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ABSTRACT
Author: Alexis Allen
Title: You Belong Here: An Analysis Of Belonging In The Black Student Population at The
University Of Texas at Austin
Supervising Professor: Dr. Richard Reddick
The implications of belonging in the study of college students and student success is
becoming increasingly important in understanding students success. In fact, research has
shown findings that a sense of belonging is integral to most all learning environments. Yet,
with the ongoing impacts of increasing diversity and tumultuous campus climates,
belonging among students, particularly black students, is vulnerable. Therefore, this thesis
further analyzes black experiences within regard to sense of belonging as an
underrepresented population at a predominantly white institution.
In spaces of higher learning, a sense of belonging can become an important factor in
student success academically, socially, and emotionally. In actuality, for African-American
students at a predominantly white institution like the University of Texas at Austin, in
which the number of people that look like you is less than 5% of the overall student
population, it becomes crucial. In collecting data to better understand the experiences of
black students at the University of Texas at Austin, I will explore into the key threats to
sense of belonging on this campus, the implications of different levels of belonging, and
how this information should be used in order to advance the progress of diversity on this
campus.
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Introduction
What does it mean to belong? To feel like you are part of a community and feel
important to a group of people is one type of belonging. But on a college campus or
university, students’ sense of belonging can take on a different role. In determining student
success by way of its positive and negative implications, belongingness can impact
graduation rates, desire to persist, or even personal and mental health. Sense of belonging
can be a fundamental part of the college experience for most students, especially students
of color.
The concept of belonging, particularly in settings of education, has increasingly
received attention in the study of student populations within higher education (Osterman,
2000). While there are a plethora of definitions for the term belonging, in this thesis, I will
use Strayhorn’s definition that gets at “student’s perception of affiliation and identification
within the community,” or the degree to which they feel like they are integral to the
university as a whole (2012).
Although numbers alone do not determine the degree to which students feel a sense
of belonging, with a population of less than 2,000 black undergraduate students at the
University of Texas at Austin, approximately 4.8% of the undergraduate population, spread
thinly across majors, classrooms, organizations, and so on, representation tend to be sparse
(“Facts & Figures”, 2018). This limited representation, in turn, can affect black student’s
sense of belonging on campus.
In the context of my own college experience, my perception of belonging varied as I
often struggled against a fear of not belonging, or fitting in, at the University of Texas at
Austin. At the beginning of my college experience, I rarely questioned if I was meant to be
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at the University of Texas at Austin. In fact, I felt right at home, particularly within the
essentially off-sectioned black community. Despite some instances of microaggressions or
feelings of isolation in classrooms that lacked diversity, or where I was sometimes the only
person of color, my overall sense of belonging appeared to be favorable. But as I sought to
be involved in more communities, my sense of belonging wavered. I began to realize I was
the only black person in most of my classes and my organizations. I felt alone. Then that
overall feeling of belonging chipped away more with an onset of incidences that unfolded
across my second year of college. Racially charged events amidst an icy political climate
concocted a recipe for my dwindling sense of belonging. Many a time, I remember the
question rolling across my mind, “should I even be here?” Especially at a predominantly
white institution, with issues of campus climate and culture, my sense of belonging was
threatened.
My sense of belonging was contingent on the broader political and social
environment of this campus, but what other factors improve and threaten a sense of
belonging of students on campus? How are issues of diversity and campus climate affecting
belonging among black students? Do black students actually feel like they belong on this
campus? In this thesis, I will explore these questions and the patterns of belonging among
black students at the University of Texas at Austin. Based on these insights, I will also
explore how can we increase sense of belonging among black students at the University of
Texas at Austin.
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History of Integration at the University of Texas
Brown v. Board of Education altered the fabric of the public education system across
the United States. The culmination of years of challenging the ‘separate, but equal clause
paved the way for integration— giving black people1 the same access to education as all
Americans for the first time (Shabazz, 2004). However, as much as the era of desegregation
in public schools has been venerated for providing equal access to public education and
higher education, Southerners were not prepared for this shift. The Supreme Court’s
decision simply imposed these shared learning spaces on their schools. In fact, the
tumultuous transition away from segregation made it more apparent that there was
disagreement with the decision. Such a monumental ruling had a strong impact on the
University of Texas at Austin as the largest public university in Texas.
On July 8, 1955, a historic decision was made by the University of Texas Board of
Regents. With a unanimous vote, African-American undergraduate students were allowed
to be admitted for the first time— altering the future of access to higher education for
young black people across the state of Texas. Following the Brown v. Board of Education
decision of 1954, this policy was crafted by the University of Texas:
“By adoption of this recommendation, it would become the expressed intention of
The University of Texas to formulate a policy of selective admissions, based on merit
and applied equally to all regardless of racial origin, and to institute this policy
beginning with the academic year 1956-57.” (Shabazz, 102)
Yet, the battle did not begin at Brown v. Board of Education. In 1946, Heman Marion Sweatt
presented his transcript in the hope of being accepted into the University of Texas School of

