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Abstract 
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Campus Life at Predominantly White Institutions 
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The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Kevin Cokley 

 
There is a unique difference in the college experience as perceived by White 

students when compared to minority students. This is especially true with African 

American students who attend Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs). African 

American students at PWIs present more socialization problems than their White 

counterparts. White students report that they have more opportunities to form personal 

relationships than African American students. Additionally, African Americans at PWIs 

report more difficulty in the process of socially integrating when compared to African 

Americans at Historically Black Colleges/Universities.  The domains that students cited 

as being most important to their integration into their universities were faculty, the 

campus climate, and the development of interpersonal peer relationships. African 

American students at PWIs experience greater hardships in each of these areas, than do 

their White counterparts. Suggestions for programmatic reform are put forth.
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Introduction to the Problem 

Throughout the history of the United States, the education of African Americans 

has faced more than its share of barriers. Through institutional and social reforms, we 

have progressed from statutory denial of education, to “separate but equal” educational 

facilities, to enforcing desegregation laws. There have been several attempts to remedy 

the systematic patterns of injustice and discrimination and to increase educational access 

for African Americans. For the purposes of this paper, the terms African American and 

Black will be used interchangeably, as the focus is on Black Americans. 

The 1960s were part of a seminal time of the modern age during which our 

society responded strongly to the civil rights movement, and made aggressive, 

widespread efforts to address many of the wrongs that African Americans had been 

subjected to over the centuries. Many theorized that by improving African American’s 

access to higher education, slowly but surely the racial inequalities would deteriorate and 

eventually disappear. During the 60s, the country witnessed great increases in the number 

of African-American students attending colleges and universities. This response by 

institutions of higher learning to African Americans’ push for equality was aided by 

favorable conditions within higher education: there was growing support for higher 

education, and colleges and universities were experiencing a period of ongoing expansion 

(Allen, 1988; Allen, 1992)  

Since the Civil Rights movement, as the minority population continued to grow 

we have seen significant increases in the number of African American students in higher 

education (Allen, 1988). But there remains a problem-- the retention and graduation of 
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minority students continues to be a drawback, as fewer of these students tend to persist all 

the way through to graduation (Holmes, Ebbers, Robinson, & Mugenda, 2001). African 

Americans consistently drop out of higher education institutions at a rate above that of 

their White counterparts. What is even more concerning is that even when Black students 

perform just as well as their White peers (GPA, SAT/ACT scores), they are still less 

likely to persist through graduation.  It appears that high school grades and ACT scores 

have less power to predict the grades of African-American freshmen than of White 

freshmen (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). 

While there has been research regarding the recruitment and retention of minority 

students in higher education, initiatives tend to focus their attention on recruitment efforts 

while much less emphasis is placed on programs designed to help students receive their 

degrees (Childs, Jones, Nugent, & Cook, 2004). Minority student access and retention are 

education processes and they should not be viewed just as programs. While the success of 

these processes is often measured only by the numbers of minority students being 

enrolled and graduating from college, they should also take into account the structural 

changes in institutions to accommodate the diversity of skills, cultural backgrounds, 

adeptness, and unique histories that minorities bring to school with them. They should 

also be measured by the articulation and realization of the institutions' commitment to 

minority access and success (Lang, 1992). It’s important that minority students are 

listened to when they discuss their experiences transitioning to institutions of higher 

education and how they feel, act, and think. We must learn how to assist campuses in 

providing services to meet the needs of a diverse student population (Fries-Britt & 
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Turner, 2002). It is also important that campuses gain the capacity to identify the 

strengths of all of their students and then design an environment that capitalizes on these 

strengths. 

Now, at the turn of the millennium, both the country's mood regarding racial 

issues and the state of higher education have changed. The national moral response to 

African-American demands for equality seems to have been been tempered by 

ambivalence. We see organizations like Black Lives Matter get plenty of negative press 

as they express their anguish with the deaths of unarmed African Americans at the hands 

of police officers. It seems that there are many in this country who believe that we should 

move past racial tensions, and any attempts to discuss the problems are labeled 

“divisive”. Continued difficulties in the U.S. economy represent another unhelpful 

influence. In higher education, a period of expansion and optimism has moved into one of 

financial constraints, which is reflected in a weakening of higher education's commitment 

to African Americans and other minorities (Allen, 1988; Allen, 1992) . Across the 

country, state legislatures have reduced the amount of funding provided to students in 

higher education. Grants that economically disadvantaged students receive were hit quite 

hard. In addition, African American faculty and administrators still comprise only a small 

proportion of the tenured and senior staff in colleges and universities (Turner, Gonzalez, 

& Wood, 2008). It seems unsurprising that African-American students experience more 

negative, anomic experiences in higher education and that they suffer lower achievement 

and higher attrition than White students (Allen, 1988; Allen, 1992). 
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During the past decades the national sentiment favoring equal opportunity, 

fairness, and a commitment to the concerns of the disadvantaged and disenfranchised has 

seemed to gradually decrease. As academic institutions are microcosms of the larger 

society, this attitude has obviously trickled down to them (Lang, 1992). Recently, the 

University of Missouri faced backlash from nearly every direction. African-American 

students felt threatened, as there were various allegations of misconduct that seemed to 

target racial minorities. Many in the student body called for the resignation of the 

school’s president, who initially refused. It was only after their Division 1 football team 

threatened to boycott its games that the president stepped down. After the president’s 

departure, many outside of the school were critical of the decision, claiming the president 

had no reason to step down and that African American students were being too sensitive. 

