).  
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For example, in 2006 the Council on Presidents, representing leaders from eleven 

HBCUs associated with the United Methodist Church, met to discuss the increasing 

Latino college age population. The primary intent of this meeting was to explore how 

their respective institution could intentionally attract and support this growing population 

upon matriculation in an HBCU (Banerji, 2006).  The HBCU leaders explained their 

strategic initiatives were in recognition of demographic shifts and a desire to provide 

college access for an underserved population (Banerji, 2006).   

Advocates for increasing the Latino college student population at HBCUs argue 

that these institutions offer a solid education at an affordable price, provide a community 

of diverse faculty, students, and staff, and are experienced in educating first-generation 

college students (DiMaria, 2005). McQueen and Zimmerman (2004) argued that HBCU 

faculty members, especially in the field of nursing, have demonstrated their ethic of care 

in educating students who are first-generation college students or struggle with college 

readiness. As a result, they contend that HBCU professors are uniquely positioned to 

promote Latino student success. Proponents also note that the diverse campus provides a 

more welcoming environment for Latino students (Gilroy, 2008; Roach, 2005).  

As a result of their educational legacy and shifting demographics, Texas HBCUs 

have implemented strategic initiatives and allocated critical resources to programs and 

scholarships intended to attract Hispanic students (Gilroy, 2008; Roach, 2005). For 

example, Huston-Tillotson University in Austin, Texas increased its outreach and was 

recognized for its racially diverse student population (Willie, Reddick, & Brown, 2006). 

In 2005 the university further announced it was situated to enroll Latinos who 
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demonstrated a similar academic and socioeconomic profile to those it has traditionally 

served (Roach, 2005). The Latino undergraduate student enrollment at Huston-Tillotson 

University increased from 9.47 percent in Fall 2000 to 19.22 percent in Fall 2010 (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011l).    

Prairie View A&M University, the Texas land-grant HBCU, is in Prairie View, 

Texas. To better connect with the Latino community, the “university administrators, 

faculty and students stay visible at predominantly Hispanic events in Houston, San 

Antonio and Dallas/Fort Worth and also at LULAC conferences, political candidate 

rallies, Catholic Church outings, agricultural field days, and other events” (DiMaria, 

2005, p. 25). Prairie View also strives to create a welcoming environment for Latinos by 

offering Spanish classes for interested faculty and staff, as well as civic engagement 

programs in Hispanic communities to foster a pipeline to college (Roach, 2005). Prairie 

View’s Latino undergraduate population increased from 1.57 percent in Fall 2000 to 4.73 

percent in Fall 2010 (U.S. Department of Education, 2011l) 

Texas Southern University (TSU) in Houston, Texas developed a strategic plan in 

2005 that indicated Hispanic enrollment was an institutional priority (Texas Southern 

University, 2005). Since then, TSU has hired Hispanic recruiters, created publications in 

Spanish and English, chartered Hispanic student organizations, and initiated scholarship 

programs to draw Hispanic students (Turner, 2006). Campus activities during Hispanic 

Heritage Month also reflect the institution’s diversity initiatives (DiMaria, 2005). TSU’s 

Latino undergraduate enrollment was 2.63 percent in Fall 2000 and 4.06 percent in Fall 

2010 (U.S. Department of Education, 2011l).  
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Figure 1.1. Adapted from the U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, 
National Center for Education Statistics (Fall 1995 - Fall 2010). Percentage of Total Undergraduate 
Latino Student Enrollment in Four-Year Texas HBCUs.  

 
In addition to these four-year HBCUs, St. Philip’s College, a two-year HBCU in 

San Antonio, Texas, has experienced exponential Latino representation. Its open 

enrollment policies coupled with Latino student college choice processes and overall 

population growth have led to a merging of institutional classifications: HBCU and HSI. 

In fall 2009, St. Philip’s College enrolled 50.49 percent Latino students in Fall 2000 and 

47.85 percent in Fall 2010 (U.S. Department of Education, 2011l).  
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Figure 1.2. Adapted from U.S. Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National 
Center for Education Statistics (Fall 1995 - Fall 2010). Percentage of Total Fall Undergraduate 
Latino Student Enrollment in all Texas HBCUs.  
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present a variety of opportunities to explore administrator or faculty perceptions or 

African American student and alumni perceptions. This study, however, focused on 
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Mexican American students, their first-year experience, and their sense of belonging at a 

Texas HBCU. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to illustrate the 

experiences of Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU and to explore the 

influences that help or hinder their sense of belonging during their first-year of college. 

Scholars (Kannerstein, 1978; Richard & Brown, 2008) have argued HBCUs are open to 

any student able to pursue a baccalaureate degree and are dedicated to providing access to 

under-represented populations to promote social mobility (Jewell, 2002). This study 

sought to include the Latino student perspective and voice within a campus environment 

known for empowerment, service, and leadership development (Kezar & Kinzie, 2006). 

The guiding research questions for this study were: 

1. How do Mexican American students describe their first-year experience at a 

Texas HBCU in terms of separation, validation, and involvement? 

2. What does sense of belonging mean to Mexican American students at a Texas 

HBCU? 

These research questions included the key areas under investigation for this study: the 

first-year experience and sense of belonging. The phrasing of the questions supported a 

phenomenological approach to understanding how second- to fifth-year Mexican 

American undergraduate students describe their lived experiences at Texas HBCU. 

Furthermore, this study focused on sense of belonging because it honors the role of 

relationships in the Latino family and broader community. These questions also 
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addressed the students’ connections to the environment, and thus examined the influences 

on Mexican American student persistence and success. A successful first-year and a 

strong sense of belonging are especially important for a population that continues to 

rapidly increase and whose academic success will influence the State of Texas and the 

country. 

Significance of the Study 

The Latino population is increasingly represented in Texas higher education. 

Public and private HBCUs are reaching out to the Latino community in the State, but 

only one empirical study has examined the Mexican American student experience at a 

Texas HBCU (Davies, 2007). Given the importance of the first-year of college in a 

student’s college career (Clark, 2005; Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Padilla, Treviño, 

Treviño, & Gonzalez, 1997; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989) and the demographic reality of the 

State of Texas, this study is significant for three reasons. It has the potential to: (1) 

present implications for campus policies and initiatives at other HBCUs, (2) help inform 

education and HBCU policy, and (3) build on first-year experience literature by 

examining an HBCU. 

In order to provide successful initiatives that support their educational aspirations, 

institutions must first understand their experiences (Hurtado, 1994). The majority of 

HBCU research has traditionally addressed the Black-White paradigm, but Texas HBCUs 

are slowly diversifying. By understanding the first-year experience of Mexican American 

students, HBCU faculty, staff, and administrators will be more informed about the 

students they serve. Furthermore, this study provides insight into the experiences that 
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influenced the sense of belonging for Mexican American students. This new knowledge 

can then shape classroom instruction, on-campus programming, as well as outreach and 

retention efforts.  

Fully understanding the breadth of Mexican American education experiences is 

particularly important in Texas. According to United State Census 2010 data, the State of 

Texas experienced a 41.8 percent increase in the Hispanic or Latino population (U.S. 

Census, 2010).  This growth is fueled by higher Latino birth rates. In fact, “the number of 

Hispanic births has exceed the number of white births since 1996” (Texas Department of 

State Health Services, 2010, para. 2). The long-term viability of the State hinges on an 

educated workforce, and this study builds on our knowledge of the educational pipeline 

in Texas and documents the role of HBCUs in educating Mexican American students.  

  Although HBCUs may be new to many Latino students, their legacy is 

recognized and affirmed by alumni, the private and public sector, communities, and the 

federal government. On February 26, 2010, President Barack Obama signed Executive 

Order 13532 demonstrating the White House’s commitment to HBCUs. This study has 

the potential to inform federal policy promoted by the White House Initiative on HBCUs 

by broadening the scope of student experiences at these institutions and demonstrating 

how constituents within the African American and Latino communities can work together 

to promote student access and success. 

Finally, this study contributes to the breadth of research focused on the first-year 

experience. The first-year of college is the cornerstone for future success, and previous 

studies have focused on summer bridge programs, student orientation and transition, 
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freshmen interest groups, and shared housing. This study will build on first-year 

experience literature by specifically highlighting Mexican American students within a 

particular MSI context: a Texas HBCU.  

Overview of Methods  

 The purpose of this study was to gain an in-depth, retrospective account of the 

first-year experience Mexican American college students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. A 

qualitative research design provided the best opportunity to understand the first-year and 

transition to college process, and a phenomenological approach investigated the lived 

experiences (e.g., their life histories, description of events, and the meaning of these 

events) of eight Mexican American students who already experienced their first year in 

college. This section briefly describes the main methods for data collection and analysis.  

 The primary methods for data collection included student interviews, campus 

observations, a brief questionnaire, and my reflective memos. Student interviews were 

digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Following transcription, an open coding 

process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) identified key emergent themes. The themes were then 

transformed, expanded, or reduced based Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) theoretical model 

for the transition to college: separation, validation, and involvement. Axial coding 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) then helped identify relationships between themes to provide an 

in-depth description of the first-year concept and what it means for Mexican American 

students to belong at a Texas HBCU. 

 Campus observations were completed in areas students typically congregate. I 

asked students and administrators to suggest on-campus meeting places, and I conducted 
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three on-campus observations and one off-campus observation at a women’s athletic 

game. Campus observations ranged from one hour to an hour and a half. Campus 

observations were logged in a journal and included in the data analysis.  

To ensure reliability of the data, member checks were employed, and students had 

the opportunity to provide feedback on their transcripts. Other strategies to ensure 

research trustworthiness included debriefing with other researchers, member checks, and 

writing a rich and thick description of the participants’ experiences. A more in-depth 

description of the processes for data collection and analysis is presented in Chapter 3.  

Key Terms Defined 

• Cultural mediators – “members of the mainstream culture who assist individuals in 

deciphering and understanding the behaviors and manners of the majority culture 

(Jalomo and Rendón, 2004, p. 45). 

• Cultural translators – “…individuals from the student’s native world who assist in 

bridging the native culture with the mainstream majority culture” (Jalomo and 

Rendón, 2004, p. 45). 

• First-year experience refers to the formal and informal interactions and events 

students experience in their first academic year (August – May) of college. Although 

the first-year experience may also be an institutional programmatic effort, the first-

year experience for this study is more broadly defined.  

• Four-year institutions – “A postsecondary institution that offers programs of at least 4 

years duration or one that offers programs at or above the baccalaureate level. 

Includes schools that offer postbaccalaureate certificates only or those that offer 
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graduate programs only. Also includes free-standing medical, law or other first-

professional schools” (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). 

• HBCUs are “any historically black college or university that was established prior to 

1964, whose principal mission was, and is, the education of black Americans, and 

that is accredited by a nationally recognized accrediting agency or association 

determined by the Secretary [of Education] to be a reliable authority as to the quality 

of training offered or is, according to such an agency or association, making 

reasonable progress toward accreditation” (U.S. Department of Education, 2010b, 

para. 14). 

• Hispanic or Latino – “. . . a person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or 

Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race” (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010, p. 2). 

• Mexican Americans are “…people who self-identified as Hispanics of Mexican 

origin; this means either they themselves are Mexican immigrants or they trace their 

family ancestry to Mexico” (Pew Hispanic Center, 2010, p. 1).  

• Sense of belonging focuses on the student’s perceptions of cohesion within the larger 

institutional community. 

• Persistence – Whereas retention focuses on the institution’s effort to maintain 

continued enrollment and to ensure the student makes adequate academic progress, 

persistence refers to the student’s personal commitment to attain their individual 

educational goals.  
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Organization of the Study 

This study is organized into six chapters. This first chapter provided the 

background for HBCUs and Mexican American experiences in higher education and 

revealed the recent outreach and recruitment efforts by some four-year Texas HBCUs. In 

addition, this chapter established the purpose for this study and outlined the two guiding 

research questions. These sections were followed by the study’s significance, an 

overview of the methods, as well as the definitions of key terms. Chapter 2 provides a 

review of the literature related to first-year experience, sense of belonging, student 

retention and persistence, the student experience at HBCUs. Chapter 2 also provides an 

in-depth description of the theoretical framework and offers critiques of other potential 

models for analyzing the qualitative data in this study. Chapter 3 discusses the study’s 

research design, methodological approach for data collection and analysis, and limitations 

and delimitations. There are two findings chapters for this study: Chapter 4 presents the 

study’s findings related to the first research question related to the students’ first-year 

experience, and Chapter 5 presents the findings for the second research question focused 

on the participants’ perceptions of sense of belonging. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes with 

key findings, implications, and future areas of research. 
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW  

The academically supportive legacy of HBCUs distinguishes their approach to 

encouraging student success, and it is precisely because of this history that some Texas 

HBCUs (e.g., Huston-Tillotson University, Prairie View A&M University, and Texas 

Southern University) maintain they are distinctively positioned to educate and graduate 

Latina/o students (DiMaria, 2005; Gilroy, 2008). Indeed, a student-centered environment 

is particularly important for Latina/o students; a community that values higher education 

but also experiences obstacles to achieving academic success (Fry, 2002; Laden, 2001; 

Zarate, Saenz, Oseguera, 2011). Gaining insight and a greater perspective into the 

Mexican-American1 college student experience, especially in their first-year in college, 

has implications for promoting student success for the larger Latino community. 

In addition to focusing on the first, critical year, scholars have recently expanded 

their efforts to address the broadening scope of post-secondary access for Latina/o 

students by studying for-profit institutions (Oseguera & Malagon, 2010) and HSIs 

(Cortez, 2011; Crisp & Cruz, 2010; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Santiago, 2008b; 

Santiago, 2011a; Santiago & Andrade, 2010; Yamamura, 2008). HBCUs also represent 

an emerging opportunity for postsecondary education for Mexican American students in 

Texas, yet this population remains understudied within this context. The intent of this 

chapter is to demonstrate a need for this study, which is focused on the first-year 

experience of Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU. 

                                                
1 Mexican American refers to anyone who identifies as Hispanic/Latino and of Mexican descent. 
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 The breadth and depth of previous studies on HBCUs and Mexican Americans 

present a range of literature that may relate to this study, but limited research exists on 

Mexican American students enrolled in HBCUs. To address this critical gap in the 

literature, I identified four areas of research that are most relevant: the first-year 

experience, sense of belonging, student persistence, and student experiences at HBCUs. 

Within each of these sections, I address the Latino population, and when possible, 

Mexican American students in particular. As I reference the literature I use the ethnic 

term indicated by the researcher(s) (e.g., Hispanic, Latina/o, or Chicana/o). This chapter 

concludes with a review of the theoretical framework guiding this study, Jalomo and 

Rendón’s (2004) transition to college model, as well as a rationale for its use. 

The First-Year Experience 

The first year in a student’s college career is essential for long-term success 

(Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Padilla et al., 1997; Upcraft & Gardner, 1989) and 

instrumental to future positive academic experiences (Astin, 1993; Pascarella & 

Terenizini, 1991; Tinto, 1987). Students incorrectly perceive their admittance to college 

as the most difficult state of their college-going process (Venezia, Kirst, & Antonio, 

2003), but first-year students are confronted with negotiating new responsibilities and a 

new identity as a college student (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). The purpose of this section is 

to highlight key aspects of the freshmen experience, and to specifically address the first-

year literature related to Latina/o and Mexican American students. 

In their first-year, students make the transition to college and must find their place 

within the greater campus community. Academic, social, and emotional adjustment 
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hinges on the students ability to manage their limited resources (e.g., money, time, etc.), 

course work, and family relationships (Hurtado, Carter, Spuler, 1996). Freshmen success 

is defined as “(1) successful completion of courses taken in the first year and (2) 

continuing enrollment into the second year” (Upcraft et al., 2005, p. 8). More broadly, 

freshmen success refers to developing intellectual and academic competencies, 

negotiating relationships, developing one’s identity, pursuing a career choice, 

establishing a healthy lifestyle, reflecting on spiritual beliefs, becoming aware of and 

learning to appreciate diversity, and developing a personal sense of civic duty (Upcraft et 

al., 2005).  

The first-year in college is a challenging time for students, but is especially 

difficult for non-traditional students who may come from a lower socioeconomic status, 

be the first in their family to go to college, delay entry to college, or graduate from high 

school with a low GPA  (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). Consequently, developing these key 

competencies and fostering holistic development is especially important for non-

traditional students. One key obstacle these students experience, to a greater extent than 

traditional students, is an intellectual, social, and cultural disequilibrium within the 

campus environment (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). 

Disequilibrium challenges students’ prior assumptions and beliefs as they 

encounter new ideas, experiences, and people. Dalton and Crosby (2008) explained,  

One of the reasons college life is so fertile for learning is that it provides 

an array of challenging stimuli for students, such as classroom discussions, 

reading assignments, encounters with diverse individuals, community 



 40 

service, travel, exposure to the arts, living-learning experiences, and 

leadership opportunities.  

(p. 1)  

For most students, college experiences provide an opportunity to step outside their 

comfort zone, develop competencies, establish their sense of self, and expand their 

worldview. All students, especially non-traditional students, must feel fully supported to 

embrace these beneficial but potentially overwhelming experiences (Jalomo & Rendón, 

2004).  

 Nevitt Sanford (1962) proposed the notion of challenge and support in one of the 

first college student development theories. In The American College: A Psychological 

and Social Interpretation of the Higher Learning, Sanford (1962) argued that student 

learning development, and success lies in the critical balance of challenge and support. If 

students are challenged too much, they may become overwhelmed and may leave the 

institution. On the other hand, students who are not challenged enough may lose interest 

with their coursework or intellectual pursuits. Students who experience too little or too 

much support also suffer negative consequences with learning and development. Instead, 

institutions should become fully aware of the environmental influences for their newly 

enrolled students and implement programs (e.g. new student orientation, summer bridge 

programs, first-year learning communities, etc.) to maintain a sense of balance between 

the two (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). 

The tension between challenge and support is also important for traditionally 

under-represented ethnic groups. Indeed, many of these populations mirror the non-
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traditional characteristics noted by Jalomo and Rendón (2004) (e.g, first-generation or 

low-income status). Since the first-year experience is unique for Latina/o and Mexican 

American students (Justiz & Rendón, 1989; Rendón, 1992), the next sections will present 

additional research specific to these related communities. 

The first-year experience and Latina/o students. For the Hispanic freshman 

experience, Justiz and Rendón (1989) proposed a conceptual framework for institutions 

to provide support and promote success. Their framework contained three main 

components: “student involvement, high expectations, and assessment and feedback” (p. 

265) for two-year and four-year institutions. Involving Hispanic students included 

providing intensive academic and personal support at the beginning of their college 

career. In order to accomplish this goal, Justiz and Rendón suggested hiring more 

Hispanic faculty and staff to serve as role models, creating mentoring programs, 

promoting intensive advising and transfer support, and establishing smaller learning 

communities. The intent behind these efforts was for “Hispanic freshmen to feel a sense 

of belonging and to know that someone is interested in their well-being and educational 

success” (Justiz & Rendón, 1989, p. 268). 

Justiz and Rendón (1989) also suggested establishing high expectations and clear 

academic requirements for Hispanic students. They proposed articulation agreements 

between middle schools and high schools, as well as between two- and four-year 

institutions to establish pathways to academic achievement. In addition, specific 

requirements should be established for students who must enroll in developmental 

education (e.g., limiting course load, administering end-of-course proficiency exams, 
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etc.). Justiz and Rendón specifically argued that defining degree requirements could help 

Hispanic students in their first-year of college. 

Finally, Justiz and Rendón (1989) maintained that institutions should be sensitive 

in their assessment practices. While valuable data can be gathered by assessing Hispanic 

students, institutions must be cognizant of the effect of these testing practices and how 

they may disproportionately or negatively affect Hispanic students. They recommend 

“using measures that provide Hispanic freshmen with information to determine their 

educational progress at entry, during college enrollment, and at exit and give institutions 

data to help them make modifications and improve their programs and services for 

Hispanic freshmen” (1989, p. 274). Furthermore, a broad range of assessment strategies 

should be employed to examine the range of first-year experiences. Institutional practices 

must be amended with the increasing diversification of their student body.  

Rendón (1992) also expressed concern that institutions were enrolling Mexican 

American students without providing the necessary mentorship and counseling. This type 

of support is necessary because intellectual development is fundamentally different for 

women and students of color. She explained, “For us, it is important that from the 

beginning of our college career, our professors express their sincere belief that we are 

capable of learning and can be taught to learn” (1992, p. 61). Rendón (1992) argued that 

traditionally under-represented students enter the institution with doubt, and colleges and 

universities have the tremendous opportunity to validate their cultural ways of knowing 

within the classroom and other on-campus activities and to set high expectations coupled 

with necessary support to encourage achievement. 
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Rendón (1994) further emphasized the role of faculty and staff members in 

promoting success for diverse first-year students, particularly as they made the transition 

to college. Representing a portion of a larger study (Terenzini et al., 1994), the purpose of 

the study was to understand how diverse, or nontraditional, colleges students who were 

initially uncertain of their academic ability became successful. The key findings from this 

study revealed that students were transformed by in- and out-of-class validation. In 

addition, students’ relationships with “faculty, friends, parents, and siblings played 

particularly important roles in interpersonal validation” (Rendón, 1994). Rendón 

underscored the institution’s responsibility in reaching out and affirming students and 

pointed out that “validation is most effective when offered early on in the student’s 

college experience, during the first year of college and during the first weeks of class” 

(1994, p. 45).   

Hernandez (2002) also highlighted the critical role of interpersonal validation 

through role models and mentors. Hernandez interviewed 10 Latina/o students and asked 

them about their adjustment, familial support, involvement, and ethnic identity. Aside 

from managing their time and finding a way to “fit in,” Latina/o students in this study 

cited academic adjustment as a challenge in their first-year. Although students in the 

study had previously enrolled in honors and advanced courses, they still experienced 

obstacles with managing their workload. When confronted with social challenges, 

Latina/o students developed and relied upon peer networks and family support. The role 

of the family was key to the Latina/o students in this study; nuclear and extended family 

encouraged students to go to college and to achieve success while enrolled. While 
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supportive, family responsibilities also presented a challenge to involvement as students 

often returned home. Given the instrumental role of families, Hernandez (2002) 

recommended that institutions include family members in new student orientation and 

other campus programs. Coupling family participation with institutional outreach can 

promote the three forms of validation (e.g., in class, out-of-class, and interpersonal) 

presented by Rendón (1994).   

 Justiz and Rendón (1989), Rendón (1992), Rendón (1994), and Hernandez (2002) 

argued for a culturally responsive environment that supports diverse students and 

Latinas/os in their first-year of college. Institutional agents, mentors, and family members 

have the ability to encourage Latina/o students and to change academic or social 

uncertainty into confidence. These validating experiences have a transformative effect on 

student learning and sense of belonging. “Students who are validated begin to believe 

they can be successful; become excited about learning; feel a part of the learning 

community; become motivated; and feel cared about as a person, not just as a student” 

(Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 43). These key studies set the foundation for understanding 

the hallmarks of a successful first-year for Latina/o and Mexican American students.  

Summary. This section highlighted the importance of the first-year experience in 

a student’s college path. During this time students manage multiple responsibilities, 

negotiate new and prior relationships, and navigate a new environment. Given these 

potential obstacles, academic and personal support during the first-year is essential. 

A successful first-year for Mexican American and Latina/o students in general is 

noteworthy because of demographic trends and the persistent educational gap between 
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Mexican Americans and other Latinos, as well as Latinos and the White majority. The 

research described in this section establishes the platform for further scholarly work 

concerning the Mexican American first-year experience. This first-year research is 

similar to the present study because the scholars also sought to understand how 

experiences and individuals helped create and support a sense of community within the 

institution. There are two key differences (substantive and methodological) between these 

studies and this study. 

Substantively, these studies fail to present the HBCU context as a viable 

environment for first-year Mexican American students. HBCUs are considered some of 

the most academically supportive environments for students because of the increased 

faculty attention and encouragement. The campus environment is also culturally 

supportive and welcoming to diverse students (Willie, Reddick, & Brown, 2006). This 

study built upon this literature to consider the unique environmental influences affecting 

the first-year experience of Mexican American students within the HBCU context.  

Methodologically, the prominent studies on Mexican American or Latino first-

year experience do not employ a phenomenological approach or allow students to reflect 

and attribute meanings to the first-year experiences.  This study ventured to not only 

learn the “what” behind the students’ experiences, but also explored the emotional and 

intellectual meaning students created to make sense of their experiences. Consequently, 

this study was conducted to understand and explore the lived experiences of Mexican 

American students who underwent the first-year process at a Texas HBCU. 
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Sense of Belonging  

First-year students are poised to encounter new opportunities and challenges. In 

addition to balancing their academic and personal responsibilities, students will navigate 

a new space and develop relationships with peers, faculty, and staff. Building 

relationships and making connections to the campus requires trust, and a supportive 

environment helps foster a sense of community and academic self-confidence (Jalomo & 

Rendón, 2004). This section addresses the relationship between the student and the 

campus by specifically focusing on their sense of belonging and further explores this 

construct for Latina/o students.  

Jacoby and Garland (2004-2005) and Taylor, Turner, Noymer, Beckett, and 

Elliott (2001) stated that a sense of belonging refers to a student’s perception of 

connectedness – that they matter to the institution (as cited in Strayhorn, 2008). Sense of 

belonging relates to the students’ institutional commitment and involvement on campus, 

but Johnson et al. (2007) revealed that sense of belonging is defined as perceived 

cohesion, a sense of community, and fitting in. 

 Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, and Salomone (2002) found that sense of 

belonging could be understood in terms of relationships, support from peers, and 

perceptions of the overall campus environment. For Latino students, Hurtado and Carter 

(1997) defined sense of belonging utilizing the first concept Bollen and Hoyle’s (1990) 

perceived cohesion. According to Bollen and Hoyle (1990), “Perceived cohesion 

encompasses an individual’s sense of belonging to a particular group and his or her 

feelings of morale associated with membership in the group” (p. 482). Hurtado and 
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Ponjuan (2005) referred to sense of belonging as students feeling as though they are a 

part of the community, are enthusiastic about their institution, and are open to 

recommending it to others. Research reveals several influences on sense of belonging, 

including: peer interactions (Hoffman et al., 2003), campus racial climate (Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005), and fitting in (Nora, 2004).  By examining 

Mexican American students’ perceptions of sense of belonging, this study sought to 

understand how the student becomes more connected to the institution, and the following 

section will review sense of belonging literature specific to Latino students. 

Sense of belonging and Latina/o students. Positive interactions with diverse 

peers foster a sense of belonging (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005), but Latino students who 

perceive a negative campus climate in their second year of college are less likely to 

develop a sense of belonging in their third year (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Hurtado and 

Carter (1997) sought to understand whether Latino students first- and second-year 

experienced influenced sense of belonging in the third year. This quantitative study 

analyzed data from a sample retrieved from the National Survey of Hispanic Students 

(NSHS) and the Student Descriptive Questionnaire (SDQ). The total sample consisted of 

272 students, of which 43.4 percent were Chicano.  

Hurtado and Carter (1997) revealed that Latino college students’ third year sense 

of belonging was influenced by on- and off-campus interactions, particularly with 

community and social organizations. In addition, Hurtado and Carter further found that 

Greek Life (sororities and fraternities) and student government had a significant, but 

weaker affect on sense of belonging for Latino students. While the study revealed that 
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GPA did not significant effect in the third year, campus racial climate had a negative 

effect on sense of belonging.  

In their quantitative study, Maestas, Vaquera, and Zehr (2007) focused on sense 

of belonging at an HSI (University of New Mexico). The authors explored the influence 

of pre-college characteristics, academic integration and social integration, and 

perceptions of diversity on sense of belonging for Latino students. The sense of 

belonging concept was measured based on whether students felt as though they were a 

part of the broader institutional community and saw themselves as a member of the 

university.  

The variables they found to significantly affect sense of belonging include: paying 

for college expenses, participating in academic support programs, faculty relationships 

and mentorship, and living on campus. Co-curricular activities, especially Greek Life 

(sororities and fraternities) and leadership positions, had a positive effect sense of 

belonging and campus connections for Hispanic students at this particular HSI. Students’ 

sense of belonging was also positively affected when they espoused openness to 

diversity, interacted with diverse peers, and supported affirmative action.   

In 2008, Strayhorn utilized data from the College Student Experiences 

Questionnaire (CSEQ) and employed quantitative methods to measure sense of belonging 

for Latino students. The study explored the effects of academic and social campus 

experiences to sense of belonging for Latino students, and whether these experiences 

differed when Latino students were compared to White students. Strayhorn (2008) found 

that GPA and the amount of time students spent studying influenced the sense of 
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belonging for Latino students. Similarly to Maestas, Vaquera, and Zehr (2007), Strayhorn 

(2008) discovered a relationship between diverse experiences and sense of belonging for 

Latino students. When compared to their White peers, Latino students in the study 

reported a lesser degree of sense of belonging. For White students, the amount of time 

they allocated to studying negatively affected their sense of belonging. Although 

interacting with diverse peers influenced White students in his study, the effect was larger 

for Latinos than Whites.   

Similarly to Strayhorn (2008), Johnson et al. (2007) included living on-campus 

among the constructs under consideration when measuring sense of belonging. Johnson et 

al. measured students’ sense of belonging in the first-year by examining Hispanic, 

African American, Asian and White students’ transition to college, and perceptions of 

residence hall and campus racial climates. The researchers measured sense of belonging 

by having students respond to their level of agreement with statements such as:  

(a) ‘I feel comfortable on campus,’ (b) ‘I would choose the same college over 

again,’ (c) ‘My college is supportive of me,’ (d) ‘I feel that I am a member of the 

campus community,’ and (e) “I feel a sense of belonging to the campus 

community’. (2007, p. 529)  

The findings from their study revealed that students of color experienced less of a 

sense of belonging than their White peers. All students who experienced a smooth 

transition to college also experienced a stronger sense of belonging to the institution. The 

role of the residence hall was also found to be instrumental on sense of belonging, and 

Johnson et al. (2007), stated, “The residence hall appears to provide a compelling 
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environment for shaping students’ sense of belonging, perhaps through the intimacy and 

intensity of relationships formed and experiences gained in the residence hall during the 

first year” (p. 536). Unlike Hurtado & Carter, 1997, Johnson et al. failed to demonstrate a 

significant relationship between students’ sense of belonging and interacting with faculty. 

And dissimilar to Maestas, Vaquera, and Zehr (2007), the study found co-curricular 

activities were only significant for White and Asian students, not Latino students. The 

differential findings support further research to more fully understand sense of belonging 

for Latino and Mexican American students. 

Summary. A strong sense of belonging helps students feel connected to the 

institution and committed to their degree and educational goals. By perceiving a sense of 

community, students feel they matter to the institution, faculty and staff, as well as their 

peers. Jalomo and Rendón (2004) suggest that affirming experiences can help bind the 

ties between students and institutions. In addition, these experiences help promote student 

involvement. The reviewed literature further demonstrates the important role of the 

educational environment in facilitating or limiting sense of belonging, and this study 

examined this construct with Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU. 

Davies (2007) found some Mexican American teacher candidates at a Texas 

HBCU experienced differential treatment compared to their African American peers (see 

Mexican American Students at a Texas HBCU section). Although her study did not 

specifically focus on sense of belonging, these types of interactions undoubtedly 

influence students’ connections to the institution. Despite these findings, administrators 
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(DiMaria, 2005; Roach, 2005) and faculty (McQueen & Zimmerman, 2004) advocate the 

HBCU environment as supportive Latino student success.  

This study expanded on this literature by investigating sense of belonging through 

qualitative methodology. Most of the key studies on Latino or Mexican American college 

student sense of belonging were conducted using quantitative methods, thereby limiting 

an in-depth understanding of students’ experiences, beliefs, and perceptions. A 

qualitative approach, however, provided greater insight into the details, richness, and 

depth of the student experience. Employing a phenomenological methodology more fully 

described the first-year in college for Mexican Americans at a Texas HBCU and also 

illuminated what it means to belong within this institutional type. The next section 

broadly addresses student retention and persistence literature and also specifically focuses 

on Latina/o student persistence. 

Student Retention and Persistence 

Investigating the college choice process and other student outcomes is 

instrumental to understanding and promoting student persistence. In order to promote 

student retention and prevent student departure, scholars (Astin, 1999; Bean, 1980, 1982, 

1983; Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992; Cabrera Stampen, & Hanesen, 1990; Spady, 

1970; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993) have studied the factors that influence students long-term 

academic success. Tierney (1992) highlights three specific benefits of a college education 

for students, the institution, and the greater society, including:  

…the student will be able to reap the rewards that a college degree affords, 

the college or university will be able to maintain the income that derives 
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from the student’s attendance, and society will be able to utilize the skills 

of students in becoming more productive. (p. 604) 

Indeed, students are not the only group to benefit from degree completion. This section 

outlines retention and persistence literature under four main themes: organizational, 

economic, cultural anthropological, and psychological, and concludes with persistence 

literature related to Latino students in general and Mexican American students in 

particular. 

Organizational. Thirty years ago, Bean (1980) utilized Price’s (1977) employee 

turnover model to focus on the interactions between the individual and organizational 

environment and to examine how student satisfaction, commitment to the institution, 

organizational factors and individual behaviors influence student attrition. The sample 

contained mostly high achieving White students who were first-time, first-semester 

freshmen. The findings from this study revealed that female and male students depart for 

different reasons (e.g., levels of satisfaction, opportunity to transfer, GPA, etc.). 

Bean (1982) then compared students with high confidence and low confidence at 

a Midwestern institution. Unlike previous work (Bean, 1980), this study removed 

background characteristics from its analysis and found that a student’s intent to leave was 

most predictive of student dropout. Similarly, Bean (1983) found that student’s degree 

intention was significant and the strongest predictor of student attrition, and Bean and 

Metzner (1985) revealed that the attrition process differs when traditional students are 

compared to non-traditional students. 
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Economical. Research reveals that students, particularly students of color, are 

influenced by the financial responsibilities of attending a postsecondary institution. 

Although federal and state governments have implemented financial support structures, 

access to higher education and persistence are affected by economic concerns. Financial 

aid continues to be a critical factor for persistence and degree completion (Cabrera, Nora, 

& Castaneda, 1992), particularly for minority students (St. John & Noell, 1989) and 

students with a lower socioeconomic status (Paulsen & St. John, 2002).  

 In addition to being sensitive to the type of financial aid they receive (Kim, 2004), 

student’s persistence is affected by their ability to pay (Cabrera, Stampen, & Hansen, 

1990). Utilizing Tinto’s theoretical model for student integration, Cabrera, Stampen, and 

Hansen included an ability to pay factor to measure the direct and indirect effects on the 

students. The study found that the students’ ability to pay influenced their persistence, 

and the findings challenged previous research that argued a student’s desire to complete 

their degree could help them persist, despite financial challenges. 

Cultural Anthropological. In studying tribal communities and “rites de 

passage,” Van Gennep explored the cultural contexts and the lived experiences of 

individuals undergoing rites of passage. The rites of passage, often exemplified through 

traditional rituals, signified a transition and advancement from one stage of life to 

another. Every culture has its distinct rites of passage, yet for Van Gennep the salient 

point remained: without ritual and rites of passage, cultural advancement and the tribal 

community would fail to exist. Van Gennep’s (1960) emphasis on cultural rites of 
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passage and Durkheim’s (1951) theory of suicide is the foundation for Spady (1970) and 

Tinto (1975) theoretical models of student departure.  

Durkheim (1951) argued that individuals are less likely to commit suicide if they 

feel socially connected with others and perceive a sense of values congruence with the 

larger community. Spady (1970) extended this theoretical model to college students and 

suggested that just as an individual withdraws from the community is more likely to 

commit suicide, a college student who withdraws from the campus is more likely to 

depart. Furthermore, Spady (1970) emphasized pre-college experiences influence 

students’ departure behaviors. 

The most often cited retention theory is Tinto’s (1975, 1987, 1993) academic and 

social integration model. Tinto’s integrationist model accounts for students’ pre-college 

experiences and attributes. Once enrolled at a particular institution, students negotiate 

their long-term academic intentions based on their academic and social interactions 

within the environment. Positive interactions with the academic and social structures of 

the environment lead to students to persist via integration. Integration refers to the extent 

to which an entering student’s values and behavior align with the norms and expectations 

of the greater institutional community (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).  Students who are 

more fully integrated develop a greater sense of commitment to the institution and persist. 

The limitations of Tinto’s model have not gone unnoticed by critical scholars who 

argue the significance of race, ethnicity, and culture (Guiffrida, 2066; Kuh & Love, 2000; 

Rendón, Jalamo, & Nora, 2000; Tierney, 1999). For example, Tierney (1992) offers an 

anthropological critique of Tinto’s work. He argues that Tinto’s use of cultural terms 
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negates the context from which they came. Tinto used words such as “ritual” or “rites of 

passage,” but the history and tradition of these words are quite different from a college 

student’s experience. For example, individuals may experience rites of passage within 

their cultural community, but they do not fail or depart, nor do they leave their 

community to endure a rite in another culture. Tierney (1992) further maintains that 

Tinto’s integration model may have detrimental effects for students whose cultural 

heritage is not congruent with the normative values of the institution. 

Psychological. As students make the transition to college they experience a 

variety of stressors. Scholars (Baker & Siryk, 1984, 1986) have created instruments to 

measure student adjustment. Researchers seeking to understand the psychological 

adjustment examine how confidence (Clark, 2005), self-esteem (Bettencourt, Charlton, 

Eubanks, Kernahan, & Fuller, 1999), motivation (Allen, 1999), self-efficacy (Solberg & 

Villareal, 1997; Torres & Solberg, 2001; Zajacova, Lynch, & Espenshade, 2005), and 

coping skills (Gloria, Castellanos, & Orozco, 2005; Gloria, Castellano, Scull, & Villegas, 

2009) help mitigate a challenging time for White students and students of color.  

Students of color experience additional distress as they negotiate their ethnic and 

racial identity within the majority culture. Diverse pre-college experiences (Adan & 

Felner, 1995) and perceptions of a discrimination or prejudice (Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, 

Pascarella, & Hagedorn, 1999; Nora & Cabrera, 1996; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993) 

are additional stressors that effect persistence for students of color. The manner by which 

students negotiate new academic and social challenges and overcome these hurdles is the 

focus of this section. 
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 A related, but not entirely psychological, persistence model is Astin’s (1984) 

theory of involvement. Astin’s theory distinctly focuses on student behavior. In other 

words, he is not focused on how students think or make sense of their experiences, but 

instead how they act. Astin (1999) defines involvement as “the amount of physical and 

psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518) and 

posits students’ levels of involvement vary from student to student. In addition, an 

individual student may be more involved in certain objects (activities) than others.  

Latina/o student persistence. Access to higher education is only an initial step in 

achieving a college degree. Persistence for Latino students is influenced by pre-college 

factors (e.g., student demographics, socioeconomic status, college readiness, etc.) 