1

I will use the term “black” in this thesis to refer to anyone who identifies with African, Afro-Caribbean, or
black descendant from the African diaspora.
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Law. Despite having all of the acceptable credentials, Sweatt was denied entry solely on the
basis of race. Consequently, he took his case to court in 1950— initiating the discussion of
admitting black students into higher education and professional programs. In the United
States Supreme Court decision in Sweatt v. Painter, desegregation was ruled out— forcing
the integration of the University of Texas’ graduate and professional programs. With the
support of the National Association for the Advance of Colored People in one of the first
challenges to the University of Texas School of Law, Sweatt’s case changed the educational
opportunities for black intellectuals seeking further education (Vincent, Cumberbatch, &
Blair, 2017; Goldstone, 2006). The 1950 Supreme Court case challenged the “separate but
equal” clause, which up until the successful overturn upheld segregation. His case was
influential in the monumental case of Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. As a result, the
University of Texas became the first higher education institution in the South to require
that discrimination on the basis of race not be factored into the admissions decision
(Goldstone, 2006).
With the precedent of segregation and the uproar behind the Sweatt v. Painter
decision, it was evident that black students were unwanted at these institutions of higher
education. Educational segregation was preserved in the state of Texas at nearly any costs
(Shabazz, 2004). At the first challenge for equal access to education, the state established
black colleges and universities in order to create a so-called equal program in order to
mute the issue of integration. If the state did not have an institution with an adequate
professional program for black people, these universities would be forced to accept those
black students that met the credentials. Therefore, when the state was found to not have
certain professional programs for black students, the state legislature established a fund
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for out of state scholarships to continue excluding black people from attending institutions
made for white people in Texas. And finally, in a last attempt to preserve segregation in
programs of higher education, Texas built a make-shift law school that was supposed to be
more comparable to UT Law because the all-black institutions of the law were clearly not
equal (Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017). Yet, it was overturned by the Supreme Court
as substandard and Hemann Marion Sweatt along with four other black men was admitted
into the University of Texas School of Law.
These precedents led to the tumultuous desegregation of the University of Texas at
Austin as a whole. In the fall of 1956, the first class of black undergraduate students, “The
Precursors,” began classes at UT Austin. Nonetheless, their acceptance into the institution
did not directly translate into acceptance in the classroom or even on campus more
generally. After a momentous win for black higher education, the small population of black
students was faced with inequity and often outright racism from their peers and professors
(Goldstone, 2006). It was clearly displayed that the University of Texas faculty and students
did not desire to share their classrooms or campus with black students. Their presence on
campus was the beginning of isolation and a direct challenge to the belonging of black
students. But despite their opposition, it became evident that the desegregation was
imminent.
After the integration of the University of Texas, the Board of Regents did not put
policies in place to include these first black students in the ‘Longhorn experience.’ Instead,
the Board of Regents emphasized the total integration of the academic processes alone.
Essentially, the only thing that integration promised was that black students could attend
classes. There were no policies that ensured their fair treatment, nor their inclusion in
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housing, campus activities, or the college experience (Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017).
Outside of the classroom, there was a disregard for the social and extracurricular
integration of African-American students into the university community— systematically
threatening newly enrolled black students’ sense of belonging (Goldstone, 2006). From the
integration of the University of Texas School of Law to the undergraduate programs, the
African Americans endured in a difficult environment. Without support or mitigation of the
racial climate on campus, black students generally felt uncomfortable and unwelcome in
the pursuit of higher education at UT by design.
More broadly, at the onset of integration at the University of Texas School of Law
and then the university as a whole, there was discontentment among the students, parents,
and often faculty. Although it was a relatively quiet transition to integration in comparison
to other universities across the south, this seemingly smooth integration eventually had
repercussions. While other schools, for example, Ole Miss and the University of Alabama,
endured an outrage over the admission of black students, many observed that unlike the
UT Austin, these schools eventually were able to move past some issues of racism that
caused problems with the inclusion of black students in university life (Goldstone, 2006).
However, at the University of Texas, the Board of Regents’ policy of gradualism left an
outstanding dearth on the complete integration of black students on campus. According to
Goldstone, as early as 1957, black students had to engage in debates, marches, and civil
disobedience in an effort to challenge the lack of initiative for inclusion of black students
outside of the classroom (Goldstone, 2006). But racial progression after the enrollment of
African-American students at both the graduate and undergraduate levels continued to be
slow. In truth, the racist history of the university is still largely overshadowed today.
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In fact, after 1957, just a year following their admittance, many of these black
students began dropping out. Options for housing were limited, minstrel shows continued
on in traditional campus organizations, and facilities like the business center remained
segregated (Duren, 1979). There were also incidences that stemmed from the exclusion of
blacks from parts of campus and those adjacent to campus. For example, until 1959, the
Drag—the area of shops and restaurants near campus for students— was only open to
white patrons (Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017). Exclusion from areas that were
connected to campus could have been a contributing factor to the distancing of the first
black students from a sense of belonging on a predominantly white campus. It is likely that
a majority of drop-out cases had some relation to this negative racial environment.
Moreover, in Overcoming, the experiences of several students reveal the foundation
for what was the still contentious relationship of blacks at the university. As the stories of
“the Precursors” time on campus detailed throughout several historical accounts, the level
of exclusion was clear. Black students were excluded from extracurriculars like drama
productions, the marching band, and a variety of athletic teams. For instance, after Barbara
Smith Conrad, a UT student who went on to become a world-renowned opera singer was
selected for a lead role alongside a white student in the play, Aeneas, all hell broke loose
(Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017). Throughout the university and beyond the campus
itself, the issue of Barbara Smith singing across from a white boy became a widespread
issue resulting in threats, angered Texas legislators, and an angrier Texas public. With
outside pressures and continued tense discussions, President Wilson made the decision to
withdraw her from the play. Consequently, Smith would not perform in the production
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because Texas was not ready to see a black woman sing opposite a white man (Duren,
1979).
Through these accounts of the early experiences of black students, it is evident that
the support and attention of an institution to its student population is important for the
overall well-being of the student to retention rates and educational success. In the first
years of his experience, Leon Holland was told that no black man would ever make more
than C in his professor’s class (Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017). A majority of
professors failed to support the new black students. In fact, there were also no black faculty
members until Ervin Perry received the appointment of assistant professor in 1961 (Duren,
1979).
Yet, throughout these incidences and those to come, Mama Almetris Duren acted as
the support system for the black community. In her words, “students need ‘more than an
opportunity to attend classes” (Duren, 1979). Where the university did not provide
support, she did. She was the house mother of the university co-op designated only for
black girls and a faculty member in the office of Minority Student Services. It is evident that
Mama Duren was needed because the university, in many ways, failed to address the
concerns of new black undergraduates. Mama Duren was their support system; she was
their reminder that they must persist because they belonged.
Nonetheless, the small number of black students on campus still felt largely
unsupported and targeted by the university. Looking at the history of what some of the first
black students at UT withstood, it is apparent that the message of exclusion was palpable.
With relatively low numbers of black student enrollment, the component of belonging on
campus was already threatened (Goldstone, 2006). Before they even stepped on campus,
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the Precursors’ feeling of belonging was threatened at an institution that was not
necessarily built for people who looked like them. For many black students at UT today,
those same sentiments are familiar. In many ways, the narrative of contemporary students
at the University of Texas at Austin echoes those of the earliest students admitted.
As seen since the beginning of integration nearly sixty-five years ago, campus
climate can alter the experiences of students on campus, especially marginalized students
(Campbell & Carter-Sowell, 2019). With the incorporation of new diversity initiatives and
efforts, the question still remains with respect to the advancement of the black community.
Overcoming details the limited housing resources that the early black students of UT had as
options. The handful of far off housing options were “separate but unequal”— lacking basic
resources that white dormitories were given. In fact, it became an issue of contention that
led to a rise in dropout rates for the first black students at the university (Duren, 1979).
Affordable and conveniently located housing continues to be a major difficulty for black
students on campus today.
It is clear that the decision to desegregate did not necessarily equate to the full
integration of black students. In fact, the university would make little effort to include, or
even prevent the exclusion of black students. The era prior to monumental steps of
integration like Brown v. Board of Education “created a foundation [that denoted] black
people don’t belong in these rooms of higher education, nor do they deserve to learn
alongside white counterparts” (Heilig & Reddick, 2011). Consequently, cases like Sweatt v.
Painter may have upended segregation in higher education at universities like UT Austin;
however, they did not uproot the foundation that Plessy v. Ferguson put into place. Feeling
this lack of belonging and a sense that black people are lesser still plague Black students at
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UT. Yet, black students like the precursors still push through and attempted to make a
space for themselves on these campuses while furthering their education.
In conclusion, the events that affected the new wave of black students on campus set
the foundation for the sentiments and experiences of black students today. The
environment at UT Austin for contemporary black students has not yet fully changed in a
way that distinguishes it from the qualms at the time of the Precursors (Shabazz, 2004).
Many of the issues faced in the years flowing integration still persist today. Among students
of color, black students are greatly affected by the campus climate and actions of the
university regarding the support of black students.

Current Students & Campus Climate
Sixty-two years following the integration of the undergraduate program at UT in
2018, the black population is less than 5% of the total undergraduate population (Stone,
2018). After policies like affirmative action and the Top Ten Percent Policy were set in
place in order to increase diversity and use race as a positive factor in the admissions
process, diversity has increased at UT. However, the black student population still remains
disproportionately lower than the state population of black people of 12% (Satija, 2016).
Consequently, this small number of black students experiences an unsettling lack of
representation. But even after an increase in numbers since the beginning of integration,
the early problems of the 1960s have only morphed into more covert, nuanced forms of
exclusion and discrimination. With a fluctuating campus climate, underrepresentation of
students and faculty of color, and everyday microaggressions or racial attitudes, the issues
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that diminish a strong sense of belonging among Black students persist (Campbell &
Carter-Sowell, 2019).
For over 65 years, being a black student at UT has come with challenges through
positive and negative experiences. For instance, the first cohorts of black students on
campus were bombarded with racism in the classroom and outside. Not only by students
and members of the UT community, but also due to the institution’s contentious racial
history that contributed to the racial climate and feeling of being a student on campus.
From the Eyes of Texas performed first in minstrelsy to the Confederate soldiers that
adorned the West mall, it was difficult for some people of color to engage in traditions and
feel included on a campus that celebrated its intertwined history with the institution of
slavery and Jim Crow era laws without acknowledgment of the complicated history
(Vincent, Cumberbatch, & Blair, 2017). In turn, these issues generated negative campus
environment for some students.
Campus climate is an integral factor in the experience on college campuses. In Susan
Rankin’s study at Pennsylvania State University, campus climate is defined as “the current
attitudes, behaviors, and standards of faculty, staff, administrators, and students
concerning the level of respect for individual needs, abilities, and potential." According to
the study, the ways students experience their campus environments can directly affect
their learning outcomes and success, particularly in instances of discrimination (Rankin,
2014).
While there have been some shifts in a positive direction in regard to campus
climate at UT Austin, the year 2016 reveal just how much work has yet to be done. In the
fall of 2016, exactly sixty years following the enrollment of the Precursors, the campus was