Higher education administrators and scholars alike know that the action within academic 

institutions travels from the top downward. Thus, if those in the highest positions of 

power were to commit to equal opportunity and direct their subordinates to carry out their 

directions, minority access could see significant improvement. Because civil rights 

enforcement has significantly decreased during the turn of the millennium, institutions 

may view this relaxed mood as an endorsement of their lack of commitment to equal 

access and equal opportunity for minorities (Lang, 1992).  

When we look at the role that colleges and universities have played in the struggle 

for equality for minorities, we see that their role has not always exemplified he 

intellectual leadership we might assume. Instead of being the role models for society, 

they often seem to reflect the same prejudices and injustices that can be seen in the 
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broader scope of society, despite their presumed breadth and depth of knowledge (Lang, 

1992). This can be observed in the inefficient handling of minority retention and 

graduation issues. 

Some researchers theorize that when the doors of higher education were opened to 

African American students and many institutions witnessed a tremendous growth, 

African American students were expected to “mask” their cultural differences and 

assimilate or acculturate into the mainstream culture (Holmes, et al., 2001). This was 

likely unforeseen at the time, and as such, administrators did not take enough action to 

prepare the dominant culture for increases in minorities. The dynamics that resulted from 

this clash of cultures in close quarters set the stage for a process of assimilation that 

would be stressful, oppositional, and challenging for African Americans. This rising 

friction left minority students at risk of dropping out or withdrawing before making it to 

graduation. The dominant culture in the United States, and its educational system, is 

traditional European Anglo-Saxon, where the emphasis is placed on “meritocracy” and 

succeeding, whatever the cost. An overarching characteristic of this culture is that it is 

individualistic and competitive, compared to other minority groups, who may be more 

collectivistic and collaborative learners. Furthermore, the dominant culture uses a very 

specific form of the English language as its primary source of written and oral 

communication, while some African Americans may have their own unique styles of 

written language and speech (Holmes, et al., 2001).. These are just a few of the reasons 

that minority students may experience difficulty adjusting to college campus 

environments that are predominantly White, especially those who do not want to 
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acculturate to that environment, and instead want to hold on to their cultural traditions. 

The lower retention and graduation rate of African-American students in higher 

education has resulted from inadequate planning when combining people with different 

cultures, values, and learning styles. When those of the dominant culture (including 

administrators, faculty, staff, and students) are not equipped to have close, prolonged 

interaction with people who are different than they are, the community can become 

divisive and intolerance, hostility, frustration, and apathy begin to thrive (Holmes, et al., 

2001). 

African-American college students tend to have significantly different 

backgrounds than their White peers. Their parents are more often urban, have fewer years 

of education, work at lower status jobs, earn less, and are more often divorced or 

separated than White students' parents (Allen, 1992). Differences extend and continue to 

grow even after Black students arrive at a university. African American students who 

decide to go to Traditionally White Institutions do not fare as well as White students in 

persistence rates, academic achievement, postgraduate study, and overall psychosocial 

adjustments (Allen, 1988; Allen, 1992) It seems that these African-American students 

who are from working class families may experience higher degrees of acculturation 

stress as a result of adjusting to the majority White culture (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). 

What should be understood is that despite these social, economic, and educational 

disadvantages, African-American college students have aspirations that are just as high as 

their White counterparts. However, they have a much more difficult time trying to attain 

their goals. 
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In this report, the factors that African American students cite as making 

persistence through college graduation a difficulty will be explored. There will be a great 

focus on the social factors and why they seem to have such a profound effect. Research 

has shown that African American students who attended mostly White institutions tended 

to have made better grades in high school and to have applied to and been accepted by 

more postsecondary institutions than African Americans who attended Historically Black 

Colleges, but they also found that African American students at HBCUs graduated at 

higher rates, and aspired more often to the Ph.D. or Ed.D. level than their counterparts at 

White institutions (Freeman & Gail, 2002). This seems to make it clear that the 

sociocultural factors have a tremendous influence on the outcome of African America 

students. 

What additionally prompts the exploration of this topic is the seeming disconnect 

between what administrators at institutions of higher education believe to be the 

“problem” with minority students. Morrison (1973) took a look at the beliefs that chief 

administrative officers of two-year institutions hold about the reasons that disadvantaged 

minorities drop out.  The top three factors that these administrators believed affected 

attrition were finances, immaturity, and motivation. It seems that these views conflict 

with what students report as important factors. Administrative officials are likely to have 

some authority in the approval of campus programs. If the beliefs highlighted by 

Morrison influence the types of programs administrators endorse, then this discrepancy 

might be a reason for the ineffectiveness of some programs. Levin and Levin (1991) 

reviewed academic programs for improving the retention rate of at-risk minority college 
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students. They found several program components that program administrators deemed 

central to programs' design and success. Many program administrators reported that the 

academic components were the reasons for success. This somewhat conflicts with the 

ideas that, although academic factors are very important, social integration is almost 

necessary for success at a higher education institution.  