(Arbona & Nora, 2007; Cerna, Perez, & Saenz, 2009), perceptions of the campus 

environment (Castillo et al., 2006), and institutional factors (e.g. cultural congruence, 

campus perceptions, and the extent to which students feel supported) are particularly 

critical. Student persistence is pertinent to long-term academic success, and institutions 

must focus their programming and strategic efforts to understand the array of Latino 

student experiences and to promote their degree completion (Miller & Garcia, 2004). The 

focus of this section is to review persistence literature for Latinos in general and Mexican 

Americans in particular and to highlight the important role of individual perceptions, the 

campus environment and institutional type, and social support on persistence. Sense of 

belonging, another critical construct for persistence and the first-year experience, was 

reviewed in further detail in the previous section of this chapter. 
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Attinasi (1986, 1989) brought the Mexican American student experience to light 

and offered recommendations for improving freshman year persistence. The purpose of 

these exploratory studies was to centralize the students’ points of view by having them 

describe the context surrounding their decision to persist or not persist, and, based on 

those descriptions, he developed concepts of the university-going going. “Getting ready” 

and “getting in” were the most salient themes for Mexican American students. Students 

described college-going expectations and how their decision to go to college was 

influenced by family members, such as cousins. Attinasi (1989) suggested early and 

constructive intervention to improve college going and also recommended including 

families throughout the application and institution selection process. 

In addition to student perceptions, the campus environment influences persistence 

among the larger Latino college student population. One method for assessing the 

campus environment is through campus climate. A warm campus climate fosters student 

learning (Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1999), but merely increasing on-

campus diversity does not ensure student satisfaction, retention, or completion (Chang, 

Astin, & Kim, 2004; Park, 2009; Yi, 2008). Positive perceptions of climate are based on 

an institution’s history of inclusion or exclusion, structural diversity (the number of 

students of color enrolled), psychological climate, and behavioral climate (Hurtado, 

1999).    

For Latina/o students in general, scholars have demonstrated that those who 

experience less satisfaction with their institution are more inclined to drop out (Bennett & 

Okinaka, 1990), while those who have are involved and experience more satisfaction 
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with the environment also achieve greater academic gains (Fischer, 2007). Enhancing 

involvement and increasing satisfaction are related to the type of campus environment 

Latino students experience upon matriculation. Latino students fare well on campuses 

where they perceive the administration is responsive to student concerns and student-

centered (Hurtado, 1992; Hurtado, 1994). Negative perceptions of campus climate 

influences Latina/o student transition to college and persistence (Hurtado, Carter, & 

Spuler, 1996). Hurtado, Carter, and Spuler (1996) also found that Latina/o students’ 

academic adjustment was best facilitated with faculty and administrators who were 

“student-centered.”  

Hurtado and Ponjuan (2005) also examined campus climate for Latina/o students, 

but they included sense of belonging, critical thinking, and pluralistic orientation to 

understand long-term skills these students will need in the workforce. Their longitudinal, 

quantitative study included self-reported data from 370 Latino students enrolled in public 

universities. The authors reported, “It is interesting to note that Latino students living on 

campus or with parents tended to have a higher sense of belonging than students who 

lived off campus” (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005, p. 245). Latina/o students who perceived 

support and received validation from the institution or family members were thus more 

likely to develop a heightened sense of belonging. Furthermore, negative perceptions of 

campus climate predicted a decreased sense of belonging. The findings from this study 

advance the argument for promoting student validation and maintaining a healthy campus 

climate to encourage Latino student success.   
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The role of campus climate and student perceptions on Mexican American and 

Latino student persistence are further complicated by institutional type (e.g., two-year or 

four-year). Arbona and Nora (2007) utilized national, longitudinal data to examine 

persistence and degree completion for Hispanic students. Arbona and Nora (2007) 

employed Nora’s (2003) Student/Institution Engagement model to investigate the role of 

precollege, college, and environmental factors on persistence and degree attainment for 

students enrolled in a two-year institution versus a four-year institution. The findings 

from this quantitative study revealed that institutional type influenced degree completion 

for Hispanic students. For example, students who immediately enrolled in a four-year 

institution were more likely to attain their degree, when compared to their peers who 

enrolled in a two-year college. Furthermore, Hispanic student persistence was affected by 

different factors depending on whether they enrolled in a two- or four-year institution; 

pre-college factors were most influential to students in two-year colleges, but within 

college factors were more important to four-year student persistence. 

The final aspect to be covered in this section relates to persistence for Mexican 

American students is family and peer support. Sanchez, Reyes, and Singh (2006) also 

conducted qualitative study and utilized grounded theory and a social capital framework 

to study how relationships influenced Mexican American college students’ academic 

aspirations and persistence. The researchers interviewed 12 participants as well as the 

individuals the students’ cited as most influential in their academic journey. Mexican 

American students in this study indicated their parents supported their education but 

experienced challenges in relaying college knowledge. In cases where the parents were 
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unable to offer college advice the students relied on support from relationships with other 

mentors and advisors.  

Cabrera and Padilla (2004) implemented an in-depth qualitative study to obtain a 

retrospective account of two high-achieving Mexican American students (one male and 

one female). The two students in this study recounted the challenges they experienced in 

maintaining their Mexican-origin cultural ties within a tenuous educational and political 

climate. The two students in the study revealed how their mother’s constant support 

encouraged them to do their best and persevere. Peer networks, both on- and off-campus, 

served as additional support systems when the students were confronted with the social 

and cultural challenges of pursuing an education at a PWI. Cabrera and Padilla 

recommended a holistic and collective approach to educating Mexican American students 

of the college going process early in their education.  

More recently, Vasquez (2008) conducted a phenomenological study to examine 

persistence for Latino students in engineering. Vasquez analyzed his findings by 

employing Nora’s (2003) Model of Student Engagement with Rendón’s (1994) 

framework for validating experiences. The purpose of this study was to understand the 

lived experiences (pre-college, social, and academic) of Latino students at Iowa State 

University. Similar to previous research, students in this study were influenced by pre-

college experiences (e.g., family encouragement, support, and a commitment to the 

institution), academic experiences (e.g., affirming academic experiences from faculty 

members and peers), and social experiences (e.g., developing relationships with others 

on-campus through campus involvement).  This study provided an in-depth account of 
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the lived experiences of Latino engineering students and incorporated one construct 

(validation) included in the theoretical framework selected for this study. 

Summary. The studies presented in this section reveal the importance of student 

perceptions, the campus environment, and social support in promoting persistence. When 

possible, literature specific to the Mexican American experience was included. 

Otherwise, literature that more broadly addresses the Latino college student population 

was introduced. There are two main shortcomings related to this literature: limited focus 

on Mexican American students and the omission of HBCUs and their role on Mexican 

American persistence.  

While some scholars narrowed their research design to purposefully address 

Mexican American students, others look at the population within the broadest of terms 

(e.g., Hispanic or Latino). Studies on Mexican American students may have implications 

for the larger Latino community because Mexican Americans are the largest ethnic group 

in this community. However, studies on Latino students fail to recognize the nuanced 

reality of Mexican American students and neglect the variety of cultural norms under a 

pan-ethnic term such as Latino or Hispanic.   

Second, these research studies omit the experiences of Mexican American 

students in HBCUs. The studies describe the persistence influences for students within a 

PWI context, an environment fundamentally different from HBCUs. The legacy of most 

PWIs is one of segregation and marginalization. Consequently, it is understandable that 

traditionally under-represented students may experience significant academic and social 

challenges on these campuses. Although no environment is perfect or free from 
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judgment, Allen and Jewell (2002) stated, “African American communities are uniquely 

positioned to assist this nation’s quest for a redefined multicultural, diverse reality” (p. 

255).  

Although these studies address the general population of interest, more research 

must be conducted exploring Mexican American students. This narrowed approach is 

particularly essential in Texas. In addition, further scholarly work is necessary to include 

influences on Mexican American student persistence within an understudied context, 

HBCUs. 

The Student Experience at HBCUs 

 Prior research on HBCUs has addressed a variety of institutional and individual 

factors, including: their history, development, and characteristics (Allen, Jewell, Griffin, 

& Wolf, 2007; Allen & Jewell, 2002; Gasman, 2008; Gasman et al., 2010; Hoffman, 

1996; Jackson & Nunn, 2003; Smith, Browning, & Williams, 1978; Willie, 1978; Willie, 

Reddick, & Brown, 2006), fundraising and philanthropy (Anderson & Moss, 1999; 

Brazzell, 1992; Gasman, 2001, 2002, 2005; Tucker, 2002), student experiences (Allen, 

1992; Berger & Milem, 2000; Closson & Henry, 2008; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Hale, 

2006), college choice (Freeman, 1999a, 2005; McDonough, Antonio, & Trent, 1997; 

Tobolowsky, Outcalt, & McDonough, 2005), role in desegregation (Brown, 1999, 

Brown, 2001; Brown, Richard, & Donahoo, 2004; Samuels, 2004; Taylor & Olswang, 

1999). This study was intently focused on the student experience at HBCUs, and the 

purpose of this section is to highlight research related to African American and White 

students at HBCUs to demonstrate yet another gap in the literature related to Mexican 
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American students. The sections concerning African American and White students 

present a general portrait of students selecting and enrolling in HBCUs, as well as a broad 

description of their experiences upon matriculation. This section concludes with the one 

empirical, published study focused on Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU.  

African American students at HBCUs. By investigating both African American 

high school and college students, researchers (Freeman, 1999a; Freeman, 1999b; 

Tobolosky, Outcalt, & McDonough, 2005) have found that pre-college factors, such as 

race, family, and financial aid influence the college choice process. Scholars (Hirt, 

Amelink, McFeeters, & Strayhorn, 2008; Nasim, Roberts, Harrell, and Young, 2005) 

have also focused their research interests on the academic and social experiences of 

Black students upon matriculation at an HBCU. Although their academic and cognitive 

experiences yields mixed results, students did feel a sense of cohesiveness with their 

peers and commitment to the institution.   

While examining the college decision-making process for African American 

students, Freeman (1999a) found that pre-college experiences with diverse individuals 

influenced students’ perceptions of and openness to HBCUs. In other words, prior 

interactions with diversity shaped the college choice set for students. Students who 

attended predominantly Black high schools sought predominantly White or racially 

mixed institution to learn more about diversity in a broader sense and to share about their 

culture with the majority. In contrast, students in predominantly White high schools 

viewed HBCUs as an opportunity to learn more about their culture and Black history, 

essential components they were not taught in a traditional high school. More recently, 



 64 

scholars have further highlighted the importance of race in the college choice process, 

particularly for Black students who experienced minimal contact with other Blacks (Van 

Camp, Barden, & Sloan, 2010; Van Camp, Barden, Sloan, & Clarke, 2009).  

For Black students to attend any form of higher education, Freeman (1999b) cites 

the presence of race and cultural affirmation in secondary education. The high school 

students in her qualitative study voiced the need to have a greater cultural presence in 

their high school campus and believed this cultural affirmation would empower them to 

pursue a higher education. The students also highlighted their families’ encouragement to 

“do better.” McDonough, Antonio, and Trent (1995) also found that in addition to family, 

students’ religious associations and perceptions of the HBCU’s quality and standing 

influenced college choice. When interviewing 63 African American students, 29 parents, 

and 8 high school counselors in Southern California, Tobolosky, Outcalt, and 

McDonough (2005) reported the influence of family who graduated from HBCUs, 

campus visits, perceptions of campus climate, and course offerings. Furthermore, this 

study revealed that parents held HBCUs in high regard because these institutions provide 

long-term benefits to the students and the African American community. 

Finally, financial aid was found to either support or limit college participation for 

African American students. In reviewing the literature since the 1970s, Freeman and 

Thomas (2002) sought to understand the characteristics of African American students 

who selected an HBCU compared to a PWI, both in the past and currently, and whether 

these characteristics differed compared to students at PWIs. Freeman and Thomas found 

that a Black student’s decision to attend an HBCU was influenced by financial support 
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and proximity to home, and the authors suggested that characteristics of African 

American students who are currently enrolled are quite similar to students from the 

1970s. Sissoko and Shiau (2005) conducted a quantitative study to determine the factors 

that influenced Black student enrollment between 1976 and 1998. They, too, found that 

financial aid and tuition costs influenced Black student enrollment at an HBCU. 

Scholars have also addressed African American students’ academic success and 

social participation once they begin their education at an HBCU. For example, Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora (1997) and Kim (2002) studied cognitive 

development of African American students at HBCUs and PWIs. In addition, Nasim et al. 

(2005) investigated the psychosocial development of African Americans within these two 

institutional contexts.  

Terenzini et al. (1997) examined the experiences and campus climate perceptions 

of Black students who attended an HBCU compared to those at a PWI. The purpose of 

this quantitative study was to examine whether and to what extent institutional type 

affected student learning and cognitive capabilities. Although Terenzini et al. (1997) did 

not find significant differences between the cognitive abilities for African American 

students at HBCUs and PWIs after their first year of college, the researchers did find 

differences between students enrolled in an HBCU versus a PWI. More specifically, 

African American students at HBCUs were more likely to be satisfied with their 

experience, less likely to transfer to another institution, and perceived greater support 

from faculty, peers, and student organizations. They were also more involved on-campus 

and experienced more positive interactions within the residential community. Terenzini et 



 66 

al. further revealed the importance of the HBCU environment in promoting other forms 

of student development and a sense of community among students. 

Kim (2002) also compared the cognitive effects of attending a PWI versus and 

HBCU. Kim also compared the student characteristics and available resources within 

each institutional type. HBCUs enrolled a higher proportion of students on financial aide 

and offered fewer institutional resources for academic support than PWIs. PWI students 

had higher SAT scores, GPAs, and socioeconomic status. They also rated their academic 

and math abilities higher than those at HBCUs. This study is consistent with research 

(Terenzini et al., 1997) that explained the campus environment has no effect on cognitive 

ability, but the findings from this study also revealed that students attending HBCUs were 

able to experience smaller faculty-student ratio for more individualized attention, thereby 

contributing to perceptions of support. Terenzini et al. (1997) and Kim (2002) both 

acknowledged and affirmed the unique educational environment of HBCUs. 

Similarly to Kim (2002), Kim and Conrad (2006) compared African American 

student experiences at HBCUs and PWIs. This quantitative study analyzed national, 

longitudinal survey data from the Cooperative Institutional Research Program (CIRP) 

from the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) and American Council on 

Education (ACE) to compare student characteristics and degree completion based on 

institutional type. Kim and Conrad (2006) found that PWIs utilize more resources per 

full-time student, but African American students were as likely to obtain a bachelor’s 

degree whether they were enrolled in a PWI or HBCU. Given the history of underfunding 
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of HBCUs, the authors recognized the institutions’ critical role in higher education as 

well as their ability to produce graduates despite challenges with financial resources.  

Terenzini et al., (199), Kim (2002), and Kim and Conrad (2006) sought to 

understand cognitive factors for African American college students; but they also 

revealed the importance of cultural context to non-cognitive factors. Their findings are 

supported by recent research (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Palmer & Gasman, 2008) 

illustrating the role of HBCUs in providing a sense of support and feeling at home at an 

HBCU. Fries-Britt and Turner (2002) found that Black students at PWIs recognized the 

low enrollment of other African Americans and perceived activities directed towards the 

White majority. Black students at HBCU, however, felt a sense of community and 

camaraderie with peers through on-campus activities. They were also able to develop 

relationships with faculty and make connections to the institution through peer networks. 

Prior research illustrates the instrumental role of HBCU faculty (Guiffrida, 2005) and 

administrators (Hirt et al., 2008) in encouraging African American student success. 

White students as a minority at HBCUs. The limited understanding of Mexican 

American students at HBCUs leads to the exploration of literature on White students as 

an under-represented racial or ethnic group on campus. Even though White students do 

not exhibit similar pre-college academic, social, or economic characteristics to Latino 

students, they do assume a minority and outsider role once they enroll in an HBCU. This 

section will address college choice and on-campus experience of White students to depict 

a “minority” student experience at an HBCU.  
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 The first study to explore Whites enrolling in HBCUs was 17 years after the 

Brown v. Board of Education II (1956). Brown and Stein (1972) researched whether 

White students enrolled at HBCU felt a special orientation sessions were necessary for 

their success at five predominantly Black four-year institutions in North Carolina. 

Students received a 44-item questionnaire addressing: (1) personal background, (2) 

occupational goals, (3) circumstances pertaining to enrollment, (4) prior contact with 

Blacks, (5) participation in non-academic activities, (6) candidness of expressions in 

classroom situations, (7) guidance needs and preferences, and (8) need for special 

orientation program or activities. Findings from Brown and Stein’s (1972) study revealed 

that few of the White students enrolled in college immediately after high school (4 

percent) and selected an HBCU primarily due to convenience (60 percent) or financial 

aid (45 percent). All respondents (100 percent) indicated a level of reservation enrolling 

in an HBCU; however, the majority of students (66 percent) did not feel a special 

orientation session was critical to their academic success. 

 To expand on this study, Brown (1973) conducted a second study and included 15 

more HBCUs in the Southeastern portion of the United States. Undergraduate and 

graduate students at 18 institutions received a 59 item questionnaire addressing 11 critical 

areas, including: (1) general characteristics, (2) classification, occupational goals, etc., (3) 

sources of income for college expenses, (4) enrollment, (5) factors and reservations about 

attendance, (6) prior contact with Blacks, (7) academic experiences, (8) non-academic 

experiences, (9) impressions, (10) preferences in academic and social guidance, and (11) 
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the need for special orientation programs or activities (p. 6). In addition, students 

responded to three open-ended questions. 

Although none of the students had ever enrolled in a predominantly Black 

institution, over half (54 percent) indicated they felt comfortable sharing their comments 

and thoughts in the classroom. Few students resided on-campus or participated in on-

campus activities, and 63 percent of the respondents reported no contact with Black 

students after leaving the campus. The primary reason for selecting a predominantly 

Black institution was location and low cost. In addition, respondents indicated they would 

recommend the institution to potential students (85 percent for males and 79 percent for 

females). 

 Unlike African American students, White students selected an HBCU 

independently, with little advice from family or friends (Hazzard, 1996). Hazzard used 

data from the ACT Entering Student Survey that included 23 HBCUs in the South and 

found that White students at HBCUs in this region were mostly 24 years of age or older. 

In addition to making their decision with little outside influence, White students often 

delayed their application process and selected the HBCU after graduating from high 

school. Their decision to pursue an education at an HBCU was based on program and 

course offerings, institutional reputation, proximity to their home, as well as the total cost 

and financial aid offered. 

 Conrad, Brier, and Braxton (1997) also examined factors influencing White 

student enrollment at HBCU and offered policy recommendations to encourage reverse 

integration policies. By understanding the college choice process for White students, the 
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authors sought to understand how desegregation initiatives could more astutely attract 

White students. Focused on HBCUs in the South, this qualitative study conducted 

individual and focus group interviews and identified fourteen factors that play a role in 

White student enrollment; more broadly, they include “academic program offerings, 

student financial support, and institutional characteristics” (p. 43). Over ten years later, 

Daniels (2008) similarly found these three factors to significantly influence White student 

enrollment at HBCUs. 

 This literature (Brown, 1973; Brown and Stein, 1972; Conrad, Brier, and Braxton, 

1997; Daniels, 2008; Hazzard, 1996) describes the student profiles of White students at 

HBCUs and also articulates the similarities in their rationale for choosing to attend an 

institution in which they would be the minority. Once White students enroll in an HBCU, 

research suggests they rarely experienced prejudice (Greer, 2003), yet they were less 

socially engaged with their environment. 

 In sum, while students did not experience cases of overt racism, they did express 

concern over social exclusion. For example, Hall and Closson (2005) studied White 

graduate students at HBCUs, and their lack of personal connection to the institution was 

attributed to a lack of prior contact with the Black community. Closson and Henry (2008) 

also determined that while White students felt comfortable on campus and supported by 

faculty, they too perceived hypervisibility and a sense of distrust among Black students. 

Peterson and Hamrick (2009) concluded that White male students self-censured and felt 

they were the spokesperson for their race. To compensate for their lack of social 

integration, White male students socialized off-campus (2009).  
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Interacting with faculty, even when minimal, has also been shown to influence 

White student satisfaction at HBCUs. Strayhorn (2010) utilized 2004-2005 data from the 

College Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ) to examine the impact of faculty-

student relationships on White student satisfaction with college. Although faculty-student 

interaction significantly influenced White student satisfaction, White students in the 

study reported only “occasionally” or “never” interacting with faculty.  

White students who selected an HBCU are more inclined to defer enrollment and 

be non-traditional age. They are attracted to HBCUs because of lower cost, proximity to 

their home, and unique program offerings. Enrolled White students in these studies were 

faced with the opportunity and challenge of navigating a new racial space. While racist 

occurrences were rare, White students were cognizant of racial undercurrents and 

consequently, were less socially engaged or connected to the institution. The findings 

presented by these studies of “minority” students at an HBCU prompts further research to 

explore a substantive shortcoming in the literature: Mexican American undergraduate 

experiences at HBCUs.  

As an ethnic minority on-campus, Mexican Americans may also benefit from 

interacting with faculty members who are invested in building relationships with students 

and promoting their success. Coupled with this advantage, however, is the ethnic 

hypervisibility Mexican American students may also encounter. In that regard, Mexican 

American students may also alter their behavior to fit in or find involvement 

opportunities that extend beyond the HBCU campus. The next portion of this section 

reviews a study on Mexican American teacher candidates at a Texas HBCU. 
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Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU. In 2007, Jenefred Davies 

published dissertation research focused on Mexican American teacher candidates at a 

Texas HBCU. The selected HBCU in Davies’s study was located in an urban area in 

Texas and recognized for its legacy in preparing teachers, especially racially and 

ethnically diverse educators. To address this specific population, Davies (2007) 

explained, “The aim of the study was to investigate constraints, support systems, and 

ways in which future Mexican American preservice teachers can be valued for 

themselves and their potential contribution to the college ethos” (p. 21-22). In order to 

fulfill this purpose, Davies sought to understand how Mexican American students 

described their experiences and explained their perceptions within the HBCU 

environment.  

 Davies employed a qualitative, ethnographic research design for her study and 

conducted semi-structured one-on-one and small group interviews with seven Mexican 

American college students in their junior or senior year at a Texas HBCU. Each of the 

seven students represented a unique case study in her research design. Additional data 

sources included observations, field notes, and written correspondence (e.g. e-mails, etc.). 

Data analysis was viewed through three theoretical frameworks: Critical Race Theory 

(CRT), critical pedagogy, and borderlands consciousness. The first level analysis utilized 

CRT framework and was then supplemented with critical pedagogy and borderlands 

consciousness.  



 73 

 The findings section began by displaying commonalities represented among the 

participants. Davies (2007) revealed the following re: the seven Mexican American 

teacher candidates:  

1. They successfully negotiated color as Mexican American and/or Hispanics. In 

situations where their choice was narrowed to Black or White, they chose 

White. . .  

2. Against multiple adversities, all 7 were first-generation college students who 

worked exceedingly hard to earn a college degree and a teaching certificate.  

3. Although not in any way ashamed of their ethnicity, they played down their 

ethnic heritage in an effort to assimilate into the academic and curricular 

activities at STU (HBCU pseudonym). 

4. As they prepared to become teachers in multicultural classrooms, they 

believed their diverse, linguistic and cultural experience would serve as an 

asset, a resource, within the schools and broader society. (Davies, 2007, p. 

213-214) 

In addition to the collective description, Davies presented individual portraits focused on 

two concepts: the enduring self and the situated self. Enduring self is “. . . the way in 

which our beliefs, values, and practices are constructed through cultural communities and 

the continuity in our lives” (2007, p. 220), and “the situated self represents the shifting of 

those values, beliefs, and practices as a result of new contexts and new knowledge” (p. 

220). In conclusion, Davies also presented aspects of their “endangered lives,” or realities 
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that stifled their academic progress (e.g., financial challenges, legal or familial obstacles, 

etc.).  

 Ultimately, five of the seven students in the study reported differential treatment 

between Mexican American and African American students at a Texas HBCU. When 

confronted with these experiences, the students in the study responded in various ways 

(e.g., ignoring comments, etc.). Students expressed mixed perceptions regarding a sense 

of belonging. While one Mexican American female students found an organization to 

join, another felt isolated and like an outsider. Despite these individual and institutional 

challenges, the teacher candidates believed the cross-cultural interactions and networks 

they established at the HBCU would benefit them when they assumed their new roles as 

educators.  

 Implications for this study. Davies’ (2007) dissertation study considered the 

specific population and institutional context that were under investigation for this study. 

Davies interviewed third and fourth-year students and asked them to reflect on their 

perceptions of the HBCU environment. Similarly, this study asked second-year to fifth-

year students to reflect back on their freshman year and recount their experiences. 

Additional potential implications for this study related to the representation of first-

generation college students, perceptions of ethnicity, and experiences of differential 

treatment.  

 In her findings, Davies revealed that every Mexican American participant in her 

study identified as first-generation college student. First-generation status presents 

challenges to a successful first-year and long-term persistence. For example, first-
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generation college students are also more inclined to struggle with financial concerns, 

which also influence their campus involvement. Davies’ findings regarding first-

generation college students were also a salient point within this study, and the Mexican 

American first-year experience and sense of belonging under investigation may be further 

influenced by first-generation status. 

 Second, Mexican American students in this study reported similar experiences 

with differential treatment on-campus. Unlike their White counterparts in previous 

research, Mexican American students in a Texas HBCU described events where they 

perceived disparate treatment on behalf of staff (Davies, 2007). This study inquired into 

the student’s sense of belonging to further explore whether second- to fifth-year Mexican 

American students reported similar treatment during their first-year in college.  

 Finally, Davies’ (2007) participants recounted the extent to which they were 

involved with on-campus activities. Her students reported mixed results; while one found 

an opportunity for involvement, another did not. Further understanding involvement, a 

key concept for student persistence, reveals how Texas HBCUs may encourage Mexican 

American student participation.  

 In sum, Davies (2007) provides a viable model for understanding how Mexican 

American students experience and perceive the HBCU environment. Although she 

employed in-depth qualitative methods to best understand Mexican Americans, her 

theoretical frameworks centralized race, thereby narrowing the findings to those 

parameters. A more open approach to data analysis provides additional insight into 

student’s academic identity, experiences, and perceptions. Given the phenomenological 
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nature of this study, a different theoretical approach was employed to allow for an array 

of academic, social, and cultural experiences to emerge.  

Summary. The literature presented in this section focused primarily on the pre-

college and college experiences of African American and White students in HBCUs. 

These key studies form complimentary lines of inquiry related to the most studied student 

populations (African American and White students) at HBCUs and address college 

choice, cognitive outcomes, social interactions, and overall student development. The 

range of HBCU studies focused on students, faculty, and staff demonstrate a gap in the 

literature as it relates to Mexican American students. Indeed, the extant literature on 

African American and White students at HBCUs highlights the most glaring substantive 

shortcoming in research on HBCUs: Mexican American students. 

Although Davies (2007) provided a glimpse into Mexican American teacher 

candidates’ experiences, there is more to be discovered regarding this phenomenon. This 

complicated the more traditional lines of inquiry centered on HBCU student populations 

and emphasized the need for more research in this area. Understanding Mexican 

Americans, especially in their first-year in college, is particularly critical in Texas, where 

the population is quickly growing and some HBCUs are reaching out. The following 

section offers a theoretical lens to understand these students and their on-campus 

experiences and critiques potential alternatives in relation to this study. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 The literature review in this chapter demonstrates a need for further understanding 

the first-year of Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU. A successful first-year 

lays the groundwork for future academic success, and a sense of belonging is 

instrumental in promoting student persistence. The more students feel that they matter to 

the institution and are encouraged to continue with their academic pursuits, the more 

confidence they gain in their ability to be successful learners. The selected framework for 

understanding the first-year for Mexican American students is Jalomo and Rendón’s 

(2004) theoretical model. According to Jalomo and Rendón (2004) a successful transition 

for non-traditional students encompasses three key tenets: separation, validation, and 

involvement. The purpose of this section is to describe these concepts and explain why 

this framework was the best fit for this study. 

Separation. Traditional depictions of going to college describe a complete 

separation from family and friends because severing pre-college ties allows the student to 

begin anew. This disconnection from home is what distinguishes traditional students from 

non-traditional students in Jalomo and Rendón’s framework. Whereas traditional students 

perceive college going as a necessary rite of passage, non-traditional students are unsure 

or uneasy about beginning college. They doubt themselves and their abilities to do 

college level work. In contrast to traditional college students, attending higher education 

for non-traditional students is actually a break from the norm. 

According to Jalomo and Rendón (2004), separating from family and close 

friends is a traumatic process. Students feel a range of emotions during this process, and 
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“consequently, separation needs to occur gradually, allowing students to move slowly 

toward healthy individuation, while still maintaining ties to their family and culture” 

(Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 41). This gradual approach to negotiating pre-college 

relationships is instrumental for non-traditional students and more specifically, Mexican 

American college students. For these students and their families, a slow and ongoing 

process is best because of fundamental role of the family among Mexican Americans.  

In Mexican American traditions, culture binds the nuclear and extended family 

together, and a definitive break from the family would be traumatic and filled with a 

sense of loss, as suggested by Jalomo and Rendón (2004). Delgado-Gaitan (2001), 

Stanton-Salazar (2001), Yosso and Lopez (2010) also emphasized the potential negative 

consequences of an immediate and complete break from family for students of color in 

general, and especially Latinos and Mexican Americans. Indeed, parents, siblings, 

cousins, and family friends play an instrumental role in each phase of life. 

College-going literature for Mexican American and Latina/o students also 

emphasizes the relationship between family and extended networks on college choice 

(Ceja, 2006; Perez & McDonough, 2008) and persistence (Sanchez, Reyes, & Singh, 

2006), siblings and academic motivation (Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010), as well as 

parents and degree completion (Swail, Cabrera, Lee, & Williams, 2005). Auerbach 

(2006) also highlighted the role of parents among Latino immigrants, and found that 

while parents had limited college knowledge, they offered moral support. These key 

studies reveal the importance of parents, siblings, and relatives on the college-going 
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process for Latina/o students. Jalomo and Rendón’s framework respects and appreciates 

pre-college relationships and allows time to slowly navigate the separation process. 

An alternative framework for understanding the separation process in the first-

year experience: borderlands consciousness. The relational process of going to college 

is defined by navigating two realms: home life and college life. Whether a student lives 

on- or off-campus, the environment of a college campus is distinct from the traditions and 

norms of home. To be successful, students negotiate relationships and their identity 

within both contexts.  This bicultural positionality would also relate to Mexican 

American students at HBCUs. Consequently, another potentially useful framework for 

investigating this study is borderlands consciousness.  

According to Anzaldúa (1999) the border extends beyond the Texas-Mexico 

boundary and includes identity (e.g, gender, race, sexual orientation, etc). Borders are 

both literal and metaphorical, and border crossers traverse two cultures daily and 

ultimately create a third space, a space between cultures. Anzaldúa (1987) describes the 

tensions individuals experience in this space, “Cradled in one culture, sandwiched 

between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value systems, la mestiza 

undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an inner war” (p. 100). The inner 

struggle is due to the opposing messages communicated by both cultures. Anzaldúa 

(1987) proposes a mestiza consciousness, a flexible approach to both cultures to break 

boundaries and dualistic paradigms and to tolerate and live with multiple realities.    

Similar to Mexican Americans living in a White majority, Mexican American 

college students at HBCUs traverse two different cultures. They are border crossers who 
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navigate both worlds on a daily basis and create their third space (Davies, 2007). 

However, an HBCU environment is completely different from a majority White context. 

The third space in borderlands consciousness is a place of resistance to Anglo-American 

hegemony and power, and the African American community has long struggled with 

similar social and economic oppression. In fact, HBCUs are a reflection of the 

discrimination and racial intolerance inflicted by the Anglo-American majority, and they 

have created third spaces within their campuses to encourage transformative resistance 

and empowerment. Although a borderlands consciousness may help frame the 

intersectionality of individual identities for Mexican American college students at a 

Texas HBCU or how they negotiate different cultures, it also likens the context to a PWI, 

whose history and legacy of race relations are fundamentally different.  

Therefore, Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) broad approach to understanding 

separation is ideal for exploring the first-year experience. It allows the environment and 

institutional agents to authentically present themselves without intentionally assuming 

that the oppression Mexican Americans may experience from the White majority will be 

replicated on an HBCU campus.  Jalomo and Rendón’s transition model recognizes 

students’ cultural backgrounds and that separation can be difficult for students, but it 

empowers the institution to be a source of encouragement rather than bias or intolerance. 

The next section addresses the second key principle in Jalomo and Rendón’s model: 

validation.  

Validation. Upon matriculation, students encounter various academic and social 

challenges and opportunities. The obstacles diverse students encounter may be 
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overwhelming and discouraging, but validation has the power to change student’s doubt 

and to encourage their success. “Validation is an enabling, confirming and supportive 

process initiated by in- and out-of-class agents that foster academic and interpersonal 

development” (Rendón, 1994, p. 44). Validation requires that the institution actively 

seeks out students “. . . to affirm that they were capable of doing college work and being 

a valuable member of the college learning community” (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 42). 

In-class validation can occur with faculty who are dedicated to creating an inclusive 

environment and to developing relationships with students. In addition, in-class 

validation is possible with faculty members who are approachable, available for student’s 

questions, and acknowledge student’s progress. Validation from individuals outside of 

the classroom supports first-year students as they adjust to a new social and academic 

environment. These outside agents and their encouraging words are instrumental in 

reassuring students of their ability to be a successful student. 

Mexican American students experience validation through role models, mentors, 

faculty members, and family support. Validation for Mexican American students can 

occur through parental support (Cabrera & Padilla, 2004) and institutions that value 

Mexican American ways of knowing and provide cultural nourishment (Gonzalez, 2002). 

Sanchez, Reyes, and Singh (2006) also highlighted the important role of social supporters 

in promoting persistence among Mexican American college students. Social supporters 

provided “cognitive guidance, emotional support, informational and experiential support, 

modeling and tangible support” (Sanchez, Reyes, & Singh, 2006). Thus peers, siblings, 

institutional agents, and family members validated Mexican American students by 
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supporting their studying, inquiring into their grades, offering encouragement, and 

providing financial support.  Affirming Mexican American students’ abilities helps them 

proceed through their college experience with some comfort in knowing they belong to a 

community that values and supports them.  

An alternative framework for understanding validation in the first-year 

experience: Tinto’s model of integration. Tinto’s model of student departure (1975, 

1987, 1993) offers a method for understanding why students leave an institution. To sum 

the previous section in this chapter related to student retention (see Student Retention and 

Persistence), Tinto argues that students become successful through academic and social 

integration into the larger campus community. Integration refers to values congruence 

between the student and the institution, and increased integration over time leads to 

increased commitment to the institution (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Conversely, 

students who encounter negative experiences are more inclined to depart from the 

university.  

Unlike validation, however, integration requires the student conform to the norms 

of the institution. “Integration is the extent to which the individual shares the normative 

attitudes and values of peers and faculty in the institution and abides by the formal and 

informal structural requirements for membership in that community or in subgroups of it” 

(Pacarella & Terenizini, 2005, p. 54). Students enter the institution with a variety of 

attributes and goals, and their integration depends on the extent to which their pre-college 

attributes align the values and expectations of the institution. Jalomo and Rendón’s 

(2004) model, on the other hand, encourages an active role on behalf of the institutional 
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agents because it is difficult for a non-traditional student to begin their college career and 

automatically acquire the tacit knowledge for campus operations and policies.  

Intentional institutional support best supports non-traditional students (Jalomo & 

Rendón, 2004; Rendón, 1994; Terenzini et al., 1994), and Jalomo and Rendón (2004) 

specifically refer to nontraditional students within the context of PWIs.  Nontraditional 

students are ethnically, culturally, and socioeconomically diverse and are a unique 

population to PWIs because of their relatively short history of enrollment. In the same 

regard, HBCUs have not traditionally served Mexican American students. Therefore, 

Mexican American students represent a non-traditional student population on HBCU 

campuses. The academic legacy of HBCUs, particularly as it relates to involved and 

approachable faculty members, may offer an educationally validating experience for 

Mexican American students. Jalomo and Rendón’s model offers an opportunity to further 

explore these interactions and illuminate (in)validating experiences that influence the 

first-year in college.   

Involvement. Validation is the precursor to involvement. Involvement is 

exemplified with institutional connections that extends beyond ethnic sub-groups or sub-

cultures and includes the larger campus community (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). 

Involvement within this framework is not the sole responsibility of the student; similar to 

validation, it requires action on behalf of the institution to engage the student. According 

to Jalomo and Rendón involvement can be fostered through caring, authentic 

relationships with student affairs staff and instructors. It can also be encouraged through 

culturally sensitive programming and financial aid offerings that relieve students from 
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working long hours off-campus. Jalomo and Rendón also cite de Anda (1984) to 

highlight the important role of cultural translators, cultural mediators, and role models 

when individuals operate within a bicultural environment. 

Cultural translators are individuals who represent the student’s ethnic identity. 

These individuals serve as liaisons between the campus culture and the student’s culture, 

and help students interpret campus norms. In addition to cultural translators, cultural 

mediators serve as study allies. Although they represent the majority culture, they assist 

students by interpreting campus policies and clarifying aspects of college life that may be 

foreign to a nontraditional student. Finally, campus role models are those individuals 

whose actions and character are of the highest standards. On-campus role models may be 

of the majority or minority culture, and they can also be an administrator, faculty 

member, or upperclassman. Jalomo and Rendón (2004) recommended diverse role 

models who are familiar with student’s cultural norms and can better relate to the 

student’s experiences.  

Cultural translators, cultural mediators, and role models help socialize 

nontraditional and students of color (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). According to de Anda 

(1984), Hispanic socialization and bicultural orientation can be facilitated when these 

individuals: 

• Provide corrective feedback that is specific 

• Offer corrective feedback regarding both the errors the individual has 

committed and more appropriate behavior 
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• Tie the specific information to a general rule for use in future situations, 

and 

• Indicate positive aspects of the individual’s performance and use this as a 

source of motivation for future performance. (p. 105) 

These individuals can also serve as guides for Mexican American students enrolled in 

HBCUs. As they encounter new campus norms, cultural translators and cultural 

mediators can help Mexican American students learn how to interpret campus activities, 

policies, and interactions. Role models can also assist students by providing additional 

support and insight into the everyday life on-campus.  

 An alternative framework for understanding involvement in the first-year 

experience: Astin’s theory of involvement. Astin’s (1984, 1985, 1991) theory of 

involvement provides a sociological and psychological method for conceptualizing 

college student development. Astin’s theory of involvement is also presented in a 

previous section of this chapter (see Student Retention and Persistence), but overall Astin 

views the campus environment as the facilitator for involvement. According to Astin, the 

institution should provide a variety of opportunities for academic and social growth. 

Students develop by becoming involved in these new experiences. Three key challenges 

exist in using Astin’s theory to examine the first-year experience of Mexican Americans 

at an HBCU: it places the onus on the student and does not consider environmental or 

personal hindrances (e.g., financial responsibilities, etc.) to involvement. 