16

Allen
marked by a charged racial climate. The Daily Texan ran numerous stories on campus
climate incidents that revealed negative racial sentiments on campus. There was an
incident where the derogatory word, n*****, was spray painted on a concrete slab in West
campus, bottles were thrown from an apartment balcony at a black student accompanied
by the words, “f**k you, n*****” (Jaramillo & Cannizzo, 2016). Furthermore, there were
more coded events that left a similar impact on students. A bake sale led by the Young
Conservatives of Texas diminished the value of racial and ethnic groups on campus to
anything between two dollars and a quarter in retaliation of the affirmative action policies
at UT. These incidences not only affected students on campus but also applicants looking to
see if UT was the right place for them to pursue higher education (Nguyen, 2016).
Interestingly, these events that negatively affected the climate on campus occurred
within a year of the 2016 ruling of Fisher v. The University of Texas. As the University of
Texas became the headlining case for affirmative action, sentiments were reflected on
campus. And as racially charged campus incidents surfaced across campus, there was an
increased frequency of an adverse racial environment.
In discussing campus climate, it is also important to address how racism works
differently for students of color in comparison to students who identify or are perceived as
black. As less than 4% of the student population, it is difficult for the concerns of black
students to be addressed in a context outside of the student of color experience.
In fact, in most instances, students of color bear the brunt of the work involving advocacy
and protests on campus because these are typically issues that disproportionately affect
them. However, black students often do much emotional labor involved by coordinating
and educating other students on the issues. Following the YCT event in 2016, the Black
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Student Alliance led the coordination of an event along with other organizations like the
University Democrats and Division of Diversity and Community Engagement (Nguyen,
2016). In addition, findings support this idea in revealing that in addressing the problem of
campus climate at different universities, people of color are looked to explain the issue at
hand and how it affects them personally (Solorzano, Ceja, and Yosso, 2000).
In a contextual setting, the University of Texas at Austin is one of many institutions
with an onset of reports related to racial/ethnic harassment, violence, and overall negative
campus racial climate. With the elimination of de jure segregation in the ruling of Brown v.
Board of Education, it is not surprising that incidences of racial conflict arose as black and
white students were forced into the same spaces like never before (Hurtado, 1992). In
1956, 104 black students were admitted to undergraduate, specialty, and graduate
programs across UT. However, the steep increase of black enrollment created a potential
for increased racial conflict.
In Campus Racial Climate: Contexts of Conflict, two important factors were both
positively associated with student conflict with campus racial policy are applicable to the
UT campus: institutional selectivity and size. However, in examining the two
interpretations involving this finding, Hurtado reveals that the source of the conflict is
largely connected to the individual or the institution as a whole (Hurtado, 1992). In the
instance of the University of Texas at Austin, it is not clear which is the case. While the type
of students UT attracts tend to be socially and politically engaged in addition to being prone
to use designated free speech zones as places to hold protests, many instances escalate as a
result of the administration’s distance from the individual student. Furthermore, the failure
to adequately address racial conflicts on campus and involving UT students sets a standard
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that UT condones a negative racially-charged environment (D’Augelli & Hershberger,
1993). For example, following the incident involving the student targeted with beer bottles
in West Campus that involved a slow investigation of the event, in the Daily Texan,
President Fenves “announced he wants to deal with such incidents of ‘hateful and violent
behavior’ more quickly (Jaramillo & Cannizzo, 2016). However, for the students
experiencing the climate after the event, it may feel like a failure of the institution to
protect its students. Though the experiences of African-American students may vary, these
racially charged events often prompt black students to question their safety and place on a
predominantly white campus like UT Austin.
Through a lens of critical race theory, racial microaggressions, both verbal and nonverbal language, assumptions, and stereotypes generate a tense atmosphere for students of
color. Microaggressions play a role in both the classroom and social environments.
Generally, psychiatrist Chris Pierce notes racial microaggressions as one of the most
important, yet under-researched social problems within the United States.
Disproportionately, African-Americans are subjected to the rhetoric of microaggressions.
Within the classroom, the findings in the Critical Race Theory, Racial Microaggressions, and
Campus Racial Climate: The Experiences of African American College Students reveal that
microaggressions in the academic and social spaces impact these populations affected and
often result in counter spaces (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2009). In fact, racial
microaggressions in the academic setting or faculty-student interaction can bring about
psychological changes in black students. The power dynamic between faculty and a student
has the potential to build up a more detrimental outcome than student-student
interactions. In using racial microaggressions, whether intentional or not, faculty have the
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power to influence a student (Endo, 1982). As an already underrepresented group, racial
microaggressions further isolate black students and can cause personal devaluation
(Hurtado, 1992). In many ways, it adds to the scrutiny of black students at a predominantly
white institution feel because they are hyper-visible.
The evidence of the effects of this hostility goes far beyond just the classroom and
academics. In findings, it is shown that racial microaggressions perpetuate a feeling of
isolation (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993; Komarraju & Bhattacharya, 2010). Therefore, it is
important to question how this also, in turn, affects a sense of belonging. As an AfricanAmerican female student notes in their study, there is a feeling of invisibility. She notes, "I
think that when the professors see that there's fewer of you, they're less likely to address
your concerns.” This statement can also reveal a bigger image of the that is not only
apparent in the classroom but often also at the universities as a whole. With black students
at UT, in particular, the low representation among the greater population has held constant
since the integration of the university (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). On the other hand,
there is the issue of hypervisibility. As one of the few black students in a classroom, black
students are “susceptible to levels of scrutiny, evaluation, criticism, and accountability not
afforded to their privileged peers (Wright, 2008).
Over time, the black community at the University of Texas at Austin has endured the
ebb and flow of campus racial climate. As a result, nuanced feelings regularly challenge the
developing sense of belonging for marginalized students, which can hinder their ability to
excel. Although there are many barriers to marginalized students feeling ‘at home’ on at
this university, the cultivation of this belonging cannot be overlooked because it can act as
a defining factor of the college experience (Strayhorn, 2012). While campus environments
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are complex atmospheres that vary for individuals from different social groups within the
college community, the efforts of a university to foster an inclusive environment can
address issues that unfold into a racially charged campus climate (Rankin, 2014).
Despite the efforts of higher public education institutions working on policies,
initiatives, and recruitment techniques, there is a critical missing element to the experience
of many college students, especially among marginalized students of color. A sense of
belonging is crucial in the college environment (Strayhorn, 2012). Belonging in the
classroom, among peer groups, or on campus enables a student to feel more secure in his
or her learning development and literal position within the classroom (Walton & Cohen,
2011). Yet despite the victory over de jure segregation, elements of campus climate, racial
microaggressions, and instances that negatively affect the college students’ feeling of
belonging diminish educational equity that was put in motion. Some would say that the
negative campus climate incidences near sixty years later that mirror those of the 1960s
show how far we need to go as an institution in supporting students of color and
particularly black students (Vincent, Cumberbatch, Blair, 2017). Despite the increasing
recruitment and diversity initiatives, for some, the feeling of being in the right place is a
question throughout their college experience due to racial campus climate,
microaggressions, and the impacts of these experiences.
Belonging
All people share a strong need to belong (Strayhorn, 2012). It is a basic human
emotion that drives most of our relationships. However, within the environments of higher
education, belonging can be a crucial component for obtaining a degree. Throughout the
college experience, whether consciously or subconsciously, students are affected by their
21
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level of belonging in various ways. However, students of color who attend predominantly
white institution disproportionately encounter the positive and negative effects of a sense
of belonging or the lack thereof (Museus & Saelua, 2018).
Belonging among college students at higher education institutions has increasingly
become a study of focus (Fisher, 2019). However, the key issue that persists is answering
the question, ‘what is a sense of belonging?’. According to Webster’s dictionary, belonging
is defined as having the right qualifications or characteristics or being properly placed
among a group. And in defining attributes of belongingness, synonyms coincided with this
definition—extending the definition above to words such as connectedness, membership,
and identification to school (St-Amand, 2017). The definitions of belonging vary from study
to study depending on its focus. From the lens of social psychology, a sense of belonging
stems from an emotional attachment, about feeling at ‘home’— resulting often in an
individual’s need to conform to the general group out the fear of potential exclusion
(Osterman, 2000). Nonetheless, there are two important definitions of belonging in this
thesis. The first is a broad definition of belonging that reveals the social component of its
necessity: “sense of belonging is a basic need that leads people to build social bonds and to
affiliate with members of a group (Hagerty et al, 1996).
In understanding the definition of belonging, it is evident that it is a human need
that is integral to both the psychological development of a person and the social
connections that people build. Some researchers have referred to it as the innate tendency
to form and maintain social bonds and relationships as a human means for survival
(Lambert, 2013). The need to belong as Lambert suggests is connected to both the desire to
form positive relationships and the feeling that one is fully accepted. As a result, there is an
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innate quest for group affiliation, relationships, or membership (Lambert, 2013). However,
it is important to note that membership is not solely about being a part of a group, but also
personal identification to that group— in other words, inclusion. Researchers have found
that people commonly associate social relationships with meaning in their life, which is
why Lambert makes the claim that “to belong is to matter.” This claim holds weight in the
idea of belonging because a central component of belongingness is the one’s own
perception that they are integral to the group, or in other words that their contributions or
presence matters.
Secondly, in a definition that extensively relates to the topics of this thesis, sense of
belonging can also be analyzed as significant to a theoretical framework. In terms of higher
education environment, Strayhorn defines a sense of belonging as “the student’s perception
of affiliation and identification within the community” (Strayhorn, 2012). An important
distinguishing factor in this definition is the attention the social psychology that belonging
entails. Ultimately, the sense of belonging from student to student depends highly on their
own perceptions in relation to the university or college atmosphere. Nonetheless, the
importance of a sense of belonging is that it becomes “a key to a person’s sense of self and
the feeling that his or her efforts are valued” (Strayhorn, 2012). As a consequence of the
level of one’s sense of belonging, both factors, student persistence, and success in college,
can be affected negatively or positively.
On university campuses, the definition of belonging takes on a different meaning
and often, more significance. In Strayhorn’s definition of belonging, it is significant to note
that in “identification within the community,” it is extended to also mean the degree to
which you feel like you are integral to the university as a whole (Strayhorn, 2012). In this
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thesis, I use Strayhorn’s definition of belonging as the central reference to belongingness in
higher education and the analysis of students at the University of Texas at Austin. Sense of
belonging has been researched more and more to better understand its importance in
educational settings. Osterman has studied the importance of belonging, or maintaining a
school community as a factor in student success. Research suggests that student belonging
is important at all levels from adolescence in pre-school through college education
(Osterman, 2000). In fact, most research regarding belonging has been used to promote
campus community and improvement of belonging among minority students.
Particularly, in higher education, the study of belongingness as an important factor
in the success of students is evident through multiple studies. From various vantage points,
belonging can be understood. Belonging is largely a psychological phenomenon in addition
to sociological. Strayhorn’s definition emphasizes the perception of one’s position within a
community determines one’s sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2012). In St-Amand’s study,
four attributes were distinguished as impacting belonging: positive emotions, maintenance
of positive relations with peers and professors, willingness to get involved, and lastly
adjustment to situations by changing personal aspects (St-Amand et al, 2017). For this
analysis, let’s first frame the sense of belonging as the psychological sense that one is a
valued member of the college community—whether that be in class, social settings, or
more generally on campus.
In studies of belonging, research finds that the experience and feeling of
connectedness is important at all ages and levels from pre-school to higher education. As a
basic human need, Maslow’s hierarchy points out the factors of physiological necessities,
safety, belonging, esteem, and self-actualization that are attached to belonging and
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therefore, lead to outcomes that can create positive or negative experiences (Taormina,
2013). As an integral component linked to these factors are social spaces and the college
environment. In particular, membership or lack thereof within these spaces of learning in
college are connected to student behavior, sense of belonging, and success (Walton &
Cohen, 2011). According to Osterman, without satisfying these needs, the experience of
membership in a community (even a supportive one) can be undermined. In sense of
belonging, both territorial and relational factors hold importance. The relational factor
refers to the character of human relationships including membership, integration, shared
emotional connectedness, and fulfillment of one’s needs (Osterman, 2000). These
relationships create a community that exists-- enabling its members to experience a degree
of belongingness. But, in terms of the quality of the community, how do students currently
experience an educational community? And, how do schools influence this community and
belongingness? Furthermore, the territorial factor extends the questions of how is
belonging important to educational setting? Does it extend beyond the classroom to living
spaces and communal areas?
As a result of Osterman’s study to test the student’s need for belonging in school
community, it was shown that there are positive correlations between sense of belonging
to a community and student motivation (2000). With an increased sense of belonging
students tend to be more motivated in comparison to students with a low sense of
belonging (Zumbrunn & Buhs, 2014). According to Strayhorn, the concept of belonging
becomes the key to a person's sense of self and the feeling that his or her efforts are valued,
both of which in turn impact student persistence and success in college. On the other hand,
a lack of belonging is linked to a range of behavioral problems that typically stem from
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negative emotions of feeling rejected, ignored, or excluded which often contributes to
decreasing intrinsic motivation, anxiety, loneliness, and depression (Hausmann, 2009). Yet,
the identity narratives ultimately play a large role in framing the implications of
belongingness in underrepresented or minority groups.
Why is this important?
Sense of belonging is important because of its particular effect on underrepresented
student populations, including the black students on campuses like the University of Texas.
It is significant to note that sense of belonging can take on a heightened importance not
only in certain times and spaces, but also among certain populations (Strayhorn, 2012). For
students of color, particularly on predominantly white campuses, it has been shown that
belonging operates distinctly for students of color than their white peers. Hurtado and
Carter explain for students of color, “sense of belonging is particularly meaningful to those
who “perceive themselves as marginal to the mainstream of life [and of college]” (Hurtado
and Carter, 1997).
As black students are underrepresented within student populations at most colleges
and affected by negative stereotypes surrounding academic success, there is heightened
potential for a decreased sense of belonging. While rates of persistence and degree
completion are substantially lower for black students than for their white peers, could this
be partly attributed to a lack of belonging? With often culturally insensitive and
unreceptive campus environments, do these numbers reflect students of color lack of
belonging? In a study of Latino students, it was found that hostile campus climates were
negatively associated with these students’ sense of belonging after controlling for several
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factors (Hurtado, 1997). Thus, if this extends to also affect black students, these students
could be impacted on campus like UT Austin as its campus climate peaks and drops.
On average in a number of studies comparing white students and students of color,
it has been found that white students reported a higher sense of belonging. But that makes
sense because it is a major system. On the contrary, for students of color, “being an
outsider—being a minority—in an environment that was designed by and for the majority”
has repercussions (Fischer, 2019). Consequently, students of color are then put at a
disadvantage when it comes to academic, social, and overall success in their college
experiences.
Specifically, in studies of school students, belonging among white students were
comparably higher to that of black and brown students at the same age. In this study,
school belongingness was measured to be associated with the areas of low connectedness,
teacher support, and inclusion in the classroom (Osterman, 2000). Failure to have a
connection to community or a sense of belonging at a university can be detrimental not
only to mental health, but also academic performative, behavior, and academic motivation
(Museus & Saelua, 2017). Consequently, factors that affect belonging must be identified and
the negative influences on those factors mitigated.
Factors
Social
Building relationships and finding a community is an important aspect of the college
experience. According to an early study, three components—academic performance,
institutional fit, and institutional commitment— were said to have the high likelihood of
impacting one’s socialization within a student persistence model was based on sense of
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belonging (Tinto, 2005). Institutional fit is an interesting component of this study because
in whole, it relies on the psychological state of the student. In effect, it depends on the
feeling of the student in relation to their belongingness. In one way, institutional fit is
similar to belonging in that it is determined by the perception of the student. Specifically,
for minority students, the academic setting can be particularly threatening for one’s sense
of belonging if it proves to be a negative environment. In fact, “socially stigmatized groups,
such as African Americans, may be relatively more uncertain about their social belonging in
mainstream institutions like school” or higher education (Walton and Cohen, 2011). This
tendency may also be a predictor for a low sense of belonging for black students at
institutions like a university or college.
Within the social component of belongingness, students’ precollege experiences also
may become a factor. For those students who attended or primarily lived in homogenous
areas, the transition to college can be difficult. Cultural familiarity acts as a factor that eases
the transition into college. Yet, because the dominant culture at predominantly white
institutions is not that which students of color typically identify with, the issue arises
primarily for these students (Museus, 2018). Moreover, the “importance of cultural
familiarity is that it provides students— especially students of color— with validation that
people from their communities and backgrounds are valued by their respective campuses.”
Lastly, as a component of social psychology, “has been dedicated to studying
individuals’ need to conform to the groups they belong to out of fear of exclusion, and the
ways individuals’ interpersonal relationships are deeply affected by their membership or
lack of membership in particular groups” (Yuval-Davis, 2006). The implications of feeling
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the need to conform or effectively being excluded from a community have implications for
the academic success of a student.
Academic
Although there is a focus on belongingness socially and on the campus more
broadly, the academic setting is a large component of a student’s college experience. As
Strayhorn argues in “College students' sense of belonging: A Key to Educational Success for
All Students,” the classroom is often the center of the college experience. But for negatively
stereotyped students, like black students, academic settings can be threatening.
Specifically, in forming the perception of their belonging, their sense of belonging is
vulnerable to the potentially harmful concern of confirming negative stereotypes about the
intellectual ability of their group (Shnabel, 2013). Lack of academic preparation, a lower
self-assessment of capabilities, societal stereotypes, a lack of role models among
practitioners, family, and peers, as well as the influence of the cultural environment are
potentially diminishing factors in one’s sense of belonging.
Belongingness is interconnected with students’ feeling of acceptance by faculty and
their peers. The relationships that students form with their peers in the classroom and
group settings can play a role in retention and success. In an education institutional setting,
“Langevine stressed the importance of reciprocal relationships between students and
adults,” or faculty (St-Amand, 2017). Yet, for students from negatively stereotyped
identities, this acceptance and in turn, belonging, can be crucial to positive academic
performance and maintaining academic motivation (Freeman, 2007). Still, in increasing
student belonging, most research maintains the idea that support from peers, but faculty in
particular, is crucial. In fact, a study with undergraduates “indicate[s] that supportive
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messages from instructors may, in turn, bolster students’ self-efficacy beliefs” (McKinney,
2006). Students who voluntarily withdrew from universities experience high interaction
with faculty who failed to have high student development and teaching. Thus, a professor’s
ability to work with students and enable them to develop inside the classroom is integral to
the student’s success (Ingrahama & Yonge, 2018).
The implications of a low sense of belonging generally can be tied to persistence to
complete one’s education, connectedness on campus, student involvement and academic
experiences. As a result, Strayhorn argues it is important for educators to create conditions
that foster belongingness in the classroom because students spend a large portion of their
time in college in the classroom. Not only those supporting students, but also the spaces,
can factor into belongingness.