So, even when an institution is willing and prepared to devote its resources to 

improving access and opportunity to minority students, its leaders do not always have a 

clear direction on how best to expend these resources (Allen, 1988; Allen, 1992) .While 

quantitative research has found that there are disparities with regard to African American 

students in higher education, qualitative research examining why that is has not been as 

extensive. Colleges, universities, and society as a whole are likely to suffer because the 

lack of diversity in the academic community limits not only the populations that have 

been historically oppressed, but also limits the opportunity of people in the majority 

culture to explore knowledge and gain a greater understanding of the world around them.  
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Review Of The Literature 

This review will begin with an overview of some of Vincent Tinto’s (1975, 1988) 

work. Tinto has devoted much of his work to understanding the stages of student 

departure from college. He viewed college as its own social system with its own value 

and social structures. He reasoned that insufficient interactions with others and 

insufficient congruency with the value patterns of the college environment would lead to 

a lack of integration into the social system and would increase the probability that 

individuals would decide to leave. He also believed that there was a distinction between 

the social and academic domains of college and that one could achieve integration in one 

domain without doing so in the other. This is to say that a person could perform 

adequately in the academic domain and still drop out because of insufficient integration 

into the social domain. In general, Tinto theorized that the process of dropping out from 

college could be viewed as longitudinal, where a series of interactions between the 

individual student and the academic and social systems of the institution modify that 

student’s goals and commitment to the institution in such a way that leads to either 

persistence or dropout. When a student arrives at college, he or she comes in with a set of 

goals and a commitment to that institution. It is the student’s experiences on that college 

campus that lead to new levels of commitment. It is the interplay between the 

individual’s commitment to college completion and his commitment to the institution that 

determines whether or not the student decides to drop out  

It is important to note that Tinto’s (1975) model accepts, as central to the process, 

the notion that perceptions of reality have real effects on the observer and that individuals 
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in similar situations may hold varying perceptions. Two students who take part in the 

same objective activities may hold differing subjective beliefs about how integrated they 

are with the institution’s academic and social systems.  

 Integration into both the academic and social domains has been mentioned as 

being crucial; the academic domain will be overviewed first. Grades tend to be the most 

visible form of reward in the academic system. They represent an extrinsic form of 

reward of the person’s participation in the college. It is a form of reward that can be 

utilized by a student as a tangible resource for future educational and career mobility 

(Tinto, 1975). Another component of the academic system is intellectual development. 

This is a more intrinsic form of reward that can be viewed as an essential component of 

one’s personal and academic development. It is the individual’s evaluation of the 

academic system and an appreciation of the college process as gaining knowledge and 

awareness emerging ideas as opposed to just a part of vocational development.  

According to Tinto, the social domain also has several components; social 

integration occurs primarily through informal peer group associations, semi-formal 

extracurricular activities and interaction with faculty and administrative personnel within 

the college. When students experience successful encounters in these areas  of social 

communication, friendship support, faculty support, and collective affiliation, they can be 

seen as vital social rewards that become part of the person’s generalized evaluation of 

college attendance. These evaluations modify his or her educational and institutional 

commitments. The positive social interactions tend to increase the likelihood that a 
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student will have perceptions that the institution is an adequate “social fit”, and decrease 

the likelihood of dropping out. 

These three areas (peer group, extracurricular activities, and faculty) don’t 

necessarily all need to be fulfilled equally. That is to say that if one is lacking in a single 

area, it does not signal an impending decision to drop out. It appears that each area has 

it’s own advantages to offer. Peer group associations seem to be the most closely related 

to a student’s social integration, while extracurricular activities and faculty interactions 

seem to have secondary importance. This means that even when a student perceives him 

or herself as not being congruent with the overall social climate of the college (lack of 

social fit), sufficient friendship support can still lead to social integration. This is 

significant then, as it relates to minority students at PWIs. Subcultures within colleges 

play a role of providing modes of social integration into the collegiate social system. This 

is especially true for students who don’t have the “conventional” values, attitudes, and 

interests of the majority White culture. Tinto does point out that excessive interaction in 

this social domain, beyond a certain point, can detract from academic studies and lead to 

lower academic performance and a departure from the institution, but that this is a rare 

occurrence.  

Social interaction through extracurricular activities appears to provide a link to 

the social and academic systems of college and may help reduce any gaps between the 

two. It is likely that these activities also provide both social and academic rewards that 

heighten a student’s commitment to the institution and reduce the probability of dropping 

out of college. 
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Given that faculty members have a direct association with the academic system of 

the institution it should not be surprising that research has shown that social interaction 

with an institution’s faculty is related to persistence in college. Tinto suggests that these 

findings result from the fact that interaction with the faculty increases both the social and 

academic integration to the institution. It is likely that both intellectual and academic 

development are fostered by positive interactions with members of the faculty. Tinto 

points out that it is the characteristics of the institution—its resources, facilities, structural 

arrangements, and composition of its members that allow for or place limits on the 

development and integration of individuals within the institution and lead to the 

development of academic and social climates with which a student must come to grips 

with.  

Tinto (1988) discusses the stages of student departure. He argues that college 

students are moving from one community to another. Students must separate themselves, 

to a degree, from these communities (family, friends, high school) in order to make a 

successful transition and eventual integration into college. He conceives the process of 

persistence during college as consisting of three stages—separation, transition, and 

incorporation—through which students generally pass. Whether a student persists or 

drops out may be seen as having been shaped over time by various struggles that new 

students encounter as they work to navigate through these stages.  The way these courses 

may arise during the course of a student’s college career will be outlined. 