 The first challenge with using Astin’s theory is that it holds only the student 

accountable for making connections to the environment. However, investing in campus 
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programming or initiatives that would be beneficial to students does not ensure they will 

participate in these experiences; involvement is also influenced by whether students feel 

welcomed and valued. Furthermore, Jalomo and Rendón (2004) contend that 

nontraditional students may not even be sure of the process of becoming involved on 

campus. It is for these reasons that institutions should facilitate campus involvement with 

cultural mediators, cultural translators, and role models. These cultural guides can help 

students navigate the process for involvement. 

 Second, involvement purports that on campus activities that advertise a great 

academic or social experience will draw students in and encourage their participation. 

While extraordinary opportunities to hear a renowned speaker or to participate in a fun, 

social program may intrigue some students, the benefits of these events will not reach 

some students because they have other, legitimate responsibilities that need their 

attention. Jalomo and Rendón (2004) emphasize that involvement for nontraditional 

students may further be limited by traditional campus operations (e.g., office hours, 

library hours, etc.). Given these challenges, it is important that institutions interact with 

students in a more intentional way and show that the students do matter, and that they do 

have a home at the institution.  

 A different approach to involvement is important at PWIs, but also at HBCUs 

because so little is known about Mexican American students in this environment. On-

campus programming that focuses on Latino culture may attract some students, but a 

sense of familia helps Latina/o students feel connected to the institution. In addition to 

examining the influence of external factors on involvement, this study investigated the 
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role of cultural guides in the first-year. This distinguishing component of Jalomo and 

Rendón’s (2004) interpretation of involvement highlights influential people in the college 

experience of Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU.  

Summary. Although Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) framework was intended to 

understand students of color in their transition to college, it also provides a lens for 

understanding the first-year experience. The main components of the model (separation, 

validation, and involvement) are helpful in understanding how students navigate an 

institution beyond the first few weeks or first semester. Indeed, Rendón (1994) noted that 

validation is most effective in the first-year of college. Developing and renegotiating 

relationships, experiencing academic and personal affirmations, and discovering and 

pursuing opportunities for involvement are key to a successful first-year experience. 

While I reviewed other frameworks, including: borderlands consciousness Anzaldúa 

(1999), integration (Tinto, 1993), and involvement theory (Astin, 1991). This study used 

separation, validation, involvement, and perceptions of sense of belonging to understand 

Mexican American students’ first-year experience at a Texas HBCU. 

In sum, the empirical work presented in this literature review demonstrates the 

contributions of scholars to understand the first-year experience, sense of belonging, 

student retention and persistence, and HBCUs. It also illustrates the gap remaining in the 

literature related to Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU. The next chapter 

outlines the methods for selecting the site and participants, the processes for collecting 

and analyzing data for this study, and the study’s limitations .  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand and describe the 

first-year experience and perceptions of sense of belonging among Mexican American 

students who enrolled in a Texas HBCU. To fully capture the breadth and depth of their 

experiences, I interviewed second- to fifth-year students who self-identified as Mexican 

American and who already experienced their first-year in college at a Texas HBCU. This 

approach allowed me to obtain a retrospective account of their first-year experiences, 

establish emotional and intellectual connections among those experiences, and decipher 

the key influences on their sense of belonging to the university.  

Similar to previous research involving second-year Mexican American students 

(Attinasi, 1986, 1989), this study’s research design sought to centralize the student’s 

perspective by focusing on the first-year experience through reflective descriptions and 

purposeful sampling. Thus, this study employed a constructivist epistemology (Glesne, 

2006) and a phenomenological approach to respond to the following research questions: 

1. How do Mexican American students describe their first-year experience 

at a Texas HBCU in terms of separation, validation, and involvement? 

2. What does sense of belonging mean to Mexican American students at a 

Texas HBCU? 

In qualitative research, “the research builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, 

reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the study in a natural setting” 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 15). Situating this study within the phenomenological tradition 

provided further insight into the lived experiences of first-year Mexican American 
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students at a Texas HBCU, and permitted openness with the data such that “whoever 

embarks on it has to follow it wherever it leads” (Spiegelberg, 1975, p. 79). This flexible 

approach to understanding the first-year experience and what it means for Mexican 

American students to belong at an HBCU was ideal for this study. 

This chapter provides an overview of the study’s research design and 

methodology for understanding the concept of first-year experience for Mexican 

American students in an HBCU. It is organized into six sections: 1) Research design 

rationale, 2) Site selection, 3) Participant selection, 4) Data collection, 5) Data analysis, 

and 6) Validity concerns.  

Research Design Rationale 
 

According to Creswell (1998), there are five primary qualitative research 

traditions, and they include biography, grounded theory, ethnography, a case study, and 

phenomenology. Each tradition is unique in its approach to data collection and analysis. 

The intended outcome for the five traditions is also distinct. The purpose of this section is 

to briefly address these five approaches and provide a rationale for using a 

phenomenological approach. 

 First, the purpose of biography is to focus on an individual’s life story and to 

present their narrative as interpreted by the researcher. Biographies typically include 

individual reflections on an important event (Creswell, 1998), and as the individual 

recounts their life history the researcher reflects and makes connections in the text. 

Although a biography provides a rich, in-depth description of one person, I was more 

interested in obtaining a broader perspective of the first-year experience of Mexican 
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Americans. A range of experiences provided a more detailed and expansive description 

of the students’ experiences and their sense of belonging.  

 While biographies examine an individual’s story, the purpose of grounded theory 

is to produce or discover a new theory. Creswell (1998) explains, “The centerpiece of 

grounded theory research is the development or generation of a theory closely related to 

the context of the phenomenon under investigation” (p. 56). Grounded theorists begin 

with an atheoretical approach, conduct extensive interviews, and ultimately reach a point 

of data saturation to then employ constant comparative analysis and develop a theory 

(Creswell, 1998).  I initially considered a grounded theory for the current study, but I 

realized my intent in the study was not to generate a new theory. Instead, I want to report 

the Mexican American student experience and how they made sense of their first-year in 

college, and phenomenology presented the best opportunity to fulfill the purpose of this 

study. 

 Another viable approach to understanding the first-year experience is 

ethnography. Ethnographers spend an extensive period of time in the field to understand 

the daily habits and culture of the group under investigation. “Thus, the ethnographer 

gathers artifacts and physical trace evidence; finds stories, rituals, and myths; and/or 

uncover cultural themes” (Creswell, 1998, p. 59). Ethnographers rely on informants and 

gatekeepers to gain access to the site, and then report a cultural portrait of the group 

(Creswell, 1998).  Understanding different cultures appealed to me; my professional 

background is in multicultural affairs, and I am interested in understanding different 



 91 

people’s ways of knowing. However, given the extensive period of time required for 

ethnography, this approach was not practical for me.  

 While ethnographers study a people bound by culture, a case study investigates a 

bounded system. “This bounded system is bounded by time and place, and it is the case 

being studied – a program, an event, an activity, or individuals” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). 

Case study researchers may investigate a single case or multiple cases, and they also 

collect multiple sources of data. A case study also seemed like a viable research design 

for the present study, but the cases would be the individual students. I, on the other hand, 

and am looking for a more comprehensive description of the first-year experience, and 

phenomenology provides an in-depth, exhaustive description of the concept being 

studied.  

Phenomenology facilitates an understanding of the essence of a phenomenon. 

“While a biography reports the life of a single individual, a phenomenological study 

describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals about a concept or 

the phenomenon” (Creswell, 1998, p. 51). Phenomenology asks the participants to 

provide retrospective descriptions of an experience they lived through and to attribute 

meaning to those experiences.  

Prior research that employed a phenomenological approach on topics related to 

this study emerged in three critical areas: Latino or Mexican American students 

(Gonzalez, 2006; Roberts, 2010; Rosas & Hamrick, 2002; Vasquez, 2008), first-year 

students (Clark, 2009; Gatto, 2009; Minnick, 2008; Stieha, 2009), and belonging 

(Scheuermann, 2010). Similarly to this study, these researchers employed a qualitative, 
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phenomenological approach to understanding the participant’s prior educational 

experiences (e.g., first-year, graduate student, etc.) from the students’ perspectives. This 

study also asked Mexican American students to describe their first-year from their point 

of view, and in doing so, privileges the experiences and perceptions of the participants 

who lived through the experience under investigation.  

While Clark (2009), Gatto (2009), Minnick (2008), and Stieha (2009) focused on 

first-year college students, each researcher focused on different aspects of the first-year 

or different populations. For example, Clark (2009) focused on first-year students in a 

skill-building course, and Minnick (2008) sought to understand why first-year students 

departed from the university. Stieha (2009) and Gatto (2009) both focused on first-

generation female students. However, Steiha (2009) interviewed one student while Gatto 

(2009) interviewed ten students. Despite the differences, the intent of their studies was to 

provide an in-depth account of the student experience in their first-year, and each study 

(excluding Steiha, 2009) accomplished this task by conducting two phases of one-on-one 

interviews.  

For the current study, a phenomenological approach was coupled with analysis 

that includes Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) transition to college model. Jalomo and 

Rendón advance three critical components for non-traditional students who make the 

transition to college: separation, validation, and involvement, and this study sought to 

expand upon these constructs by considering the entire freshman year. Separation is the 

process by which students leave the familiar to begin their college education in a new 

setting. During this time, the students negotiate their pre-college relationships, re-
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construct their academic identity, and engage in new experiences. Validation and 

involvement support students in their transition by affirming the student’s place within 

the institution and developing institutional ties through activities and relationships. These 

concepts will serve as the preliminary themes, or etic codes, for the textural level of 

analysis (Maxwell, 2005). The next section will address the process for selecting the site 

and participants for the study.  

Research Design 

Site selection. For the purpose of this study, I identified eight four-year HBCUs 

in Texas and contacted two potential sites using purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002). I 

sought a four-year Texas HBCU that enrolled Latino students and whose Latino 

enrollment was increasing. I will refer to the university using the pseudonym “Texas 

HBCU.” In order to maintain the university’s confidentiality, I must forego an in-depth 

site description that might include its location, affiliations or classifications, enrollment 

demographics, etc. Instead, I am able to share Texas HBCU is a four-year university 

located in an urban area in Texas.  

Participant recruitment. The process for recruiting students began by contacting 

campus administrators and faculty members in early January and again at the beginning 

of February. As an HBCU outsider, I reviewed online faculty and staff rosters and 

emailed individuals to introduce this study and myself and to ask for their support in 

identifying participants. To help recruit students, I also offered to conduct a graduate 

school seminar for their students.  
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 After the initial emails at the beginning of January, I received one response from 

the Career Services office. One of their staff members met with me to discuss my study, 

and he agreed to help me by emailing Latino students (Appendix B) in his Career 

Services database and by reserving their interview room for my study. He emailed the 

Latino students on my behalf, and I slowly received responses from potential participants. 

I began to set up the first round of interviews with students who met the study’s criteria, 

and simultaneously continued to recruit participants with the help of two other campus 

administrators. The two other administrators identified students who met the study’s 

criteria and provided their phone numbers. I then called the students to gauge their 

interest in participating in my study.  

Once I emailed or talked to the participants, we scheduled their first interview on-

campus. In most cases, I sent students a copy of the interview protocol beforehand 

(Appendix C). If not, I reviewed the questions with them prior to recording the interview.  

I originally intended on emailing the students the questionnaire (Appendix D) prior to 

their first interview, but I found expecting students to check email and print off their own 

questionnaire presented additional challenges. Instead, I provided them with the 

questionnaire at the beginning of their second interview. I also scheduled the second 

interview with the student immediately after their first interview.  

 My recruitment strategy shifted as the study progressed. I initially proposed a 

more structured form of recruitment where I would email potential participants and await 

their responses. I expected their reply emails to include their work and school schedules 

and a confirmation that they met the study’s eligibility requirements. Once I had ten 
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students respond, I proposed creating a list of participants as well as a list of alternate 

participants and then coordinating the interviews in a more formal process via email. As I 

recruited participants, however, I learned a more fluid approach and direct 

communication worked best. For example, I discovered students rarely responded to 

recruitment emails and instead I needed to call or text them to secure their commitment.  

I also realized I needed to collaborate with on-campus administrators in order to 

secure participants. I initially proposed sending a recruitment email myself, but I learned 

to rely on the administrators and the relationships they had with students. Their 

relationships, which were based on trust, helped participants feel comfortable with me as 

an outsider. Also, the administrators often introduced and discussed the study prior to my 

phone call, and as a result, the participants were familiar with my dissertation research 

and me before we spoke. These campus liaisons were instrumental in the recruitment 

process.  

Participant selection. Similarly to the site selection, I utilized purposeful 

sampling (Patton, 2002) for the participants. Participants were selected if they self-

identified as Mexican American or of Mexican descent and were in their second- to fifth-

year in college at Texas HBCU. Second- to fifth-year students were selected because 

prior research on Mexican American students allows for retrospective accounts (Attinasi, 

1986, 1989). Indeed, phenomenological studies require the selected individuals to have 

experienced the concept under investigation in order to fully reflect and describe their 

experience (Creswell, 1998; Patton, 2002). Since the intent is to gather a wide array of 

experiences (Creswell, 2007), participants were selected using only these two criteria: 
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self-identified Mexican American student who experienced their first year in college at 

Texas HBCU.  

To fully capture the lived experiences of participants in a phenomenological 

study, Creswell (1998) recommends interviewing up to 10 participants, and Dukes (1984) 

recommends three, five, or up to 10 participants. The phenomenological studies I 

reviewed ranged from one participant to 13 participants. I ultimately conducted two 

interviews with eight participants (four women and four men) at the site (Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1 Participants’ Pseudonyms and Background Information 

Name College/ 
School 

First-
Generation 

College 
Student 

Mother’s 
Level of 

Education 

Immediately 
Enrolled in 

Texas HBCU 
after High 

School 

Lived 
on-

campus 

George 
 

Liberal Arts 
 

Yes High 
School No No 

Veronica 
 

Liberal Arts 
 

No High 
School No No 

Fred Business Yes 
 

Middle 
School 

 

Yes Yes 

Eli Natural 
Sciences Yes 

 
High 

School 
 

No No 

Alex Fine Arts No 
 

High 
School 

 

No No 

Mateo 
 

Liberal Arts 
 

Yes 7th Grade Yes Yes 

 
Laura 

 
Liberal Arts No Some 

College Yes No 
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Sophie Natural 
Sciences Yes 

 
Some 
High 

School 
 

Yes Yes 

 
Data collection. After I secured IRB approval from both UT Austin and Texas 

HBCU, I began to schedule interviews at the beginning of the spring 2012 semester. The 

entire data collection process occurred on Texas HBCU’s campus, with the exception of 

one interview with Alex. Alex was in Texas HBCU’s choir and was going on tour when 

we tried to schedule his second interview, and his schedule prevented us from arranging 

his this interview in a timely fashion. As a result, I conducted his second interview over 

the phone. Data collection occurred through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews, 

campus observations and field notes, and analytic memos.   

Interviews. All of the interviews and interview materials were provided in 

English. Interviews ranged from 90 minutes to 15 minutes, and they were all digitally 

recorded. To understand the depth and breadth of the participant’s first-year in college, I 

employed Seidman’s (1998) model for in-depth, phenomenological interviewing.   

Seidman suggests a three-part interview series whereby the first interview focuses 

on the participant’s life history, the second interview addresses the lived experiences that 

pertain to the research question, and the third interview provides the interviewee with the 

opportunity to make sense of their experiences. Although Seidman recommends 

conducting a three-part interview series, Martinez (2010) and Reddick (2011) have 

combined the interview protocol when faced with scheduling challenges, limited 

participant availability, or time constraints. Therefore, this study included two interviews: 
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the first interview focused on the participant’s life history, which included their first-year 

at Texas HBCU, and the next interview asked participants to reflect on their first-year 

experiences and sense of belonging.   

First interview. Prior to beginning the interview, I secured written informed 

consent and addressed any immediate questions or concerns. The purpose of the first 

interview was to obtain a detailed narrative of the participants’ backgrounds, 

neighborhoods, and schools. This phase of interviewing is not concerned with the 

participants’ opinions, but rather their lived experiences (Seidman, 1998). In conducting 

life histories, Seidman suggests asking participants “ . . . to reconstruct their early 

experiences in their families, in school, with friends, in their neighborhood, and at work” 

(1998, p.11). Therefore, I asked open-ended questions that allowed participants to share 

the range of their early life experiences (Appendix E).  

Once I asked students about their pre-college years, the interview transitioned to 

the details of their first-year collegiate experiences. Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) 

transition to college model guided the interview protocols for this study. Consequently, I 

asked participants to specifically address the processes by which they entered the 

university and negotiated their pre-college relationships with peers and family. I also 

asked them if anyone helped them feel validated or assisted their involvement at a Texas 

HBCU, if at all.  

After the first interview, I immediately scheduled the student’s second interview and 

confirmed they had my contact information if they had any questions or needed to 

reschedule. Seidman (1998) suggests waiting three days to a week between interviews 
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and conducting the interviews within a two-to-three week time period. In this study the 

participant’s second interview typically occurred a week after our initial meeting.  

Second interview.  The second interview provided an opportunity to discuss any 

questions or new reflections after the first interview (Appendix F). The second interview 

(Appendix G) also allowed students to reflect back on their prior experiences and “make 

intellectual and emotional connections” between their experiences (Seidman, 1998, p. 

12). These connections created meaning for their first-year experience and sense of 

belonging. Similar to Gatto (2009), I also used the second interview to ask students if 

they had any advice for other Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. 

Their recommendations may be helpful to other Texas HBCU administrators and faculty 

members as they work with students.  

Observations and field notes. “Descriptive field notes summarize what the 

researcher sees and hear in the setting; that is they describe what happens in the setting 

during the observation in as much detail and with as few subjective comments as 

possible” (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010, p. 18). Each observation was collected in 

a handwritten log indicating the day, time, location, and a brief description of the most 

salient points. Observations ranged from 60 minutes to two hours, and I conducted 

observations during the student’s interviews, while visiting the campus, and during an 

off-campus athletic sports event.  

During individual interviews, I noted the participant’s demeanor and behavior, as 

well as their nonverbal queues (e.g., body language and facial expressions). I wrote 

reflective notes after our interviews to document my initial impressions and feelings. I 
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also documented the interview room environment and provided an in-depth description of 

the space (e.g., sights, sounds, temperature).  

In addition to individual observations, I conducted three on-campus observations 

in the student union, in an academic building, and at a campus town hall meeting. I also 

conducted a fourth observation at an off-campus student athletics event. The descriptive 

field notes captured campus activity and interactions between students, faculty, and staff 

during periods of observations. The on-campus observations allowed me to see the 

interactions between students and their peers and students and administrators. The 

observations also provided the opportunity to become more informed about the type of 

campus activities coordinated by students and administrators at Texas HBCU.  

Analytic memos. Analytic memos helped me contemplate questions or thoughts 

that emerged through the research process. I wrote analytic memos during data collection 

and analysis (Maxwell, 2005). For example, I reflected on: the emotional and intellectual 

aspects of the student’s narrative and how the students’ experiences compared and 

contrasted to each other, as well as my own college experience. I also wrote memos to 

process emergent themes and draw connections between major findings. Dating the 

written memos helped me organize my notes and correlate my reflections with the data 

collection (Miles & Huberman, 1984).  

Data confidentiality. To maintain the participants’ privacy and confidentiality of 

the university, I employed several protection methods. First, each participant was 

assigned or selected a pseudonym or code name. A master key initially listed each 

participant’s real name and code name, but the list was destroyed after I completed the 
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interviews. The digital files recorded during the interview were saved using the 

participant’s code name and kept private on a password-protected computer. The 

questionnaires only included the participant’s pseudonym, and they were stored in a 

locked filing cabinet. Consent forms were kept in a separate locked filing cabinet in my 

personal office.  

To protect the site, I created a pseudonym, Texas HBCU and collaborated with 

the university officials to identify and implement certain confidentiality safeguards. For 

example, I agreed to only provide general descriptions of the university in this study and 

future presentations and publications. The official name of Texas HBCU was also 

excluded in campus observations and analytic memos. If participants identified Texas 

HBCU by name in their interviews, it was redacted from the transcripts. I also provided 

university agents with pseudonyms.  

Finally, all of the hard and electronic files were saved with a pseudonym, not the 

participant’s real name. The interview audio files were deleted and destroyed after 

transcription; however all research data (interview transcriptions, questionnaires, campus 

observations, and consent forms) will be kept for three years. Only the primary 

investigator had access to these data.   

Data analysis.  After the audio files were transcribed, the qualitative data were 

analyzed using general inductive approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Thomas, 2003).  I 

began by listening to the audio files and reviewing the transcripts while writing notes and 

reflections on the data. This initial review of the data allowed me to become more 

familiar with the data and begin to make sense of the data. I then coded the data twice, 
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using open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). During each round of coding, 

Jalomo and Rendón’s theoretical framework and the study’s guiding research questions 

were kept in mind.  

I began the open coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) with the assistance of 

an online qualitative software program, HyperRESEARCH. HyperRESEARCH allowed 

me to review the transcripts line-by line and apply one code or multiples codes to the raw 

data. It also generated one codebook for all 16 transcripts, and I then reviewed the list to 

see where codes could be combined or condensed and then grouped into the most salient 

themes and sub-themes.  

The next stage of analysis occurred through axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). During this stage of analysis, I printed out the codebook created by 

HyperRESEARCH and reviewed the initial findings. I then documented the relationships 

that began to emerge between themes and subthemes. These relationships established a 

more in-depth understanding of the first-year experience of the participants enrolled in a 

Texas HBCU.   

Trustworthiness 

Unlike quantitative studies that strive for generalizability, validity, and reliability, a 

qualitative study seeks authenticity, dependability, and trustworthiness. Creswell (2007) 

recommends general practices to promote standards of quality, including: prolonging 

engagement and engaging in persistent observation, triangulating the data with other 

sources, briefing with other researchers, locating a negative case study, explaining 

researcher bias, checking the findings with participants (member checks), providing a 
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rich/thick description of the research findings, and conducting external audits. I employed 

several of these strategies, including: triangulating the data, debriefing with other 

researchers, and conducting member checks. 

Triangulation identifies and compares different methodological approaches or forms 

of data “to test for such consistency” (Patton, 2002, p. 248) among themes. Triangulating 

multiple data sources also provides a rationale for the major findings in a study. I 

triangulated the data by utilizing multiple data sources (e.g., in-depth interviews, 

observations, field notes, and analytic memos) and comparing and contrasting themes 

between these sources.  

 Debriefing with other individuals is a useful way to limit researcher bias. 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), “It is the process of exposing oneself to a 

disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of 

exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the 

inquirer’s mind” (p.385). As I collected and then analyzed the data, I debriefed with 

trusted and impartial colleagues outside of my home institution and Texas HBCU to 

discuss the research methodology, findings, and my thoughts. Conversations with an 

objective party served as an external safeguard against research bias. Additionally, peer 

debriefing provides an opportunity for feedback, catharsis, and future research 

considerations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 Member checks were also a useful approach to ensuring trustworthiness of the 

data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I conducted member checks throughout data collection and 

analysis. For example, during the interview process, I summarized what I learned from 
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our previous interview, and I asked the participants if they would like to add anything or 

ask any questions. I also sent the students the transcripts from their first and second 

interview, and I encouraged them to respond with any feedback or edits.  

Limitations  

 Limitations refer to the restrictions of the research design. There were three key 

limitations for this study, and they related to the sampling requirements for a 

phenomenological study and the role of the researcher in observations and interviews.  

 First, a phenomenological study requires that the participants have already 

experienced the phenomenon or concept under investigation (Creswell, 1998). The 

purpose of this approach is for individuals to recount their experiences and to reflect on 

the meaning of those experiences. In order to authentically complete this task, the 

participants must have personally lived through the experience. As a result, I recruited 

eight second- to fifth-year Mexican American students and triangulated the data with 

observations, a questionnaire, and analytic memos. 

 Second, I conducted on-campus observations as part of this qualitative study. 

According to Patton (2002), “Limitations of observations include the possibility that the 

observer may affect the situation being observed in unknown ways, program staff and 

participants may behave in some atypical fashion when they know they are being 

observed, and the selective perception of the observer may distort the data” (p. 306). As a 

Latina, I am aware that my ethnicity may have influenced the larger HBCU community 

whether I was observing in the student union, a residence hall, or a campus building. 

Students may have questioned my presence and the intent behind my note taking. In 



 105 

addition, my prior experiences in predominantly African American communities may 

also limit what I perceived to be important interactions. In order to safeguard against 

biasing the data, I used member checks and peer debriefing to verify my interpretations.  

 Finally, interview data may also be limited because of my insider status with the 

student participants. Interviews are influenced by bias, prejudice, emotions, or anxiety 

and stress (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, “interview data are also subject to recall error, 

reactivity of the interviewee to the interviewer, and self-serving responses” (Patton, 2002, 

p. 306). The students’ reactions to me were a key concern in gaining trustworthy data. 

Students sometimes perceived that, as a Latina who has experienced the first-year of 

college, I inherently understood their experiences. In some cases they responded to my 

questions with “You know” or “You know what’s it’s like,” I then asked probing 

questions to fully capture the details unique to their experiences. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are the boundaries of the study established by the researcher. There 

were three primary delimitations for this study: the site and participant selection, research 

design, and framework. Participant and site selection criteria created several delimitations 

for this study because this study examined only one four-year HBCU in the State of 

Texas. HBCUs are an incredibly diverse classification of institutions and the experiences 

and perceptions of Mexican American students at other HBCU campuses may differ. 

The qualitative approach will limit the extent to which these findings can be 

generalized to other populations, contexts, or regions. Unlike the pursuit of statistical 

significance in quantitative studies, the intent of qualitative research is to provide a rich 
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description and give voice to the participants. A qualitative design is also limited to some 

extent because I am the research instrument, and the interpretation of the data is limited 

to my understanding of their first-year experience and sense of belonging. 

In addition, this study utilized a phenomenological approach for data collection 

and analysis. A phenomenological design allows the participants to describe their lived 

experiences and the associated meaning with those experiences in regards to a 

phenomenon or concept (Creswell, 1998). Other qualitative methods (e.g., ethnography, 

grounded theory, biography, or case study) may offer a cultural portrait, a new theory, an 

oral history, or a case study concerning the first-year experience. A phenomenological 

approach, however, best illustrates the first-year experiences of Mexican American 

students at a Texas HBCU by documenting the “what” and the “how” of the first-year 

phenomenon.   

Summary 

As the Latino population continues to increase and Texas HBCUs implement 

outreach initiatives to recruit students, further scholarly work must address the student 

experience upon matriculation. Although a variety of student outcomes are worthy of 

attention at HBCUs, this study presents the key findings related to the first-year 

experience and perceptions of sense of belonging among Mexican American students in 

the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 –DOCUMENTING THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF 
FIRST-YEAR MEXICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS ENROLLED IN A 

TEXAS HBCU 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an in-depth description of the first-year 

experiences of Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. It is organized 

into five main sections and presents the first of two results chapters. This chapter 

discusses key research findings in relation to Mexican American students’ pre-college 

interactions with Texas HBCU and their respective separation, validation, and 

involvement processes (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004), and Chapter 5 introduces the second 

research question and describes the students’ perceptions of sense of belonging.  

A key element of a phenomenological study is to capture the participant’s life 

history, and each student in this study shared his or her home, family, and pre-HBCU 

school experiences. Thus, the first section of this chapter provides a brief background of 

each student. The second section discusses the pre-college influences that propelled 

participants to consider a higher education and more specifically, Texas HBCU, as a 

viable postsecondary option. The third section presents the processes by which 

participants separated from their home life, if at all, and entered Texas HBCU as first-

year students. During this phase, students managed a physical and cultural relocation as 

well as an academic, relational, and emotional separation from their pre-college everyday 

reality. This section is followed by a description of the key agents who validated the 

academic ability of Mexican American students in their first-year at Texas HBCU; these 

individuals included professors, family members, peers, Texas HBCU representatives, 
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and employers. The final section of this chapter expounds upon the HBCU on-campus 

involvement experiences as described by the participants.  

Biographies 

George. George is originally from a Texas city. He is a third-year student in the 

College of Liberal Arts, and he became aware of Texas HBCU through his community 

involvement activities. He began his collegiate career at Texas HBCU in the early 1990’s 

and was one of only a few Mexican American students at the time, many of whom were 

baseball players. George recalled the sense of community he felt because of the 

relationships he had with his baseball player friends, the small class sizes, as well as the 

personalized attention from faculty members. George particularly appreciated the course 

curriculum he received from the professors; it included both course content and life skills. 

He viewed Texas HBCU as an opportunity to advance his education and support his 

young daughter. After two years, however, he left Texas HBCU to pursue his career path 

and earn additional income. Unfortunately, George recently lost his job, and he decided 

to return to Texas HBCU. He re-enrolled in Texas HBCU because he wanted to finish 

what he started, and he felt like he mattered to the university. He expects to graduate in 

May 2013.  

Mateo. Originally from Juarez, Mexico, Mateo moved to Plano, Texas at the age 

of seven when his mother re-married. He grew up surrounded by predominantly Black 

family members because his stepfather is African American. Mateo was actively involved 

in athletics throughout high school, and his initial post-secondary plan was to enroll in an 

institution where he and his older brother could play collegiate sports. His path to a Texas 
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PWI shifted, however, when he was involved in a disciplinary incident that precluded his 

affiliation with the NCAA. As a result of that particular experience and consistent 

recruitment efforts from Texas HBCU, Mateo applied to Texas HBCU and received a 

scholarship as a track and field athlete. Although initially unaware the institution is an 

HBCU, he is now a second-year student advancing towards his baccalaureate degree and 

thinks Texas HBCU is a good fit for him. 

Laura. Laura is also a second year student at Texas HBCU and is from a Texas 

city. Laura was involved in multiple extra-curricular activities in high school and was 

“super busy with sports.” After high school, she was unsure of her academic future and 

thought a post-secondary education was “impossible.” Her mother encouraged her to 

attend softball tryouts the summer after her high school graduation, and she was recruited 

to play softball at two institutions, one of which is Texas HBCU. She selected Texas 

HBCU because she could play softball and earn a bachelor’s degree while being closer to 

her family and hometown. She was excited to enter the institution as a student athlete, but 

she was also unaware the Texas university is an HBCU. Laura’s busy schedule, coupled 

with living off-campus, has restricted her ability to fully engage faculty and peers. She is 

currently exploring her options to transfer to another institution.  

Veronica. Veronica is a criminal justice major and originally from a Texas city. 

While in high school, Veronica became distracted by peers and overwhelmed with the 

culture shock of transferring to a predominantly White high school. She eventually 

dropped out of high school, and at the age of 17, she found a job, moved in with high 

school friends, and put herself through an alternative school program. She continued on 
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her career path and did not expect to go to college until she met a co-worker, Sarah. 

Sarah was enrolled in Texas HBCU, shared her collegiate experiences with Veronica, and 

encouraged her to apply to Texas HBCU. Even though Veronica feels a sense of 

community at the university and is dedicated to completing her degree, her employment 

responsibilities limit her campus involvement and shape her perceptions as an outsider.  

Fred. Fred was born in Guanajuato, Mexico, but immigrated to the United States 

as a child. He grew up in Houston, Texas and began playing soccer and working as a 

youth. After high school, Fred was offered an athletic scholarship at another Texas 

HBCU but chose to not attend that institution. Instead, he expected to continue to work 

and help support his family. His former high school friends encouraged him to play 

soccer at Texas HBCU, and he accepted the opportunity to pursue college and play a 

sport he loved. In fact, he revealed the only reason he enrolled in Texas HBCU was to 

play soccer. Upon matriculation, Fred observed the self-segregation of Latino students 

(by team sport) and established on-campus Latino organizations to foster a sense of 

community. His hectic schedule continues to restrict his time to completely invest in the 

Latino student groups and to become familiar with campus resources.  

Alex. Alex described his neighborhood as the “Little Mexico” of a Texas city. He 

was kicked out of middle school for being “a little bit of a bad kid.” Alex was 

subsequently home schooled and then returned to public high school in tenth grade. His 

high school involvement centered on sports and music, but he chose to pursue music after 

a football injury. Alex excelled in his school and church choirs and grew up in a 

predominantly Black church. He became familiar with Texas HBCU’s campus when he 
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began singing in the university’s choir in high school. After enrolling at two other Texas 

institutions (one university and one community college), Alex matriculated as an 

undergraduate at Texas HBCU and received a scholarship from the United Negro College 

Fund to support his education. He is now a graduating senior who enjoys Texas HBCU 

because of the community feeling and faculty support.  

Eli. Originally from a Texas city, Eli was the youngest of four children and the 

only female in a family of boys. She recalled family fighting and repeated visits from 

local police. Despite these challenges, she was determined to “do better” than her 

brothers. She described middle school as one of the best times in her life because she 

began to play team sports and developed her passion for soccer. Eli never anticipated 

going to college; she wanted to pursue a career as an international missionary. She spent 

a year as a missionary in Mexico after her high school graduation, and then her parents, 

especially her dad, insisted she return to the United States to pursue college. Once she 

returned to Texas, Eli began working and started to enroll in a local community college. 

She then learned of Texas HBCU’s soccer tryouts and was recruited to play at the 

university. Eli is a math major who plans on graduating in the next couple years, and she 

remains connected to the institution through athletics and her on-campus employment as 

a resident assistant and tutor. Eli enjoys Texas HBCU because she feels the professors 

care about the students.  

Sophie. Sophie also grew up in Texas, and she played volleyball and soccer and 

ran track in high school. Sophie knew she would pursue a higher education, and she 

qualified to attend a four-year Texas university as a graduate within the top ten percent of 
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her senior class. She did not pursue this path, however, because of the required 

application essay. She explained, “So I feel like I slacked, or whatever, but I don’t feel 

like I’m in a bad place.” Sophie entered Texas HBCU with an academic scholarship, and 

she was recruited to play on the university’s soccer team. Sophie describes Texas HBCU 

as her home away from home and a comfortable place.  

Summary. The eight Mexican American students (four females and four males) in 

this study represent a variety of academic, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

While Eli, Fred, Laura, and Vero did not anticipate enrolling in college, George and Alex 

began a higher education path but ultimately matriculated as a student at Texas HBCU. 

Mateo and Sophie were the only participants who expected to pursue a higher education 

and immediately enrolled in Texas HBCU after high school. The students’ educational 

backgrounds, perceptions of college, and lived experiences as college freshman shaped 

their first-year descriptions, and the next section portrays their pre-college interactions 

with Texas HBCU representatives and their experiences upon matriculation at the 

university.  

Interacting with Campus Contacts Creates a Pathway to Texas HBCU 

All of the participants in this study described the role of Texas HBCU agents in 

their higher education pursuits. The data suggests participants interacted with Texas 

HBCU students, faculty, and staff prior to considering a college degree or prior to 

enrolling in Texas HBCU. These interactions with university agents ultimately directed 

participants to the university and facilitated their enrollment.  
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More specifically, four participants in this study did not anticipate enrolling in 

college after high school. They interacted with Texas HBCU agents prior to enrolling in 

any form of college. These connections with university students or coaches transformed 

their perspective on pursuing a postsecondary degree and subsequently encouraged their 

enrollment in Texas HBCU. Alternatively to these students, the remaining four 

participants expected to enter college after high school. Indeed, two of these four began 

their college career at a local community college. With an eye towards college 

enrollment, these college bound participants described how Texas HBCU professors or 

coaches were particularly instrumental in their matriculation at the university.  

Thus, this section demonstrates how participants ultimately arrived at the 

university for their first-year in college. It describes the four students who graduated from 

high school without definitive higher education goals and how pre-college interactions 

with the university created a pathway to Texas HBCU. The second subsection presents 

the participants who graduated from high school intent on enrolling in college and how 

Texas HBCU representatives also influenced their enrollment at Texas HBCU.  

Participants without an initial college-going plan. Veronica, Fred, Laura, and 

Eli graduated from high school and initially doubted their academic abilities or were 

unsure of the college application process. Three of these participants also sought different 

postsecondary options: Veronica and Fred began to work full-time after high school, and 

Eli’s prioritized missionary work over a college degree. Their pre-college interactions 

with peers and through formal athletic recruitment fostered their interest in a 

postsecondary degree and enrollment in Texas HBCU. (See Figure 3 below.) 
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Figure 4.1. Texas HBCU interactions as depicted by participants who graduated 
from high school without a college-going plan.  
 

More specifically, Veronica described how she put herself through an alternative 

high school after dropping out at age 17. She then explained, “I graduated from there and 

got a better job right afterwards with the city, and it’s through the city that I came to 

know this school (Texas HBCU) because my best friend, (Sarah), who’s an African, 

came here.” Veronica was initially focused on her work responsibilities when her 

colleague and informal mentor, Sarah, began to offer pre-college educational support.  

Sarah pushed Veronica to enroll in college and informed her of an agreement 

between their employer and Texas HBCU. Since she was a student at Texas HBCU, she 

actively involved Veronica as she completed her homework. Veronica described how 

Sarah “would let me help her with some of her essays and stuff” and how schoolwork at 
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Texas HBCU was “so much fun.” As Veronica reflected on her motivation to enroll in 

college and decision to attend Texas HBCU, she said: 

It was probably [Sarah]. Yeah, she’s the only person…But it was just her 
really, for no reason, pumping me up. I mean, I know she was coming here 
(Texas HBCU). She was like, “You should go to school”…Then she 
started telling me I could go, and I should go, and then when I told her I 
was scared, she was like, “Oh, well you have to go now! Now you have 
to.” 

 
Sarah recognized Veronica’s anxiety in enrolling in college, but she also observed 

Veronica’s potential. She also offered pre-college educational support by guiding her 

through the application process: “She pretty much held my hand. She came with me (to 

campus). She went with me to the doctor. She went with me to register.” Veronica’s pre-

college interactions with a Texas HBCU student transformed her perception of going to 

college and encouraged her enrollment in Texas HBCU.  

Similarly to Veronica, Fred did not actively pursue college after high school; he 

was committed to working and financially supporting his family. He explained: 

I wasn’t even thinking about coming (to college). I just wanted to work. 
So, I worked since I was six years old, so I thought my, you know, my 
priority was trying to help my dad. So after I got outta high school, I just 
go straight to work and help my family out. 

 
The summer after high school graduation, however, Fred slowly began to realize he 

needed to go to college.  

He was offered a “full ride” through an athletic scholarship at another historically 

Black university in Texas, but high school peers encouraged him to attend Texas HBCU: 

“I didn’t really feel like going (to the other university)…and then my friend, that 

graduated like a year before me, he was like, ‘Hey, come play soccer here at our 
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university.’ So I was like, ‘Alright, I’ll go.’ Fred’s motivation to enroll in Texas HBCU 

was grounded in the opportunity to play soccer: “I was more excited about soccer. Yea, I 

was just coming to class, just, just to go.” He also “liked the people that played on the 

team.” To Fred, the ability to play college soccer also exemplified a certain level of 

prestige. He explained, “Not too many people can, can say, uh, ‘I went to play soccer at a 

university,’ which is almost like playing professional, which that was the dream, you 

know.” Although he was focused pursuing sports, the pre-college interactions with Texas 

HBCU peers and teammates encouraged his enrollment in the university and initiated his 

first-year experience.  