Environment
Early research on belonging provides evidence for the influence of environments on
belonging in college (Hausmann et al, 2007). According to Museus, the cultural relevance
and responsiveness of campus environments also potentially facilitate or thwart sense of
belonging among students (Museus & Saelua, 2018). Therefore, campus climate and the
environment of a university can influence the course of success of its students.
In Hausmann’s research, four cultural environmental factors indicate an impact on
belonging particularly amidst the experiences of marginalized students. Firstly, “cultural
relevance” describes the relevance of students’ learning environments to their identity and
ethnic backgrounds. Within cultural relevance, cultural familiarity and culturally validating
environments are two factors that hold weight in effecting the experiences of
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underrepresented students. First, cultural familiarity refers to the opportunity students
have to connect to professors, faculty, and staff who understand their backgrounds and
experiences as a student of color. Secondly, culturally validating environments is the extent
to which the campus values cultural knowledge, backgrounds, and identities. Both of these
factors primarily influence the experiences of students of color. An additional indicator is
cultural responsiveness, or the degree to which “campus support systems effectively
respond to the needs of culturally diverse student populations” (Hausmann, 2007). These
factors are important in understanding campus environments that can enable higher levels
of belonging among students of color.
In addition, creating some sort of connection or place on campus, whether that be
through a committee, campus job, playing a sport (intramural or collegiate) or
organization, sense of belonging is often increased. In Strayhorn’s study, he used social
spaces as a probable determinant of belonging. Moreover, “Maslow's hierarchy point[s] out
that students' fundamental needs and motivations—physiological necessities, safety,
belonging, esteem, and self-actualization—depend on social spaces and the college
environment, which in turn lead to outcomes that can manifest into either positive or
negative experiences” (Strayhorn, 2012).