The first stage of the college career is Separation. The stage requires students to 

remove themselves, to a certain degree from memberships in previous communities. For 
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most students, the process of separation is at least somewhat stress producing, and its 

difficulties can be quite disorienting. The severity of the stress can vary widely between 

students, but it almost always entails some form of parting from previous habits and 

patterns of association. For some students, this stress can be debilitating in as much as it 

constrains persistence in college. This tends to be seen more in students who for the first 

time move away from their families and local communities to a college environment with 

significant differences. In order to integrate into their college environments, students 

have to remove themselves physically and socially from what they have become so 

accustomed to. In a sense, their successful integration into college life requires them to 

leave their communities, which have become a part of themselves, behind.  

Tinto’s second stage, Transition, is a period of passage between associations of 

the past and the associations that are hoped for with communities that the student is 

surrounded by. As students separate themselves from the past, they must learn to acquire 

the norms and ways of being that are necessary for the integration into new communities. 

They must establish a groundwork of personal bonds that lie in community membership. 

This can be a trying time that can involve stress and a sense of loss. While most students 

are able to cope and figure out how to adjust to the social and intellectual life of the 

college, this can pose a serious problem for some. Many individuals attempting to persist 

in college may find this period measurably more difficult. This happens not as much 

because of a failure to integrate, but because they may lack the resources to withstand the 

stresses and cope with the hardships of the transition. When these students continue 

without assistance, they are more likely to withdraw early during that first academic year. 
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Many of these students have not yet acquired the skills of how to focus their energies on 

how to solve the problems they face. It is when they are left without help that they often 

struggle and eventually drop out without a deliberate attempt to adjust to college life. 

Tinto highlights that people from families and communities that differ significantly in 

behavior and norms from those of the college, face even more difficulty in seeking to 

achieve membership in the communities of the college. Their background and 

experiences are less likely to have prepared them for the intricacies of college life. This is 

to say that one could expect African American students to experience these concerns at 

higher rates than their White peers. The restricted interaction that can result, may 

severely constrain the learning of valuable norms and patterns of behavior that are 

necessary to incorporate into college life. 

Tinto’s third stage is Incorporation into College. Once a student passes through 

Separation and Transition, that student faces the objective of becoming integrated into 

the community of the college. The goal then becomes to establish competent membership 

into the social and intellectual communities of college life. Social interactions are the 

primary vehicle through which this can be done, so students are tasked with establishing 

relationships with others in their communities—both students and faculty members. A 

failure to do this may lead to an increased sense of isolation, an absence of integration, 

and potentially departure from the institution. While many institutions do provide a 

variety of formal and informal events and activities (orientation, first year interest 

groups), in many of these cases they tend to be short lived if not just symbolic in nature. 
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They do not usually provide for the sorts of extended contact in natural settings that is 

needed for the establishment of long lasting relationships within the college community.  

There are, though, may kinds of programs—sororities/fraternities, student 

associations, intramural athletics—that provide students with the opportunities to have 

multiple contacts with other students, which can lead to an increase in relationships. 

Unfortunately, new students may not be aware of such opportunities. In many situations, 

these students are required to navigate their way through college life on their own.  Even 

when students are aware, many, especially those who are recently removed from the ease 

of their families and communities, have a trying time making these connections. This can 

be said even more about African American students who enroll at a university where 

finding a community they feel comfortable with is difficult. When these students are not 

able to make these integrative contacts, they are less likely to establish competent 

intellectual and social membership, and may not come to be incorporated into the life of 

college.  

The longitudinal process of departure from a university is being marked by the 

struggles that students experience as they attempt to adjust to their new social and 

intellectual communities. Many students are not consciously aware of the transition 

required in becoming integrated into college life; they may just perceive the hardships. 

Even so, the problems associated with each stage must be encountered and overcome for 

students to become fully incorporated into their new communities. Failure to do so leaves 

students with the increased likelihood of departure from that institution. 
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Much time has been spent on trying to understand why it is that African American 

students have a significantly more difficult time at universities, on average, than do their 

White peers. According to Hughes (1987), Black students who choose to attend PWIs 

defer their social, personal, emotional, and cultural development during their college 

years. African Americans may see social interaction to be too difficult to be a part of or 

nonexistent. These feelings of alienation and not belonging on campus contribute to 

attrition among Black students (Love, 1993). Research on the lack of social integration of 

African American students into college life will be overviewed.  

Faculty 

There are several domains that students felt were important to their integration 

into the university. One of these was related to the faculty that they came into contact 

with. Palmer and Gasman (2008) showed that the faculty at an HBCU supported students 

by showing concern both in their academic success and for their personal welfare. 

Students felt that faculty members showed tremendous empathy and were genuine in 

their attempts to maximize students’ potential. Many students explained that their 

professors gave them the confidence to excel academically. Professors took extra time to 

make certain students understood the information that was being presented in class. 

African American students who met with instructors outside of class were more 

successful academically than students who did not meet with their instructors out of class. 

Professors also used empathy to foster better connections with students and to help the 

students personally identify with the faculty. In addition, professors at HBCUs didn't 

question their students’ capability, desire, and motivation to achieve.  
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Love (1993) showed that faculty-student interactions were a significant variable 

in the retention and academic success of African American students. Cokley et al. (2004) 

found that when students perceive their professors as caring, respectable, and 

approachable, they tended to have more confidence in their own academic abilities. 