While Veronica and Fred initially prioritized work responsibilities over a 

collegiate career, Laura explained she was unsure of what she should do after high 

school: “And even until I graduated from high school, even my graduation day I didn’t 

even know if I was going to go to college.” She further explained, “I had no idea. I had 

no idea what I was going to do. I really, I was trying to look around everywhere and see 

what is everybody doing, like, ‘What do I do? Get a job?’” Laura observed her peers and 

tried to strategize her next steps, but her collegiate career did not begin to take shape until 

the summer after her high school graduation.  

Her mother encouraged her to attend a summer softball camp: “My mom was 

trying to get me to play softball in college, and I’m kind of glad she pushed me on that 

because from there, scouts saw me...” Her mother’s efforts increased Laura’s visibility 

among university scouts at Texas institutions, including Texas HBCU. Texas HBCU saw 

her playing at softball tournament in a local city and quickly recruited Laura to play on 
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their team. She explained, “It went from I thought college was impossible to I’m applying 

for colleges in less than like two weeks.” Pre-college interactions with Texas HBCU 

abruptly shifted Laura’s educational path. Her coaches affirmed her ability to contribute 

to their athletic program, provided an avenue to a college education, and prompted her 

first-year at Texas HBCU. 

While Laura graduated from high school without an academic blueprint, Eli tried 

to avoid college because she did not think she was college material and because she 

wanted to travel the world and serve as a missionary. Her academic doubt emerged in 

high school when counselors encouraged her to pursue college scholarships: 

And I’m like, “No one wants me! No one wants to, like, give me stuff!” 
Like, I honestly didn’t think a 3.2 in high school ‘cause I really like half-
assed the whole, like, school. I really didn’t think that was anything. I 
didn’t even know GPA was important!  
 

She did not seek out scholarships or college because “I honestly didn’t, like, I didn’t want 

to do college, like I wanted to be a missionary. I wanted to go out. Do whatever, like, 

God wants me to do. Just go help people, like, just run out. Do whatever.” Eli began her 

missionary work immediately after high school in a Mexican orphanage. She wanted to 

continue her work there after her one year appointment, but her parents, especially her 

father, insisted she return to the United States to enroll in college. 

When she returned to the United States the summer after her high school 

graduation, she worked at a local clinic and her father insisted she begin the paperwork to 

register in a community college for the fall semester. During this time, however, she 

received a “random call that there’s a soccer try out at some school named (Texas 
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HBCU).” She met with the coach and within weeks she was enrolled at Texas HBCU and 

practicing with the soccer team: 

And it was crazy ‘cause it was in August, and then, like literally two 
weeks later…my mom’s cousin, we find out he lives in (Texas city), so 
we’re like talking to him, and we’re like, “Hey, I need somewhere to stay. 
You think we could, like, I could pay rent in one of your rooms.” Like in 
two weeks, packed, in (Texas city), read to go. Like, it was crazy.  
 

She was amazed that her athletic ability provided access to college and an opportunity to 

pursue her athletic passion:  

So, I, I honestly came in…my mentality of college was a big thing, like, 
“Dude! I’m going to college.” Like, and not just that, “I’m playing soccer 
at a college.” Like, “Whoa.” 

 
For the first time in her academic journey, Eli viewed herself as college material. Texas 

HBCU teammates and coaches actively encouraged her to pursue her degree and play on 

the soccer team. These campus connections, coupled with financial support, created Eli’s 

pathway to higher education and her first-year at the university. 

Participants with a college-going plan. The other half of the participants (Alex, 

George, Sophie, and Mateo) graduated from high school and anticipated enrolling in 

college. They cited their parent’s academic expectations as the impetus for their higher 

education aspirations. While the students expected to pursue a postsecondary degree, 

their time of entry differed: Sophie and Mateo enrolled in Texas HBCU immediately 

after high school, and Alex and George began at a local community college. As the 

students considered their long-term higher education options, their decision to enroll in 

Texas HBCU was influenced by university agents and the opportunity to participate in 
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official university activities (e.g., athletics or choir); interactions with Texas HBCU 

contacts created a pathway to their first-year at the university. (See Figure 4 below.) 

 
Figure 4.2. Texas HBCU interactions as depicted by participants who graduated 
from high school with a college-going goal. 
 

Sophie’s academic goals illustrated her lifelong dream of enrolling in college. She 

explained,  
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wanted to do things in science, like I wanted to be an archeologist, and 
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to go to college.  

 
Sophie’s parents also assisted her as she prepared for college: “If I needed help, my mom 

wasn’t that good at Math, but my dad was, so he’d help me out. My mom was more 

English, things like that…” She also became involved in sports, especially soccer, and the 

National Honor Society to support her college applications. Sophie considered two other 

universities in Texas, but she was drawn to Texas HBCU when a coach’s representative 
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spoke to her and said: “I’m interested in you. Would you like to come visit (Texas 

HBCU)? And, you know, we’ll talk an arrangement that we can make for, like, you 

know, money and all this kind of thing.” Interacting with a representative from Texas 

HBCU lead her to more seriously consider Texas HBCU. She was already committed to 

pursuing a higher education and said she was considering other Texas colleges and 

universities. Sophie visited Texas HBCU during her senior year in high school, and she 

was attracted to the university’s proximity to her hometown, financial support, and 

personalized classroom instruction.  

Similarly to Sophie, Mateo was intent on pursuing a college degree. In his family 

he explained, “It wasn’t an option not to go to college.” He also saw sports as an 

opportunity to pursue his degree as a student athlete: “I started playing sports, and I said, 

I want to continue doing this in college. And that’s when I decided (to go to college).” 

Mateo participated in track meets across the State of Texas, and he originally intended on 

pursuing an athletic scholarship at another Texas university. Unfortunately, he 

experienced some judicial challenges that precluded his enrollment in the Texas 

university and as a result, he explored other higher education opportunities. 

He learned about Texas HBCU at a college fair for campus leaders. When he 

approached the university’s booth, he recalled the track and field coach followed up with 

him: “I talked to the coach and the coach came (to the meets)…and he told me I should 

come here (Texas HBCU).” Mateo continued, “He (the coach) went to four out of like 

eight track meets I had in high school. He was always there. He always told me to come 

here.” Mateo’s enrollment in Texas HBCU was the combination of his college goals, pre-
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college experiences, and recruitment efforts initiated by university’s track and field 

coach.    

While Sophie and Mateo enrolled in Texas HBCU immediately after high school, 

Alex and George connected to Texas HBCU representatives after pursuing other college 

avenues. Even though they enrolled in Texas HBCU later in their college experience, 

their long-term academic goals included a higher education. 

For instance, Alex said, “My folks were pretty, well, especially my mom. She 

says, ‘You are going to go to college. That’s not an option.’” After high school, Alex 

pursued two college pathways. The summer before his first-year in college, he enrolled, 

but did not attend, classes at a Texas PWI. Instead, he returned home and enrolled in a 

community college during his first semester in college. When considering his long-term 

higher education opportunities, he relied upon a pre-established relationship he developed 

with a Texas HBCU professor.  

Unlike the other participants in this study, Alex acquired extensive pre-college 

experience with Texas HBCU through his personal contact with the university and the 

campus choir; he began singing with the choir in high school:  

And, the, professor here, Dr. (Smith), I've known here since I was eight. 
It's cause I was, you know, always in one of her choirs….so even in high 
school and everything, um, because my voice dropped, um, to a bass, um, 
she would ask me to help out the university choir when I was in high 
school. 

 
His on-campus experiences allowed him to connect with Texas HBCU constituents. He 

explained, “the people that I’ve met here, and not just the students, but the faculty and 

everything. Before I was a student here, the president knew my name.” Dr. Smith and the 
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president were instrumental in his enrollment at Texas HBCU because he realized he 

could not pursue his music career goals at the community college.   

 When confronted with these challenges, he described his situation to Dr. Smith: 

So, I told her, you know, kinda like what happened. She says, “Well if 
you need a, you know, you should think about coming to [TEXAS 
HBCU].” It's like, “Well, I'm still haven't really decided where I want to 
go.” She says, “I can give you a full scholarship.” “Oh, OK. When's 
registration?” 

 
Alex’s personal relationship with Dr. Smith provided educational and financial support 

coupled with an opportunity for Alex to pursue his degree and develop his skills as a 

singer. He decided to enroll in Texas HBCU during the spring semester of his first-year 

because he received a “full scholarship” and “the music was a huge factor.” 

The university’s president also offered educational support and more directly 

influenced Alex’s enrollment in Texas HBCU. When the president saw him at a choir 

event, he personally inquired into Alex’s application. Alex said: 

It's like, “Oh, well, you know, I don't see you around campus.” I says, 
“’Cause I'm not a student here.” He says, “Oh, well where are you at 
now?’ I says, ‘I'm at [Texas Community College].” You know…and he 
says, “Oh, OK. Have you applied here?” I says, “Yeah, I applied, but 
didn't get a response.” He says, “Call my office tomorrow.”  
 

Alex called the president the following day and met him on-campus. He was 

subsequently admitted and enrolled as a student at Texas HBCU. Alex’s experiences 

further illustrate how educational support from HBCU agents provided a pathway to 

Texas HBCU.  

George also began his collegiate career at a community college. He recalled how 

his classroom experiences discouraged his academic progress within that particular 
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learning environment. For example, he described classes with “a lot of people already in 

the classes and professors (who) went really, really fast and labs were required.” He said 

he “hated it” at the community college, but felt more comfortable when meeting Texas 

HBCU’s admissions office. He explained, “I walked in and they were really, really nice 

to me, and they started talking to me and…they cared. If I’m going to be giving my 

money away, I want to know, at least know someone cares.” This educational support 

from university staff helped George overcome the previous feelings he harbored within 

the community college setting. At Texas HBCU, he felt like he mattered to the university, 

and people cared about his success. George chose to leave Texas HBCU after his second 

year because he needed to support his newborn baby. His prior interactions with Texas 

HBCU representatives and the educational support he received from the university 

facilitated his return to the university when he decided to complete his degree.  

When George re-visited the campus to discuss his postsecondary options, he met 

with Ms. Rodriguez, an on-campus administrator who supported his return to the 

university. Ms. Rodriguez encouraged George and quelled his anxiety over the 

application and financial aid process. George recounted the influential role Ms. 

Rodriguez played in his return to Texas HBCU:  

She (Ms. Rodriguez) was inspirational on me coming back …because I 
was – yes, I was here and I was thinking, and I was like, “God, I don’t 
know how much my student aid’s going to, financial aid’s going to be, and 
I don’t know how much is going to be out of pocket for me.”  She goes 
“Listen. Listen.  Calm down. Alright, alright, calm down. And, uh, take a 
deep breath and come back in about five minutes.  Go out, you know, 
because everything’s going to be all right.” So I was like, “Wow.”  
     I did that and came back and um, she said, “Well, now we’re going to 
talk. So this is what you’re going to do.”  She told me- she didn’t even 
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know my, I didn’t even have my transcript. So she was like, “Everything 
is going to be alright if you want to come back.”  I said, “Yes ma’am.”  
She goes, “Are you sure you want to come back?”  I said, “Absolutely.”  
“Okay, well, I’m going to get you in contact with Mr. (Johnson) right over 
there in the next building. I’m going to call him and let him know that 
you’re right here, right now and that you’ll be over there in just a minute.” 

 
Ms. Rodriguez’s supported George’s desire to re-enroll in Texas HBCU and quickly 

collaborated with another university administrator to facilitate a second chance for him to 

obtain a postsecondary degree. This type of educational support prior to his return to 

Texas HBCU helped George feel greater ease about returning for his third year in 

college.   

Summary. In this study, all of the participants described interactions with Texas 

HBCU agents prior to considering college or enrolling in the university. These campus 

connections varied upon the participant’s academic aspirations, but ultimately led to each 

student’s enrollment at Texas HBCU. 

The four participants who graduated from high school without a college plan 

experienced pre-college encouragement from HBCU coaches and current students. 

Whereas these participants previously expressed academic self-doubt, Texas HBCU 

connections prompted a newfound confidence in their ability to pursue a college degree 

and successfully enroll in the university. In addition to pre-college Texas HBCU 

interactions, half of the participants described contact with the university agents prior to 

matriculating at the universities. These students were on a college path, or previously 

enrolled in higher education. Prior relationships with professors or formal university 

recruitment efforts motivated their matriculation at Texas HBCU.  
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For the five student athletes and one choir member in this study, interactions with 

Texas HBCU agents fostered access to higher education as well as financial support. 

Texas HBCU coaches, teammates, and professors actively recruited these students, 

whether or not they previously designed a college-going plan. The university’s 

recruitment efforts created a pathway to Texas HBCU and the students’ first-year 

experiences at the university.  

This section addressed the role of Texas HBCU agents in promoting higher 

education and, more specifically, the university among Mexican American students. The 

next sections present the study’s key first-year findings related to the guiding theoretical 

framework, and it begins with the separation processes students encountered as they 

enrolled in Texas HBCU.  

Transitioning to College and Managing Academic Responsibilities, Pre-college 

Relationships, and First-Year Emotions: The Separation Process 

Jalomo and Rendón  (2004) defined separation as “… a phase that students 

experience when they move away from everyday realities with which they are most 

familiar to join the new world of college life” (p. 38). More specifically, this form of 

separation includes a physical and cultural relocation of the student into a new college 

environment, “…which is tied to moving away from family and friends and the loss of 

familiar objects and people” (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 40). According to their 

description, new college students, whether traditional or non-traditional, begin to separate 

from their home life and familiar everyday realities as they transition to college. As 

students acclimate to the new environment, Jalomo and Rendón (2004) caution, “total 
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separation from a student’s culture is unnecessary and potentially harmful” (p. 41). Thus 

separation should be a gradual and culturally responsive process.  

The Mexican American students in this study were confronted with first-year 

separation challenges, such as: defining their identity as college students, meeting 

academic requirements, managing family perceptions and expectations, and coping with 

first-year uncertainty or anxiety. The participants also described varying degrees of 

separation from their everyday reality in their first-year at Texas HBCU. For example, six 

participants in this study described substantial pre-college experiences within African 

American communities and were more familiar with cultural values and norms. Two of 

the participants, however, experienced a more common process of leaving home, going to 

college, and encountering a physically and culturally different environment.  

This section presents the major findings surrounding the separation process for 

Mexican American students in their first-year at a Texas HBCU. It specifically addresses 

the physical and cultural, academic, and emotional separation processes as recounted by 

the participants.  

Physical and cultural separation. In the traditional sense, “going to college” 

refers to the geographic relocation of first-time students enrolling in a four-year higher 

education institution. The students in this study described varying levels of physical and 

cultural separation, and three sub-themes emerged; students who remained immersed in 

their familiar environment; entered a physically unfamiliar, but culturally familiar 

environment; and, entered a physically and culturally unfamiliar environment.  
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Remained immersed in their familiar environment. This sub-section describes 

students who continued to reside in their pre-college physical location surrounded by 

their familiar cultural environment. Alex, George, and Veronica lived and worked in the 

community surrounding Texas HBCU and continued to interact with individuals from 

their pre-college everyday life. Although they enrolled in Texas HBCU, their lived 

experiences reveal a separation process not as delineated as originally defined by Jalomo 

and Rendón (2004). Therefore, their respective experiences introduce a more nuanced 

understanding of physical and cultural separation.  

For example, Alex initially attempted to adopt the traditional separation process; 

he enrolled at a Texas PWI in another city, but then returned home to enroll in a Texas 

community college. He felt uneasy within these institutions because he sacrificed his 

music career to enroll in a Texas PWI and community college: 

I was cool with it at first (being at a Texas PWI), and I would 
just…something wasn’t right, and when I finally came home, I just started 
thinking about it, ‘cause I stopped singing. I’s like, “Nah, music is a big 
part of what I, what and who I am.” 
 

As he considered his higher education opportunities, Alex reflected on his experiences 

and realized Texas HBCU was the best fit for him because it provided an ideal 

environment for him to pursue his career in music. Texas HBCU also created a sense of 

comfort because he was familiar with the campus: “So I knew the campus….I had the 

advantage because I’d actually been there prior, prior to becoming an actual student.” 

Instead of physically separating from his everyday realities, Alex returned to it.  
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He also returned to the culturally familiar; Alex grew up in the surrounding 

community and was affiliated with a local church. In fact, Alex revealed his frustration 

when individuals questioned his cultural identity and connection to the African American 

community:  

This is who I am. You know…I’m very proud, very proud of my culture 
and my heritage, but the one thing is, I was brought up, you know, I was 
brought up in the Black church. I grew up in a mixed neighborhood, and 
so, you know, there’s no act. 
 

It was important for Alex to maintain relationship with the institution and his pre-college 

choir mentor, as well as preserve the cultural connection he sensed at an HBCU. As a 

first-year student, he remained connected to the community since he lived off-campus 

and commuted to Texas HBCU. Similarly to Alex, George lived off-campus and 

embraced the familiar physical and cultural environment of Texas HBCU when he 

returned to college. 

George was familiar with Texas HBCU because he grew up in the local 

community and enrolled in the institution in 1993. As a local resident, he was also 

familiar with the university’s history and documented it in his interview. When George 

did not complete his degree the first time, he was intent on returning to the familiar Texas 

HBCU to complete his degree:  

I really knew that I wanted to come back because that’s always been one 
of my, one of my agendas and my goals. So whether, even if I would’ve 
retired at my job, I was always thinking I would come back and get my, 
get my degree from this school. From this school.  
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While enrolled in Texas HBCU, George remained in his community: his parents’ home in 

the 1990’s and his own home more recently.  As a result, George remained immersed in 

his everyday reality while attending Texas HBCU.  

Culturally, George was familiar with the campus diversity, but still experienced 

some dissonance upon matriculation:  

When you just come to a new institution, I’m not going to lie, I mean, I 
was kind of like, I wouldn’t say scared, but a little timid when I first go 
here because I was like, “Man, there sure are a lot of Blacks.”  
 

When he initially enrolled at Texas HBCU in the early 1990s, George sensed a “them and 

us” atmosphere because so few Latinos enrolled in the university. George elaborated on 

his experiences in a large freshman class:  

You walk in and you see a little pocket of Mexicanos over here and then 
you saw all the Blacks.  So we’d have to like save each other seats, you 
know, so because what we do is we break down in groups and whatever, 
obviously whatever group you were …and she [the professor] wouldn’t 
like make us mix with them and vice versa. So it was like, you know, you 
are where you are.  You sit where you’re at and that’s it so you’d be your 
own group. 
 

He also depicted the classroom environment in the early 1990s: “There were times I was 

the only Hispanic in that class – the only one.” George recognized he was an ethnic 

minority and primarily associated with other Latino students. Despite these initial 

impressions, however, George was able to slowly traverse the university’s cultural space 

because of his prior experiences at the university.  

George connected with Latino and African American students through study 

groups. He said, “So at the same time we, um, we made bridges with the Blacks and so 

forth…We studied and we worked hard and again that bond like of them and us were 
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meeting.” These prior experiences within Texas HBCU also helped him develop sense of 

ease when relating to his peers upon his return: 

I mean, but at the most part, they were cool with me, you know. Some of 
them even thought I was half and half, and (laughs), “No, man, I’m full 
blooded Mexican, man.” So at that point, so they were cool with me, you 
know…really nice people, and um…went from there and just like pretty 
much like everyone else. 

 
George’s experience revealed a prior familiarity with the physical and cultural context of 

Texas HBCU. He was prepared to navigate the space and utilized his previous 

experiences as local citizen, a student, and an ethnic minority on Texas HBCU’s campus 

to work within the university’s context.  

Veronica also maintained her daily activities upon matriculation. She was 

informed about Texas HBCU through a work colleague and mentor, Sarah. Veronica 

enrolled in Texas HBCU because of a special arrangement established by her employer 

and Texas HBCU: 

So she (Sarah) told me that, that there was the city or [employer] particular 
had forged a relationship with this school with [Texas HBCU]. Because I 
just didn’t know anything about, I didn’t know, I knew to fear debt and 
stuff but um, because I grew, we grew up with such a, in such like a, like 
our electricity was being turned off or credit cards paid for groceries. 

 
Consequently, Veronica was looking for an educational opportunity that would allow her 

to maintain her employment and support herself while enrolled in courses. She said, “The 

reason why I came here was…because of the relationship between my employer and this 

school, which offered a discounted tuition rate…My loans would cover it, and I wouldn’t 

have to come out of pocket.” This arrangement allowed Veronica to remain immersed in 

her everyday environment as she progressed through her collegiate career.  
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She also remained close to familiar individuals during her first-year of college, 

especially Sarah. Indeed, Veronica explained she was not focused on developing 

relationships with peers:  

I wasn’t looking to make friends. I was more or less looking to, uh, not 
screw up…I think that my friend, Sarah, had classes the same time I did 
and we met up. I think we were pretty much joined at the hip while were 
coming to school here, and she was kind of there for, especially that first 
day or two.   

 
Veronica depiction of her first-year experience with peers and on-campus revealed her 

dedication to completing her education; additional relationships were a distraction to her 

degree. Furthermore she had to manage a strict employer who closely supervised the time 

she was away from the office to take classes.  

Despite her inclination to not reach out to peers and limited time on-campus, the 

overall campus culture resonated with her: 

The culture's just…All I can think of is just it's, um, I mean it's 
comfortable to me. It's colorful. It's very colorful. There's not a lot of 
conservative cats running around, so I like that. A lot of people are open-
minded and have a lot of experiences that would give, you know, real 
world, um, um, opinions, and, and bring in a different idea, different 
views, point of views into a conversation that you really wouldn't get in an 
all White school.  
 

Veronica appreciated the various perspectives she encountered at Texas HBCU and felt 

they contributed to her overall education. She also found them to be a characteristic 

unique to HBCUs. 

Entered a physically unfamiliar environment, but culturally familiar 

environment. This section describes students who were largely unfamiliar with the 

specific Texas HBCU campus, but who were familiar with predominantly African 
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American communities. More specifically, Mateo, Eli, Sophie, and Fred relocated from 

other cities to Texas HBCU and encountered a new physical space, but a familiar cultural 

environment.  

These students’ levels of awareness varied regarding Texas HBCU or HBCUs, in 

general; whereas some students had visited the campus prior to matriculation, others did 

not. They did not spend extensive amounts of time on the campus prior to enrolling in the 

university. Thus, Texas HBCU represented an unfamiliar physical environment.  

Culturally, these participants acquired substantial cultural knowledge to help them 

navigate the new physical space. These cross-racial interactions occurred within their 

home life, communities, and schools. For Mateo, these experiences occurred within his 

family, while Fred, Eli, and Sophie encountered predominantly African American 

locations within their schools and neighborhoods. 

When Mateo moved from a Texas city and entered Texas HBCU as a new 

student, he described the new campus environment as intimidating and his first day at 

Texas HBCU as “a big rush.” As he entered the campus, he was also “really nervous” and 

unsure about the facilities.” Even though Mateo was unfamiliar with the campus setting, 

he was familiar with HBCUs:  

I was excited because, like, my dad, the way he talked about it, the stories 
I heard from all my uncles and all that stuff, you know, HBCUs were a big 
deal for them…and I wanted to do that. I wanted to join that, you know? 

 
Mateo’s pre-college cross-racial interactions introduced him to predominantly African 

American communities and HBCUs, which eased the physical separation from his 
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everyday reality. He explained his greatest culture shock was moving to Texas from 

Mexico, not from his hometown to Texas HBCU:  

 It was a big culture change between going from Mexico to (Texas city), 
um…Primarily because ah, you know, it’s just Mexico and I moved to 
(Texas city) and it was a big change because it was bigger houses in 
(Texas city) and it was, it was primarily white neighborhood where I lived 
in. 

 
Mateo experienced a more conventional separation from his physical surroundings and 

cultural customs as a youth.  

As a college student, however, he was able to leverage the cultural knowledge he 

garnered growing up with an African American father: “Well, my stepfather’s Black, too, 

so he kind of raised me since I was seven and that tend to create the person that I am.” 

African American family members also surrounded and supported Mateo as he grew up. 

He explained: 

At the same time, my family, uh, the only Hispanic family is my mom. So, 
like, I was raised with a Black family, um, sort of. And, um, so I get along 
with Black people very well. I never have a problem. They never have a 
problem with me.  

 
Mateo’s family environment and home life socialized him and introduced him to African 

American cultural norms that eased his first-year in college. Unlike his Latino peers, 

Mateo had the advantage of cultural familiarity:  

It wasn’t a big culture change for me.  Ah, it probably was for my friends. 
But for me, it really wasn’t…Um, culturally it wasn’t.  I listen to the same 
music, ah, same food because of my dad. 

 
While Mateo’s family experiences helped him feel at ease his first-year, Eli and Sophie’s 

secondary schooling helped them navigate Texas HBCU.  
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Eli’s high school was “mostly Black, and then Hispanics, and then one or two 

Whites.” Sophie recalled a similar high school environment. She said, “I’ve always went 

to like a predominantly Black and Hispanic school, so I’ve grown up around, you know, 

being diverse.” Eli explained her high school setting helped her get “used to that 

environment.”  She said, “It’s kinda like what I was raised in, it hasn’t been too awkward 

or like, hard to like fit in kinda thing.” Sophie also said she’s “always had like African 

American friends.” Sophie and Eli were familiar and comfortable with interacting across 

racial lines and developing cross-racial peer relationships.  

Eli’s experience was slightly different, however, because she had the benefit of 

entering Texas HBCU’s campus with a familiar person: her high school best friend. Her 

friend brought her cultural everyday reality to an unfamiliar physical location. She said,  

The thing about friends was that, my best friend in high school, was going, 
was starting at [another Texas college], so that’s one of the reasons I even 
like pushed it (to enroll in Texas HBCU). So, I was like, I’ll have someone 
here. 

 
Eli feel more a sense of comfort knowing she had a familiar peer in her new environment, 

and this friendship offered her support the university’s unfamiliar campus.  

 While Eli and Sophie were familiar with the cultural setting, they left their 

physical everyday reality and enter a new environment at Texas HBCU. Sophie remained 

more immersed in the university’s physical setting, however, because she resided on-

campus and Eli lived off-campus with a relative. Since both participants played soccer, 

they visited the campus once prior to enrollment in order to speak with coach and to 

discuss her athletic opportunities and scholarship information. Eli and Sophie were 
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introduced to Texas HBCU’s physical environment immediately before the fall semester; 

their team responsibilities required them to arrive on-campus for soccer practice. Eli said, 

she arrived  “two or three weeks before school actually started because of the fact that 

we’re, like, practicing and stuff.” Sophie also recalled doing “three-a-days,” or three team 

practices a day, prior to classes beginning. Eli and Sophie’s pre-college experiences with 

the cultural environment and gradual familiarity with the physical setting supported them 

as they separated from her everyday home life.  

Fred’s unique first-year physical and cultural separation distinguishes his 

experience from the other participants in this study. His pre-college experiences with 

African Americans mirrored other peers within this subtheme, his physical relocation 

ebbed and flowed as he returned home to work each week.  

Fred’s neighborhood was “kinda low income.” He explained there were “a lot of 

Hispanics, a lot of Black people, about half-and-half.” Consequently, his high school 

interactions frequently crossed racial lines. He said, “So, in high school…I talked to, you 

know, Black people like normal. It was, it was very normal for me to associate with 

them.” These previous relationships and interactions provided knowledge to draw upon in 

relating to individuals at Texas HBCU.  

Unlike other students within this subtheme, Fred physically relocated to on-

campus housing his first semester but returned home weekly to maintain his employment 

and support his immediate family. He explained: 

The first semester when I started here, I was actually working at the, I 
started working the summer at Wal-Mart warehouse, so I was working in 
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(hometown), but then I would come over here (to Texas HBCU) in the 
week, and I would drive back to Houston to, to work at the warehouse.  

 
His separation process was a gradual negotiation of family and school responsibilities. 

After a semester of commuting between work and school, Fred secured employment near 

Texas HBCU. He also decided to physically separate himself from Texas HBCU and 

moved off-campus because he was displeased with the facilities and concerned about 

campus safety issues.   

Entered a physically and culturally unfamiliar environment. All of the 

participants in this study exhibited a cultural familiarity with Texas HBCU or HBCUs or 

experienced substantial cross-racial interactions with African Americans in their school 

and home life; however, one participant, Laura, did not. In contrast to the rest of the 

participants in this study, Laura’s lived experiences revealed her pre-college cultural 

interactions transpired within a predominantly Latino community. In addition to 

negotiating a new cultural reality, her first-year was also coupled with a physical 

relocation from her hometown. Laura experienced both a physical and cultural separation 

from her everyday reality.  

During her high school years, Laura’s family relocated from one Texas city to 

another. Both of these cities were predominantly Latino. She said, “My high school was 

majority Hispanics, and it was really cool. I enjoyed high school and even where I’m 

from…the area where I lived was very Latino, kind of…” Unlike the other participants in 

this study, Laura described a majority Latino high school and few pre-college interactions 
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with African American. She described her feelings of becoming a minority at Texas 

HBCU: 

It is different coming from a school of predominantly Mexican, Latinos, 
and stuff. You know, and then now coming here, it’s where, you know, 
from the majority to the minority is really different. I feel, because like in 
high school, I was really involved. I felt like I knew everybody…and in 
here, I know sports people…but I don’t know anybody else really. 

 
Laura’s cultural separation became more evident as she encountered the demographic 

reality of the university:  

I didn’t, coming to an HBCU, I guess I should’ve known it was going to 
be predominantly Black people, but I didn’t think it would be so much, 
like, I don’t know if that makes sense, you know, like just as many… 

 
While Laura knew she was enrolling in an HBCU, she did not fully realize the cultural 

adjustment she encountered. The cultural dissonance she encountered challenged her 

ability to connect to the university and relate to peers outside of her sports team. 

Laura’s cultural separation was further complicated by her first-year physical 

relocation. When Laura moved from her hometown to Texas HBCU, she moved off-

campus and lived with a family relative. She explained, “My first year and last semester 

I, you would hardly see me on campus, just to come to class and leave. Since I didn’t live 

here or anything.” Consequently, she physically separated from her everyday home life, 

but she was also removed from her new college life.  

Laura’s described a distinctive physical and cultural separation when compared to 

other participants in this study. The university’s demographic representation and physical 

setting were new to her, and she was inexperienced in navigating either space. As first-
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year student Laura left her pre-college everyday realities and adjusted to the new physical 

and cultural space at Texas HBCU.  

Summary. The lived experiences as recounted by Mexican American students in 

this study reveal unique combinations and gradations of physical and cultural separation 

in their first-year at Texas HBCU. Physically, three students remained in their everyday 

reality and lived in their home while enrolled in Texas HBCU. Five students re-located 

and left their hometown to attend Texas HBCU. These participants described pre-college 

interactions with predominantly African American communities and experienced varying 

levels of cultural separation. Finally, one participant, Laura, experienced a complete 

separation from her everyday reality when she enrolled in Texas HBCU.  

The cultural and physical relocation components of the separation process are 

complex and multifaceted process for Mexican American students who enroll in a Texas 

HBCU. As revealed in this study, separation is more nuanced and cannot be easily 

classified as a definitive disconnect from the student’s pre-college everyday life. 

Furthermore, Mexican American students may or may not encounter a cultural 

adjustment within a predominantly African American campus. The physical and cultural 

separation students manage is reflective of their decision to leave home for college and 

their pre-college interactions with the African American community. 

Academic separation. Academic separation emerged from the Mexican 

American students’ lived experiences as first-year students enrolled in Texas HBCU. 

This separation process refers to the students’ experienced as they progressed from 

secondary expectations, advanced to the university setting, and encountered college level 
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work and requirements. Since five participants identified as first-generation college 

students, this section commences with highlighting their experiences as they separated 

from their family’s educational norms.   

Enrolling as first-generation college students. In addition to a geographic 

relocation or cultural adjustments, participants described how enrolling in college 

distinguished their educational path from their parents’ academic experiences. Indeed, six 

participants identified as first-generation college students on their questionnaires and 

during their first interviews. Since they were the first in their family to pursue a 

postsecondary degree, these students expressed unfamiliarity with the college going 

process. The participants also described varying levels of familial support as they 

separated from educational norms.  

For example, Veronica’s family offered little support as a first-year student at 

Texas HBCU. As a high school student she dropped out and enrolled in an alternative 

program to earn her diploma. Veronica described her family’s expectations for her 

academic achievement: “They were okay with me dropping out…They would have been 

okay with me having babies after graduating high school.” She clarified their lack of 

support in relation to her first-generation status: “Because nobody in my family supported 

college” and “they (her parents) just weren’t college minded.” Since her family did not 

explicitly support her postsecondary aspirations, Veronica relied on her college-going 

peer, Sarah, for application and financial aid information.  

Fred also separated from his family’s academic norms by enrolling in Texas 

HBCU. While Fred’s parents supported his high school academic pursuits and intellectual 
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abilities, the possibility of earning a college degree did not emerge in family 

conversations. He explained,  

They (parents) didn’t really push me, you know? They just knew that I 
was going to school, and I was pretty smart, but they never, like, 
emphasized it. “You gotta go to college, or you have do this.” You know, 
just graduate from high school. Well, I’m first-generation, so nobody ever 
went to school.  

 
The notion of going to college was unfamiliar to his parents, and as a result, they 

emphasized his high school education. Since Fred and Veronica’s families were less 

familiar with college and the application process, their main focus was for them to 

acquire a high school diploma. Their lived experiences reveal a break from family 

educational expectations and norms. 

Alex and Mateo also identified as first-generation college students. Although they 

broke from their family’s educational models, they experienced overt support throughout 

the application process. For example, Alex’s mother heavily emphasized her college 

expectations for him: “She says you can start at [Texas Community College], but you 

need to do something.” Her encouragement motivated Alex to continue to find the right 

educational fit and to meet his academic and professional aspirations.  

While Mateo’s mother and father expected him to enroll in college, he struggled 

to find answers to college related questions because of his parents’ academic attainment:  

Don’t get me wrong, it was hard trying to find questions because my dad-
my mom didn’t go to school, and my real dad didn’t go to school either. 
The longest they’ve been to was probably like seventh grade… 

 
Instead, Mateo relied on his stepfather, his friends’ parents, and his connection to high 

school counselors. He said, “Why mainly helped me out the most was that I was an office 
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aid for, uh, the counselors, and the counselors were the ones that helped me out, picking 

out the schools, telling me where I should go.” As Mateo separated from his parent’s 

educational paths, he relied on family, peers, and extended networks to clarify the 

processes and assist with decision-making.   

Navigating a new academic institution. Learning the new college environment 

and understanding the larger cultural context is instrumental to students in their first-year 

of college. This campus knowledge emerged as an important first-year process for the 

students in this study. Participants described the processes they used to familiarize 

themselves with the campus layout, policies, and resources and to identify informative 

campus contacts.  

Finding their way. Laura described a checklist that helped guide her in the 

registration process, and she found she could ask her peers or coach questions regarding 

the university’s registration process. Alex also relied on peers and campus agents to find 

his way around the new campus,  

That’s the only classroom, you know, classrooms I knew. So I’m looking 
at my schedule, and it’s like (building name) this, this, this…I’m like, 
where is that? But, um, my friends that I wound up making in the choir 
actually helped me out that first semester. And even other people on 
campus was really nice (sic).  

 
Even though he visited campus regularly throughout his years in high school, he was only 

familiar with the music building because of choir practice. Alex was able to acquire 

additional information from others on-campus and become familiar with the university 

throughout his time enrolled.  
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Veronica was also unfamiliar with the campus buildings when she initially 

enrolled and questioned which buildings she was allowed to enter: “It was such a foreign 

place at first. I remember I didn't even know, ‘Was I allowed to go in this building? Or 

where could I go?’” As Veronica continued to interact with the campus environment, 

however, she continued to remain an outsider to most campus buildings, including the 

library: “I didn't go into this library until last semester. I had never been in this school's 

library. Until last semester! And I've been here, that means three and a half years I had 

not.” Veronica found her way around campus to access the resources she needed for class 

or administrative help. While she initially experienced uncertainty in navigating the 

university, she was able to identify the buildings of immediate need and work within her 

understanding of the university. Yet and still, she remained disconnected from critical 

campus resources, such as the library.  

Help seeking. Participants also demonstrated the need to ask for help. They 

realized they needed someone to guide them through different processes or to different 

resources to accomplish necessary tasks. While Laura and Eli were more assertive in 

finding help, Fred and George slowly learned they needed to ask questions in order to be 

successful.  

Laura relied on other individuals within the Texas HBCU community to provide 

assistance when she encountered obstacles. She explained, “I just went and talked to 

whoever was around, like, who looked like they knew something. So what is this? Can 

you help me? They were very helpful.” Laura felt she needed to initiate the conversation 
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to seek help. She described a sense of ease in asking others for assistance, and she openly 

approached peers or staff that appeared informed.  

In the classroom, Eli described herself as someone who went from “shy to like 

this person that doesn’t stop talking.” She explained her constant communication in-class 

and assertive questions were to further her understanding of course material, regardless of 

her classmates’ opinions:  

I've always been the type to just go into a class, at the get go, and 
everybody thinks I'm shy, and, like, quiet, and you know, "Ms"…if I have 
a question, I'll ask, regardless. If you don't under-, if you don't want to 
hear the question, don't listen to me, but I want, I want to understand what 
it is that the teacher's trying to tell me.  

 
Eli’s depiction of her class participation reveals the ownership she developed over her 

education. She found that asking questions helped her find her way through the course 

curriculum.  

 Fred and George, however, initially struggled to ask questions and find help. He 

recalled his feelings of frustration with not knowing how to navigate Texas HBCU’s 

campus in this dialogue with the researcher:  

Fred: Tough. Stressful. Get in arguments with my mom. "You should 
ask." But no… 
TO: Why did you not want to ask? 
Fred: 'Cause I don't know. I was afraid. 
TO: Afraid of what? 
Fred: Asking questions. 
TO: What are they gonna do? 
Fred: Nothing. Now I know! Now I know to ask questions. 
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Fred explained he was fearful of asking questions and said he now realizes the 

importance of requesting assistance. Over time he learned this is the best way to remain 

informed and be familiar with the university.  

 George also described how he realized he needed to ask questions during his first-

year at Texas HBCU. His initially apprehension was based on cultural understanding of 

help seeking:  

That was another thing, we didn’t really like because, even like them 
being from the  (Rio Grande) Valley got this proud, um, proud honor 
among yourselves. We don’t really like to ask for too much…we like to, 
like, depend on each other. 