Positive Implications
In looking at the implications of belongingness on college experiences and success
more broadly, belonging and acceptance are positively linked with student success,
motivation, and self-esteem. Each of these, in turn, can enable students to succeed
academically (Osterman, 358).
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As research shows in observing the outcomes associated with belonging, the
positive relationship is evident. Increased participation in classroom activities, prosocial
behaviors, investment in extracurricular activities, and reduction in school absences were
all indicated to be effects of positive belonging and positive social relations in the spaces of
education. Not only is the development of a positive sense of belonging beneficial for
student motivation, but also mental health. In predicting the mental health of college
students, Fink specifies that students’ sense of belonging as well as a supportive college
campus are indicators of positive mental health. The severity and prevalence of mental
health issues in college environments have recently led to increased rates of related
academic failure in higher education. In the social transition to college, students with a
higher sense of belonging experienced more ease with the experience of college. In this
study, sense of belonging positively predicted favorable mental health outcome scores. The
strong findings in the study support the idea that supportive and inclusive campus
environments that positively effect belongingness help increase the positive mental health
of student (Fink, 2014).
Furthermore, belonging also often gives students social networks. These social
networks can be avenues for academic success, career opportunities, and connections.
As McCabe details in the experiences of Valerie, a student at a Michigan University, a large
public four-year university, “college students use their friends for academic motivation.”
For example, “friendship networks provided a sense of home as a minority on a
predominantly white campus” (McCabe, 2016). This finding is reinforced by studies that
show peer acceptance and friendship consistently are correlated with higher achievement.
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When students are able to achieve a high sense of belonging, various factors come
together: self-esteem, self-actualization, and feelings of safety. Being “accepted, included, or
welcomed” leads to positive emotions, yet if feelings of “rejection, exclusions, or being
ignored” culminate, intense negative feelings are often a resulting factor (Osterman, 2000)

Negative Implications
As stated, sense of belonging is a basic human need. Therefore, the inability to
develop a sense of belonging at one’s college or university can have detrimental effects on
students who fall into this category. This low sense of belonging has implications not only
for one’s college experience, but also personally.
In general, “lack of belonging is associated with the incidence of mental and physical
illness and a broad range of behavioral problems ranging from traffic accidents to
criminality and suicide” (Osterman, 2000). In a college setting, overwhelming negative
feelings as a result of a low sense of belonging can also result in mental health problems
and failure to persist in college. Thus, belonging can impact the trajectory of one’s academic
career— influencing achievement, retention, and persistence.
In Hausmann’s work on belonging, a study was conducted to see if an intention to
persist through college could be predicted by the sense of belonging among those students.
In relation to the study of belonging, student persistence has been an underdeveloped
topic, especially on college campuses. However, the concept itself is not all that new. A
widely known model of student persistence by Tinto in the late 1980s that built upon even
earlier work theorized that the integration of students into their social and academic
environment was crucial to predicting whether that student would remain in college or not
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(Hausmann, 2007). Nonetheless, some models of student persistence do not center around
integration but instead student involvement. Astin’s alternative model relies on student
involvement because it relays actual student behavior as opposed to perceptions of
belonging (Fink, 2014). Yet, some students who are highly integrated into spaces of
leadership still feel out of place due to the lack of inclusion in those spaces. For example,
homogenous spaces of leadership that do can lead to feelings of isolation for those on the
outside of the dominant representation.
Furthermore, because sense of belonging is intertwined with the perception of
feeling accepted and “a major factor that contributes positively to an individual’s
psychological development,” there can be a profound negative impact on mental health
(Allen and Bowles, 2012). Consequences like this reveal that implications of a low sense of
belonging can be partly tied to persistence to complete one’s education, connectedness on
campus, student involvement and academic experiences. As a result, Strayhorn argues it is
important for educators to create conditions that foster belongingness in the classroom for
their students. Because a sense of belonging relies on academic and social integration, is
important to analyze both settings because of the varied effects on connectedness.
Moreover, Maslow’s model suggests that individuals “must adapt and adjust by
changing personal aspects to align with any situations or people that would warrant such
an adaptation” (Strayhorn, 2012). Strayhorn also discusses the dilemma of students of
color committing “cultural suicide” (Strayhorn, 2012). In order to better assimilate and
blend into the campus community, some students of color feel the need to sever themselves
from their cultural heritage. So, what happens when you must adapt and change nearly all
of your personal aspects to fit your college atmosphere? Perhaps, this is one of the negative
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implications that differentiates sense of belonging for students of color and that of white
students.
With the disproportionate effect of these outcomes of the environment on student
belonging, particularly students of color, I looked to further understand the impact on
students at UT Austin. Moreover, at less than 5% of the student population, I found it
important to explore levels of student belonging among black students at the University of
Texas at Austin in relation to the impacts of certain events and issues of campus climate.
Methods
In conducting research on belonging among African-American students at the
University of Texas, at Austin, I utilized two sources of data. The first source of data was a
series of three focus groups comprised of black students from different majors and
involvement on campus that were divided up by year. The second source of data was a
survey that was distributed through networks of students at UT. Both sources of data were
analyzed in the context of black students at the University of Texas at Austin.

Focus Groups
Design & Materials
The design of this study was configured to get a varied amount of experiences from
African-American students at the University of Texas at Austin. The questions along with
the decision for grouping by year was important for the flow of shared experiences
recounted throughout the focus group sessions. The focus groups were configured by
selection and voluntary participation. The design of the questions was set up for the
participating students to think about their experiences at UT in order to answer the final
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questions: How would you rate your sense of belonging on a scale from 1 to 5? The series of
questions included their academic, social, and broader campus experiences and were
intentionally ordered in a progression to best understand the students experience as they
thought about each answer. Furthermore, within the group environment, students can
better relate and feel comfortable in sharing their experiences, so the focus group was
configured in this manner.