Cokley et al. (2006) found that the academic performance of African American students 

could be impacted by how they perceive their interactions with professors. When 

professors were seen as being approachable and having a caring attitude, Black students’ 

academic performance could be positively impacted. Closer relationships with faculty 

were associated with better grades, better feelings about the campus, less feelings of 

alienation, and better performance in students’ academic major. Love (1993) also 

suggested that at PWIs, that it was the White faculty’s presumptions of lack of 

preparation, lack of ability, and prior “disadvantage” that prevented communication with 

African American students. Love (1993)cited a student who reported that a professor, on 

the first day of class, announced to everyone that minority students should check with the 

instructor after class in order to determine whether staying in that course was a viable 

option for them. It appears that poor communication between faculty and students was 

partially to blame on the perception of insensitivity to cultural differences. Black students 

at PWIs can have a difficult time looking up to and connecting with faculty; they often 

find the faculty emotionally, socially, and academically unavailable to them. 

Fries-Britt and Turner (2002)compared African American students from PWIs to 

African American students at HBCUs and found a contrast in the degree of faculty 

support. Many students at HBCUs described themselves as having enhanced energy from 
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the tremendous confidence that was gained in interactions with faculty. At the same time, 

students at PWIs described their energy as being sidetracked from their studies by their 

role as a “token” student. Cokley (1999) found that HBCU students reported more 

positive relations with faculty than students at PWIs in addition to having more faculty 

who provided encouragement to go on for advanced degrees.. Cokley (2000) suggested 

that the quality of student-faculty encouragement was related to academic self-concept 

and academic motivation. He found that students who had more positive perceptions of 

faculty encouragement had higher academic self-concept scores and academic motivation 

scores than students who had more negative perceptions of faculty encouragement. 

Hagedorn and Maxwell (2001) found that the effect of low self assessment of skills was a 

significant predictor of non-retention. Students who felt more capable of completing 

college level work were more likely to persist. At HBCUs, faculty members sought 

genuine engagements with their Black students both in and out of the classroom, which 

helped students feel a stronger connection to their faculty.  Students believed that the 

faculty played a crucial role in cultivating their confidence to succeed academically. 

Cokley et al. (2004) suggest that ethnic minority students had a low 

connectedness to their faculty, but that this is not necessarily be caused by a hostile 

environment. Instead, ethnic minorities may feel misunderstood or they may experience 

apprehension and anxiety that inhibits them from connecting with White faculty.  Childs 

et al. (2004) discuss the important role that faculty plays in the lives of their students and 

how cultural biases can impact the perceptions of students from a different cultural or 

racial background. They highlight the importance of faculty developing an awareness and 
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sensitivity toward the culture of students from different racial and ethnic groups. This 

could be done through training workshops that allow the faculty to gain a better 

understanding of difficulties that are faced by minority students. By increasing their 

cultural awareness, faculty members can begin to recognize their own assumptions about 

the academic abilities of their African American students. It is important for faculty to 

understand that not all minorities come from disadvantaged backgrounds, and even those 

that do, do not always have weaker academic skills and they most certainly do not have 

lower aspirations or motivation for success. It is always wise to take caution when 

making assumptions about the educational background of minority students.  

In addition to cultural sensitivity training, students could also benefit from faculty 

being trained in creating a validating classroom environment that provides a comfortable 

setting for African American students (Holmes, et al., 2001).. This training should orient 

faculty to the needs, concerns, and strengths that minority students bring to the university 

setting. The experiences of students should be validated early on and continued through 

their college careers. This means that faculty members show genuine concern when 

teaching. They should be approachable, treat all students with respect, and provide 

meaningful feedback to classroom assignments. This is a continuous process that spans 

throughout students’ college experience and has the potential to increase the involvement 

of African American students in university settings by fostering a supportive academic 

community. What many Black students at HBCUs appreciate the most is that campus life 

appears to have been designed with them in mind, which makes them feel included in the 

environment of the university. 
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Campus Climate 

This is especially important when one takes into account the mixed feelings that 

African American students have about their campuses. D’Augelli and Hershberger (1993) 

found that Black students are “pleased” with their university at about half the rate of 

White students. They also found that nearly half of African American students indicated 

that it was very likely that the average Black student would be mistreated on campus. 

Franklin (2012) found that university personnel and Black female students who 

transferred from community colleges to four-year universities acknowledged that their 

campus climate suffered from the residual effects of negative segregated past. Black 

students perceive and experience significantly more racial conflict on campus and racial-

ethnic separation than other students (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000). African American 

students report lower faculty and student respect for different racial and ethnic groups, 

compared to their White peers. Black students are more likely to feel great pressure to 

conform to ethnic stereotypes, experience less equitable treatment by faculty, staff, and 

teaching assistants, and more faculty racism than their counterparts who are not African 

American. What is more troubling is that more than half of African American students 

reported that they feared for their safety on campus, and about half of those that reported 

fear stated that they had altered their behavior in some way to avoid racial harassment 

(Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000). Many students had experienced verbal insults 

themselves or knew of others being mistreated and they identified White students as the 

most common victimizers, even though about one third reported that faculty had 

mistreated them. It was students who were directly harassed who were more unhappy 
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about the campus even to the extent of feeling unprotected or changing their behavior to 

avoid harassment.  