 
George’s perceptions on asking for help transitioned as he returned to Texas HBCU. He 

explained how a professor helped him see asking questions as a positive learning 

strategy:  

I’ll never forget one of my teachers said one who asks a question is a fool 
for a second, but one who never asks a question is a fool forever. And I 
always tell myself that.  Which one are you?  I always tell myself I ain’t 
no fool so I’m going to ask. I’m going to ask. 

 
George and Fred learned they needed to reach out and ask for help. They had to 

overcome their original trepidations or perceptions of cultural norms to realize their 

academic progress is only further supported by seeking help.  

Meeting faculty members’ expectations. Another key component of the academic 

separation participants experienced was related to faculty members and their expectations 

for college level work. The faculty members portrayed in this study challenged students 

to develop their critical thinking and writing skills. Indeed, the rigor of college 

coursework presented new challenges to all of the students in a myriad of ways.  
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Mateo described the faculty members’ writing expectations and revealed course 

assignments were “…just papers, papers, papers, unless you have like a math class, or a 

science class. But basically each class is just papers after papers. You just have to have a 

really good background in writing.” Mateo discussed the constant writing assignments he 

received in his freshman courses and explained “our freshman classes you take all the 

writing classes first because once you get to your…classes you need for your major that 

requires a lot of term papers.” He further explained how his first-year courses set the 

foundation for future course assignments: 

I remember my freshman year I had to take an English class, and I thought 
it was easy, you know, and I did it, but then the next year I took one of my 
classes for political science, and I had a 20 page paper due, and I was like, 
I’m not ready for that. I’m not ready for that. The most I’ve ever done was 
probably like three pages, and, uh, but once I, you know, once I broke it 
down it’s easier, and it’s not that much harder. It’s just longer. 
 

To Mateo, learning to meet faculty members’ expectations during his first-year in Texas 

HBCU helped him develop the academic skills for success in his second year. While the 

additional course work and expectations of writing extensive research papers presented 

some difficulty, Mateo depicted manageable coursework at Texas HBCU:  

I’m not making fun of anybody, but I’m glad that I went to a (Texas city) 
school because when I got here, you know, school was easier like, um, I 
struggle in calculus in high school. I did. I struggled really hard….and 
when I got here to college algebra it was easy.  

 
Mateo’s pre-college academic experiences prepared him to meet the faculty members’ 

expectations. He also felt his work ethic helped his academic achievement: “I’m the type 

of person that, I’m not the smartest person, but I’m the hardest working one. I’ll do all the 

extra credit work. I do all the extra assignments and that’s how I get my grades.” Mateo’s 
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dedication and the high school educational experiences helped him progress towards his 

degree. 

Laura also described how she managed faculty expectations and course 

assignments: “At first I was like, this is impossible…like just studying and papers.  My 

first year was like, the time I had wrote, I guess, the most papers in my life.” College 

requirements presented new challenges and expectations. Her academic responsibilities 

were further complicated by her commitment to the university’s softball team:  

Yeah, and it was really, it did, it sucked because we would be on the road 
traveling Friday.  Most of my papers were due on Friday so I always had 
to turn them in a day early… I would always do it a day ahead because I 
didn’t know if the doors would be like unlocked or anything.  
 

Laura managed to meet faculty expectations and complete her course assignments by 

organizing her schedule to complete papers prior to softball games.  Even though Laura 

struggled to manage her time and “would wait ‘til the last minute” to complete 

assignments, she was able to submit her assignments and meet the course requirements. 

She and Mateo learned to fulfill their academic responsibilities by putting forth greater 

effort and managing their schedules.  

While Laura and Mateo described their experiences with writing and meeting 

course requirements, Veronica illustrated obstacles related to her critical thinking skills. 

She enrolled in a course taught by her academic advisor, Dr. Jones and was surprised by 

the critical analysis he expected from students: 

He had a very rigorous class. He is so, uh, intimidating 'cause his, what he 
wants is deep. He wants you to read deep into things, and you're like, what 
do you want from me?!  
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Veronica said Dr. Jones also encouraged her “take hard classes” and “the most writing 

intensive classes, or just classes with a lot of reading and thought.” Dr. Jones challenged 

Veronica to enroll in more difficult courses and to think about course subjects more 

thoroughly, yet he offered support as she sought to meet his expectations. 

 Managing time.  Time management skills were also within the realm of academic 

adjustment. Faced with considerable amounts of “free time,” students needed to learn 

how to structure their time to accomplish their academic tasks and avoid procrastination. 

This proved a formidable task for Laura, Eli, Fred, and Veronica, and this skill was 

further challenged by student athletic responsibilities.  

Laura explained the unnecessary burden her time management skills created. As 

she reflected on her first-year in Texas HBCU, she realized her “first year should’ve 

been, like, cake. It should’ve been easy.”  As she procrastinated and put off assignments, 

however, she placed additional pressure on herself: 

I think I just made it more hard on myself because I didn’t know how to 
manage time. I was just, how do I say it? A procrastinator, and the work 
load, like, I felt like a two page paper was so much. I was like, I can’t do 
this. It’s so much. 

 
Laura’s first-year time management strategies made course assignments seem more 

overwhelming, and her softball responsibilities created additional stress because 

“everything would hit at once.”   

Eli also described the challenges she faced with procrastination. It was difficult 

for Eli to focus given the amount of time she now had outside of the classroom: “The 

amount of free time during her first-year I honestly went crazy with so much free time. 
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… the fact that you had so much free time, to me, was bad.” With additional time, Eli 

found herself rationalizing her decisions to postpone her coursework.  

'Cause I didn't get anything done. 'Cause I knew, it was always like, "Oh, 
I'll have time. Oh, I'll have time." And so, that was hard for me to, to get 
my free time right, like know what it is I need to do with my free time. 

 
Eli’s flexible schedule and extensive amounts of free time presented new challenges and 

she navigated the university’s academic requirements. She was unsure of what she should 

accomplish with time not spent in class, and she procrastinated because she knew she 

would have more time in the future.  

While Laura and Eli experienced time management challenges because of 

procrastination and free time, Fred and Veronica struggled to manage multiple 

responsibilities. Fred specifically explained the coursework was manageable, but soccer 

practice and games required additional time and limited his ability to solely focus on 

academics. 

Well, at first I thought it was going to be super hard…but when I got here, 
I, you know, when I got here's kinda like high school. 'Cause I'm like 
kinda, kinda smart, so taking all these classes, basics were really easy for 
me. But, you know, me playing soccer and working was kind of, that was 
the downfall.  

 
Fred remained dedicated to taking care of his multiple responsibilities because he also 

wanted to show he was capable of handling everything:  

Well, it’s pretty hard. A lot of people tell me you’re doing too much. But, 
if somebody tells me I’m doing too much, I’m gonna do it anyways to 
prove them wrong. Like to this day, people are like, “How do you, how do 
you, how do you wake up? You go to sleep…You just sleep for three 
hours. I don’t know how you wake up, bro. How you doing all these 
things?” I just, you know, feel there’s time do to everything.  
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He later explained his hectic schedule presented too great of a challenge, and he 

ultimately took a brief break from soccer after his first-year enrolled in Texas HBCU.  

 Veronica also needed to manage work and school responsibilities during her first-

year at Texas HBCU. In describing her schedule, she said,  

It’s always four classes or five. And, um, I work fulltime, I do, and they 
(employers) are strict with my work, like, they barely let me get away for 
lunch, so, um, it’s manageable though because I don’t see how it’s not.  

 
Similarly to other non-traditional students, Veronica’s was forced to strike a balance 

between coursework and work responsibilities. Her limited time and strict schedule 

presented new challenges in her academic pursuits, but she remained focused on 

achieving her goal and receiving her degree.  

Summary. Students in this study were confronted with navigating a new academic 

environment, meeting faculty members’ expectations, and managing their time. The 

academic challenges participants encountered were unique to their pre-college academic 

experiences, academic self-concept, and ability to manage multiple responsibilities.  As 

the students negotiated their first-year academic separation from high school to the 

university, they also began to define their academic identity as a college student.  

Relational separation. Another key factor in the separation process for Mexican 

American students in their first-year at a Texas HBCU was the negotiation of pre-college 

relationships. Indeed, “(first-year) students find themselves redefining old high school 

friendships and testing cultural ties and family codes of unity” (Rendón, 1992; 

Rodriguez, 1982 as cited in Jalomo and Rendón, 2004, p. 40). Participants specifically 

addressed the evolution of peer and family relationships as they separated from home.  
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Relationships with pre-college peers. Relationships with high school friends were 

re-defined and re-prioritized. As participants became more involved with their on-campus 

responsibilities, the frequency and forms of communication with pre-college peers 

changed. Participants slowly disengaged from pre-college friends or maintained contact 

with their “best friend.”  

Mateo and Veronica described how they decided to separate themselves from pre-

college peers. These participants chose to move forward and distance themselves because 

they were busy with college work or because they realized the potential negative 

influences pre-college peers may present. 

For example, Mateo struggled to maintain contact with high school peers: “I don’t 

communicate with them anymore…what people don’t understand is that when you’re, 

when you play as many sports as I do, all you have time is for sports.”  Mateo’s campus 

responsibilities to university athletics precluded his ability to maintain constant 

communication with pre-college peers. While Mateo slowly lost touch with high school 

peers, he also became more invested in connecting with his college peers and developing 

his friendships on-campus. He said, “But at the same time, I think college is where you 

make your best friends for life, so that, I think that’s what I want.” As a result, Mateo 

focused his attention on developing friendships with students at Texas HBCU. 

Veronica described a deliberate decision to avoid high school peers because of 

their potentially harmful influences: “I didn’t keep friends from that time. In fact, I still 

don’t. I don’t think that they were really, uh, on the same path for me to get to where I 

was going.”  Veronica did not feel it was necessary to remain in contact with high school 
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peers because she had “nothing in common” with them. Consequently, she “left the past 

in the past” and revealed she did not “know anybody from that time anymore.” 

Fred, Alex, and Laura essentially ceased communication with pre-college friends, 

but they would occasionally encounter old friends and realize the different realities their 

peers must now handle. Fred described his friends and said, “All of them did their thing, 

went back home. A lot of them had babies, and whatever, you know, got into trouble.” 

Alex portrayed a similar experience when he saw his high school peers unexpectedly: 

It’s like they weren't doing nothing. They were still working at the same 
jobs that they did in high school. They're, uh, majority of girls are starting 
to get pregnant…So, yeah, it's like, um…..felt, felt good for myself that I 
was continuing on, but kinda sad because …when we graduated we had 
the most graduates, you know. We had the highest GPAs, but, you know, 
everybody fell off after that. They didn't have that support.  

 
Laura also observed differences among her pre-college peers: “And also, you know, 

people have just moved on. Like one of my friends from high school got pregnant and 

has a baby now, and like she has her own life.” Fred, Alex, and Laura realized the 

transition in their friendships was due to changing individuals and circumstances.  

Best friends. As the frequency of their communicated diminished, participants 

who occasionally reconnected with high school peers only talked to their “best friends.” 

When they reunited with their peers, participants recalled a return to normalcy, fluid 

conversation, and a sense of comfort. It was as though the peers never spent time apart.  

For example, Alex described how he maintained contact with his best friend but 

disconnected from most of his peers: “You know how in high school you say well we’re 

gonna be friends, and everything…I lost track of ‘em. The only one I knew was my best 
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friend, and, you know, we still in contact now (sic).” Over time, he lost contact with pre-

college peers but maintained his closest friend.  

Veronica illustrated a similar experience with a middle school friend. Veronica 

did not maintain contact with high school friends, but she did communicate with her best 

friend from another Texas city. She said: 

And, um, we talk on the phone as much as possible, but it’s kind of like 
six months will go by and you talk and it doesn’t matter. Because you’ll 
remember what you talked about the last time. You’re just tight. 

 
Veronica’s depiction of her best friend revealed how relational separation becomes more 

sporadic throughout the student’s first-year in college.  

Still, when participants did reunite with pre-college best friends, they felt a sense 

of ease. For example, Sophie also described how she may not see her best friend 

regularly, but “when we do get together, it’s like normal.” This sense of comfort and 

being able to pick up where students left off epitomizes their best friend descriptions. 

Eli’s best friend experience was unique from the other participants because she 

enrolled in Texas HBCU, and one of her friends enrolled in another local Texas 

university. They were able to maintain their friendship during her first-year in college and 

communicated regularly. She explained:  

So, keeping in touch. I would always keep in touch with, uh, well, I, uh, 
that one friend that you know that's no here was her, she would, we would 
always go to her apartment. We would, I would hang out. When I felt like 
talking to somebody, I was able to go to her.  

 
As Alex, Veronica, and Eli illustrated, the students in this study viewed best friends as 

old friends – friends you do not see or talk to everyday, but who return to the same place 



 153 

of comfort on the rare occasion they see each other. Their best friends served as a source 

for support, but participants also focused their attention on meeting new peers in college. 

 Relationships with family. Family relationships were another facet to 

understanding the relational separation of Mexican Americans enrolled in a Texas 

HBCU. As the students entered Texas HBCU, families and students negotiated new 

boundaries and expectations. They contacted their families in search of moral support and 

advice as they transitioned to their new life as a college student.  The participants in this 

study described the separation process in terms of family communication, which most 

often varied in frequency and form (over the phone or in person). 

Fred and Laura revealed consistent communication was key in managing their 

first-year relationships with family, but especially with their mothers. Laura also spoke 

with her mother regularly: 

Um, with my mom, I’ve always had a really close relationship with so we 
still talk everyday. And even though we see each other frequently, we still 
like, every time I see her, it’s like, I miss you so much, you know. It’s 
funny. 

 
Laura spoke to her mother daily and shared her feelings and challenges. Her mother 

would receive encouragement to continue on with her education.  

Fred’s mother offered similar support. During his first-year in Texas HBCU, Fred 

kept in contact with his parents and sisters. He described how his mother would 

encourage him to persevere when he encountered challenges in his path: 

Sometimes I felt like quitting, going back home. You know, and, I’d call 
my mom, tell her, you know. Put my gloves down, and I want to come 
back home. And she’s crying tell me, “No, keep doing it.” You know, so 
that was my motivation, my mom. 
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Fred and Laura communicated regularly with their families, but Sophie struggled to meet 

her parents’ communication expectations. Sophie’s parents wanted her to speak with her 

more frequently: 

My parents feel like I don't call them enough, but they always think that. 
But I mean, I talk to them at least like once every other day…like, you 
know, if that's the longest…Yeah. It's just always been a real bad habit of 
mine to not call my parents, but I try to keep up. 

 
Although she did not call home as frequently as they wanted, Sophie indicated she 

returned home frequently to see her parents and boyfriend because she is “family 

oriented.”  

Eli also went home regularly, but the purpose of her family communication was 

twofold: to attempt to rectify familial issues and to receive academic support. For Eli, her 

first-year family relationships were characterized her continued involvement in family 

issues. She also sought academic help and support while at home. 

Eli described a home life “with a lot of violence.” She described how conflicts 

between family members continued as a first-year student at Texas HBCU. These 

challenges initially maintained her connection to her family, and she would return home 

frequently to help: “There was problems as home, so I was like, and they so I was like, 

and they would call me, like I can run home and do something, right?” Eli felt conflicted 

about her place at Texas HBCU because she was away from her family and felt they 

needed her to resolve their issues: “So I felt like I was not in the right place because I 

wasn't helping my family, and I wasn't, you know, doing what I, I guess, needed to do 

(for the family).” 
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As a result, she considered leaving Texas HBCU: “I was like, ‘You know what? 

Deuce. Peace out. I'll see you next, next fall, I guess.’ You know, I'ma go home. Do what 

I gotta do, and, uh, maybe come back.” As she considered her place at Texas HBCU, she 

explained how her soccer coach encouraged her to stay and offered more financial 

support so she could remain enrolled at Texas HBCU. She then realized she needed to 

separate herself from the relationship troubles at home.  

Eli explained her decision to distance herself and focus on her education at Texas 

HBCU:  

I was like, ‘No, you know, I have my own life. Like, I have to, you know, 
as much as, yeah, I gotta worry about family, but they’re grown up. I’m 
the smallest one, so why should I be worried about, you know, the world? 

 
She realized her best chances at completing her education rested on her ability to 

concentrate on her schoolwork and allow family members with conflict to settle their 

own issues.  

Despite the challenges confronting her family, Eli said she also went home for 

academic support. She described how her family supported her academic pursuits during 

her visits home:  

And so like every two, three weeks, I would go home. Come back, and 
like that. And I actually, I honestly use to like go home, do homework, and 
like, have my sister-in-law help me with like, writing and papers, and. 
like, she would fix 'em for me, and, like, edit 'em and stuff, and then I 
would come right in time to turn in.  

 
Eli’s revealed multiple motivations to return home and stay connected to her family. She 

struggled to balance her presence in family issues and on-campus in Texas HBCU, but 
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later realized she needed to disconnect from relational conflicts to progress towards her 

academic goals. 

While Sophie and Eli’s parents expected them to return home to visit or negotiate 

family crises, Mateo was not expected to maintain regular contact with his parents. 

Indeed, his parents expected him to move out and be on his when he turned 18. He 

explained the familial separation was because “my father went through the same thing. 

His parents and his parents before that, once you turn 18, you’re on your own.” These 

family expectations defined the level of communication within his first-year:  

Personally me and my family, we love each other.  Our family’s first over 
everything. , I would do anything for them and I love them as much as I 
would love anything else.  But having said that, we don’t communicate at 
all…last year I went a whole semester without talking to my parents. 

 
To Mateo, his connection remained strong to his family, even though he did not speak to 

his parents regularly. He explained the lack of communication was due to his parents’ 

trust and support. They were confident he would successfully manage his responsibilities: 

It’s not because I don’t miss them…they raised me to be independent, to 
take care of myself so they know that I’m handling business, you know, 
I’m taking care of myself. I’m eating well. 

 
To Mateo and his family, “no news is good news.” He focused on his classes and running 

track and saw his family during university holidays. He knew his family was available, 

however, if he encountered any problems.  

Summary. As first-year Mexican American students matriculated into Texas 

HBCU, their pre-college relationships with peers and family members also transitioned. 

The students revealed less frequent contact with their pre-college peers, except their best 
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friends in some cases. Pre-college friends were categorized as old friends as the 

participants moved forward and connected with new peers.   

Relationships with family members were often discussed in terms of 

communication. Family communication among Mexican American students in this study 

varied by frequency and form of contact, but also by parental expectations. Some 

participants talked to their parents or family members everyday or every other day, while 

Mateo spoke to his family a couple times a semester. Family norms and values dictated 

the initial communication parameters and students negotiated with those boundaries as 

they advanced through their first-year in college.  

Emotional responses to separation. Jalomo and Rendón (2004) suggested non-

traditional students experience a variety of emotions as they transition in their first-year. 

These emotions include “…feelings of loss, guilt, and anxiety that are associated with 

separation” (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). Indeed, the students in this study negotiated 

anxiety, feelings of intimidation and fear, but they also felt excited and empowered to 

attend college. Student athletes revealed how their teammates help alleviate some of their 

initial trepidations. Students also recalled negotiating family members’ emotions and 

opinions regarding their enrollment in an HBCU.   

 First-year feelings. Participants expressed a range of emotions during their first-

year at Texas HBCU. These feelings emerged as students began to find their place on 

campus and define themselves as college students. Whereas Laura, Veronica, and Eli 

described a sense of fear or intimidation, Alex and George depicted a sense of excitement 

and contentment.  
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Laura, Veronica, and Eli’s academic perceptions generated first-year emotions of 

doubt and concern. For example, Laura described explained her fear was founded upon 

her pre-college academic experiences. She felt unprepared for a postsecondary education 

and questioned her ability to be a successful college student: 

I was scared because I had, they told me to come visit the college, and 
they came…and I was just like, “Can I do this?” I had no idea. I wasn’t in 
college board in high school, and I really didn’t have time. I honestly did 
not think it was an option.  

 
Laura explained she was “nervous” because she “didn’t know anybody.” Laura described 

her initial weeks on campus as “nerve wracking and scary.” She was “always really like 

walking kind of fast everywhere.” Laura began to feel better about her place on campus, 

however, when she started to recognize her teammates. She explained, “But as soon as I 

got acquainted with the softball team, things seemed, you know, more relaxed.” Laura’s 

teammates served as a support system and helped her overcome her fears.  

When Mateo arrived for the move-in day, he was “really nervous.”  He explained 

his emotional response to becoming a new student was partially founded on the facilities 

and overall campus atmosphere. He said, “I was scared…but once I got here, it felt like a 

camp.” Mateo’s transition to the new university space was eased by familiar teammates, 

and this familiarity with peers helped ease his initial fears and uneasiness. 

Sophie further reinforced the role of teammates in supporting student athletes 

through emotional separation during their first-year: 

I was scared. It was my first time being myself in a place I didn't know. 
But, what eased it was like the soccer team because we all like, we were 
all scared. So we were all scared together. So it was like a shared…yeah, a 
shared fear…and then we all kinda like conquered it together. 
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Sophie explicitly described the emotional support she received from her fellow soccer 

players. While the new students entered feeling uncertain, they were able to rely upon 

one another to overcome their fears.  

Veronica and Eli echoed these new student sentiments as well. For example, 

Veronica revealed she was apprehensive about her new role as a college student, and her 

unfamiliarity with being a college student created nervousness as she negotiated the 

campus environment.  She elucidated, “It was a little strange (to be in college). I just kept 

to myself and tried to be invisible actually. I remember that because it was really 

intimidating.” Veronica’s emotions drew her inward as she tried to make sense of her 

college experience.  

Similar to Laura, Veronica’s fear was based on her own academic perceptions. 

She doubted her ability to contribute to the college environment, and she feared these 

shortcomings would be revealed in a public space, such as a classroom:  

I was already really intimidated about college, and I didn’t think I would 
be good enough or smart enough, or, uh, I don’t know. I kind of felt like, 
like my worst nightmare would be to go into a class and the professors 
would be talking, and I wouldn’t understand what he was saying because I 
was so dumb. That scared me to death.  

 
The unfamiliar nature of college life in general created feelings of anxiety and fear for 

Veronica.  

Eli was also scared as she encountered the academic expectations of 

postsecondary education and realized the seriousness of pursuing a college degree: 

I think I, at the beginning, I was scared. 'Cause like in high school, high 
school, it was just school…And, so, here it's more like, I felt like, "Dude, 



 160 

I'm paying. I'm paying for, for me to go to school, so I have, like, be more 
responsible."  

 
Eli’s emotions were based on her concern to be a successful student. She wanted to do 

well in her first-year and learned she needed to shift her approach to her education. 

While most students experienced some level of fear or concern with attending 

Texas HBCU, Alex and George described a sense of excitement or contentment with 

enrolling in Texas HBCU. For example, Alex’s opportunity to enroll as a first-year 

student was a dream deferred. Since he had years of experience on Texas HBCU’s 

campus, he looked forward to finally enrolling as a full-time student. He said, “I actually, 

I actually, um, a little bit of both (excited and nervous) ‘cause I was excited to finally be 

officially a part of the university…” Alex’s pre-college familiarity with the university 

helped ease his first-year emotions as a new student.  

George’s prior experiences with the university and his academic accomplishments 

upon matriculation also created a sense of ease during his first-year at Texas HBCU. 

George described feeling “empowered” as a new student. His self-confidence rested on 

his newfound academic ability: “It was empowering because I was doing so, I mean, I 

think I had like a 3.0.” As a result, his academic experiences produced a positive 

emotional response as a first-year student.   

Family member’s emotional responses to attending a Texas HBCU. Participants 

in this study described varying levels of family encouragement and family 

communication, but their families also expressed a range of emotions as their child 

enrolled in an HBCU. These perceptions were not always reflective of the students’ pre-
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college experiences with diversity or familiarity with Texas HBCU. Participants managed 

the various perceptions, attitudes, and comments from family members as they 

progressed through their individual emotional separation process as first-year students.  

For instance, Sophie’s parents were most excited about her opportunity to pursue 

a higher education. She said: “They were supportive. My mom was like, you know, 

‘Aww, my baby’s gonna leave!’ And my dad’s like, you know, ‘Good for you! You 

know, time for you to leave the nest!’” Laura’s mom was also enthused about the 

opportunity: “Well, my mom was just happy that I was going to play ball and go to 

school. She’s just a happy person. Didn’t mind at all (that it was an HBCU).” Conversely, 

Laura’s uncles and step dad “made fun” of her and “joke(d) around.” Ultimately, 

however, she felt “everyone was just happy I was going to go to school.” Sophie and 

Laura’s family members expressed an overall support their students to enroll in HBCU 

because their opportunity to enroll in a university superseded its classification as an 

HBCU. Fred, George, and Veronica, however, were confronted with varying levels of 

resistance from immediate or extended family members. 

Fred explained his family was also glad he was going to college: “Well, they 

didn’t even know what HBCU mean. So they didn’t really know…they just knew I was 

going to college.” They supported his pursuits, but were not overtly express their 

excitement. Fred’s emotional response to separation was complicated because of familial 

stereotypes of African Americans: 

Well, culturally, I think I can say my dad was kind of racist, but I grew up 
in a neighborhood where there’s a lot of Black people…I can say I was 
kind of racist ‘cause growing up with a father that was always, you know, 
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they’re people being lazy and what not. But I’m also seeing that, you 
know, it’s different. There’s some people that actually trying to get an 
education and actually work for what they want, you know? 
 

As Fred progressed through his first-year, he was challenged to reconsider the stereotypes 

he learned during his upbringing. He recognized the reality he experienced within Texas 

HBCU was fundamentally different than what was perpetuated in his home life. 

 When asked about his family’s perceptions his enrollment in Texas HBCU, 

George also experienced a challenging incident with a family member, his uncle. He 

described an incident when he informed his family he was enrolled in Texas HBCU and 

recalled his uncle’s reaction as “huge.” He said,  

It was huge because, like, some of my relatives, well, an uncle in 
particular was, “Do you know what kind of, do you know what school that 
is?” I was like,  “No, I mean, it’s just a college to me. What do you mean 
what school it is?” He was, “That’s all for Blacks isn’t it?” And I was like, 
“I don’t know where you got that from, but they accepted my application 
and they admitted me.” They go, “What?” I said, “Yeah, I’m already 
there.” He goes, “Well, that used to be an all Black college. I didn’t know 
that, people didn’t know that they accepted Hispanics – or other races, I 
guess.” 

 
Whereas Fred worked to overcome racial stereotypes, George encountered institutional 

stereotypes. His enrollment elicited an emotional response because his family, especially 

his uncle, believed Texas HBCU only admitted African American students, and they 

were shocked other ethnicities were admitted to the university.  

Veronica also encountered negative HBCU perceptions from her father. She 

explained: “But my dad, he pretty much has said this to me, which we will fight about, 

that, ‘Oh, well, you’re going to a Black school so it’s easier, or so your good grades don’t 

mean as much.’” Veronica rationalized her father’s perceptions were because he was 
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“racist” and “just so ignorant sometimes you’d think he came right from the farm 

yesterday.” Veronica’s father was raised on a farm with a large family, however she 

believed his biased opinion was because “he doesn’t think a lot of women in general.” As 

a result, she reasoned his perceptions developed because she challenged the gendered 

behavioral norms, “I’m pretty sure that it’s really strange to have a daughter who’s like 

overly, um, independent and aggressive as me.” She further stated, “I think he would be 

more happy if I was like an ideal female to him. Just passive, quiet, and babies already 

and married.” As a first-year student, Veronica was faced with the task of negotiating her 

personal emotions and her father’s as well.  

 Summary. Beginning their college career at Texas HBCU prompted a variety of 

emotions among the participants and their family members. Six of the participants in this 

study described feelings of trepidation or anxiety as they navigated a new environment 

and adjusted to their new identity as a college student. Two students, Alex and George, 

benefitted from prior experiences with the university and described a more comfortable 

first-year, filled with excitement and empowerment.  

The participant’s personal emotions were further influenced by family members’ 

perceptions of attending an HBCU. Parents expressed varying levels of support for the 

enrollment in an HBCU. For example, Sophie and Laura’s parents were pleased their 

daughters were enrolling in college, and Alex’s mother felt content he was returning to a 

familiar environment to pursue his degree. Fred, George, and Veronica recounted some 

challenges they encountered as a result of family members’ biases and stereotypes. Thus, 

the emotional separation processes students negotiated were the compilation of personal 
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and familial feelings and sentiments regarding their enrollment in a college in general and 

Texas HBCU, in particular. 

“I Feel Like We Have a Lot of Help:” In- and Out-of-Class Validating Experiences 

Jalomo and Rendón (2004) maintained that many students of color and non-

traditional students often enroll in college and encounter invalidating experiences. 

Invalidating experiences discourage students and cause them to question their academic 

abilities, but validating experiences affirm and enable students to learn. College or 

university representatives are expected to initiate validating experiences. Indeed, “In the 

validation model, institutional agents are expected to take the first step toward helping 

students believe in themselves and their inherent capacity to learn” (Jalomo & Rendón, 

2004). As a result, validating experiences create a transformative effect whereby students 

begin to see themselves as contributing members to the university’s learning community.  

The participants in this study identified validating experiences both inside and 

outside of the classroom. Participants who were able to connect with faculty members 

described their professors as generally accessible and willing to explain course material. 

Family members and peers also encouraged students to persevere when they encountered 

obstacles during first-year in college. However, the participants revealed validating 

experiences may exceed the university’s boundaries and familial relationships; students 

also identified supportive employers who encouraged their academic progress.  

The purpose of this section is to highlight the in-class and out-of-class validating 

agents Mexican American students identified as most helpful during their first-year in 

college. These individuals, who include faculty members, family, Texas HBCU 
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representatives, as well as employers, helped facilitate each participant’s academic 

progress.  

In-class validation through faculty members. The majority of participants in 

this study cited the tremendous level of support they received from the faculty members 

at Texas HBCU. Faculty members played an integral role in their academic success 

because they were frequently available to answer students’ questions and created a 

classroom environment conducive for learning. Although the participants did not describe 

the faculty members as overtly intrusive in their advising or support, their availability and 

caring approach helped students feel more comfortable asking questions and seeking 

help. While seven students identified select validating incidents, one participant, Laura, 

did not specifically discuss in-class validation because she rarely interacted with her 

faculty members during her first-year.  

Sophie felt the academic support and resources provided by Texas HBCU were 

established to support her academic success. She said, “I feel like we have a lot of help. A 

lot of, um, uh, like supplemental help, like with all the labs we have on campus that are 

free.” She appreciated the additional support and recognized the professor’s commitment 

to helping students succeed. She further said, “It feels like the system here is set up that, 

for them, like they want you to succeed, not for wanting you to fail, you know?” To 

Sophie, the academic environment at Texas HBCU was uniquely created to support, not 

hinder, student’s educational progress.   

In addition to campus resources, Veronica revealed how a faculty member 

affirmed her class participation and began to alter her own academic perceptions:  
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But once he (professor) called on me for the first time, and I said 
something, and he didn’t act like I was a total idiot, I started to feel a little 
bit better. But I still probably turned beet red and wanted to die. Yeah, just 
like, “Oh, can I just shrivel up?’ 

 
Even as Veronica described her personal anxieties in the classroom, she realized she 

could contribute to the classroom’s learning environment because the professor validated 

her responses. 

Faculty accessibility also emerged as form of validation. Mateo revealed his 

professors were easily available to answer questions regarding homework or class 

assignments. Mateo described this unique characteristic of Texas HBCU as follows: 

I can call them whenever I want, you know. You can’t have that privilege 
as a freshman anywhere else. A lot of my professors help me out. I call 
them…I call them as late as 9 o’clock at night, and ask them, you know, 
“Hey, do we have homework tomorrow? What’s going on?” And they’re 
like, they usually just tell me, “It’s like, yeah, you just have to have this 
thing done by tomorrow.” 

 
He felt faculty wanted to help students, and their willingness to meet with students and 

discuss assignments outside of traditional school hours helped students feel they like 

valued members of the academic community.   

Alex also revealed how the relationships he had with Texas HBCU’s faculty 

members encouraged him to strive for greater academic success. He said,  

You try your best not to let yourself down, but these professors are right 
there by you. You can see how much they really care about you to where 
you really try not to let them down either.  

 
As a first-year student, Alex sensed a deep commitment from his professors. Their 

dedication then motivated him to put forth greater effort in his coursework to pursue his 

degree, but to also honor the professor’s work in supporting his academic aspirations. 
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While George and Fred experienced faculty validation, however they also 

encountered momentarily frustration with faculty expectations or classroom treatment at 

Texas HBCU. For example, George described the faculty members as attentive 

individuals who cared about his success and provided more academic attention than he 

received in his primary and secondary education. George also felt faculty members were 

regularly available to work with students:  

It was really good because also, um, the teachers here would actually want 
to meet with you, even if it wasn’t their lab, even if it wasn’t their office 
hours…just make an appointment with them, like, “I didn’t get this part 
right quick, you know.” And so they would go over it with you, and they 
weren’t really too pushy to you get you out of there. 

 
George described validating faculty as institutional agents who were accessible, willing 

to help, and patient with the student’s learning process. Their distinctive approach helped 

George learn course material and become more comfortable with his professors. 

He became frustrated, however, with how quickly some professors covered 

material and with faculty members who expected students to return for one-on-one 

meetings. He explained his work schedule limited his ability to return to campus for 

additional instruction: 

The only thing is, is I’m here to learn in that hour and a half, not come 
back and spend two hours, which he wants you to do because I don’t have 
that time…He wants you to come back to like a lab, so he can have that 
one-on-one with you, which it’s understandable, but if no one’s asking 
questions, and I’m here already, why do I have to come back? 

 
The additional time requirements bothered him because he was already managing 

multiple responsibilities. 
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Fred also encountered validating and invalidating experiences within the 

academic environment. He explained: “Well, when I got here some of the faculty was 

kinda rude, you know? I felt like my voice wasn’t heard, or, you know, if I would try to 

say something in class, it didn’t really matter, you know.” Despite these initial 

challenges, Fred went on to develop relationships with his faculty and academic dean.  

His perceptions changed as he became more familiar with his professors and 

recognized their availability and willingness to help: “Easy to go talk to your teachers. 

Go up to there, you know, have, whenever they have their hours, you can talk to 

them…Well, especially to my, with my dean, you know. Just make an appointment. Go 

talk to him.” Even though George and Fred experienced challenges with validating 

agents, they also recognized the affirming experiences they encountered as first-year 

students.  

Unlike the other participants, Laura’s housing circumstances and hectic schedule 

uniquely influenced her ability to connect with faculty members: 

Faculty-wise, I haven’t really gotten close with any faculty. I don’t know 
if I really give myself the chance to because last, my first year and last 
semester I, you would hardly see me on campus - just to come to class and 
leave.  

 
Laura was constantly busy with softball practice, volunteer work, and classes, and since 

she lived off-campus, she was only present on-campus for classes. Laura felt her 

disconnection from the university limited her ability to develop meaningful relationships 

with faculty members.   
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Out-of-class validation through family members.  Four students indicated 

family members also served as validating agents and encouraged them to persevere. 

Sophie, Laura, Fred, and Eli explained how they relied on their parent’s or extended 

family member’s support.  

For example, Sophie said: “But if I do feel bothered and stuff, like, I need to talk 

to somebody, I’ll talk to my mom, or my boyfriend.” In a similar fashion Laura’s mother 

encouraged her when she felt overwhelmed: : 

My mom. She is like my number one supporter. She’s just like, “Don’t 
worry. You can do it.” Because sometimes I just text like, I’m so 
overwhelmed, like I have (softball) practice and then I have this…So I’m 
just, sometimes I’m so overwhelmed. I’m just like, what am I doing? I 
can’t…I just want to go home and sleep, like what is it? But she’s just 
like, you know, “You can do it. You’re a strong person, you know. It’s a 
payoff in the end.” 

 
Laura’s mother pushed her to keep going and to remain focused on her college career.  
 

Fred’s mother and father also persuaded him to remain enrolled in Texas HBCU 

when his parents were struggling financially. His father lost his job, and his goal was 

going to return home to help support the family: “Well, my dad got laid off from his 

work, so…at that point, I was like, I’m ready to go back home and help my family. I 

didn’t know how, but, you know, I had to find a way.” Although Fred offered to take a 

break from courses and support the family, his father insisted “You gotta do your future, 

like, don’t worry about us. Like, this is your life, and you better, you need to better 

yours.” His parents validated his college career path and emphasized the need for him to 

complete his degree at Texas HBCU.  
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Eli’s parents also encountered financial struggles. During her freshman year she 

lived off-campus with her cousin, and she paid him monthly rent for the room she 

occupied. As her first-year progressed, her parents lost their jobs, which could have 

negatively affected her academics. Her cousin stepped in, however, to lighten the burden 

on her family. She said,  

…and then, my dad lost his job. My mom lost her job, and then my 
cousin, like, I was paying rent. It was like 250, and he was like, “You 
know what? Just pay me…like 100 bucks. Don’t worry about food. I’ll 
buy food.” He goes, “I know your parents are going through stuff, you 
know.” So…they had a little girl, so they’re like, “You know what? We’ll 
give you a hundred bucks a week if you go pick her up from school, and 
just take care of her while we’re at work.” So, it’s like I, it all kind of 
started working out. 

 
Even though Eli encountered an economic obstacle, her cousin was able to work with her 

and provided a part-time job to help Eli have a source of income.  This out-of-class 

validation from family members supported her academic pursuits and provided an avenue 

for her to remain enrolled in Texas HBCU. 

Out-of-class validation through peers. College peers helped participants 

acclimate to the university environment, and they encouraged each other to focus on their 

schoolwork. When parents or family members were unable to offer college knowledge or 

support, peers stepped in to affirm the participants’ academic progress. Peers were either 

in the same cohort as the students in this study or were older students who served as 

informal mentors.  

Alex described how his choir peers helped him, especially in his first semester. 

The entering choir students were required to take the same classes, and in doing so, 
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created their own system of support. Peers also motivated Mateo, four of whom were 

from his hometown in Mexico: 

It actually will have to be student leaders here at our school. I was glad to 
go to a school where I knew people form the same area where I’m from 
who actually made it, who were actually doing stuff here at the school. If 
it wasn’t actually for them, I don’t know, maybe I wouldn’t even be here. 
I’m not sure. 

 
Mateo observed his peers’ commitment to their education, which prompted him to see 

himself differently as a student and contributing members at Texas HBCU. He said,  

I think it shaped me to the person that I wanted to be. I wanted to be the 
person who’s about my schoolwork, has been respectful, and is viewed as 
a leader on campus. And I think it’s because of them.  

 
Mateo’s peer validation presented an ideal to work towards. He continued to persevere 

because he was striving to achieve a certain identity as a college student. 

In addition to offering support, peers also worked to hold each other accountable. 

They called each other and encouraged one another to work harder and put forth their 

best effort.  For example, Laura described how her orientation leader remained in contact 

with her during her first-year: 

He (student advisor) would check up on us, like how is your thing going? 
Do you need help with anything? And we would have meetings and meet 
up with him once, um, how often was that? I remember like once every 
couple of weeks, just like, how is school going? What do you need help 
on? And which that was cool, that I had someone, a senior here, to, you 
know, as like a new friend and also someone to help me.  
 