Procedure
In order to carry out these focus groups, I submitted a formal proposal to the Institutional
Review Board. The purpose of my research, interview questions, and adesign of my original
data collection were all reviewed and vetted by the IRB.
During the interview portion of the study, I used a power point of question slides to
guide participants to think about their overall experience on campus to ultimately shape
their idea of sense of belonging at the University of Texas, at Austin more generally. Before
beginning the question section of the focus groups, I introduced the participants of the
purpose of this research and the context in which it is being studied. Lastly, I let the
participants know that their response was recorded.
There were five questions in total that were asked over the span of thirty minutes
per grouping. After being prompted with each question, student participants had the
opportunity to answer if they so choose. Each participant also responded to the questions
under an alias in order to protect their confidentiality. Once the question was asked, the
students were to discuss the topic amongst themselves and recount their experiences. At
the end of the session, each person was asked to rate their sense of belonging on campus
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generally on a scale from 1 to 5. These answers were essential to the overall analysis of
their answers.

Participants
The design of my research is focused on understanding the perspectives of black
students at UT Austin. I employed two methods in selecting students to participate in the
focus group. First, I used self-selection by soliciting participants through a survey and
social media outlets. This allowed me to acquire a number of students who were genuinely
interested in participating in the study. Secondly, I contacted students at UT Austin who I
know, am acquainted with, or have met in passing. These students comprised the majority
of the focus group participants. The population from which these students were drawn
from was the black student population at the University of Texas, at Austin. Primarily, the
students selected and self-selected are involved members of the community at UT and
frequent campus for more than simply day to day classes. In selecting participants, I
included both male and female students, different socioeconomic backgrounds, and age.
Students were assigned to groups based on the number of years they have been at the
University of Texas, at Austin with one exception. A student, who is a third-year,
participated in the age group below. Additionally, freshmen and sophomores were
combined in an underclassmen category because of their limited experiences at UT Austin
in one to two years. Nothing within the focus groups was randomized, although it could
have yielded different results if that was possible.

Survey
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Design & Procedure
Using the UT Qualtrics Survey Tool, I was able to collect information about sense of
belonging from students across various backgrounds that attend the University of Texas at
Austin. The survey was distributed during some organization meetings on campus, but it
was primarily distributed through electronic and social media outlets, such as GroupMe
and Facebook.
First, at the beginning of the survey, the purpose of the data collection to the
individuals who choose to participate voluntarily in the survey. Secondly, the survey
gathered student information through a series of preliminary questions to identify
race/ethnicity and year in college of the participant in order to ensure that the survey was
limited only to UT students. Lastly, the survey prompted the participant to answer a series
of questions about the academic and social components of their college experience in order
to get a representative assessment that is comparable to the focus group. Ultimately, after
the definition for the term sense of belonging, participants were asked to “rate your overall
sense of belonging at the University of Texas at Austin.” The survey was designed to
emulate the focus group participants’ process of thinking through their experiences in
different settings during their time at the UT.

Participants
The participants in this data collection were voluntarily completing the survey.
Before beginning the survey, each participant was prompted with a question that assured
their agreement to participate in the study. In this study, participants were students at the
University of Texas, at Austin from various ethnic groups and years. In total, there were
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170 participants. The breakdown for the report by race and/or ethnicity was 69 White
students, 40 Black students, 17 Latinx students, 31 Asian students, and 11 students who
selected other. As a result, the breakdown of participants by racial grouping was 40.6%
Caucasian or white, 23.5% African-American or black, 10% Latinx, 18.2% Asian or Pacific
Islander, and 6.4% Other. Although the representation of identities is not fully reflective of
the racial groupings on UT’s campus, the survey was used to better understand students’
views on belonging.
Analysis of Black Students Belonging
A major component of belonging is feeling wanted and accepted by the community
on your college campus. Within certain majors and classes, as beforementioned, diversity
tends to be sparse. Black students are often one or one of few students who identify as
African-American in their classes. In turn, it was evident in the personal discussions of the
focus group that this low representation in their classes affects students’ sense of
belonging.
In conducting a focus group with a selected group of African-American students at
the University of Texas at Austin, I was able to further analyze the concept of belonging
among blacks students in higher education. At a predominantly white institution like UT,
the black population makes up one of the most underrepresented demographics on
campus. Once again, the black student population is just nearly reaching 5% of the total
student population. Consequently, in discussions among the focus groups assembled for
research in this thesis, issues of lack of representation within their major,
microaggressions, and isolation were discussed broadly. After analyzing the information
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collected during these focus groups, three themes emerged. Among these black students,
they detailed accounts of isolation within academia, separation from campus, and
questioning of belonging. More broadly, a disconnectedness between their black
experience and the broader UT experience revealed some important issues that may reflect
the feelings that most black students encounter. Each of these themes was identified
throughout the three groups of students interviewed from the fourth year seniors to first
years at UT Austin.

Isolation in Academia
As Zumbrumm explores in “Support, belonging, motivation, and engagement in the
college classroom: a mixed method study,” it is argued that students spend the majority of
their college experience in the classroom—making it a crucial part of their experience and
often sense of belonging. Through research and studies carried out in the context of
belonging, the academic circumstance shapes a large portion of one’s college encounters
(Strayhorn, 2012). However, participants within this study conveyed a feeling of isolation
within their respective majors and academic environments. As expected, the lack of
representation across majors and honors programs proved to be an issue that was
discussed among the participants.
During the focus groups, participants detailed the feeling of being the only black
student in the classroom— a feeling that the majority of them had experienced. To provide
context, at a university with over 40,804 students, core classes tend to be large in size
(“Facts & Figures”, 2018). Jacob, a second year African and African Diasporas studies major,
shared that during his first year, he remembered “being in a really big class and there were
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not many people in there [who] were black in a class of two or three-hundred [students].”
For him, it was a point of realization that their experience at UT would be greatly impacted
because of their identity. As Michael Estevez quotes the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People, “your aloneness makes you visible” (Estevez, 2019).
Therefore, within the academic experience, there is a feeling a hypervisibility among
students of color, particularly black students, in these spaces due to the incredibly low
representation in the student population. In fact, many black students feel the added
pressure of being the “ideal student.” In a sense, due to the small black population at
predominantly white institutions like UT, black students are positioned within a hyper
level of visibility as well as accountability (Ray, 2012). For instance, if a black student
misses class, there is a higher likelihood that their absence will catch the professor’s
attention, especially if there is only a small set of black students in that class—sometimes,
placing more pressure on black students to ‘always be on.’
Yet, this experience of being isolated as a racial minority occurs in smaller sized
classes and majors as well. With small numbers and a lack of representation across majors,
particularly honors programs and smaller schools like architecture, participants discussed
the added pressure to “stay on top of their game” or “come correct” as one of the only black
students in the classroom. Sarah, a Business Honors and Plan II Honors double major, spoke
about her struggle with being the only black woman in her cohort of 150 students in the
Business Honors program. In fact, she contemplated dropping out of the program because
it began to take a toll on her mental health and grades. She further explained, “I didn’t
realize it would get to me until that moment when I was the only one,” the only black
woman. Additionally, two students spoke about their experience as architecture students
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where they are both one of four black students in their cohorts. Therefore, throughout the
discussion, it became evident that the demographics of the distribution of black students at
the university within the respective majors and programs also play a role in affecting
students’ sense of belonging.
Furthermore, the focus groups revealed a lack of connection to faculty in their
academic experiences. For the majority of the participants, some lacked a faculty
connection in all and others lacked one specifically in their major. Faculty support is a
component of academic motivation that is often overlooked. Though the relationships
between students and their peers cultivate belonging, faculty interactions provide an
additional layer of academic support (Rod, 2013). Nonetheless, students discussed the
feelings nervousness and their tendency to avoid speaking with their professors, especially
their “older, white male” professors and those that they perceive would not share similar
experiences with them. According to Komarruju in “The Role of Student-Faculty
Interactions in Developing College Students’ Academic Self-Concept, Motivation, and
Achievement, the takeaways from student-faculty relationships can be beneficial to
enhancing their success and drive in college (2010). The presence of relationships, formal
or informal, outside of the instructional and classroom settings, provide the opportunity for
students to feel supported in an academic-related or personal interaction (Komarruju,
2010). It has been revealed that students with a high sense of belonging tend to be well
connected with faculty and professors within their academic pursuit of interest (St-Amand,
2017).
An interesting finding within the discussion of student-faculty connections was the
prevailing importance of identity, whether intentionally or unintentionally. For the
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students who do have a faculty connection or valuable experience with a professor, in each
case, it was a younger faculty member or a person of color. Anna, a third-year architecture
major said, “I do feel connected to two professors within my major, but coincidently they
are also minorities, one is a black man within the school of architecture and the other
professor is a Hispanic woman that I go to for mentorship.” Additionally, Michael, a fourthyear senior within the Moody College of Communications, recounted an experience where
he felt supported by a professor, who is also a woman of color, consistently checked in on
him and discussed his coping with being the only black student in the classroom. These
comments along with other emphasize the need for representation and diversity not only
in the student population, but also within the faculty and staff. Because as Nettles found
“the ease of developing relationships with faculty was one of four factors that led to academic
integration for African American students” (Nettles, 1991).
Here, representation of students in a course can be crucial because, in some
instances, it is an easing factor in students’ engagement in the classroom. Yet, speaking up
in class can often be a double-edged sword. David, a fourth-year Corporate
Communications major, shared “I feel like if I am one of the only black people in the class, I
feel like other people need to hear [my perspective].” Sometimes, he mentioned, other
students live in a world without people of color or hearing their experiences, so it is
important for him and students like him to speak up. However, he mentioned how that is
something he felt he learned over the course of his four years. Sarah echoed his comments,
in explaining “you feel like you are one of the only and first representations” of black
people or people of color more broadly, “so I felt all of this responsibility to speak
eloquently and intelligently…because you can never change that first impression of what a
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black woman is in their mind.” Consequently, students don’t only feel this unwanted-ness,
but also the discomfort and burden of representing others when they are the only black
person or person of colors in the room.