While students do experience more overt experiences of racial discrimination, 

many students do not see the university as purposely excluding them. To many Black 

students, “it’s just the way it is”  (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). Since the campus is 

predominantly White, it’s intended for White students. Black students describe 

themselves as more isolated, more discouraged, and more anxious (Hall & Rowan, 2000). 

They are more generally excluded from the informal banter among White students and 

are more often ignored by White professors in class (Love, 1993). Many have a fear that 

exposing what they believe might be regarded as ignorance or inadequate preparation 

during meetings with professors. Subjective appraisal of a campus is significantly more 

negative among African American students (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). Students 

who attended both a PWI and an HBCU had a different sense of the classrooms of the 

two campuses (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). Their experience indicate that the classrooms 

at HBCUs were more helpful. The students are friendlier and more helpful. The sense 

that he got in the classroom made a difference in the connection that was felt between the 

two campuses. 

Many Black students at PWIs see the campus as being geared for White students. 

Students who decide to attend these campuses sometimes express frustration and feelings 

of betrayal at being painted a false picture of an inclusive campus (Fries-Britt & Turner, 

2002). African American students remain on the periphery of campus life because they 

differ culturally from the mainstream (Zea, Riesen, Beil, & Caplan, 1997). A large 
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proportion of African American students report having difficult experiences in which 

they were treated disrespectfully. These experiences only serve to decrease social 

integration and make it difficult for Black students to feel valued and identify with the 

campus community.  

One other systemic area that contributed to a climate of inclusion for African 

American students was non-faculty staff and institutional leadership. African American 

students do not fare as well on PWI campuses where leadership lacks understanding of 

racism in its individual and institutional manifestations and is unwilling to take a public 

position advocating its elimination (Love, 1993). It is the silence of university officials 

that adds to the insult and indicates an unwillingness to change. Many Black students 

hold university officials accountable for allowing an environment where students feel 

protected. It is those institutional leaders who acknowledge that there is a problem and 

understand that racism affects the mission and goals of the institution that foster an 

environment that allows for greater rates of persistence among Black students.  

Palmer and Gasman’s (2008) research touched on the vital component of 

administrators. It was the administrators that were helpful, accessible, and demonstrated a 

caring attitude that made a positive impact on students. African American students 

referenced administrators who had become so invested in them that the students’ 

struggles became theirs as well. Students commented that great administrators adopted an 

open door policy and showed care that extended beyond just their academic performance. 

Students at HBCUs believe that their staff went far beyond their call of duty to provide 

encouragement and support (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). Many perceived the staff as 
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caring about their needs as individuals and being more committed to their success that 

staff at TWIs. Students at HBCUs expressed a belief that the environment worked for 

them, while many Black students identify a number of ways in which PWIs work against 

them. When the interaction of a university environment and the student is positive, it can 

enhance the social interactions and increases the likelihood of persistence. It is when 

interactions are not positive that social interactions are impeded and the student become 

more likely to drop out (Mason, 1998). 

Interpersonal Relationships 

A third, and perhaps the most important element that contributes to integration 

into college life, is the development of peer groups. When African American students 

were asked which factors were the most important influences on their academic 

achievement and social involvement, interpersonal relationships acted as a sort of bridge 

between the students and the institutional settings (Allen, 1992). There are several ways 

in which this takes place. Many students explain that their peer groups greatly influence 

their academic achievement. Students often strive to create a community of peers who are 

motivated, persistent and work diligently toward their educational aspirations. Peers fuel 

students’ desires and drive to become academically successful. For many, peer pressure 

enhances motivation and desire to perform well. This is especially important when one 

takes into account the fact that African American students tend to overestimate how 

prepared they are for college. They tend to be overly optimistic about their GPA 

expectations and in the number of years they will graduate (Rowser, 1997). If students 

experience academic difficulties and become frustrated when they are unable to meet 
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their expectations, they may perceive themselves as failures and decide to give up on 

college. African American students report that their friends encouraged them by 

displaying concern for their academic success, motivating them to persevere, and acting 

as authority figures (Palmer & Gasman, 2008). As students form positive relationships 

with other students, feelings of perseverance and persistence toward graduation are 

maintained. Students’ perceptions of positive social support can also facilitate an increase 

in level of commitment to a university by helping students feel that their goals and 

interests are congruent with the university’s mission (Flowers, 2005). 

Students at PWIs tend to struggle in making close connections, especially with 

White students. African Americans want peers who relate to them, understand their 

perceptions, and support them (Guiffrida, 2003). Many Black students believe that their 

white peers are hesitant to recognize or empathize with many of their experiences. 

Guiffrida (2003) goes on to explain that many black students develop separate personas 

they present to White students, in an attempt to resolve this. This “code switching” 

involves speaking and acting differently, and more generally, presenting themselves in a 

different manner. Language is another area that African American students remain 

constantly aware of. Many Black students feel that speaking slang is perceived as 

ignorant by their White peers and that it perpetuates a stereotype that African Americans 

do not know how to speak proper English. This continuous process of having to switch is 

just another added stressor that Black students have to deal with. 

In classrooms students express discomfort at being the only African American in 

a classroom. They can feel uneasy, misunderstood, and without allies (Fries-Britt & 
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Turner, 2002). Students long for support from others who have similar experiences. Some 

may feel that their academic energy is diverted into educating White peers and being in a 

position where they have to represent all African Americans. Even when they do not feel 

entirely comfortable, many Black students feel responsible for engaging in discussions 

because of their background. Though they are learners, they may be cast as multicultural 

experts, which is another burden that Black students must face.  