Laura’s validating agent continuously checked on her and offered help, and Veronica’s 

on-campus peer, Sarah, encouraged her to remain focused on her coursework and do her 
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best work. As Sarah validated Veronica to persevere and strive for excellence, Veronica 

realized Sarah had different expectations for herself: 

She pushed the crap out of me, too, even though sometimes she wasn’t 
hard on herself, like, she would blow off certain assignments and just do 
crappy work. She never did that to me, which is good.  

 
Sarah challenged Veronica to accomplish more than she originally thought was possible, 

and George recalled a similar supportive experience in his first-year at Texas HBCU and 

when he re-entered the university.  

During his initial enrollment in the early 1990’s, George recounted the peer 

support he received from other Latino students enrolled in Texas HBCU. He and his 

peers relied on each other to stay awake and study for final exams. He said, 

During finals, I’d have my mom make us a bunch us a bunch of food and I 
would literally spend the night here. I would literally spend the night here 
in the dorms to like, you know, just study and we’d quiz each other …I 
mean, alarm clocks, wake up at 2 in the morning, “Come on, güeys.”  And 
that was a big thing, we called each other güey because they’re from 
Mexico …It was like man, we got to get up, we got class in about three 
hours and if we can’t get this shit down we’re going to do it all over again. 
And so we were, there we were, they’re like remember this, remember 
that, well, we got to remember, you got to, you know 

 
George’s Latino peers encouraged each other to remain motivated and review course 

materials during the final critical hours leading up to exams. George also described how 

he connected with African American peers to review and organize notes: 

And some of the Blacks were real cool with us, you know, they would like 
had to be in the same class with us or something like that, they would be 
cool because they liked the food and they had to eat with us so…we’d go 
through our class notes …and we’re like oh, good, we all – we would 
compare it and then we’d see okay, well, you’ve got this date, I didn’t get 
that date so we’d cross reference and then …Then eventually we would 
like, we’d get it all down. 
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George’s experiences highlight the united approach students implemented to ensure they 

had the correct material for end of course exams. He reiterated the importance of peer 

support during his first year as a returning student. George explained “…if you don’t 

have those study groups and you don’t have those peers that are pushing you and you’re 

pushing them, and it can be pretty hard.” George felt the lack of peer connections and 

validation only further complicated a student’s academic experiences, and he learned 

“I’ve got to talk to my buddy.”  

Out-of-class validation through Texas HBCU agents. Out-of-class agents were 

Texas HBCU employees who encouraged students to continue on their academic path. 

These individuals counseled students and served as campus allies for on-campus 

opportunities (e.g., scholarships). The out-of-class agents included administrators, faculty 

advisors, and coaches who were instrumental in validating and shaping the students’ 

academic perceptions.  

Veronica explicitly described her first-year feelings of doubt and concern. As she 

advanced through her first-year, she realized the critical role her faculty advisor played in 

affirming her abilities to be a successful student at Texas HBCU. Similarly to faculty 

members’ validation process, Dr. Jones encouraged students through his availability to 

offer support and guidance:  

…Dr. [Jones] is my advisor. He’s fantastic. He’s one of my favorite 
people. He’s, um, been really supportive throughout the whole thing…I’ll 
have talks with him. He pretty much left an open door policy with me to 
talk to him… 
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Veronica regularly visited with Dr. Jones and discussed course or degree program 

questions. She explained she kept her personal issues to herself. Nonetheless, she felt 

connected to Dr. Jones described him as her go-to person on-campus.  

Dr. Jones was available to answer Veronica’s questions, and more recently, he 

challenged her to enroll in a course during the lunch hour. Veronica was unsure if she 

could manage her work schedule while traveling to Texas HBCU and taking a lunch 

course, but Dr. Jones encouraged her to accomplish more than she thought she could. She 

said,   

I need to brainstorm sometimes with my work schedule - what classes I 
can handle, or sometimes I'll tell him (her advisor) that I can't handle take 
a lunch class, per se. I've told him I've never been able to take a lunch 
class, but, in this last semester, he was like, “Eh, I think you'd be 
surprised. You can do it. You can do it.”  
 

When Veronica doubted her ability to manage the course, Dr. Jones stepped in to validate 

her. Veronica then learned she is capable of taking a course during the lunch hour, and as 

a result, she is able to progress towards her degree more quickly: 

And I am, I'm taking, you know, three days a week, I have an hour lunch 
class here….And then I go back (to work). I never thought I could do that, 
but it’s working out okay. Sometimes he gives me that support I need to 
get my stuff done to graduate in time. That's all it is. 

 
Veronica’s advisor pushed her to think beyond her academic comfort zone. His out-of-

classroom validation allowed her to explore a new possibility to achieve success.   

Eli also experienced support from an on-campus agent, her soccer coach. She 

described her coach’s support as she applied for a university scholarship, 

She was just like, “You could do a lot of things, and, you know, you’re 
smart, and you’re different, and you know.” Like she's the one that made 
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me do that scholarship, and I was like, ‘Dude, I'm not going to get that. 
Like, there's no way I'll get it!’ And she's like, ‘No, you're doing it. I’m 
emailing her right now, even if the application might be late, you're 
turning this in.’  

 
Eli’s experience revealed her coach’s commitment to her success. Even though Eli 

doubted her abilities, her coach saw her potential and insisted she apply for the 

scholarship.  

Later, when Eli learned she received the scholarship, she immediately contacted 

her coach: “And at first when, when she, when the lady called me for my interview, 

letting me know that I had got it. The first person I called was my coach, and she literally 

like started crying.” Eli’s out-of-class validation from her soccer coach prompted her to 

consider herself as scholarship-worthy and revealed her coach’s investment in Eli’s 

education.  

Out-of-class validation through employers. All of the students in this study 

were employed, either on- or off-campus. They were worked in work-study jobs, on-

campus appointments (because they did not qualify for work-study), or off-campus 

positions. While employers may not have altered the students’ perceptions regarding their 

academic abilities, they provided the flexibility for students to go to work and school. 

Thus, they provided an avenue for students to pursue their education. Students, especially 

those working off-campus, described the support they received from their employer, or, 

in Veronica’s case, how she managed their responsibilities within their employer’s firm 

protocols. 
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George benefitted from a supportive employer. His employer revealed his 

commitment to George’s success by offering a flexible work schedule:  

My employer was really, really big on education so he would like, you 
know, he would like be cool with me.  He would be like are you sure 
everything’s real good at school because like, you know, he wants to see 
you, he wanted to see me grow and wanted to see me make it so they were 
really, really lenient with me on that.  

 
George realized his employer wanted the best for him as he progressed through the year. 

He further described how his employer was accommodating at the end of the semester 

with final exams: “There were finals I would tell him, ‘Sir, I’ve got a (test)…’…’Now 

don’t worry about it, we’ll see you in a week.’” George’s employer offered him the 

flexibility to study for important exams and the job security he needed to continue his 

college degree.  

Similar to George, Fred described the supportive relationship he maintained with 

his employer. Fred’s excellent work ethic impressed his managers, and as a result, they 

were willing to work him to ensure he effectively managed his school, work, and soccer 

responsibilities. He said,  

Yeah, it was because at work they were also very lenient 'cause I was 
going to school, so I'd get really…managers really liked me 'cause I work 
very hard. So they'll give me a chance to, you know, go, go play with your 
soccer team, or you have practice, and just come to work whenever you 
can. And so, it was doable.  

 
Fred’s employers helped his first-year more manageable and his success more attainable.  

While George and Fred encountered supportive supervisors, Veronica had to learn 

to work within the confines of her employer’s time restrictions. She explained, “And I 

work full-time…and they are strict with my work, like, they barely let me get away for 
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lunch…so, um, it’s manageable though because I don’t see how it’s not.” Veronica’s job 

was less validating, but she worked with her advisor to find other ways to complete her 

course work. While her employer served as a potential out-of-class invalidation, 

Veronica’s advisor and campus mentor validated her role as a college student at Texas 

HBCU.   

 Summary. Validating, both inside and outside of the classroom, helped Mexican 

American students feel like successful students and valuable members of the Texas 

HBCU community. Validating agents emerged within and beyond the HBCU context and 

included faculty members, family, peers, HBCU representatives, and employers. These 

individuals served in a variety of validating capacities; they were accessible individuals 

who offered advice and guidance, provided financial assistance, advocated for students, 

and offered moral support.  

In this study, validating agents were not always intrusive, but they were 

approachable and available to students. Participants knew they could go to these 

individuals when faced with obstacles, and they felt comfortable doing so. On the rare 

occasion participants encountered invalidating agents within Texas HBCU’s 

environment, they were able to recall other supportive individuals who helped them 

during their first-year at the university. Overall, professors, family members, college 

peers, Texas HBCU representatives, and employers were responsive to the students’ 

needs, validated their experiences, and encouraged them to continue their college career. 
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Official University Activities, Student Organizations, and Work Responsibilities: 

Opportunities and Challenges for Campus Involvement 

While involvement focuses on the relationship between the student and the 

campus, Jalomo & Rendón (2004) explain “it should never be assumed that all students 

can get easily involved or that merely offering opportunities for involvement will foster 

connections with the college” (p. 43). Indeed, involvement opportunities do not 

intrinsically motivate students to participate in campus activities. Jalomo and Rendón 

suggest campus involvement is facilitated by two factors. The first component of 

involvement is validating experiences because they help students feel like they can 

contribute to the university in meaningful ways. Next, Jalomo and Rendón maintain, 

“Fostering involvement among nontraditional students and students of color requires 

assistance from what de Anda (1984) calls cultural translators, cultural mediators, and 

role models” (p. 45). Cultural translators represent the student’s cultural background and 

connect students with the campus culture. “Cultural mediators are members of the 

mainstream culture who can assist individuals in deciphering and understanding the 

behaviors and manners of the majority culture” (Jalomo and Rendón, 2004, p. 45). 

Jalomo and Rendón (2004) identify the need for cultural translator and mediators, 

as well as role models to ease non-traditional students’ transition to college and campus 

involvement; however, six of the participants did not identify these key individuals 

within the HBCU campus. While all of the participants articulated the benefits of 

validating experiences, the findings from the study revealed only two participants relied 

on cultural translators, cultural mediators, or role models (de Anda, 1984) to promote 
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campus involvement. Indeed, only Veronica and Mateo cited upperclassman role models 

and mentors who guided them through campus processes or offered advice through their 

academic and social adjustment. Involvement was often facilitated through sports, choir, 

and the degree to which students wanted to create opportunities for themselves. The 

purpose of this section is to discuss what helped or hindered campus involvement for 

Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU.  

Involvement experiences of students participating in official university 

activities. Six participants in this study became involved in university activities 

immediately upon matriculation. (See Chapter 3 for a complete listing of university 

activities and participants.) These co-curricular opportunities included student athletics 

and campus choir and initially attracted students to the institution; students valued the 

chance to advance their education while simultaneously pursuing their passions. 

Participation in official university events facilitated or hindered the students’ overall 

campus involvement. This section begins by underscoring the role of student athletics 

and choir participation in promoting overall campus involvement for Mateo, Eli, and 

Alex. It continues by presenting three student athletes (Sophie, Laura, and Fred) who 

specifically described challenges they encountered in connecting with other sports teams, 

student organizations, or institutional events.  

Mateo and Eli viewed student athletics as an opportunity to become involved on-

campus and to connect with a variety of peers (which is further discussed in Chapter 5). 

For example, Mateo described his first-year campus observations. He said, “when, my 

first-year experience, when I really didn’t talk to anybody, the cafeteria was basically the 
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area where everybody tried to communicate to somebody.” The main avenue for 

connection was through the student’s dining hall, not student organizations. 

When Mateo was eating in the cafeteria and connecting with his teammates, he 

realized the Latino students sat together and was frustrated with the lack of social 

involvement among peers:  

But, uh, the thing that I don’t like about it is that we segregate ourselves 
from everybody. I notice that when I first got here because I sat with my 
teammates, and all my teammates were Black, and I saw…the guys from 
the Latino Fraternity League were together, like, they grab a table and they 
split everybody up. 

 
Mateo described how he Latinos only interacted with each other, and these experiences 

prompted him to become more involved on-campus. He joined a Latino student 

organization his first-year at Texas HBCU.  He explained his motivation for becoming 

involved: “I wanted to bring people together. I feel like we can get along perfectly fine 

without excluding ourselves.”  

 As Mateo reflected on the involvement opportunities, especially among Greek 

Letter Organizations, at Texas HBCU, he described the challenges organizations faced. 

Mateo explained students become more focused on graduating from Texas HBCU and 

allocate less time to advancing student organizations, especially fraternities and 

sororities, once they are initiated. He said, “A lot of people just do it just for the names of 

the organizations, but here it dies down. No one wants to do anything. Everybody wants 

to do their four years and leave.” Thus, Mateo entered the university immediately 

involved in campus activities, but he noticed the challenges his peers faced in connecting 

with each other. He joined a student organization to bring Latinos and African Americans 
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together, yet still experienced challenges because of the overall lack of campus activity 

occurring at the university.  

Eli specifically described how they capitalized on their respective co-curricular 

network to facilitate cross-racial interactions and campus involvement. For example, Eli 

explained how her social circle expanded through her soccer connections:  

So, after awhile, it went from soccer, from just talking to my soccer 
friends to who, the people that I met in classes, so I would know certain 
people by class…And that’s how it slowly, my little, I guess social, like 
who I socialized with, started to grow. 

 
She viewed cross-racial interaction as a valuable trait once students graduate and “in the 

real world” because “you’re so used to being with your culture, or whatever, like then it’s 

hard for you to interact with people ‘cause they don’t look like you.” As a result, Eli 

viewed her official involvement opportunity as an avenue for personal development and a 

broader involvement in the campus community. 

Alex also utilized his choir involvement as a chance to join campus organizations. 

Alex said, “Choir’s pretty much plugged into…all kinds of different things around 

school” and provided him with an avenue for campus involvement. Furthermore, these 

involvement opportunities demonstrated his cultural ties and identity. He recalled how he 

would join an organization, and his peers would inform the larger group to “not worry” 

because “(Alex)’s really Black…he just don’t look it.” Alex’s campus involvement and 

cultural knowledge fostered his involvement in other campus organizations, including a 

historically African American fraternity.  
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Alternatively to these students, Sophie recognized her immediate involvement as 

a first-year student limited her participation in other campus activities. Sophie, who also 

worked and lived on-campus, encountered involvement challenges as a student athlete. 

Since she became immediately involved in soccer, team practices limited her 

participation in first-year student activities, such as new student orientation. She 

explained, “So our coach would have us there doing three-a-days, so we would miss the 

programs that they would have for the first-year students and stuff like that.” Student 

orientation is a critical time when students learn about campus resources and important 

campus offices, however Sophie’s soccer schedule prevented her from participating and 

learning about the university and campus resources. 

Sophie further explained first-year students could join a sports team or the Latino 

student group to become involved on-campus. However, she explained she was unsure of 

the Latino student organization was still “running” and added “there’s no Latina-based 

sorority here.” To Sophie, students should initiate these involvement opportunities: “But 

it’s not ht school that would need to do it. It’s a student who wants to do it because the 

school would really be open to it. They’d be like, ‘Ok, go! Sure, go for it.’”  As Sophie 

encountered involvement challenges because of her athletic responsibilities, she also 

recognized opportunities for students to charter student organizations that addressed their 

needs. Furthermore, Sophie explained these types of organizations or involvement 

opportunities could attract more prospective students. 

Similarly to Sophie, Laura and Fred also revealed their athletic responsibilities did 

not facilitate involvement with the larger campus community. Laura struggled to 
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entertain additional involvement opportunities because of her busy schedule. Fred was 

also consumed with soccer practice and managing multiple responsibilities. He attempted 

to connect his college peers by co-founding Latino student organizations, but the 

organizations struggled to maintain their place on-campus because student leaders were 

overextended. These specific students’ experiences reveal the challenges student athletes 

may encounter in becoming involved in campus activities. 

Laura began her first-year as a softball player. Even though she learned about 

various university activities, her athletic schedule and housing situation complicated her 

participation in on-campus events: “I would always hear of things happening like on 

campus and stuff, but living off campus and being busy with softball, I never really 

attended anything.” Laura’s housing circumstances and athletic trainings and games 

further narrowed her involvement opportunities and isolated her from the broader campus 

context. 

Since she was unable to connect with a variety of peers, the extent of Laura’s 

involvement was limited to other Latino students, particularly Latino student athletes. 

Laura explained how she observed other students who interacted with diverse peers, and 

she realized she did not. She said, “And I don’t want to say like only the Latinos hang out 

with the Latinos because I know a lot of people who are (cross-racial)…but just me 

personally, I don’t. I just don’t.” Laura was involved in athletics and therefore involved 

on-campus, but she primarily operated within a subgroup of students. Thus, her 

immediate involvement in official university activities limited her involvement with the 

broader community. 
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Fred’s soccer practice also restricted his participation in campus events, such as 

new student orientation. Furthermore, his coach encouraged student athletes to primarily 

focus on their academics and athletic training. He said, “He (the coach) just told us to 

dedicate ourselves to our classes and soccer, that’s it. So…well, students got, you know, 

orientation around school. We were doing training for our season.” Fred observed the 

different experiences his peers encountered as new students, but he was unable to 

participate in campus activities because of his official university involvement. 

Fred recognized that student athletes also separated themselves by ethnicity and 

sports teams. As a first-year student, Fred observed the separate groups operating on-

campus:  

When I got here, there was African Americans, and Latinos playing 
baseball, and Latinos playing soccer, but Latinos would not really talk to 
each other. So I felt kinda segregated, in a way, from even my own kind.  

 
Fred observed the changing demographics at the university, and he hoped to connect the 

Latino community through this involvement opportunity: “My sophomore year. It 

changed a little bit. More Hispanics starting coming, and…I wanted to unite all the 

Latinos, so that’s why I kind of co-founded the (fraternity) and also co-founded the 

(Latino organization).” These student-led organizations set out to create a sense of family 

and community among Latinos, but it was also open to other students. Fred explained 

membership is open to any interested male student: “It doesn’t matter your color or race.”  

As a student athlete, Fred was involved in a formal Texas HBCU activity, but he 

recognized the separation existing between and among student athletes and Latino and 

African American students. He also felt segregated from other students and responded by 
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organizing groups to unite students and connect to the university. Despite these efforts, 

the organizations struggled to maintain their momentum and became less active on-

campus.  

He attributed this lack of activity to a lack of school pride. He said, “And now, 

it’s (the campus) like, just dead. There’s no students, you know, coming and hanging 

around, or no, I don’t know. No school spirit, I’d say.” He also said the Latino student 

organization he co-founded has slowly gone dormant and no longer organizes its annual 

Salsa Night event. Ultimately Fred explained, “The campus is not very, uh, a campus you 

want to be at non-school hours. There’s not, there’s nothing to do.” The lack of campus 

activity and collaboration between organizations led to the continued self-segregation of 

students by athletic teams: “Either with the soccer players with the soccer players, 

baseball players, baseball players…or softball girls with the softball girls, or volleyball 

girls with volleyball girls. So it's kinda still segregated, either way.” He also revealed he 

continues to “just stick with soccer players.” 

Involvement experiences of students not participating in official university 

activities. George and Veronica were the only students in this study who were not 

involved in athletics or another university-sponsored activity. These two students worked 

and lived off-campus, returning to the university to attend classes. Their experiences 

revealed unique challenges to becoming involved on-campus. 

As a first-year student in the early 1990’s, George maintained a full-time work 

schedule and he was rarely on-campus. When he was on-campus he was “basically 

studying within the room, in the rooms, or maybe having lunch because I had to eat and 
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then go to work.” As a result, he was unable to recall involvement opportunities or Latino 

student organizations when he initially matriculated at Texas HBCU. He said,  

But for the most part there really wasn’t nothing (sic)…There was no, like, 
“Okay Hispanic Club, whatever, is meeting in here today at this time.” Or 
at least if there was, there was very, very little PR because I don’t 
remember it. 
 

He continued, “Maybe there was, and I just wasn’t aware of it because I wasn’t really on 

campus…I really didn’t know, but if there was, I didn’t know about it.”  He expressed a 

similar level of awareness regarding social or cultural events during his first-year as a 

returning student; George explained he was unaware of any Hispanic Heritage Month 

events or Latino student organizations.  

Veronica also encountered work challenges that further limited her time to 

participate in campus activities. She entered the university through an arrangement with 

her employer and Texas HBCU, and she needed to meet both her work and academic 

responsibilities to further her education. As a full-time employee and full-time student, 

Veronica described the obstacles she faced in becoming involved. She said, “You know I 

haven’t really had a chance (to become involved) because I work.” She further described 

how she looked forward to earning her degree because she would have more flexibility in 

her schedule: “I know, I can’t wait to move onto a job after this degree though…right 

now I have, I answer to a billion people, and it’s just hard to find time to get involved in 

anything.” Since Veronica worked full-time, she visited campus to attend courses and left 

for work or home. Her limited schedule prevented her from becoming fully involved in 

the university and campus activities.  
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Summary. The Mexican American students in this study reframed the pathways 

to involvement as presented by Jalomo and Rendón (2004). According to Jalomo and 

Rendón (2004), validating experiences and cultural translators, cultural mediators, and 

role models (de Anada, 1984) may serve a liaison between the non-traditional students 

and the mainstream culture. While Veronica and Mateo cited upperclassmen role models, 

the remaining participants in this study were unable to identify a campus role model, 

cultural translator, or campus “go to” person. Instead, Mexican American students in this 

study became immediately involved in a segment of the university through official 

activities.  

Indeed, six participants enrolled as first-year students at Texas HBCU and 

immediately became involved in university-sponsored events. Students who entered 

participated in institutional activities experienced varying levels of involvement with the 

broader campus community. While three participants within this group viewed their 

sports team or choir as a starting point for further involvement, the remaining half of 

students identified involvement obstacles, including: lack of campus activity and time 

constraints. The remaining two participants, George and Veronica, managed work and 

school responsibilities and struggled to participate in official university events. Thus, 

they largely remained isolated and unaware of campus activities. 

Conclusion  

 The purpose of this findings chapter was to fully document and illustrate the first-

year experiences of eight Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. These 

students shared the motivating factors that facilitated their enrollment in the university, 
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and they also discussed the processes by which they negotiated their pre-college everyday 

reality with their new identity as a college student. As they reflected on their first-year at 

Texas HBCU, participants identified key individuals who offered encouragement and 

advice through their academic journey. These in- and out-of-classroom supporters 

included Texas HBCU professors and administrators, family members, peers, and 

employers. Finally, the participants described their perceptions regarding the on-campus 

involvement opportunities available to Texas HBCU students in general, and Mexican 

American students, in particular. The next chapter transitions to address the second 

research question: What does sense of belonging mean to Mexican American students 

enrolled in a Texas HBCU? 
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CHAPTER 5: PERCEPTIONS OF SENSE OF BELONGING 

This chapter addresses the second research question and presents the key findings 

related to Mexican American students’ perceptions of sense of belonging at a Texas 

HBCU. In general, sense of belonging for Latino students rests upon faculty-student 

interactions, mentorship, and interactions with diverse peers (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 

2007; Strayhorn, 2008). Academic support programs (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007), 

academic study skills (Strayhorn, 2008) and a smooth transition to college are also 

helpful in developing a sense of belonging among Latino students (Johnson et al., 2007). 

While these academic, social, and cross-cultural influences affected the participants’ 

sense of belonging, students also included a personal element to this construct; they 

included the level and extent to which they felt cared for, different, or visible.    

A more specific diagram of the participants’ sense of belonging is presented in 

Figure 5.1. This study found that students entered the HBCU context with varying levels 

of academic ability, confidence or experience interacting with diverse peers, and at 

different stages of personal ethnic identity formation. As new students, the participants 

described interactions with faculty members and Latino and African American peers, and 

these interactions occurred inside- and outside-of-the classroom. Participants also 

navigated their way on-campus and reflected on their overall place within the university. 

These academic, social, cultural, and personal interactions with the university produced 

insights into the different aspects of the participant’s sense of belonging at Texas HBCU.    
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Figure 6.1. The development of sense of belonging among Mexican American students 
enrolled in a Texas HBCU.  
 

The findings for the study’s second research question are organized into three key 

areas. The first section addresses the participants’ experiences with Texas HBCU 

professors and how these interactions influenced their academic sense of belonging. The 

next section describes the participants’ peer connections with Latino and African 

American students. These out-of-classroom and, in some cases, cross-cultural interactions 

influenced students’ perceptions of social and cultural sense of belonging. The third 

section of this chapter focuses on the students’ personal sense of belonging and how they 

feel within the university space. Each subsection within this chapter also presents the 

challenges, if any, students encountered in establishing a sense of belonging while 

enrolled in the university. This section concludes with the participant’s evaluation of their 

overall sense of belonging as a student at Texas HBCU. 
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Faculty-Student Interactions and Academic Sense of Belonging  

For Mexican American students in this study, course structures that facilitated 

faculty-student interactions were instrumental in fostering a sense of belonging. More 

specifically, small class sizes and all-day Saturday classes helped students connect with 

faculty members in meaningful ways. Personal relationships with professors helped 

students feel like they mattered and someone cared about their academic progress. 

Although Fred and Laura explained they seldom interacted with professors, five 

participants in this study identified the course structure as central to their connections 

with faculty and overall sense of belonging. More specifically, George, Eli, Alex, and 

Sophie maintained smaller classes generated a more comfortable environment for 

personalized instruction and robust discussion, Veronica believed the longer Saturday 

classes provided her with an opportunity to spend extensive time with peers and faculty 

members.  

As George reflected on his relationships with faculty members, he recognized the 

unique class sizes at Texas HBCU and how these differed from other colleges and 

universities. He explained, “It’s small but at the same time I don’t have 125 people in one 

class the way a lot of my other friends do, and you’re just a Social Security Number 

there.” He recalled how the smaller classes helped him “feel a lot more comfortable” and 

provided a chance to “(build) bridges between, again, Hispanic culture and Black 

culture.” According to George, the small class sizes at Texas HBCU helped Mexican 

Americans students feel they were distinct individuals within the university setting, and 
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the classes also fostered cross-racial interaction and collaboration in a supportive 

environment.  

George also felt the class size allowed students to become more familiar with 

their professors. He described his personal relationship with a faculty member and how 

he helped a professor with a personal errand: 

I still remember taking her to pick up her car over at a mechanic shop. 
She’s like, “Class, class, class, I lucked out today. Mr. (George) here is 
taking me to pick up my car, so I need you all to sign in.” And so I mean 
when you get that with your professor…You think somebody at another 
university (would) say, “Hey, student, come with me to…?” Never. 
They’ll think that’s so unethical and all, but that’s the hominess.  
 

George’s interaction with his professor provides an example of the sense of belonging 

and trust that can develop between faculty and students at a Texas HBCU.  

In addition to George, Eli described how her small class sizes helped her develop 

a sense of belonging. She described classes as “different and cool at the same time” 

because of “the small classes, it’s not like I feel like in this big ole pool.”  The smaller 

classroom environment revealed the professor’s concern for individual students. 

According to Eli, professors actually cared about each student’s performance and 

attendance: “The fact that teachers are, like, they actually care and they know, like, they 

know if you're not in class, like, it's not like, ‘Oh, just a random person didn't show up.’” 

She felt professors at Texas HBCU were fully aware of each student enrolled in their 

course, and they were able to identify who was present or absent; they cared about the 

students enrolled in their courses. 
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Alex further illustrated the sense of belonging created by small class sizes at 

Texas HBCU and said the university was unique because “I mean, professors know your 

name. You know, they don’t look at you as a number.” As Alex, a graduating senior, 

looked back on his collegiate career at Texas HBCU, he described the sense of belonging 

he felt from faculty members, including those connections with professors in other 

academic departments:  

I'm getting ready to graduate. Professors that I've never had in classes, like 
I'm telling you, Criminal Justice professor, uh, professors, Computer 
Science, stuff, you know, other majors that I had nothing to do with any of 
their classes. They know who I am. They have seen me. There's this one 
professor, um, Dr. [Allen]. She says, "Oh, Mr. [Alex], how are doing 
today?" And be genuine about it. She remembers stuff that I say.  

 
The distinctive environment and sense of belonging professors created was attributed to 

the faculty’s effort to interact with students. Their sincere actions and genuine care for 

students helped Alex feel connected to the university, and now he explained he can 

approach “pretty much any faculty here, and they will know me, or…have seen me 

around.” This familiarity and informal contact with professors also helped establish ties 

to instructors and the campus, and it also encouraged Alex to become more attentive to 

his grades: “Going to this school actually got me caring about my GPAs, and all that, 

which I never really did.” 

Finally, Sophie recalled faculty members who cared about their students and each 

student’s academic progress. She valued the personalized interaction in the classroom and 

wanted to be recognized as a distinct individual. She explained, “I like having that one-

on-one, um, with the teacher, you know. I don’t want to just be, you know, ‘Who are 
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you?’” The smaller classes allowed Sophie to establish a presence in the classroom, 

directly connect with professors, and demonstrate her academic abilities. She said, “You 

know, I want to be known that I go to class, you know, that I do pay attention. I want 

them to know who's writing this paper that they're reading.” Sophie wanted to attend an 

institution were faculty members could observe her academic effort and recognize that 

she also cared about her education.  

George, Eli, Alex, and Sophie appreciated the smaller class sizes because of the 

personalized attention, and Veronica described the class structure for Saturday classes as 

well as the benefits she received from this accelerated program. She described how the 

courses were organized: 

It was every Saturday, and it was accelerated so it was for the semester 
you could fit in um, I want to say two of these classes because they were 
six weeks long. And so you could fit two back-to-back no problem…And 
then they were that long all day kind of thing. 

 
Veronica further appreciated this particular type of class because she was able to quickly 

move through her degree plan. She explained, “I took Saturday classes, which is how I 

fulfilled all of my…classes so quickly. I did that for two, three semesters solid.” Saturday 

classes assisted Veronica in making academic progress, but they also helped her interact 

with peers.  

Veronica “got to know so many people” through Saturday classes, which is 

important because she worked full-time off-campus during her first-year at Texas HBCU. 

She explained, “…I got to bond with students, which I never would have done in a 

regular hour class ever. Because I’m not on campus…I don’t hang out in the library. I 
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work. I’m an adult, and I work.” Since her work time commitments limited her ability to 

fully connect with the university, Saturday classes provided an outlet to interact with 

peers and begin to build relationships with faculty members: “We all got very, very 

connected. And those are the relationships that will keep us all coming (back).”  This 

unique course structure allowed Veronica to familiarize herself with peers she otherwise 

would not have met.  

Furthermore, the extended period of time spent in the Saturday class supported 

more in-depth and personal interaction with peers and faculty: 

But I mean you’re talking about these classes were smaller so we, we 
always got to know the professors. We got to know their background, if 
they work, where, what they’ve done, what’s going on with them on a 
personal level, too, like you know, baby’s sick or something.   

 
To Veronica, the extended classroom time and one-on-one interaction in the classroom 

encouraged students to also become more familiar with their professors. The intimate 

class setting also allowed faculty members to carefully respond to specific student’s 

questions:  “I like the one-on-one attention that you can get in, in class and from a 

professor because you even get more thoughtful answers when you have questions about 

whatever you're talking about.” With additional time to ask questions, discuss content, 

and consistently interact with peers and professors, Saturday classes were instrumental in 

forming the academic binds to connect Veronica and Texas HBCU.   

 Summary. Among the Mexican American students in this study, an academic 

sense of belonging at a Texas HBCU developed through the university’s unique 

classroom environment. Small classes and alternative class structures (e.g., Saturday 
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classes) helped students connect with faculty members and affirmed their academic 

abilities and effort. These relationships helped students view their professors as 

individuals and also allowed students to demonstrate their work ethic and academic 

commitment. As an identifiable student in the HBCU setting, students felt valued and like 

their academic performance mattered to their professors; their presence and voice were 

not lost in a crowd of students. 

Peer Connections and Social and Cultural Sense of Belonging 
 

Peer relationships can provide systems of support and help the transition to 

college, and they may also challenge students to venture out of their comfort zone to 

interact with diverse peers (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008). Given the 

campus context of this study, the Mexican American participants primarily recalled on-

campus interactions with African American and Latino peers. This section addresses the 

campus spaces in which participants connected with peers, perceptions on “fitting in” 

within an HBCU, and personal accounts of racialized incidents.   

On-campus opportunities to connect with peers.  Mexican American students 

connected with their African American and Latino classmates in three key areas: student 

athletics, on-campus employment, and student organizations. While student athletics and 

on-campus employment provided students with avenues to support one another or meet 

new friends, Latino student organizations struggled to meet the needs of students. 

Confronted with overextended student officers and limited advisor and Greek council 

support, the recognized Latino student organizations struggled to remain active and 

viable. Furthermore, George revealed students were unsure if they were allowed to join 
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predominantly African American organizations (e.g., sororities and fraternities). The 

purpose of this subsection is to highlight the spaces in which Mexican American students 

interacted with peers on an HBCU campus.  

Student athletics. Four of the student athlete participants specifically described 

how athletics provided an immediate avenue for them to connect with other Texas HBCU 

students and to develop a sense of belonging. As student athletes, these participants 

benefited from an instant connection with peers who shared a mutual interest. Fellow 

athletes helped participants overcome first-year feelings of uncertainty or anxiety, eased 

the participant’s transition to college, and established an on-campus system of support.  

For example, Sophie recalled her first year emotions and how her teammates 

helped her overcome any feelings of isolation. Instead, they fostered a sense of 

belonging:  

Since I was a part of the soccer team, I got to be, you know, I got to, first 
of all, meet people, which you know, diverted me from being lonely, and 
you know, being depressed, and you know all these kinds of things. 

 
As a new student enrolled in Texas HBCU, Sophie immediately connected with peers and 

met new friends. Her teammates also helped distract her from becoming too absorbed in 

fist-year emotions associated with the physical separation of enrolling in college. 

As a first-year student, Laura experienced a physical and cultural separation from 

her everyday life. Completely unfamiliar with Texas HBCU, student athletics provided 

an opportunity to connect with her peers. In fact, she said, “My freshman year I really 

didn’t know anybody, until like softball came around.” Softball introduced Laura to other 

students on-campus. In fact, she remained isolated most of her freshman year until she 
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became involved in practices and met her teammates. Her sports team then initiated a 

sense of belonging with peers on her softball team.  

Eli and Mateo described the immediate role their teammates played upon 

matriculation. As student athletes, they practiced with their teammates and became 

familiar with their future classmates. These interactions helped develop a social 

connection and familiarity with the university. Eli illustrated how her teammates eased 

her first-year: “And the fact that I was able to like look around notice someone and able 

to say, ‘Hi!’ Because I knew them, like I had practiced with them, it was cool.” With 

familiar teammates on-campus, she felt comfortable as a new student. Mateo expressed a 

similar experience: “The first people I interacted with were my teammates because we’d 

seen each other before, uh, from recruits, school visits.” These relationships among 

student athletes allowed participants begin their collegiate career with familiar 

individuals and fostered their social connection to Texas HBCU. 

On-campus employment. Students who were able to secure a job on-campus 

developed more peer connections. These employment opportunities also allowed 

participants to interact with a broad range of students.  Sophie described how her tutoring 

position allowed her to interact with a variety of students: “And, I know a whole bunch of 

people on campus because I'm a (tutor). It's like a tutor, for, kids around campus, so that's 

how I know a lot of people…because I help them.” As students sought tutoring or 

supplemental instruction, Sophie was able to meet with peers who later became familiar 

campus acquaintances.  
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Laura began her college career living off-campus and initially only returned to 

Texas HBCU’s campus for classes. She was able to obtain an on-campus job during her 

second year in college, and this work-study position began to promote her peer 

relationships. She explained how her interactions with other students changed: “But now 

I feel like I have class and then I have work-study so I feel like I’m here all the time. I’m 

getting new faces.” As Laura spent more time on-campus with her on-campus 

employment, she began to meet new people, see familiar people, and connect with her 

peers.  

Ultimately, Eli was also able to secure an on-campus position during her third 

year at Texas HBCU. Her first-year activities included “just, like, soccer, school, and 

then like those little side work, of, like…house sitting, dog sitting, that and then my 

second semester too,” but during her third year she was able to connect with on-campus 

jobs as a tutor and resident assistant (RA). She described the peer relationships she was 

developed through her RA position: “Like, I honestly like it, and it’s cool when you have 

residents that’ll be like, ‘You’re the coolest RA.’” She explained her connections with 

residents were based on her caring approach: “Like, ‘cause I care…and I tell ‘em, like, 

(if) something’s wrong. I don’t care. Text me three in the morning. Let me know. I want 

to fix whatever it is that’s wrong.” Eli’s on-campus employment allowed her to interact 

with a variety of women living on-campus, as well as peers who received tutoring. 

Mateo also worked on-campus, but he described the challenges with securing this 

type of position. During his first-year, he worked off-campus at a local coffee shop, but 
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then he learned his personal relationship with his financial aid officer could facilitate a 

work-study position: 

There is but you have to know the financial aid advisors. If you don’t 
know them personally, you get to know them but if you don’t really get to 
know them very well it’s kind of hard getting a job. My freshman year I 
didn’t have work-study. 

 
Even though the university offers work-study jobs, Mateo’s experience revealed first-

year students may be unfamiliar with the available positions that may keep them 

connected to the other peers and the overall university.  

 Student organizations. Student organizations have the potential to provide 

opportunities for students to build friendships, connect with university officials, and 

develop leadership skills. Texas HBCU recognizes two Latino-based student 

organizations: one student association and one Latino Greek Letter Organizations. 

Although the university officially chartered the student groups, these two organizations 

found it difficult to affirm their place on-campus. In addition to these struggling Latino 

student organizations, one participant presented another challenge to campus involvement 

as he described his perceptions regarding Latino involvement in NPHC organizations.  

As a first-year student Fred felt disconnected from the university and encountered 

obstacles as he attempted to find his place. As a result of his experiences, Fred co-

founded student organizations to support other Latino students. He hoped these 

organizations would help create a sense of belonging among his male peers: “One was 

brotherhood, so, like, wanted to have a family in here. Become brothers, and you don't 

have to go every weekend back home.” As members affiliated with the fraternity, Fred 
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hoped the organization would serve as their home and create a sense of family within 

Texas HBCU. 

Since its charter, the fraternity has encountered some on-campus challenges with 

the Greek council structure. Since the NPHC only represents nine fraternities and 

sororities (i.e. the Divine Nine) at the national level, the council should also only include 

those nine at the local, campus level. Traditionally, Latino fraternities and sororities are 

associated with an umbrella Latino Greek Council or a chapter of the National Latino 

Fraternal Organizations (NALFO). At Texas HBCU, however, the Latino fraternity was 

included under the local NPHC.  