Questioning of Belonging
A major component of belonging is feeling wanted and accepted by the community
on your college campus. Black students are often one or one of the few students who
identify as African-American in their classes. Therefore, often a lack representation itself,
as students discussed, makes them feel out of place. However, there is also an issue with
the campus climate and other issues that permeate— decreasing sense of belonging for
black students in particular. In the focus groups, participants discussed issues of racist
incidents on campus, tokenization in organizations, and lack of belonging in their major.
It is important to note that the political climate of the country more generally also
impacts students time at UT. Alyssa, a fourth year, spoke about an experience when she and
a friend were walking to the library on campus and she was called the N-word following
the Trump election. For students in the discussion, it was clear that incidences like these
threaten their belonging on campus. “You already feel kind of out of place on campus,”
Kimberly, a fourth year architecture major relayed, but she explained that when racist
happenings occur on campus and target her, she feels less and less safe and connected to
the campus.
Furthermore, there is the issue of tokenization. Because many organizations at UT
do lack diversity, some students discussed the feeling of not belonging or only being
selected to be in these spaces because of the color of their skin. For example, Anna, a third
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year, discussed her experience in a spirit group at UT. For reference, a spirit group at UT is
generally a group of students who serve the community and hold various social events for
their organization. A majority of spirit groups also have a long application process. Her first
semester, Anna decided to join a spirit group to make more friends in college. She says,
“when she did join, it was very odd…[there] was only four black girls and that is something
you notice…[immediately].” However, her experience with the lack of diversity in the group
worsened as she got involved in the selection process for her organization. She discusses
how her already low sense of belonging within the organization decreased, “that
experience [showed me] a lot of girls in the organization were letting people in who looked
like them…and when I tried to bring it to the [executive] board’s awareness, they tried to
implement inclusivity and ‘let in more girls who are unique’ without addressing the issue of
race clearly.” After this incident, she grappled with the wonder if she only got in because
she fits this category of “unique.” She has also since gone inactive in the organization
because of the feeling the organization is not as inclusive as it appears.
Lastly, Kimberly, a fourth year architecture major, talks about her inner struggle
with being a black student in her major. “I wasn’t Top 7%, but when [the representation of
black students in my major] was two black girls and two black guys in my year and two
black girls and two black guys in the year before…” and so on, it made her uncertain about
her place within a prestigious school like the UT School of Architecture. She goes on to say,
“alright, well this looks like a quota and am I really supposed to be here or was I one of the
few black girls in Texas to have applied to the architecture school…and that affected me
second guessing myself and how much I belonged here.” These external factors of
representation in her major led to her to question her belonging in all. As a figment of
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perception, belonging not only depends on exterior environment but also one’s internal
feeling.
Students of color often struggle internally with a sense of belonging aside from
different exterior factors as a consequence of imposter syndrome. The imposter syndrome
phenomenon “refers to an internal feeling of intellectual phoniness that is often
experienced.” In a study done at the University of Texas, it was shown that due to the high
incidence of perceived discrimination, African-American students, in particular, feel levels
of imposter syndrome differently (UT News, 2017). Among students of colors, especially
Latinx and African-American students, “imposterism” is usually racialized largely due to
stereotypes around the intelligence of certain racial groups (Peteet & Weekes, 2015). In
turn, these feelings of imposter syndrome can lead to higher levels of anxiety and
depression, which have an effect on academic performance and the college experience.
Furthermore, students discussed interactions with their peers that made them feel
like they don’t belong. These interactions in which their belonging or whether they
deserved to be a student at UT was questioned, only furthered this internal doubt of
belonging. Within these discussions, the topic of affirmative action was mentioned. Alyssa
shared how the conversations around affirmative action can potentially cause AfricanAmerican students to feel imposter syndrome or this feeling of am I actually supposed to be
here. Alyssa, a fourth-year Neuroscience major shared, “that doesn’t even include when
people blatantly question your ability, or whether or not you deserve to be here.” It can
even lead black students to question if they are really supposed to be at UT or not—
especially as they look around and do not see a lot of people who look like them in their
classes. Although students may be aware of their skill sets and abilities as a student, other
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students questioning if they are supposed to be in these spaces can further threaten
belonging.
With the sentiment that they do not belong at this university being perpetuated by
some of their peers, some black students feel like they do not have the chance to fail
outwardly—leading them to shy away from asking for help. For example, Jacob discussed
his freshman year and how he initially struggled, but he “didn’t use the resources to deal
with situations where” he felt discomfort. Instead, he felt the need to “fak[e] that
everything was going okay” because of his pride and the perception that people around him
were already expecting him to fail. Thus, not only is there an increased likelihood for black
students to question themselves as they navigate predominantly white spaces, but also an
aggregate effect when their environment emphasizes their differences.

Separation from Campus
Throughout the focus group, it became evident that there are various separating
factors between the black student population and UT Austin. As many noted, the black
community at times feels like a “separate world” from the campus at large. Subsequently,
this has implications for student identity, involvement, as well as sense of belonging.
When asked to rate their sense of belonging, many participants struggled because
their sense of belonging in the black community at times was higher than the campus as a
whole because they did not feel integral to the campus. Katherine, a fourth-year Public
health major said, “I feel like there are multiple facets…I don’t know why I cannot mush
[my rate of belonging in the black community and UT more generally] together, but in each
space, I feel different.” Among the participants, there was a consensus that in some the
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black community feels largely disconnected from the UT community and sometimes, the
Longhorn experience. Therefore, for those who joined other organizations and got involved
outside of the ‘black community’ tended to be on the outskirts of what is the black
community and others became increasingly entrenched in it. Because there is only so much
time in every day that a student can spend in different compartments—academic, social,
personal life— there is a struggle to successfully straddle both worlds.
For students who have been involved in other spaces across campus, they tended to
feel disconnected from the black community. Katherine, a public health major detailed that
her feeling of belonging in the black community is lower than that of UT more generally.
Also, Sarah in her third-year at UT, said “I have always felt on the fringes of the black
community…I don’t feel super connected to the black community on campus.” She
continued to explain, “the things I was interested weren’t always the things that other black
people were interested in,” Sarah shared, which made her feel like she had to often choose
between her interests and being in the black community. Moreover, it reveals this
separation between campus involvement more broadly and involvement within one’s own
community. Emily, a second-year History major, also talked about how not being involved
in the black community did weigh on her at the beginning of her college career. She
struggled with the feeling of not being “black enough” for the community and not “white
enough” in other communities. As their sense of belonging declined on campus generally or
on the outskirts of the black community at UT, some participants discussed their decision
to join a spirit group or other social organizations. Emily discussed that she joined and was
looking to meet more people on campus, but even in this space, she felt underrepresented
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in her identity. Therefore, it became obvious that the black community is not very
represented in these spaces of whiteness on campus.
On the other hand, black students who choose to become more embedded and
involved in the social aspects of the black community ended up feeling like an outsider in
their academic circles. Kimberly said, “I always felt on the outskirts of what is sort of the
architecture community, but I would say a lot of it was my own doing because when they
were having an event, I would think ‘oh, I am going to be hanging out with my black
friends’.” Part of this feeling is due to homophily and racial cohesion. Homophily is a
phenomenon in which “friends share similarities due to individual tendencies to befriend
like-others and because the initial similarity tends to get stronger over time through
successive interactions.” (Syed & Juan, 2011). In fact, it is argued to serve as an identityrelated support mechanism for college students. As peers are a typically important source
of support for college students, finding “friendship homophily” provides comfort in the
need not to explain the similar part of one’s identity and contributes to their racial
cohesion. This affiliation with groups of racially or culturally similar people combats
pejorative stereotypes and racism (Wright, 2008).
Moreover, beyond the social component of belonging, there appeared to be a tradeoff that black students faced between their identity and other priorities. In other words,
their blackness often took a back seat. Kimberly also stated, “I feel like, during my first two
years, I felt very connected, especially to what was…the black community…, but now I am
more disconnected…because I am more focused on school.” In fact, Katherine felt this way
as well. As a fourth-year Public health major, she spoke about how when you are trying to
get more serious, it gets a lot harder to stay involved in the black community. In fact, she
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began to feel closer to her science community as she studied and worked towards her
academic goals. However, now she does not feel as connected to the black community.
Because black students often do not see people that look like them in their classes, it is as if
part of their identity is absent from their academic and outside pursuits. Thus, they must
outsource and seek that connection to their identity, unlike most students. This is only one
example of the sacrifices or trade-offs that some black students are found to be faced with.
The spatial disconnect was another interesting trade-off. In the “freshman year,
black UT was strong in the Jester dormitory,” communications senior Micheal noted.
However, for him and other students living in West Campus—closer in proximity to UT’s
campus— they felt separated from those who lived in Riverside. Students in West Campus
opted to spend more money to live closer to campus while others were constrained
financially and so had to live further away, which had implications for their campus
involvement. For example, Riverside creates distance between those students and the
campus more broadly. The spatial separation makes it difficult for students living in
Riverside, which disproportionately affects Black and Latinx students, to get involved and
stay connected on campus. In fact, the system of transportation and commuting for these
students worsens this issue.
Lastly, Alyssa, a fourth-year student talked about how working off campus has
limited the amount of time she gets to spend on campus. “Because I’m not on campus as
often and I am not around my community, my sense of belonging or connection to UT, in
general, is pretty low.” Her time spent at work and other obligations, as she reflected, did
not allow her to allot time for organization meetings and spending time within the
community.
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There is a multitude of separating factors that students experience. Students only
have a finite amount of time to spread thinly between academics, involvement, work, and
other priorities. Consequently, some students more than others are driven to sacrifice their
sense of belonging at UT because of this.