On the other hand, students at HBCUs develop a sense of community and a strong 

foundation. This “strong foundation” is a good sense of Black culture, in which they 

experience a high degree of cohesiveness (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002). This foundation 

creates an armor that protects students from negative stereotypes and instills pride and 

confidence in themselves and in the Black community. Having access to a campus of 

Black students who are motivated and focused on graduating from college positively 

affects their motivation to succeed (Palmer & Gasman, 2008). At HBCUs, students have 

a much easier time fitting in. They don't feel the pressure to battle negative stereotypes or 

to justify that they deserve to be on that campus. They are much more comfortable being 

themselves. Comfort meant not having to educate their peers about their background or to 

go over trivial things like skin and hair care. It meant being able to dress as they saw fit 

without being perceived as gangsters and being able to use slang without being viewed as 

ignorant (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002).  

Black students grow best in environments where they feel valued, protected, 

accepted, and socially connected (Allen, 1992). Allen (1992) goes on to describe two 

aspects that foster a positive environment for African American students. In the 
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psychological aspect, the key ingredients are positive self-confidence and self-esteem, 

feelings of psychological comfort and belonging, and a sense of empowerment. In the 

social aspect, a network of friends, adequate social outlets, and supportive relationships 

are the important ingredients. When these elements are present and students get the sense 

that “this is our campus”, the chances that those students will graduate increase 

dramatically. The fact that Black students who attend HBCU tend to fare better than 

those who attend PWIs speaks volumes about the importance of students’ environments.  

On HBCUs, Black students emphasize feelings of engagement, connection, acceptance, 

support, and encouragement (Allen, 1992). Cokley (1999) suggests that HBCUs facilitate 

the development of nationalist ideologies— “It’s important for Black people to surround 

their children with Black art, music, and literature” (p.238). An explanation for this could 

be that the HBCU milieu reflects elements of African and African America culture that 

makes students more consciously aware of their cultural heritage. Perhaps the reassuring 

environments of HBCUs communicate to Black students that it is safe to take the risks 

associated with intellectual growth and development. These campuses also have more 

individuals who provide students with positive feedback, support, and understanding, and 

who communicate that they sincerely care about the welfare of their students.  
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Implications for Programmatic Reform 

This research has provided guidance for the direction of strategies that must be 

employed in treating these roots of departure. While many institutions have sought 

action, the domains that they seek to address have not necessarily prompted a wave of 

change. Love (1993) looked at specific elements of retention program components that 

have been identified in the literature and none focused on racism and none focused on 

institutional leadership. Despite the fact that research has pointed at these two areas as 

critical in the success of Black students, they are not consistently being addressed. While 

it is true that individual students are personally responsible for overcoming obstacles, in 

the United States, African Americans have historically faced systematic barriers. Black 

students often feel that they cannot be themselves if they want to fit into PWIs. They 

must learn to get along with students, faculty, and staff that have been instilled with 

biases in order to make the institution work for them. Attempts to resolve issues that are 

faced by Black students without taking into account the history and context of African 

Americans as a discriminated group is unlikely to succeed. As academics, we would like 

to believe that universities exemplify leadership and serve as role models for the rest of 

society. In the struggle for equality for African Americans, institutions of higher 

education have failed to reach the expectations of many. 

According to Brown and Davis (2001), HBCUs are rich in social capital. Social 

capital is a type of resource that is socially reproduced, like the possession of knowledge, 

accomplishments, or formal and informal relationships and networks. Social capital can 

mark and reinforce relative advantage and disadvantage and allow an individual to secure 
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social rewards, such as status, privilege, and positions of power. At HBCUs, the depth of 

social capital includes the entire campus community. Institutional contexts play a 

tremendous role in the academic and social integration of college students, and the way 

students engage will ultimately affect their growth and development. 

The findings of Fries-Britt and Turner (2002) suggest that building confidence in 

Black students by creating personal and institutional systems of support is crucial.  If this 

environment is properly cultivated, students can be propelled toward their academic 

pursuits. Suggestions in the areas of faculty, institutional leadership, and campus climate 

will be put forth. 

First and foremost, while some Black students may have similar experiences and 

a shared culture, it would be a mistake to classify them as a homogenous group whose 

needs are all the same. Universities should avoid reductionist thinking and understand 

that African Americans arrive on campuses with a wide range of experiences, beliefs, and 

expectations. Institutions should take part in their own research to identify the specific 

perceptions, desires, and needs of the students on their own campuses. This data could be 

used to make recommendations to faculty and staff members, or to make 

recommendations to African American students regarding what resources are available. 

Results should be distributed to faculty and staff in order to serve students most 

effectively.  

Faculty 

Members of the faculty should take the time to examine their own potential biases 

against African American students. It is important to recognize the effects of socialization 
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and how their daily lives are influenced—whether it is in the way they speak to and 

interact with Black students, or whether they are unable to appreciate the quality of Black 

students’ responses. Instead of assuming that Black students cannot perform to their 

standards, faculty should provide constructive feedback that can be used to improve and 

intellectually grow. During classroom discussions, Black students should not be expected 

to operate as the experts in cultural and ethnic issues. While they may have a diverse 

perspective, Black students should not be viewed as representatives for the rest of the 

Black population. Faculty should become familiar with facilitating these types of 

discussions, while demonstrating emotional competence. When faculty become fluid in 

displaying the attitudes and interactions that foster positive relationships with Black 

students, campuses will likely see an improvement in the integration of these students. 