This classification with other NPHC organizations presented unique challenges 

because the Latino fraternity strives to fulfill a different mission, is uniquely organized, 

and implements a different new member intake process. Fred expressed his frustrations 

with the fraternity’s NPHC association:  

Well I still, even for our organization, it's kinda hard. 'Cause we're NPHC, 
so it's kinda, kinda find it very difficult in order for us to do certain things 
because they do certain things, but we're different, say a different culture, 
and we have different regulations that they don't, you know, so sometimes 
you want to do something, but then we can't.  

 
Despite the unifying purpose in establishing a Latino Greek Letter Organization, Texas 

HBCU did not recognize the fraternity as a distinct organization with a different cultural 

history and purpose.  

These challenges were further confounded because the Latino fraternity could not 

exercise its right to vote. As an unofficial member of the university’s NPHC, the 

fraternity still did not have the right to become involved in the council’s business 



 202 

operations. Fred explained, “Say, you know, I have a suggestion. We can’t, we can’t vote 

on (it)…We don’t have a vote technically.” Fred continued to describe the Latino 

fraternity’s role within NPHC: “And then, like I said, my organization is, you know, 

we’re in NPHC, so technically we’re like the, we’re in the lowest, you know, the lowest 

of the stack, so…other, other organizations get that priority first before we do.” As a 

Latino fraternity grouped with historically African American Greek organizations, the 

students lost their voice in the larger Greek community. 

George also addressed his perceptions of NPHC organizations. During his first-

year at Texas HBCU, George indicated the smaller Latino student enrollment failed to 

necessitate a Latino-based student organization. He said, “I’m going to say maybe it 

wasn’t really that much. It wasn’t really because there was just so, the number of ours 

were just like, maybe 10 to 15 of us, and that was it. And the rest were Black.” The few 

numbers coupled with a lack of interaction with other NPHC organizations also framed 

his understanding of Greek Life on campus.  

As he discussed the Greek Life on-campus, he recalled only NPHC organizations 

and expressed his doubt as to whether Latinos were even allowed to join those fraternities 

or sororities: “So there was really, like, you know, all their fraternities are all Black, 

basically. So, you know, you can’t get into them, whether you want to or not. You’re not 

Black.” George was unsure of any available or welcoming student organizations available 

for Latino students.  

Consequently, George created an informal Latino organization by connecting with 

the few Latino students on-campus: “And back then there was a handful of Hispanics.  
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We all sat at one table in the cafeteria.  It was probably no more than 12 or 14 of us.” But 

George realized the university had transformed and became more ethnically diverse and 

increasingly female.  

Fred co-founded a Latino student organizations to connect Texas HBCU students. 

He said when the organization began “we started inviting people over to our meetings. It 

was more of going to another person, ‘Hey! I think, you know, you should come out.” 

These personal and informal invitations garnered campus interest: “We were packed, like 

at least 20 people…not only Hispanic, but also everybody else. We had a Black student, 

White student come out, and be part of it.”  The organization had the potential to unite 

diverse students and promote their campus involvement.  

Unfortunately, the organization “died out” because students were managing hectic 

schedules and without an advisor who could offer intensive and continuous support. Fred 

explained all of these challenges were not enough to keep the organization active on-

campus, and said “There’s no LSA no more.” As a result, Fred reasoned Latino students 

would have to shift their campus involvement and socialize with each other as 

individuals, instead of an organization. He recalled a similar experience during his first-

year at Texas HBCU: “Just with each other…find a little 2-3 people, that’s it. Find their 

little circle of friends, and that’s how they’re gonna roll. That’s what I did.” 

Fitting in. As participants reflected on their relationships with fellow students, 

they provided advice to future incoming Mexican American students at Texas HBCU. In 

general, participants advised students to step out of their comfort zone, get involved with 

campus organizations, and to be friendly and open-minded. The students felt these 
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suggestions would allow future Mexican American students to establish connections with 

peers and develop a sense of belonging.  

Mateo explained it was important for first-year students to be authentic about their 

identity. He said, “Be yourself. Just because we all go to school here, we’re all different 

people.” Mateo viewed the different life experiences students bring to Texas HBCU only 

enhances the university’s diverse student body: “You know, we all have different 

backgrounds. We all come from different places, and that’s what college is about, you 

know. Interacting with people from different cultures.” Mateo recognized the diversity 

on-campus and felt new students should be comfortable with who they are to genuinely 

interact with peers and contribute to the university.  

Similarly, Alex recommended students recognize the diversity around them and 

honor those differences, instead of criticizing them:  

Because I mean, people, no matter where you go, there's always gonna be 
a few ignorant people that are going to act out and be stupid. Um, sadly 
that's, that's our world. Um, but, it's just a matter of accepting our, our 
differences, instead of, you know, picking (them) out. 

 
Alex and Mateo advised future students to respectfully interact with different students on-

campus and to accept that Texas HBCU’s students represent a diverse cadre of peers. 

Furthermore, the diversity is not only ethnic or cultural diversity, but differences in 

backgrounds, neighborhoods, and cultural values and norms.  

 To support interactions with diverse peers, Alex, George, Sophie, Laura, and 

Mateo encouraged Mexican Americans to join organizations, “be friendly,” and be open 

to interacting with others. For example, Alex felt Mexican American students could 
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establish connections with peers through student organizations. He said, “I would say join 

groups, you know, don’t just be that student that goes to class, and then disappears. The 

more people you know, the more help you get when you’re in certain situations.” George 

also described the role of friendships and how a circle of friends can provide an 

opportunity to ask questions. He said, “I feel that as long as they (Latinos) have friends, 

regardless if they’re Mexicans or Blacks, as long as they’re able to communicate, and as 

long as you’re not like in this little bubble” students can ask questions and engage peers 

to learn more information and fit in. To Alex and George, a broad social network 

provided friendship, connected students to the university, and offered support when 

students encountered obstacles.  

In addition to joining campus organizations, Sophie felt it was necessary for first-

year Mexican students to be polite to others in order to fit in. She described the cordial 

nature of the university: 

Well, I mean (Texas HBCU)’s a pretty friendly campus, so if you just say 
“Hi” to somebody, they’ll say “Hi” back, so it’s kinda like, you know, 
“Hey! What’s up?” And that’s kinda how I would go about it. ‘Cause like, 
yeah, everybody will just say “Hi” to you around here, and just like, “Hey, 
I don’t know you, but hi!” 

 
Sophie revealed the importance of recognizing peers on-campus and saying hello to 

everyone, even if she did not know the person individually. This approach to others 

helped create a friendly campus and fostered at least a minimal level of peer interaction.  

 In addition to the amicable nature of the university, Laura realized how the size of 

the university promoted peer relationships, once she became more involved on-campus. 

She explained, “It’s really easy to make friends here because it’s a real small campus. 
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You see the same faces that you would earlier.” Mateo echoed her sentiments and 

explained, “So everybody usually knows everybody who goes to school here, unless they 

don’t live on-campus.” Indeed, the smaller, more intimate campus facilitated a greater 

familiarity with peers and Laura and Mateo encouraged students to become involved on-

campus to establish greater connections with peers. 

 While Sophie, Laura, and Mateo highlighted the need to be friendly with others 

and maximize the smaller campus to connect with additional peers, other participants 

cited the need for Mexican American students to step outside of the comfort zone and be 

open-minded about interacting with African American peers. Eli reasoned cross-racial 

interactions were founded upon students experiences with diversity, and she maintained 

Latino students should enter Texas HBCU with an openness to interacting with others: “I 

think just be open-minded, and, not like, be closed in to just find, like, all the Hispanics 

and just those are your friends. Like, I think the more diverse you are innerly, like, you’re 

more, more likely to learn.” To Eli, diversifying a student’s social circle also created 

opportunities to establish relationships with peers and to learn more from different 

people.  

 Fred, Sophie, and Mateo reiterated Eli’s sentiments about cross-racial interaction. 

Fred said, “Just be social…They (Latinos) kinda like usually just, to this day, they just 

stick, stick together.” Fred encouraged first-year Mexican American students to socialize 

with diverse individuals, and Sophie recommended they overcome communication 

barriers. She explained, “The only thing I would say is like break barriers, I guess. 

Instead of grouping yourself with only, like, Hispanics, you know, diverse your group or 
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whatever.” Diversifying students’ peer groups allowed them to interact with a variety of 

individuals within the student body. Mateo also felt cross-racial interactions provided an 

opportunity to build friendships and to promote equal treatment among peers.  

He viewed self-segregation between student teams and ethnicities as a method to 

assert superiority, and most importantly Mateo wanted everyone to be equal:  

I have a problem that I see with Latinos here is that they, they’re proud. 
You know, I’m proud, but I’m not one to tell people, like, “Oh, you know, 
Mexicans over everybody.” I’m not that type of person. I like everybody’s 
equal to each other. 

 
Mateo felt Mexican American students should help facilitate an inclusive environment 

and not separate themselves from other African American students. An open-minded 

approach would foster greater connections with peers and also create a sense of “fitting 

in.” 

 Ultimately, participants described “fitting in” as a social support network 

facilitated through diverse, genuine relationships built on trust and an open approach to 

interacting with the majority of students on an HBCU campus: African Americans.  

Racialized interactions.  As ethnic minorities within the larger African American 

community, three Mexican American students in this study addressed the extent to which 

racialized comments or incidents emerged between peers. For example, Sophie and 

George recalled a welcoming and non-discriminating environment. Sophie said, “I never 

felt like I was being, like, discriminated against, or, you know…never felt that. Everyone 

was real nice.” George initially described a completely professional and supportive 
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environment as well, but then during the course of the interviews for this study he 

overheard negative comments about Latino students.  

Student comments. During his first interview, George was recalled his first-year 

at Texas HBCU and described a required freshman class in which he was enrolled. In the 

class he explained the Latino students would sit together in the auditorium and 

collaborate on class assignments. Within the classroom, he described the racial climate: 

But you know what? For the most part, hardly, I mean, never, ever no 
racial like my little brown group or my little Mexicans or nothing like that. 
Nothing like that. Totally professional…Never one word of racial, racial 
slurs, nothing. Nothing like that.  That’s one thing, one thing I can bank on 
and that’s how come I didn’t never hesitate to come back (to Texas 
HBCU).   

 
George felt comfortable as a first-year students and a returning student because he had 

only encountered a professional environment devoid of racial comments. In his second 

interview, however, George described a recent racialized incident he experienced in the 

classroom.  He said, 

Well, I was actually last week in class, and I heard the word “Mexican” 
for the first time from a Black student. They’re getting really, really 
younger. “Yeah, these Mexicans over there were cheating.” I was like, it 
was the first time I ever heard that here…. 

 
He attributed the comments to the student’s youth and recognized the term “Mexican” 

could be considered as demeaning: 

And the younger generation doesn’t understand what those words really 
mean. Not that they’re hurtful or anything, but a long time ago, that’s 
when my dad said that Mexicans are called Mexicans or whatever, and it 
was a bad term… 

 
As he reflected on his experience, he realized it was best for him to not dwell on this 
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commentary: “And it’s changed me to the point where I, just like again, just like let it go 

one ear out the other because it’s not meant like specifically towards me.” He reasoned 

the student’s comments were not a direct attack on him and redirected his attention to his 

schoolwork.  

Student organization behavior. The relationships between Greek Letter 

Organizations on-campus presented a new challenge in peer relationships via 

organization rivalries. While Fred, the co-founder for the Latino organization, did not 

mention a particular incident with other NPHC organizations in either of his interviews, 

he did recognize a campus rivalry with one NPHC fraternity. Alex is a member of the 

NPHC fraternity and shared a racial incident that occurred during an on-campus step 

show.  

Alex recalled an incident that occurred during a beginning of the year step show 

hosted for new students. He said,  

I was in a step show, on-campus, welcoming like, you know, all the 
freshman, stuff like that. And, um, there was a part where we were all in a 
kind of group, fooling around, and one of, one of my brothers was going 
to each and everyone of us, saying, you know, "What did you come here 
to do?" You know, one of them says…he came for the girls, and one of 
them said, he came to dance…He came to me, and he says, ‘What did you 
come here to do?!" I said, "Senor, no habla ingles.” You know, but I threw 
up the sign for the (Latino fraternity). 
 

Alex and his fraternity members insist their step show was not intended to offend. It was 

meant to be a “joke” and “funny” because their fraternity was talking about every 

organization on-campus. Ultimately, he and his organization “wrote a formal apology, 

and we actually had a sit down meeting with everybody from both organizations.” The 
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two fraternities’ presidents are now collaborating to coordinate a joint program for Texas 

HBCU students.  

 Summary. Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU described the 

instrumental role African American and Latino peers play in their social and cultural 

sense of belonging. The participants in this study most often interacted with peers in on-

campus spaces, including their sports teams, on-campus offices, and student 

organizations. As they reflected on their personal experiences and connection to fellow 

classmates, the participants encouraged future Latino students to be open-minded and 

friendly. They also felt it was important for Latino students to step outside of their 

comfort zone and interact with as many other students as possible. While two participants 

described racialized comments in the classroom or incidents on-campus, most 

participants described a welcoming environment that facilitated peer connections.  

Students’ Emotional Perceptions and Personal Sense of Belonging  

In addition to connections faculty members and peers, the participants described 

their unique relationship to Texas HBCU. This personal sense of belonging primarily 

refers to the participant’s emotional response as they negotiated their space within the 

campus setting.  Students portrayed a variety of feelings that helped or hindered their 

perceptions of sense of belonging, including feeling cared about, different, invisible, and 

frustrated. 

Feeling “cared about” helps connection to the university. Integral to students’ 

perceptions of their personal sense of belonging at Texas HBCU was a feeling that the 

university genuinely cared about its students. This ethic of care was demonstrated 
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through financial support as well as administrator’s availability to help students 

troubleshoot problems. Mateo, Eli, George, and Alex specifically addressed how they felt 

the university took care of them as they matriculated and became more familiar with the 

institution.  

Mateo explained it was the Texas HBCU’s caring approach that prompted his 

parents to support his enrollment in the university. He said, “they (parents) know that the 

school will take care of me. They didn’t send me here or they wouldn’t let me stay here if 

they knew I wouldn’t be take care of.” Since Mateo did physically relocate from his 

hometown, his parents valued an environment that would support their son. Mateo 

illustrated the level of support he received as a student at Texas HBCU:  

The support I had between my financial aid advisor to my friends that I 
always hang out with to, to knowing that, that this school would take care 
of me by supporting me, by giving me free room and board. Yeah, that 
was one of the main things from high school that I wanted to …I wanted 
free room and board. And this school’s given me that so. 
 

Mateo described an environment where multiple HBCU agents collaborated to create a 

support network and welcoming environment for him. In the same regard, Eli felt like the 

university took care of her:  

I think with all the opportunities that I’ve been able to like get, like, full 
tuition and, like, free room and board, and all this stuff, like, honestly, it’s 
like created the first path of what the rest of my life s, like, it’s kinda hard 
to see myself now being in school, and being at some random job. 

 
Eli’s experiences reveal how the university’s caring approach changed her perceptions of 

her academic identity and established her personal sense of belonging. Whereas before 
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enrollment, Eli did not see herself going to college, the university’s support affirmed her 

role as a college student and affirmed her place within the university.  

George further illustrated Texas HBCU’s ethic of care and open approach to 

helping students:  

Here I feel it’s most important for them (students) to understand that even 
though we don’t really know each other, there is a backbone that people 
that care. They all, all you have to do is just ask, and, um, I feel, you will 
be taken care of, regardless of what the situation, the problem, if there’s a 
problem, maybe…  

 
To George, the university’s helpful environment encouraged students to ask questions 

and ask for help. Furthermore, he felt the university’s caring atmosphere was not 

dependent on the extent to which individuals knew each other. He described the 

university’s environment as “so homey and so light even though you don’t really know 

anybody.” This helpful environment with formal and informal relationships helped foster 

a sense of belonging. Alex affirmed George’s depiction of the campus community: “You 

know, it is a community…You know, people, we take care of our own.” As such, e 

depicted a family like atmosphere where members of the university collectively 

supported and encouraged each other.   

Feeling “(in)visible” may help or hinder connections to the university. Some 

students described how their minority status within Texas HBCU influenced their sense 

of belonging.  The students described the collective visibility of Latinos on-campus (e.g., 

online and university publications) as well as their individual ethnic visibility inside- and 

outside-of-the classroom. Their perceptions of visibility prompted varying interpretations 

from Laura, Mateo, Eli, and George.  
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For example, Laura struggled with the limited Latino visibility on-campus and 

described how her minority status prompted her to feel less important. She said, “It’s kind 

of like I’m the minority here. Like, and I do feel like not as important.” Her minority 

status led her to feel marginalized and inferior to the majority: “I don’t feel as up there as 

you know, everybody else but it’s no, you know …there’s nothing I can do about it.” As 

a result, she felt relegated to her position as an ethnic minority within Texas HBCU’s 

campus. 

Alternatively, Mateo felt his minority status translated to being treated as though 

he was a distinctive individual, separate from his peers. Mateo continued, “I like HBCU’s 

because um, I like the way I’m treated.  I’m treated differently…like I’m unique to me 

peers.” Since he was treated differently and taken care of by the university, he felt a 

connection to the university: “I feel that this is where I should be.” While he appreciated 

his unique status on-campus, Mateo also described the need for Texas HBCU to become 

more “Latino friendly.”  

He felt the university could achieve this task by including Latino students on the 

official recruitment pamphlets and website:  

You know, on the pamphlets, you know, put a Latino face on there, you 
know, just one. I’m not asking to not to put it all in the whole thing. I 
mean, so I’m just asking one, you know, one page like, one of them here. 
 

Mateo explained the increased presence on Texas HBCU’s marketing materials would 

also help inform potential students. He said, “Because when I first applied to the school, 

when I was looking through the website, I was looking through, you know, the pamphlets 

they were giving me, you know, the information they always send you. I never saw one 
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single Latino in one of them.” He later said he did not know Texas HBCU enrolled any 

Latino students until his first day on-campus.   

Eli’s described her initial classroom experiences and minority status sometimes 

made her feeling “awkward.” Although she encountered her minority status in classroom 

interactions, her previous interactions with African Americans helped her overcome any 

negative feelings that may influence her sense of belonging. Eli said:  

I mean, sometimes you, sometimes you feel a little awkward 'cause, like, 
when you have like…African American professors, they'll talk about 
things, like if we're, like if I'm supposed to know certain things, and I 
don't…It's like, 'cause it's like, you're literally the only Hispanic in the 
class, or maybe one more. 

 
She continued to describe how the limited visibility in class also hindered her ability to 

culturally relate to her classmates: “And that feeling of…. ‘You know, when 

Hispanics…,’ and you turn around, and they’re like, ‘Oh, you don’t know.’…It’s like 

‘cause it’s like, you’re literally the only Hispanic in the class, or maybe one more.’ 

Ultimately, Eli was able to rely on her pre-college experiences with diversity and 

overcome her original feelings: “So, but….other than that, I think, I got, I got use to it. 

And I think I had some prep work from high school. So I think it worked out.”         

Eli also attempted to establish a Latino presence in job appointment on-campus. 

She said, 

So I'm a (job title) here. And, and I was being funny 'cause I always got 
something to say, but we were, like, they fixed the rooms and they just put 
African American photos up, and so I was like, “Yo! What about the 
Hispanics?” Like, “Can I bring like the Mexican flag, and put it up or 
something, like…?” You know, just think about everybody, like, as much 
as, yeah, it's African American and HBCU, blah, blah, blah, but you know 
there is some Hispanics here, and sometimes we want to identify ourselves 
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with certain things that, you know, that show that, “Hey! We know you're 
here.” 

 
This cultural identifier may help students feel like a recognized member of the larger 

university community, and Eli explained her supervisors subsequently sought Mexican 

flags to represent a portion of the Latino community at Texas HBCU.    

As George considered activities on-campus, he explained he would like to see 

greater diversity in campus programming. While he realized an HBCU should focus on 

African American cultural events, he also felt a program to represent Latinos would 

benefit students and promote a sense of belonging:  

I know we have like a big emphasis like on Black History Month and, um, 
and, um, MLK Day, obviously because we’re a Black university…At the 
same time, I wouldn’t mind seeing maybe a week dedicated to Hispanic 
Week or something like that.  

 
While Mateo, Eli, and George interpreted their campus visibility differently, they 

suggested opportunities to promote the visibility of Latinos on-campus.   

To these participants, increasing the Latino or Mexican American presence on-

campus is not to detract from the history and legacy of Texas HBCU. Mateo said, “I’m 

not trying to change the school or nothing like that, you know, because I still want it to be 

an HBCU, you know, I’m really proud of that, that it’s an HBCU, but, um, you know, 

just to put more familiar faces on there.” Participants did not want to completely 

transform Texas HBCU, but instead felt an increased presence on-campus could help 

strengthen connections to the university.  

Feeling “frustrated” hinders connection to the university. Four students’ who 

encountered administrative barriers expressed those experiences as their greatest 
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frustration at Texas HBCU. Veronica, Fred, and Eli expressed their discontent with 

campus inefficiencies, especially when it affected their financial aid, and Alex also 

perceived differential treatment between Latino and African American students by 

administrative offices.  

 For example, Veronica said, “Honestly I think my biggest struggle, and what’s 

frustrating me a lot through the, my time at (Texas HBCU) is the, um, the 

(administrative) offices.” Veronica enrolled in Texas HBCU because of the relationship 

the university had with her employer, which was meant to facilitate her college 

enrollment and ease her financial struggles.  

Unfortunately, she recalled constant financial aid struggles and how these issues 

presented financial challenges in her personal finances; when financial aid was delayed, 

she paid with her own money and was then late on her household bills.  She explained: 

Then I struggle with paying my bills…everything starts to blow up in my 
face. I can’t pay my rent because I paid a large portion of it to the 200-and 
something books here. These books are so expensive…So that puts me 
behind just that much in my personal expenses.  

 
She continued to explain how administrative challenges also influenced her work life 

because she needed to take personal time to visit campus and reconcile her financial aid 

package:  

I also have to take off vacation, and then I have to tell my personal 
business to my employer to explain the need. I don’t like doing that…I 
have to tell all these people my business and that I’m financially in need. I 
don’t want them, anybody to know that. 

 
These constant challenges overwhelmed Veronica and her finances. Veronica described 

the process as a “nightmare” and felt as though the university did not treat her well or 



 217 

consider how their actions influenced her personally. 

 Fred expressed a similar aggravation dealing with financial aid. Initially recruited 

to Texas HBCU as a soccer player, Fred anticipated an athletic scholarship. He explained 

how the university’s financial support changed once he completed his Free Application 

for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA): 

They told me I was going to get scholarship money, but it didn’t happen 
‘cause FAFSA kinda covered it with my loans. I don’t know if, you know, 
people I didn’t really know what I was getting myself into. You know, 
‘cause now I see, you know, the coach is like, “Yeah, we’re gonna give 
you scholarship money.” Whenever I got here, uh, you can say, you know, 
FAFSA paid majority of it. Then they’re like, “Oh, you can get a loan!”  
 

Fred’s frustrations were further exacerbated when he was later informed he could have 

received a scholarship his first-year, instead of loans:  

You know, my fresh-, first semester here, I went to Financial Aid, you 
know, and I didn’t have money, whatever, so I had to get a grant, uh, a 
loan. Second semester I come, “Oh! Oh! There’s, you’re first-generation 
student, right? Oh, I could give you this grant for being first-generation 
student.” So, technically I missed a grant, and it’s only for if you come for 
the school for two years, if you’re first generation, they will give you 
money. So, technically the first semester, I missed a grant I could’ve got. 
So I had to get it, and that was kind of mad at that at the beginning ‘cause 
they don’t give you that information. So, if you don’t know, how do you 
expect us to ask for it? 

 
As a first-generation college student, Fred relied on the financial aid officers to inform 

him of scholarship and grant opportunities. Unfortunately, disconnects in the university’s 

bureaucracy limited his financial support during his first semester and compelled him to 

secure more student loan debt to subsidize his education.    

 Eli also described her dissatisfaction with administrative departments, specifically 

the admissions office. As she reflected on her first-year application process, she said: 
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“Like me sending in transcripts, doing my, like my application stuff, and doing my thing, 

and then coming here and be like, "Oh, we haven't received anything.”…Having to do it 

while I'm here.” Eli struggled with the admissions office because she submitted her 

materials, including transcripts, yet these documents were “nowhere to be found.” Eli 

explained she did not think this was something only Latinos encountered at Texas 

HBCU, but she was frustrated in how her materials were handled by the university. 

While Veronica, Fred, and Eli expressed frustration with navigating campus 

bureaucracy, Alex portrayed differential treatment as a first-year student. He initially felt 

administrators were “stand-offish” and that “you could tell a difference in the way, in 

treatment.” He specifically addressed the different treatment he received during the 

registration process.  Registration required students to obtain signatures from various 

administrative offices, and Alex said, “I was in line to go see, to get her (administrator) 

signature, and so, you know, she could take care of something for, uh, for registration so I 

could finish up.” Alex reflected on his experience compared it that of his African 

American peer:  

And, the guy that was in front of me, who, you know, he winded up being 
one of my best friends, um, he went up to her and everything, and she 
started joking around with him and everything, but when it came, when it 
came time for me and everything, it like got real serious. She didn’t really 
say too much. It was like you could tell, like a difference.  

 
Alex felt he was treated differently because he was not an African American student. 

Overtime, Alex felt he was able to establish rapport with these administrators: “I really 

just think them just getting to know who I was and everything.” Alex’s experience 
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documented his ability to overcome those initial frustrations and connect with university 

staff. 

 Summary. As the participants reflected on their individual interactions with the 

university and made sense of their experiences, their emotional responses informed their 

personal sense of belonging. This personal sense of belonging refers to how they view 

themselves within the institutional space and whether they feel cared for, especially 

financially, and visible within the university. Students experienced varying levels of 

belonging; while some participants felt the university provided for their educational 

success, others encountered isolating or frustrating experiences.  

Overall Sense of Belonging 

Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU negotiate their academic, 

social and cultural, as well as their personal sense of belonging. Participants recalled 

different levels of belonging within each of these domains and reflected on their overall 

sense of belonging within the HBCU context. Six of the participants experienced a sense 

of belonging with Texas HBCU, while Fred and Veronica struggled to connect to the 

university. Participants reflected upon their overall sense of belonging and ultimately 

described Texas HBCU as their home, family, or a familiar place. 

When Eli first arrived on campus, she was unsure of college life and missed 

home: “I didn’t know what to, to expect from it, and I was homesick a lot.” She struggled 

with finding her place and managing her feelings. Living off-campus and managing 

family issues only further complicated her sense of belonging:  
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I didn’t know what to, to expect from it, and I was homesick a lot. I 
remember I would just randomly start crying, just because I wanted to go 
home, but it was, I think it was more because when I started off, I was off-
campus. So, I didn’t really like, other than the soccer team and my coach, 
like, I didn’t really talk to anybody else. It was just my family… 

 
As her first-year progressed, Eli realized she should focus on her education. She 

explained: 

And, like, after awhile, going home was, like, not the same anymore. It’s 
like, you go back to the same old, same old. You know, my mom’s still 
arguing with my dad about the same stuff. It’s like, “Dude, I don’t…” It 
was just, it’s like, “OK, I feel good over here, like I feel like I’m doing 
something.” So, you just like, “No, I’ll just. I’ll just keep going.” 
 

Eli chose to stay at Texas HBCU because she felt like she was achieving her academic 

goals, and she began to feel more comfortable: “The school feels very personal.” She 

further said, “I, honestly, if I had to choose another school, I wouldn’t. Even if I wouldn’t 

have gotten a soccer scholarship, or soccer was not existing, like, I enjoy this school a 

lot.” Eli felt she mattered to the university and developed a sense of belonging through 

her personal interactions. 

 Laura also slowly began to connect to the university. Although she remained 

isolated during her first-semester, she began to interact with more individuals as she 

became involved on-campus:  

You know, it had been like the end of, you know, what is it, spring 
semester last year that I had, that I felt a sense of belonging. And even this 
year, like, I can come in and say, “Oh yeah, you know hey, there’s much 
more familiar faces”…I do have a sense of, like, place here.  

 
Laura was able to feel her place on-campus, and she described how her perceptions of the 

university changed after her freshman year: “Now I guess since it’s my second year, I 
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don’t know if I’m just more comfortable with it, but definitely do feel better than what I 

did the first day I walked in here.” Her continued interaction with classmates and on-

campus employment began to form her bond to the university. 

Sophie described how overcoming her homesickness allowed her to develop a 

sense of belonging to the university:  

Missing home. That was my obstacle…'cause I'm so family oriented that, 
you know, it's kind of weird not being there, but I got use to it 
eventually…I guess I just kinda like, you know, started building 
relationships here. And I got, you know, I got attached, so I was like, “OK, 
well, I like home, and I like here.” 

 
She revealed how her homesickness initially caused her to question her place at 

Texas HBCU: “I was real homesick at first, you know? Like, ‘Man, I don’t know if I like 

it here.’ But no, turned out to love, love it!” Sophie eventually found her place on-

campus, made new friends, and began going home less and less as her first-year 

progressed.  

Sophie and Mateo both described Texas HBCU as their “home away from home.” 

Sophie said, “It feels like a home away from home, you know? I feel comfortable here… 

I feel like I’m happy and comfortable with where I’m at.” Mateo further said, “It (Texas 

HBCU) means my home. I have a lot of school pride, um, a lot of us do…I love the 

school.” Mateo: “I could go back (to his first choice college), but I don’t want to. I like it 

here.” 

In addition to feeling as though Texas HBCU represented a second home. George 

and Alex described the university as their family. As he described his connections with 

individuals who were on-campus, especially faculty members, George said, “That’s the 
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family bond that I just feel that I have here.” Alex also felt the university represented a 

“family” where each student mattered.   

While most participants eventually established a sense of belonging within Texas 

HBCU, two participants, Fred and Veronica, struggled to maintain strong ties to the 

university. For example, Fred said “my first year, I mean, I didn’t talk to nobody…only 

the cafeteria people ‘cause, you know, they hook it up with the food. That’s about it.” As 

a result, Fred returned home frequently: “I actually went home every weekend ‘cause I 

didn’t feel like I had a home here. So, that’s why I used to go to Houston a lot.” Even 

though Fred lived on-campus his first-year, he still struggled to connect with the 

university. During his second semester, he moved off campus with five of his soccer 

teammates. He continues to live off-campus and returns to the university for class and 

soccer practice.  

Veronica expressed a unique combination of connecting with Texas HBCU and 

simultaneously feeling disconnected from the university. While she liked the greater 

community around Texas HBCU and felt “really comfortable,” she did not feel Texas 

HBCU was her home. She explained:  

I like that I’ve kind of bonded with the, the, with the school and whatnot, 
in my own way. I don’t know…I just feel like it’s a place to go. I wouldn’t 
say home, but it’s like a familiar place to go. I like the campus now.  

 
Even though she enjoyed Texas HBCU and the local neighborhood, Veronica still felt 

like an outsider. She said,  

I feel like I’m just a visitor, and I’ve been coming here for years. I still 
don’t have the names down, of these buildings…And I’ve never been to, 
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I’ve never to any of the buildings. Yeah, on the other side of this campus. I 
have no idea what’s over there.  

 
Instead of feeling a strong sense of belonging, Texas HBCU represented a familiar space 

she visited to enroll in courses and complete her degree. Veronica only entered the 

academic buildings as required for class; she did not explore the campus or other offices 

and resources. Her experience revealed students may feel comfortable, but not overtly 

connected to the HBCU environment.  

Summary. In general, the Mexican American students successfully developed a 

sense of belonging at Texas HBCU. Students who encountered initial challenges during 

their transition to college were eventually able to build relationships with peers and find 

on-campus employment, which helped with their overall sense of belonging. The two 

participants who were unable to fully establish a connection to the university were 

confronted with managing multiple responsibilities and feelings of isolation. Without 

substantive campus connections or familiarity with the university, these students felt 

disconnected from Texas HBCU. Instead of a home away from home, Texas HBCU 

became a place to attend class and fulfill their academic responsibilities.  

Conclusion  

In this study, Mexican American students’ perceptions of sense of belonging were 

grounded in relationships with three HBCU constituents: faculty members, peers, and the 

broader university context. Consistent with Hurtado and Carter (1997) and Maestas, 

Vaquera, and Zehr (2007), this study found that Mexican American students’ sense of 

belonging is influenced by relationships with faculty members. Within the HBCU 
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context, faculty-student interaction and mentorship is facilitated through small classes or 

Saturday courses that fostered personalized instruction. 

The current study also revealed the role of student athletics and on-campus 

employment in fostering a connection to campus peers and the university. Students in the 

study developed relationships with teammates through athletics and with co-workers and 

peers through on-campus employment. While these campus activities provided an initial 

peer group, students who espoused openness to diversity (Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 

2007; Strayhorn, 2008; Johnson, et al., 2007) and encountered positive interactions with 

diverse peers (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005) established a more expansive campus network.   

Being within the minority at Texas HBCU was not without its challenges, 

however. Participants sometimes grappled with feelings of isolation and loneliness during 

their first-year, and they felt cultural identifiers on-campus could transform these feelings 

and promote a sense of belonging. Cultural representations may include illustrations with 

Latino students on official publications and Latino-focused campus programming. To 

counter the students worked to create Latino student associations and Greek-Letter 

organizations to connect with peers. Dissimilar to Hurtado and Carter (1997) and 

Meastas, Vaquera, and Zehr (2007), this study found student groups, specifically Latino 

student organizations, sororities, and fraternities, struggled to foster Mexican American 

students’ sense of belonging at a Texas HBCU because they were unable to thrive on-

campus.  

In sum, this study explored how Mexican American students understood and 

described their connection to Texas HBCU. Six participants depicted the university as 



 225 

their home away from home, family, or a comfortable place. These participants indicated 

they would not choose to attend another university, if they had to reconsider their higher 

education options. The remaining two students struggled to connect with the university or 

find their place on-campus, even as they approached graduation. These participants 

connected with fewer peers and primarily visited the campus to attend classes. Congruent 

with prior research on Latino students’ sense of belonging, the Mexican American 

students in this study revealed their sense of belonging was influenced by their 

experiences with faculty, relationships with peers, and whether they perceived themselves 

as members of the university community.   
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 
Across the country, the proliferation of HSIs and Emerging HSIs (Santiago, 2010; 

Santiago, 2011) demonstrates the growing Latino population’s influence on higher 

education. This demographic reality may translate into a potential market of prospective 

HBCU students. Indeed, HBCUs in Texas, North Carolina, and Ohio have implemented 

recruitment and outreach strategies to attract Latino students (DiMaria, 2005; Mbajakwe, 

2006; Roach, 2005; Skipp & Campos-Flores, 2008; Turner, 2006; Willie, Reddick, & 

Brown, 2005). HBCU leaders at these institutions have argued that their campus 

environment and legacy of educating first-generation college students equips them to 

meet the educational needs of Latino students (Roach, 2005). Despite these recruitment 

efforts, little empirical research has thoroughly illustrated the students’ experiences upon 

matriculation (Davies, 2007). This study addressed a critical gap in the literature by 

seeking to understand the distinct challenges and opportunities Latinos, specifically 

Mexican Americans, encounter as first-year HBCU students and by providing an in-depth 

description of their sense of belonging.  

This chapter provides an overview of the current study and presents the four key 

findings for Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. These findings 

include: (1) the influence of pre-college contacts in Texas HBCU enrollment; (2) the 

processes of “going to college”; (3) the opportunities and challenges that shape campus 

involvement at Texas HBCU; and, (4) the role of faculty-student interactions in 

facilitating a positive learning environment and overall sense of belonging. The chapter 
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concludes with research, practice, and policy implications, areas of future research, and 

concluding thoughts.  

Overview of the Study  

Undergraduate students’ educational experiences in their first, critical year 

(Upcraft  & Gardner, 1989) is a critical determinant in long-term academic success 

(Nora, Barlow, & Crisp, 2005; Padilla et al., 1997; Upcraft & Gardner). Scholars (Justiz 

& Rendón, 1989; Rendón, 1992; Rendón, 1994; Hernandez, 2002) have documented the 

distinct first-year experiences of Latino students, but prior studies have not examined the 

specific experiences of Mexican American students within a Texas HBCU. The present 

study asked participants to reflect on this vital time in their college career, describe the 

processes by which they separated from their home life, if at all, identify validating 

experiences, and discuss the influential individuals and events that promoted their 

campus involvement. It further inquired into their perceptions of sense of belonging 

because a strong connection to the university can help foster student retention (Hoffman, 

et al., 2003, Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Maestas, Vaquera, & 

Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008). Prior research (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & 

Ponjuan, 2005; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Strayhorn, 2008) has examined this 

construct using quantitative measures, but this study sought to obtain a rich, in-depth 

sense of belonging narrative employing qualitative research methods.  

To fully capture a thorough account of the participants’ first-year experiences, the 

current study privileged each participant’s pre-college lived experiences as well as their 

perceptions of their everyday reality in their first-year as a Texas HBCU student. The 
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study employed Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) transition to college theoretical framework 

as a lens to understand the separation, validation, and involvement experiences 

participants encountered at Texas HBCU. In addition to exploring their first-year in 

college, the study examined how participants understood and attributed meaning to their 

overall sense of belonging. Thus, this study utilized a constructivist epistemology 

(Glesne, 2006) and phenomenological approach (Creswell, 1998; Creswell, 2007) to 

present a comprehensive portrait of eight Mexican American students’ first-year 

experiences and perceptions of sense of belonging at a Texas HBCU.  

The guiding research questions for this study included: 

1. How do Mexican American students describe their first-year experience 

at a Texas HBCU in terms of separation, validation, and involvement? 

2. What does sense of belonging mean to Mexican American students 

enrolled in a Texas HBCU? 

Participant recruitment and selection. This study utilized purposeful sampling 

(Patton, 2002) to identify prospective Texas HBCUs and to recruit and select participants. 

Ultimately, “Texas HBCU” (an urban, four-year HBCU) was selected because of its 

demonstrated outreach and recruitment efforts, public support for Latino student 

enrollment, and Latino representation in the student body. Participants were selected if 

they met two criteria: they self-identified as Mexican American, and they were a current 

second- to fifth-year student at Texas HBCU. After targeting over 100 students through 

recruitment emails and campus contacts, the final yield was eight participants (four 

females and four males). 
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Data collection and analysis. Data collection included one-on-one, semi-

structured interviews, a participant questionnaire, campus observations, field notes, and 

reflective memos. Participants were interviewed twice during the spring 2012 semester, 

and all but one interview took place on Texas HBCU’s campus. The two interviews were 

conducted using Seidman’s (1998) in-depth, phenomenological approach. The purpose of 

the first interview was to obtain a thorough description of each student’s life history as 

well as a comprehensive account of his or her lived experiences as a first-year student at 

Texas HBCU. During the second interview, participants reflected on their first-year 

experience and recounted the psychological and emotional responses to their sense of 

belonging within the university’s campus. The interview protocols were influenced by the 

three phases described in Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) transition to college theoretical 

framework. They were also guided by existing research that highlighted the role of 

faculty members, academic and social experiences, interactions with diverse peers, and 

the student’s enthusiasm for their university in promoting a strong sense of belonging 

(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; 

Strayhorn, 2008).  