Faculty should also be trained in techniques to crate a validating classroom 

environment for African American students (Holmes, et al., 2001). This training should 

not only familiarize professors with the concerns and strengths of their Black students, 

but also guide them in how to validate students and show genuine concern.  Faculty 

would be more approachable, engage students in respectful and appropriate ways, and 

provide meaningful and helpful feedback on classroom assignments.  

Faculty should also be urged to move beyond their positions of teachers and 

researchers and work to establish meaningful connections with their students (Palmer & 

Gasman, 2008). There are creative ways in which universities can encourage faculty to 

work with students to enhance their success. Placing more weight on student advising and 

mentoring in the criteria for tenure could be a place to start. In the classroom, faculty 
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could employ collaborative learning approaches to give students an additional space in 

which to increase their peer network. 

Administration and Institutional Leadership 

 Academic affairs administrators, too, bear responsibility in fostering not 

only the academic growth of students, but also their personal and emotional development. 

Most university officials at PWIs are White and likely received their training at a time 

when Black student populations were even smaller. It is unlikely that they are prepared to 

take on the challenge of improving conditions for Black students. Perhaps providing 

training that helps leadership officials understand the unique struggle that African 

American students face would be helpful. By understanding the impact of racial biases 

that have become a part of these campuses, officials are in a better position to make the 

changes that are necessary. 

Administrators should have an explicit commitment to enhance diversity on 

campus (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). This must be displayed through university 

officials at all levels. A component would include the prevention of discrimination and 

harassment. It should be highly understood that messages of racism will not be tolerated 

and the procedures for reporting incidents must be specific and readily available. High 

profile incidents should be addressed by the university’s top officials in such a way that 

clearly states the university’s position. In addition, formal mechanisms should be put in 

place to routinely monitor any experiences or reports of harassment and discrimination.  

Administration should work with faculty to define and promote goals of student 

development. As a campus, addressing the issue of African American student success 



 

 36 

should not be a single program or two that takes place during the first few weeks of a 

student’s academic career that serves to simply check off a box. Interventions should 

extend throughout students’ time at the university and continue to help them cope with 

the stresses of being college students.  

Campus Climate 

PWIs must address the issue of racism and racial discrimination if their hope is to 

make Black students feel safe and comfortable. Everything from the university’s policies 

and procedures, to the attitudes and behaviors of the student body should be reviewed. It 

is critical that students feel safe and secure on their universities and see their campuses as 

places for academic and social growth. 

In recent months, the idea of “political correctness” has dominated the airwaves. 

Groups on college campuses have faced offensive language or symbols, and when they 

voice their discontent, they are labeled as too “politically correct”. It appears as though 

these discussions revolve around the idea that students can say what they want in the way 

that they want, regardless of how offensive or demeaning it may be. Minority students 

may be exposed to racial slurs, symbols of hate, or racial misinformation and be told to 

just “ignore it” or “deal with it”. Recently, at Yale University, administration met with 

students of color who were concerned that the university wasn’t attuned to their needs. 

This resulted in the university’s International Affairs Committee sending out an email to 

the student body asking them to avoid wearing culturally unaware and insensitive 

Halloween costumes that could offend others. In response, a faculty member, who was 

also an administrator at a student resident hall, wrote a letter suggesting that the 
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administration was overreaching. She seemed to imply that students should have room to 

be offensive, and that those who were offended should “look away”. The faculty member 

received a strong response from the student body and ended up resigning. As students 

continue to face these conditions, they will likely continue to struggle. While freedom of 

speech is a right that everyone is entitled to, campuses must maintain a space where 

Black students feel comfortable. Hate speech of any kind should not be tolerated. 

Black students should have the opportunity to feel safe enough to let their guards 

downs and be themselves. If they choose to wear baggy clothes or use slang, they should 

not feel at risk of being criticized. They should feel welcome to bring their culture and 

way of life to their university. Institutions should expand traditions and events on campus 

in a way that promotes inclusivity. African American students should be afforded ways to 

socialize that are familiar. Schools that are serious about improving the social and 

academic integration of their African American students should understand that cultural 

spaces can play a key role (Guiffrida, 2003). 

There are many factors that contribute to the difficulties that Black students suffer 

from in higher education institutions. Theorists argue that these are both academic and 

social. Although obtaining an academic education is usually the main reason students 

enroll in college, many African American students cited non-academic reasons for 

dropping out. Black students consistently reported greater socialization problems than 

their white counterparts, and acknowledged it as a concern related to dropping out. 

Theorists agree that a social integration into the college environment is almost necessary 

for persistence. This research has implications for the future development of minority 
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retention programs. Institutions should be aware that it is important for the entire campus 

community to work collectively to promote the success of their African American student 

body. Success does not lie in the hand of any single level of the university. It will take a 

concerted effort on the part of the faculty, administrative leadership, and the campus 

community as a whole for Black students to feel comfortable enough to form supportive 

and nourishing relationships that will pave the way to an adequate integration into college 

life. 
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