Each interview was digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. Data 

were analyzed using a general inductive approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990; 

Thomas, 2003) and included open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Jalomo and 

Rendón’s (2004) transition to college model served as the theoretical lens for the first 

research question. The second question employed an emic approach to data analysis and 
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allowed the participants’ sense of belonging to emerge in their own words. The next 

section addresses the four key findings that emerged from this study.  

Key Findings  

 After rigorous qualitative data analysis, four major findings emerged from the 

students’ interviews, questionnaires, campus observations, and reflective memos. These 

findings reflect the particular experiences of Mexican American students as they 

matriculated and adjusted to their role as college students in a Texas HBCU. The findings 

underscore the importance of supportive faculty-student interactions in establishing a 

supportive and productive learning environment and promoting an overall sense of 

belonging to a Texas HBCU.   

 Major finding #1: Texas HBCU agents facilitated Mexican American student 

enrollment in the university. The first major finding from this qualitative study 

demonstrates the instrumental role of HBCU agents in promoting college access among 

Mexican American students. All of the participants, many of whom were first-generation 

college students or from low socioeconomic backgrounds, described the support and 

encouragement they received from Texas HBCU students, professors, and staff prior to 

enrolling in the university. These pre-college interactions with Texas HBCU agents 

informed the participants’ college-going decisions and ultimately led to their enrollment 

in the university. 

More specifically, participants described informal and formal interactions with 

individuals affiliated with the university. Informal interactions typically unfolded through 

relationships with currently enrolled students, while formal interactions transpired 
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through recruitment efforts from university officials (e.g, professors or coaching staff). 

Formal recruitment to participate in university co-curricular activities provided 

participants with an opportunity to pursue their academic career and athletic or musical 

talent. Pre-college connections, whether formal or informal, served as an opportunity for 

students to learn about the university, courses, professors, official university activities 

(e.g., athletics or choir), and financial support.  

These interactions also provided encouragement and academic support as 

participants reflected on their academic aspirations. For example, participants who 

graduated from high school without a college-going plan described how campus 

connections encouraged them to pursue college and enroll in Texas HBCU. These 

participants were initially unsure of their role as college students, but pre-college 

connections to Texas HBCU transformed their educational perspective. Alternatively, 

participants with a college going plan described how interactions with Texas HBCU 

agents focused their attention on this particular institution and achieving their long-term 

academic goals at the university.  

The data also indicated the critical role Texas HBCU coaches, students, and 

faculty members played in encouraging participants to consider the university as a viable 

higher education opportunity. Relationships with Texas HBCU affiliates reassured 

students in their decision to pursue a college degree and enroll in the university, and as a 

result, students began to believe in their abilities and view themselves as potential 

members of the university. As a result, pre-college interactions created post-secondary 

opportunities for Mexican American students to enroll in Texas HBCU. 
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Major Finding #2: Mexican American students who enrolled in a Texas 

HBCU encountered transitional experiences similar to first-year students at other 

four-year universities. As participants reflected on their first-year at Texas HBCU, they 

recalled academic and social challenges congruent with prior research addressing the 

transition phase of first-year students. Participants encountered and responded to new 

educational expectations and social and cultural challenges (Dalton & Crosby, 2008; 

Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996; Justiz & Rendón, 1989; Upcraft et al., 2005). They 

managed their home and school lives and responsibilities, and their first-year was 

characterized by “learning the values, traditions, conventions, and practices of their new 

college environment” (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 40). Participants ultimately drew upon 

their pre-college cultural, academic, and social experiences to navigate their first-year at 

Texas HBCU. Their everyday reality as first-year students consisted of a distinct physical 

and cultural relocation to the university, new academic expectations as well as a 

relational and emotional separation from family and friends as they matriculated into 

Texas HBCU. 

The physical and cultural separation participants experienced depended on each 

student’s hometown, neighborhood, and experiences with diversity. The majority of 

students in the study shared their experiences within predominantly African American 

families, neighborhoods, and schools. These experiences eased their transition to Texas 

HBCU because participants were able to capitalize on this cultural knowledge to better 

relate to diverse peers, faculty members, and staff. The one participant who was raised in 

a predominantly Latino communities and entered the university environment with less of 
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a social and cultural familiarity, felt more comfortable in predominantly Latino 

subgroups (e.g., sports team) and experienced little interaction with African American 

peers and professors.  

In addition to a physical and cultural separation process, participants described 

their new academic challenges and responsibilities. Similarly to Hurtado, Carter, & 

Spuler (1996), participants in the current study entered the university setting and learned 

to manage their time, classes, and pre-college relationships. They also realized the 

importance of asking for help, meeting with faculty members, and accessing campus 

resources. Meaningful interactions with professors and in- and out-of-class validating 

experiences (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004; Rendón, 1992; Rendón, 1994) encouraged 

participants to become more dedicated to their classes and grades.  

As new college students, the participants also negotiated pre-college relationships 

with peers and family members (Upcraft, et al., 2005). Participants described how they 

gradually distinguished themselves from high school peers and developed their identity 

as a college student (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004). They rarely maintained contact with pre-

college friends, but if they did, communication was primarily through their closest or best 

friend. The participants relied heavily on familial support when confronted with first-year 

challenges (Hernandez, 2002; Jalomo & Rendón, 2004; Rendón, 1992), but 

communication expectations with family members, especially parents, were still 

delineated by family norms.  

Finally, participants described the emotions that emerged from enrolling in Texas 

HBCU. Most participants revealed their fear about beginning their college experience and 
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anxiety about their ability to perform academically. Indeed, separating from home to join 

college life presents an array of emotions, including “isolation, alienation, self-doubt, and 

psychological distress” (Jalomo & Rendón, 2004, p. 40-41). Students involved in official 

university activities relied on teammates or choir members to quell these first-year 

emotions. The two students not involved in athletics or choir sought support from family 

members and friends. In addition to managing their own feelings, participants 

encountered encouraging as well as unenthusiastic familial perceptions about their 

enrollment in an HBCU.  

Major finding #3: Mexican American students who participated in official 

university activities at Texas HBCU were limited in their ability to become involved 

in other campus activities. Campus involvement in this study was influenced by official 

university activities and employment responsibilities. While two students worked and 

attended class full time, the majority of the participants were recruited to participate in 

either student athletics or choir. As such, they enrolled in Texas HBCU and became 

immediately involved in an area of the university. The data suggests the five Mexican 

American student athletes enrolled in Texas HBCU experienced immediate benefits of 

joining a team consisting of college peers, but managing multiple responsibilities limited 

their broader campus involvement. 

The student athletes and choir member who participated in this study began their 

first-year as immediate members of a Texas HBCU subgroup. These participants 

described the first-year advice and support they received from upperclassmen on their 

team. Fellow incoming students in their field also eased their academic and social 
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transition to college. Given the extended period of time spent with individuals 

participating in these activities, the students relied on these networks of peers for 

emotional support as well.   

While beneficial in connecting peers, these official involvement opportunities 

sometimes prohibited student athletes from participating in important first-year events, 

such as new student orientation and registration. Student athletes were often too busy to 

join student organizations or participate in traditional campus activities. In fact, two 

student athletes revealed their coaches advised them to solely focus on their sport and to 

not become preoccupied with external involvement opportunities. Thus, while the 

students participated in university activities, they were unable to take advantage of the 

full range of first-year student programs or campus involvement opportunities. 

Major finding #4: Faculty-student interactions undergird students’ 

validating experiences and sense of belonging. The final key finding addressed in this 

section relates to the participants’ perceptions of the university’s learning environment 

and overall sense of belonging. The most salient sense of belonging theme relates to the 

caring and supportive faculty members Mexican American students encountered as they 

matriculated into Texas HBCU. Relationships outside of the classroom encouraged 

participants to maintain academic progress, but faculty-student interactions also bound 

students to the university. All but one participant in this study connected with faculty 

members in meaningful ways. These faculty-student interactions emerged because of the 

professor’s accessibility and the course structure offered at the university.  



 236 

First, faculty members at Texas HBCU were accessible to students. They were 

willing to meet or talk with students whenever they needed help, and they were open to 

answering students’ questions outside of office hours. The participants also felt their 

professors encouraged their academic progress and cared about them as individuals.  

Second, faculty members at Texas HBCU were able to personally connect with 

students because they instructed small classes or all-day courses. Small classes allowed 

students to consistently interact with their professors. In addition to smaller courses, all-

day Saturday courses provided one participant with prolonged, in-depth contact with her 

professors. This unique course structure provided additional time to become familiar with 

students and provide more thorough responses to students’ questions.  

Ultimately, the high level of professor accessibility and academic support helped 

students develop a sense of belonging to the university. Professors knew the students by 

name, realized when students were absent from class, and provided individualized 

attention. These relationships helped participants feel connected to their professors and 

motivated to submit their best academic work.  

Reflections on the Research  

Prior to discussing the implications portion of this chapter, this section will 

address my reflections on the overall research experience, key findings, and the two areas 

of investigation for the study. First, in going through this process, I learned the value of 

establishing trust and rapport with HBCU agents prior to embarking on a research 

project. As an HBCU outsider, I was unaware of the campus culture and processes and 

protocols for research proposals and approval. I realized the importance of thoroughly 
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investigating the research approval process at other institutions and presenting the 

research proposal with the utmost transparency and comprehensive safeguards to protect 

institution confidentiality.  

Second, the qualitative approach to data collection and analysis allowed the lived 

experiences of Mexican American students to emerge in their own words. This research 

design centralized the students’ perspectives and provided an in-depth, nuanced 

understanding of an understudied area in higher education. A qualitative approach was 

not without its challenges. For example, as an outsider to Texas HBCU outsider, I learned 

the need to directly contact and recruit potential participants. Ultimately, this qualitative 

study provided a thorough description of the participants’ first-year and sense of 

belonging by identifying influential individuals and events and by exploring how the 

participants made sense of these experiences.  

The findings of the study revealed the complex journey Mexican American 

students begin when enrolling in an HBCU. For example, seven students grew up in 

diverse families or neighborhoods and described extensive experiences within African 

Americans. As I reflected on my personal physical and cultural relocation to a PWI, I 

recognize the importance of their experiences and cultural knowledge in transitioning to 

college, navigating the campus, and developing on-campus relationships. The pre-college 

cross-racial experience depicted by participants may be unique to the selected site, and 

Mexican American students at other HBCU campuses may describe varying levels of 

interaction with African Americans. Furthermore, these cultural experiences may be less 
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valuable at St. Philip’s College, another Texas HBCU whose Latino population 

represents approximately one-half of the entire student body. 

In addition to prior diversity experiences, the study highlighted the proportion of 

Mexican American student athletes. This unanticipated subpopulation in the sample 

emerged because of the open-ended nature of the selection criteria. Unlike non-student 

athletes, these students benefitted from built-in support systems. They enrolled and 

immediately connected with peers and coaches through team practices. Their athletic 

talent and financial support helped student athletes feel valued by the institution, yet they 

struggled to connect to other campus activities or organizations.  

Finally, I examined the students’ first-year experience by employing Jalomo and 

Rendón’s (2004) transition to college model and by investigating their sense of 

belonging. I utilized Jalomo and Rendón’s (2004) theoretical framework for this study 

because it provided an open approach to understanding and documenting the first-year 

experience of Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. This theoretical 

approach was best because it addressed an understudied student population within an 

HBCU context by chronicling key points in the participant’s first-year experience and 

identifying individuals and events that supported or limited their campus involvement 

and sense of belonging. Thus, the data collection and analysis for the current study 

allowed a broader range of experiences to emerge from the student narratives.  

Sense of belonging refers to the student’s perceptions of cohesion within the 

larger institutional community and was also a key construct for this study. I believe it was 

important to examine the participants’ perceptions of sense of belonging because this 
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study emerged from news publications highlighting HBCU outreach to the Latino 

community. The current study sought to understand the Mexican American students’ 

experiences upon matriculation because recruitment and outreach must be coupled with 

campus support to promote student success. If Texas HBCUs recruit Mexican American 

students, it is important for administrators, faculty, and staff to be aware of what helps or 

hinders their sense of belonging, connection to the university, and retention.  

Implications for Research, Practice, and Policy  

The purpose of this section is to offer research, practice, and policy implications 

based on the current study’s findings. The first section addresses the new knowledge this 

study contributes to higher education and presents implications related to research on the 

college choice process, faculty-student interactions, and sense of belonging. The 

following section presents recommendations for HBCU campus programming and 

initiatives. Finally, campus policy implications are discussed, particularly those related to 

Latino student access and retention. 

 Implications for research. This study uniquely contributes to the field of higher 

education in three key ways. First, it provides an understanding of how Mexican 

American students arrived at a Texas HBCU. The current study also provides a portrait of 

Mexican American students within the understudied context of HBCUs, and it provides a 

qualitative analysis of the participants’ perceptions of sense of belonging.  

The present study revealed Mexican American students who enrolled in Texas 

HBCU did not employ a strategic college choice plan. Unlike Hossler and Gallagher’s 

(1987) college choice model, the participants without a college-going plan reflected a 
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more acute approach to college enrollment; they did not anticipate enrolling in college, 

but an opportunity presented itself and they enrolled at Texas HBCU within weeks.  

Indeed, the participants in this study affirmed Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs, and Rhee’s 1997 

study that found Latino students are least likely to investigate different colleges in the 

application process. Instead, the students in this study relied on peers (Kim, 2004) and 

extended networks for Latino students (Perez & McDonough, 2008). For Mexican 

American student athletes in Texas HBCU, the extended networks also included high 

school coaches and teammates.  

Next, this study expanded on prior research examining the experiences of Latino 

students enrolled in higher education. While previous scholarly work has focused on 

Latino students in for-profit institutions (Oseguera & Malagon, 2010) and HSIs (Cortez, 

2011; Crisp & Cruz, 2010; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; Santiago, 2008b; Santiago, 

2011a; Santiago & Andrade, 2010; Yamamura, 2008), the study contributed to the 

understanding of Latino educational experiences by examining an HBCU.  Given the 

expressed mission of HBCUs to educate African Americans, this study offered insight 

into Mexican American students navigated this context as first-year students.  

Finally, the study provided a qualitative perspective to enhance our understanding 

of sense of belonging among Latino college students. Whereas previous research 

(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Maestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007; 

Strayhorn, 2008) has examined and sought to understand this construct quantitatively, 

this study provides an in-depth account of Mexican American perceptions within 

HBCUs. Participants detailed their sense of belonging perspectives through relationships 
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with students, faculty, and staff as well as within the larger university context. In contrast 

to their academic experiences within the learning community, participants described the 

challenges they experienced in connecting to peers and the university. A qualitative 

approach to understanding this critical component to student persistence provided a more 

nuanced explanation of the specific interactions that promoted a sense of belonging 

among Mexican American students at a Texas HBCU, how these interactions influenced 

participants, and why they were specifically valuable to the participants.  

 Implications for practice. The findings from this study offer relevant 

implications that may be helpful for HBCU student affairs practitioners and executive 

leadership. For example, HBCUs should create a communication plan that targets 

students and parents, provide cultural training for HBCU faculty and staff as well as 

advisors who work with Latino student organizations, support Latino student 

organizations and implement programming that promotes cross-racial interaction and 

persistence.  

Prior research demonstrates the critical role parents (Swail et al., 2005) and family 

members (Alfaro & Umaña-Taylor, 2010; Ceja, 2006; Perez & McDonough, 2008; 

Sanchez, Reyes, & Singh, 2006) play in the college going process for Latino students, 

however the participants in the study described a decidedly different experience. They 

portrayed limited interaction between Texas HBCU and their parents. In some cases, the 

participants’ family members were unaware of the university’s historic mission to 

educate African Americans or the location of the university. HBCUs should include 
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parents in orientation and registration processes for first-year students and should also 

consider translating these publications and official online sites to Spanish.  

In addition, HBCUs should offer multicultural trainings for professors and student 

organization advisors. Students discussed the academic support they received from 

faculty members, yet they found it difficult to identify cultural mediators or campus role 

models. Educating staff and professors on the unique cultural norms within the Latino 

population may help these key individuals support Latino students.  

Finally, administrators should provide adequate support for Latino student 

organizations that emerge at a Texas HBCU. This support should include involved 

advisors who mentor members, cultivate leaders, interpret university policies, and offer 

financial support, when possible. The Latino student associations, fraternities, and 

sororities have distinct mission statements, and dedicated faculty and staff advisors 

should collaborate with students to ensure the officers are setting and striving for 

purposeful goals. By supporting these organizations, administrators can also help bridge 

Latino students to the larger African American campus community. Administrators 

should promote collaboration between organizations and invite Latino student groups to 

participate in campus traditions to ensure their involvement and visibility within the 

greater campus community.   

Implications for policy. The current study’s findings yield implications for 

campus policies. These policies relate to organization councils, establishing a shared 

first-year experience, and creating a campus-wide committee to strategically address the 

growing Latino population.  
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The first implication for campus policies relates to organizing a council for Latino 

student organizations. While NPHC policies dictate the proceedings and plans for 

historically African American sororities and fraternities, Texas HBCU administrators 

should establish a campus policy to unite Latino student associations, sororities, and 

fraternities. A Latino organizational or fraternal council would create a regulatory body 

that recognizes the unique purpose of Latino student groups. It can also unify other 

Latino groups and support emergent organizations through advising, mentorship, and 

financial support. An organizational policy that establishes an umbrella council for Latino 

student groups can create an avenue for promoting Latino culture and discussing issues 

affecting the Latino community.  

The next policy implication focuses on promoting a shared experience among 

first-year students. This study revealed that Mexican American students enrolled in a 

Texas HBCU were often first-generation college students who managed multiple 

responsibilities. Work life and off-campus housing challenged the connection between 

students and the university. Consequently, it would be beneficial for Texas HBCU 

leaders and practitioners to require first-year seminars, common intellectual experiences, 

learning communities, writing-intensive courses, collaborative projects, undergraduate 

research, global learning, community-based learning, internships, and capstone projects 

(Kuh, 2008).  Although Texas HBCU offered a few of these programs, they were not 

required for all students. Implementing these high impact practices may help Latino 

students, especially student athletes, as they transition to the HBCU, commence their 

first-year in college, and manage multiple responsibilities.  
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Finally, the findings from the study demonstrate a need for a cross-campus effort 

within HBCUs to understand the specific backgrounds and needs of the Latino students 

they enroll. This includes collecting data on entering students, distributing student 

surveys, and sharing assessment data to be knowledgeable of the students they serve. It 

might also be beneficial to create a committee of administrators, faculty members, and 

institutional researchers to address the specific needs of Latino students and Latino 

student athletes during their first-year in college and beyond. While these types of 

policies can be implemented with Latinos in mind, the benefits of such efforts may 

support the HBCU community at-large. 

Future Research 

The purpose of this study was to examine the first-year experience and 

perceptions of sense of belonging among Mexican American students enrolled in a Texas 

HBCU. Thus, this study shed light on critical time in college students’ lives and 

investigated an emergent population on HBCU campus: Mexican American students. As 

data collection and data analysis progressed, additional areas of investigation emerged 

related to students’ experiences, HBCU constituents, and other Texas HBCU sites.  

The first recommendation for future research focuses on examining Mexican 

American, or Latinos in general, at HBCUs during other critical transition points in their 

college career. While this study asked participants to reflect on their transition to college 

and first-year experience, the sophomore year of college is also an instrumental time for 

students. During their sophomore year, students identify and select their major and strive 

to maintain their motivation. Indeed, “student motivation to attend college may be quite 
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different from motivation to persist in college” (Schaller, 2010, p. 20). The second year in 

college, sometimes referred to as the “sophomore slump,” is “widely used to describe 

students who lack motivation, feel disconnected or flounder academically” (Gahagan & 

Hunter, 2006, p. 17). The second-year presents new challenges as the initial novelty or 

excitement of going to college subsides. Second year students also encounter new issues 

related to their campus engagement, satisfaction with the university and faculty-student 

interaction, as well as their personal identity formation (Schaller, 2010). The second year 

is increasingly viewed as a key transition period for college students, and this time period 

is ripe for future research for Latino students enrolled in HBCU as well.  

In addition to the first- and second-year, future research may also examine Latino 

in their senior year. A “senior” is “a college student in the process of completing the final 

quarter of the baccalaureate degree” (Gardner & Van der Veer, 1997, p. 4). The senior 

year is a key transition time as students enter the workforce or graduate school and plan 

for short- and long-term career goals. Colleges and universities need to focus on seniors 

to support their ability to cope with the eminent change of graduating from college and to 

assist them in bridging their academic and future professional experiences (Gardner, 

1999). Future research may examine Latino seniors as they negotiate their new identity as 

HBCU alumni as well as their thoughts and perceptions on career or graduate school 

preparedness.  

Another recommendation is to build on this study and explore other factors that 

influence the Latino student experience in HBCUs. For example, this study focused on 

sense of belonging, but future research should also examine student engagement, self-
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confidence, academic self-efficacy, and help seeking. Given the critical role of family 

members in the Latino community, additional research should address the influence 

family members have in Latinos enrolling and persisting in HBCUs, if at all. 

Furthermore, since Latino student organizations emerged as a result of the students’ 

matriculation in the study, additional work should address these specific groups. Student 

organizations can serve as an opportunity to socialize, develop leadership skills, and 

create a family away from home. Future scholars should closely examine these student 

groups and the role they play on HBCU campuses in fostering engaged citizenship. 

Personal development should also be investigated to examine the HBCU 

environment on students. For example, future studies may examine Latino students and 

their identity development within the predominantly African American environment. 

Potential aspects of identity formation include ethnic identity, gender identity, and sexual 

identity. Moral or cognitive development may also be addressed within the unique HBCU 

context. Investigating the students’ development may create a broader understanding of 

how HBCUs influence their personal growth.  

It may also be helpful for additional research to disaggregate an HBCU’s Latino 

population by gender or their participation in official university activities (e.g., sports or 

choir). Latino males encounter unique educational and familial obstacles (Saenz & 

Ponjuan, 2009), and future research should address the specific academic and social 

adjustments described by the Latino male population within HBCUs. Furthermore, this 

research demonstrates the prevalence of student athletes in a Texas HBCU. Student 

athletes may encounter different challenges or perceive varying levels of support during 
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their collegiate career, and future scholarly work should examine their perspectives as 

they transition to an HBCU and new teammates.  

The final recommendation related to Latino students relates to the need to address 

specific Latino subpopulations. For example, an additional recommendation is to expand 

on this research and concentrate on Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, or other Latino 

subgroups. Further research exploring these student populations may yield different 

campus involvement experiences or perceptions of sense of belonging. In addition, these 

students may or may not interact differently with their peers, faculty members, and the 

larger university context.  

While more research must address the Latino student experience, another 

recommendation is to examine the perspectives of other HBCU constituents. Faculty 

members, administrators, and HBCU alumni are all key stakeholders in an institution and 

future research may examine their views on HBCU diversification. More specifically, 

research should focus on HBCU leadership as the university recruits and enrolls more 

Latino students or faculty members’ and administrators’ perspectives on campus climate. 

Willie, Reddick, and Brown (2006) maintain HBCUs are not only for African American 

students, and future research may evaluate HBCU alumni perspectives on this myth and 

how the increasing Latino student enrollment influences university giving, if at all.  

To conclude, future scholarly work should address Latinos in other HBCU 

campuses, in Texas and across country. HBCUs represent a diverse group of institutions, 

and students enrolled in these institutions also vary in terms of their academic profiles, 

backgrounds, and experiences. Latino students who enroll in two-year HBCUs may also 
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exhibit different forms or levels of engagement or satisfaction. A larger multi-site study 

that includes two-year and four-year HBCUs would also identify the broader challenges 

and opportunities these institutions, administrators, and faculty members negotiate as 

they enroll Latino students.  

Concluding Thoughts  

When I began this journey two years ago, I was unsure of the path before me. 

Along the way, I have learned more about myself, my approach as a qualitative 

researcher, and the academic and social characteristics of the HBCU environment. These 

experiences challenged my assumptions and introduced me to a campus environment 

where I had little prior experience. My interest in this particular study was founded on my 

personal and professional reasons.  

The findings from this study lay the groundwork for understanding the most 

important time in a college student’s academic career, specifically for Mexican American 

students enrolled in a Texas HBCU. I understand the critical nature of the first-year in 

college from the research literature, but also from my personal experiences. As a first-

year student enrolled in a PWI, I encountered many challenges as I transitioned to 

college. I struggled to find my place and connect with peers and faculty members. As a 

result, I emerged from my first-year in college on academic probation. These experiences 

informed my understanding of a student’s transition to college and the level of 

institutional support required to ease that process.  

My professional experiences as a student affairs administrator in a multicultural 

affairs office also shaped my understanding of the first-year experience and sense of 
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belonging. Based on my professional experiences, I realized access to higher education 

was not enough to promote student success. Each year our university touted an 

increasingly diverse entering class, yet our multicultural affairs office struggled to fully 

support the new and current students of color. As colleges and universities recruit and 

enroll diverse students, they have a responsibility to promote student retention by 

supporting academic, social, and cultural initiatives.  

As I explored a dissertation topic to conclude my doctoral program, I reflected on 

these personal and professional experiences and challenges. My immediate interest 

focused on Latino students’ perceptions of campus climate at a PWI or HSI. During the 

literature review, however, I discovered articles that highlighted recent HBCU outreach 

to the Latino community. The lack of research literatute on Latinos enrolled in HBCUs, 

coupled with my prior experiences, drew me to an examination of Mexican American 

students’ first-year experiences and perceptions of sense of belonging.  I specifically 

wondered what Mexican American students experienced once they arrived at an HBCU, 

what challenges they encountered, and who they went to for support.  

When I met with participants, they shared their personal struggles and described 

their cultural, social, academic, and financial backgrounds. They represented an 

incredibly diverse cadre of students and decided to pursue their degree at an HBCU for 

varying reasons. However, their common purpose was to obtain long-term financial 

security and a better future.  

Upon matriculation students recalled few, if any, social or cultural events focused 

on Latinos, in general, or Mexican Americans, in particular. Since I formerly 
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implemented and assessed multicultural campus programming, I expected to arrive at 

Texas HBCU and observe a variety of campus events reflective of the university’s 

emerging Latino community. However, the student center presented few, if any, Latino-

based programming initiatives. Campus activities highlighting Latino culture would 

present an opportunity to celebrate diversity, foster cross-racial collaboration between 

African American and Latino organizations, and create a sense of community among 

students. 

In this study I interacted with who persisted beyond their first-year and decided to 

return to Texas HBCU. These students revealed the importance of faculty-student 

interactions and involvement in university activities (e.g. athletics) in promoting college 

persistence. I have since thought about students who left during or after their first-year at 

Texas HBCU and wondered what influenced their decision to depart from the university. 

Thus, the heightened recruitment and outreach strategies must be aligned with research-

based retention strategies to support Latino students who enroll an HBCU.  

This dissertation process has only strengthened my interest in examining Latino 

students enrolled in HBCUs and ensuring institutions are accountable to the students they 

recruit. The university should develop and promote specific support strategies to address 

the nuances of first-year transition and foster institutional commitment. Ultimately, this 

study has demonstrated the importance of a tailored approach that honors the distinct 

mission of HBCUs and addresses the social, cultural, and financial needs of the Mexican 

American students they recruit and enroll. 
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Appendix A: Memo Regarding Language Minority Children 

DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, EDUCATION, AND WELFARE���OFFICE OF THE 
SECRETARY 
WASHINGTON, D.C. 
May 25, 1970 
MEMORANDUM 
TO:  School Districts With More Than Five Percent National Origin-Minority Group 
Children 
FROM:  J. Stanley Pottinger, Director, Office for Civil Rights 
SUBJECT:  Identification of Discrimination and Denial of Services on the Basis of 
National Origin 
 

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Departmental Regulation (45 CFR Part 

80) promulgated thereunder require that there be no discrimination on the basis of race, 

color or national origin in the operation of any federally assisted programs. 

Title VI compliance reviews conducted in school districts with large Spanish-surnamed 

student populations by the Office for Civil Rights have revealed a number of common 

practices which have the effect of denying equality of educational opportunity to 

Spanish-surnamed pupils. Similar practices which have the effect of discrimination on the 

basis of national origin exist in other locations with respect to disadvantaged pupils from 

other national origin-minority groups, for example, Chinese or Portuguese. 

 
The purpose of this memorandum is to clarify D/HEW policy on issues concerning the 

responsibility of school districts to provide equal educational opportunity to national 

origin minority group children deficient in English language skills. The following are 

some of the major areas of concern that relate to compliance with Title VI: 

1. Where inability to speak and understand the English language excludes national 

origin-minority group children from effective participation in the educational 

program offered by a school district, the district must take affirmative steps to 

rectify the language deficiency in order to open its instructional program to these 

students. 
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2. School districts must not assign national origin & minority group students to 

classes for the mentally retarded on the basis of criteria which essentially measure 

or evaluate English language skills; nor may school districts deny national origin-

minority group children access to college preparatory courses on a basis directly 

related to the failure of the school system to inculcate English language skills. 

3. Any ability grouping or tracking system employed by the school system to deal 

with the special language skill needs of national origin-minority group children 

must be designed to meet such language skill needs as soon as possible and must 

not operate as an educational dead-end or permanent track. 

4. School districts have the responsibility to adequately notify national origin-

minority group parents of school activities which are called to the attention of 

other parents. Such notice in order to be adequate may have to be provided in a 

language other than English. 

School districts should examine current practices which exist in their districts in order to 

assess compliance with the matters set forth in this memorandum. A school district which 

determines that compliance problems currently exist in that district should immediately 

communicate in writing with the Office for Civil Rights and indicate what steps are being 

taken to remedy the situation. Where compliance questions arise as to the sufficiency of 

programs designed to meet the language skill needs of national origin-minority group 

children already operating in a particular area, full information regarding such programs 

should be provided. In the area of special language assistance, the scope of the program 

and the process for identifying need and the extent to which the need is fulfilled should 

be set forth. 

School districts which receive this memorandum will be contacted shortly 

regarding the availability of technical assistance and will be provided with any additional 

information that may be needed to assist districts in achieving compliance with the law 

and equal educational opportunity for all children. Effective as of this date the 

aforementioned areas of concern will be regarded by regional Office for Civil Rights 

personnel as a part of their compliance responsibilities. 
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Appendix B: Email to Recruit Student Participants 

 
Hello (Student’s Name), 
 
I hope you are doing well and having a great beginning of the semester. My name is 
Taryn Ozuna, and I am a doctoral student at The University of Texas at Austin. I am 
currently working on my dissertation focused on the freshman year experiences of 
Mexican American students at a Historically Black University in Texas.  
 
I received your contact information from (institution contact’s name). S/He indicated that 
you might be a good candidate for my study and that you might be interested in 
participating. Deciding to participate in my study is completely voluntary, and you may 
elect to discontinue your involvement at any time, without any negative consequences. 
 
If you agree to participate in my study, I will interview you on two separate occasions 
during the fall semester. Each interview will last approximately one hour, and I will send 
you the interview questions ahead of time so that you will have time to review them and 
prepare, if necessary.   
 
In order to participate in my study, you must answer “yes” to the following questions: 

1. Do you identify as Mexican American? 
2. Were you a freshman student and enrolled in this institution between August 2010 

and May 2011? 
 
If you meet the above requirements and are interested in participating in my study, please 
reply with your responses to these questions to confirm your eligibility. Also, please 
indicate your anticipated work/class schedule so I can work with you to coordinate the 
two interviews necessary for this study.  
 
Please let me know if you have any questions. I am available via email, 
Taryn_Ozuna@mail.utexas.edu, or phone, 210-385-3071. Thank you, and I hope to hear 
from you soon. 
 
Best, 
Taryn Ozuna 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix C: Email for Student Participant Selection 

Dear (Student’s Name), 
I trust you are well. Thank you for your response and for indicating your interest in 
participating in my study. I am writing to notify that you have been selected as a 
participant. As a reminder, the purpose of my study is to examine the first-year 
experiences of Mexican American students at a Historically Black University in Texas. 
Based on the schedule you submitted, I would like to schedule a one-on-one interview 
with you on (day, date, time, place) or (day, date, time, place). Please let me know which 
you would prefer. 
Also, there are two attachments for you to review prior to our first meeting. 

• The first attachment is the pre-interview questionnaire. This short form asks for 
your background information. All of your responses to the questionnaire will be 
kept confidential.  

• The second attachment is the list of interview questions I am going to ask you 
when we meet.  

Please let me know if you have any questions or concerns regarding my study or the 
attached documents. Thank you again for your interest, and I look forward to hearing 
from you soon so we can coordinate our first interview. 
 
Best,  
Taryn Ozuna 
Doctoral Student, Higher Education Administration 
The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix D: Student Questionnaire 

A Phenomenological Approach to Understanding the First-Year Experience and Sense of 
Belonging for Mexican American Students at an Historically Black University in Texas 

 

Pseudonym/Code Name:___________________________________________________ 

Preferred Communication (Check all that apply.): ☐  Phone Call ☐ Text ☐ Email 

☐Other 

If you selected “Other,” please explain: _______________________________________ 

Mother’s Highest Level of Education: ________________________________________ 

Father’s Highest Level of Education: _________________________________________ 

Please check yes or no: 
1. I am the first in my family to go to college.    ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
2. I visited the campus prior to enrolling here.     ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
3. I knew someone enrolled here, and they influenced      ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
    my decision to apply. 
4. I enrolled in this college immediately after high school.    ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
5. I lived on-campus during my freshman year.    ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
6. Last year, I visited faculty members during office hours.    ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
7. I joined an organization during my freshman year.   ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
 -If “yes,” what did you join? __________________________________________ 
8. I feel this institution is the best fit for me.      ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No  
9. I am committed to completing my degree here.     ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
10. My long-term goals include graduate or professional school.   ☐	 Yes  ☐	 No 
 
Short Answers (Use the back, if necessary): 
1. During your freshman year, how often would you go home? What were the primary 

reasons for you going home? 
 
 

2. What is one thing you would have changed about your freshman year? 
 
 
3. What advice would you give to other high school students considering this 

institution? 
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Appendix E: Email Attachment: Interview #1 Protocol 

 
1. Tell me about yourself growing up. 

 
2. How did you decide to go to college? How did you decide to go to this 

institution? 
 

3. Tell me about when you first arrived on this campus.  
 

4. Describe your relationships with your family and friends at home during your 
first-year. 

 
5. Describe your relationships with people (students, faulty, and staff) at this 

institution during your first-year. 
 

6. Did you become involved in any social or community organizations during your 
first-year? If so, what? 

 
7. What kinds of challenges, if any, did you experience in your first-year? Who did 

you go to for support? 
 

8. Do you feel like you belong at this institution? Why or why not? 
 

9. What would you change, if anything, about this institution to help other Mexican 
American students after you? 

 
10. Anything else you would like to add, or do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix F: Student Interview #1 Transcript and Protocol 

Welcoming Comments 
Thank you for meeting with me today for our first interview. I appreciate you agreeing to 
participate in my study. Before we begin, I want to reintroduce myself and give you a 
little background on my research study. If you have questions at any time, please do not 
hesitate to interrupt me.  
 
A little bit about myself: My name is Taryn Ozuna, and I am a graduate student in the 
Higher Education Administration program at The University of Texas at Austin. My 
background is in student affairs, which means working with college students and doing 
programming, leadership development, advising, and other things. When I began to think 
about my research study, I reflected on my own freshman experiences and realized it was 
a pivotal time for me. I am looking forward to learning more about your freshman year 
over the course of our two interviews. 
 
The purpose of this study is to learn more about the first-year experience of Mexican 
American students at a Texas HBCU. Just to clarify, the first-year experience basically 
means your freshman year in college. I also want to learn how you developed 
connections to the institution and began to feel like you belonged here.  
 
You are welcome to share as much as you would like in regards to each question. 
Participation is completely voluntary, and at any time, you may excuse yourself from the 
interview. If at any time you feel uncomfortable with a question, please feel free to say, 
“I would prefer to not answer that question.” 
 
I have to remind you that by participating in this study, you are also giving me 
permission to record the interview.  I will protect your anonymity and use a pseudonym 
to identify you in the study. Do you have a preferred name? If not, I can assign one to 
you. 
 
Do you have any questions before we begin?  
 
Opening Question: 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself, including where you are from, your 
major, and what you are involved in on-campus? 
 

Key Questions: 
11. Tell me about yourself growing up. 

a. Probe: Who was most influential in your early education journey? 
b. Probe: When you were younger, what were your long-term academic 

plans? 
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c. Probe: How would you describe your high school environment, peers, and 
teachers? 

12. How did you decide to go to college? How did you decide to go to this 
institution? 

a. Probe: What mattered most to you? 
b. Probe: What were your/your family’s initial impressions before you 

enrolled? 
13. Tell me about when you first arrived on this campus. 

a. Probe: How would you describe the process of moving to this institution? 
b. Probe: How did your relationships take shape after you started classes?  

14. Describe your relationships with your family and friends during your first-year. 
a. Probe: How close were you when you started the school year? Did that 

change over time? If so, how? 
15. Describe your relationships with people here during your first-year. 

a. Probe: What was most challenging? 
b. Probe: How did they help you feel like you belonged here? 

16. Did you become involved in any social or community organizations during your 
first-year? If so, what? 

17. What kinds of challenges, if any, did you experience in your first-year? Who did 
you go to for support? 

a. Probe: What were your greatest academic/social/cultural challenges? 
b. Probe: Who helped you? 

18. Do you believe like you belong at this institution? Why or why not? 
a. Probe: Do you feel close to people? 
b. Probe: Do you feel like this is home for you? 

19. What would you change, if anything, about this institution to help other Mexican 
American students after you? 

20. Anything else you would like to add, or do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix G: Interview #2 Script and Protocol 

Welcoming Comments 
Thank you again for agreeing to meet with me. Last time we met you shared some of 
your life experiences leading up to when you enrolled here. You also shared some key 
aspects of your freshman year, including (fill in with key points). Today I am going to 
ask you to reflect on those first-year experiences and share some of your thoughts and 
emotions during that time period. Before we begin, we will review the transcript and/or 
notes from the first interview because I want to be sure I understand you correctly.  
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
Key Questions: 

1. Follow up on questions from the first interview.  
2. During our last interview we discussed the most influential events and people 

during your freshman year. Do you feel like you changed as a result of being a 
student here? If so, in what ways? 

3. How was your first-year in college similar or different to what you expected? 
4. Some people say they experience different emotions when they begin college. 

How would you describe the emotions you experienced? How did you handle 
those? 

5. Are you planning on staying here to finish your degree? Why or why not? 
6. Anything else you would like to add, or anything you would like to ask me? 
7. Is it OK if I call/email you if I have further questions or need additional 

clarification? 
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