Sense of Belonging for black students at UT
In understanding sense of belonging for the students within the focus group, it was
crucial for them to think about their academic, social, and general campus experiences.
Overall within the focus group, the average sense of belonging was directly in between the
lowest and highest ratings of belonging. As a black student, campus climate, racial
incidents, classroom experience, and other issues become potential threats to the students’
sense of belonging as they expressed; however, some interesting points of view were
shared about other positive and negative impacts on their belonging.
Nonetheless, within the groups of participants, there were a few outliers with a
higher sense of belonging in the 4 to 5 range. Specifically, for these participants, each
conveyed a strong sense of integration into their community, both socially and
academically. For example, one of these participants mentioned the importance of New
Black Student Weekend to their acclimation to the university and feeling a sense of
community at a large university like UT. For context, New Black Student Weekend is a
program put on through the Multicultural Engagement center that welcomes selfidentifying African-American students to the university and focuses on providing these
students with both general information about the college experience as well as information
that is unique to their identity as a black student on a predominantly white campus.
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Furthermore, Katherine, fourth-year Public Health major discussed their academic
program specifically geared towards women in natural sciences (WINS) as a crucial factor
in their academic success. Unlike many students, Katherine mentioned she did not have to
navigate the College of Natural Sciences on their own or experience discouraging advisors.
But what about those students who do not find programs to help guide them through their
college experience? They typically have a lower sense of belonging. On average, students
that tended to have a higher sense of belonging on the scale actively sought out places of
belonging. Sarah, a third year, recounted that after she felt very out of place in her major,
she got involved in student government, joined a spirit group, and took on a leadership role
in a black student organization. These roles enabled her to redefine a unique UT experience
for herself.
Within the focus group, there was a great amount of disconnectedness or lack of
belonging to the university as a whole. In the classroom, social settings, and the campus
more broadly, the focus group of black students had an average overall sense of belonging
of 3.1 on a scale from one to five. In order to better understand this average, I will describe
the trend of belonging over the average four-year college experience. As a freshman, Faith
recounted her experiences thus far—most of which have been fairly positive. To better
contextualize her experience, throughout the 2018 – 2019 school year, there have not been
many climatic or racially charged incidences on campus aside from the Brett Kavanagh
protest. Faith, a first-year Art and Entertainment Technologies major, said she feels
connected within the black community, which makes her feel like she belongs at UT more
generally. However, she noted that she does not feel particularly connected to the campus
at large. If you analyze most first-year experiences, they are relatively positive if they found
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a sense of community within the first year of being on campus. Yet, there are some students
who struggle significantly in their first year, like Sarah as mentioned previously. In these
focus groups, there was not a freshman who had that experience. Next, the sophomore and
juniors tended to rate their sense of belonging in no discrete pattern. Between their second
and third years, students are faced with other obstacles, harder classes, and sometimes
more involvement. Lastly, the seniors tended to have a higher sense of belonging for
various set of reasons. Potentially, this is an effect of looking back on the college experience
as a whole with feelings of nostalgia before they graduate from the university.
An interesting feeling that students have experienced was the disconnect between
their academic interests, social interactions, and being involved in the black community.
Although a majority of students felt connected to other black students or the black
community in some form at the beginning of their college experience, most discussed a
problem in having to choose between their involvement in the community and the
involvement that related to their academic careers and outside interests. For this reason,
most sacrificed their connection to the black community for areas of academic interest.
Unlike most groups of students because of the size of the black community, black
students have to seek out belonging in the black community as well as campus more
broadly. Katherine, who is a fourth-year Public health major and also involved in
organizations like student government and the Black Health Professionals Organization,
commented. “I don’t think my white peers have to think about reaching out of their racial
networks.”
Although Kimberly felt very connected to the black community at first while on the
outskirts of the architecture school and community, the tables turned once she became
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more and more focused on school. However, the question is, is it possible to be socially and
academically connected at the same time while balancing other priorities? “As you get
more serious [in school]…, it gets a lot harder to stay involved in the black community,
Katherine echoed. It was evident that often there was a need to also choose between the
friends made in academic settings and the black community because they often do not
overlap.
Mentorship is an important factor for black students and the positive development
of a sense of belonging. Kimberly discussed how being able to reach out to older black
students in the school of Architecture made her feel supported. Furthermore, Alyssa shared
how the Black Health Professionals organization is a space where “[she] can go to with
welcoming arms and [knows] they are going in a similar direction,” in terms of career. It is
also a space where there is an exchange of information on networks, what courses or
professors to take, and other factors relating to career and academic progression. For
Alyssa, she explained it is where “the black community and science meets” in her eyes.
These networks of communication with those who have similar experiences as the younger
students provided support.
In all sense of belonging as a measurable factor enables a better understanding of
their experiences on campus. This is crucial in defining their place within the broader
student population in order to address the needs of all students on campus.

Results of the Survey
To better contextualize the analysis of the experiences of the black students who
served as participants in previously discussed focus groups, a survey was administered to

54

Allen
the larger UT student body. While the focus group showed a subset of black students'
experiences with belongingness, the survey brings new information about a wider subset
of students at UT Austin. In fact, the information collected further emphasizes the need to
address belonging within the black community and provides a background for the
information gathered about black students in the focus groups.
In this survey, the responses were analyzed through the lens of ethnic and racial
groups that the participants indicated on the survey. In looking at the distribution of sense
of belonging a scale from 1 to 5 (5 being the highest), it is evident that black students are
disproportionately experiencing a lack of belonging compared to other racial groups at UT.
47.36% of those participants who identify as African-American or black indicated a low
sense of belonging, i.e. a rating of 2 or below. No other group indicated such a high overall
low sense of belonging. Furthermore, the black participant group did not have any
indication among the participants of a 5, or a very high sense of belonging. Yet, all other
racial/ethnic groups had at least 9.83% of participants deem that they had a 5, or a very
high sense of belonging.
Nonetheless, the survey also shed light on the issue of belonging at the University of
Texas more broadly. In the survey results, it is clear that within every group of participants
regardless of race or ethnicity, there are students who struggle with a low sense of
belonging. In fact, any defined group of students has at the very least 15.63% of
participants that feel a low sense of belonging. Therefore, belonging needs to continue to be
studied on a larger scale across campus.
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Proposal
As these findings suggest, black students at UT still struggle to find a place.
Following a legacy of exclusion from segregated higher education institutions, there is still
progress to be made. As a result, this proposal will identify the issues that black students
can face and provide insight and solutions from the perspective of the student experience.
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At the University of Texas at Austin, one of the long-discussed actions has been the
need to increase numbers. This research reinforce that need—this is, in fact, a numbers
game to some extent. Yet, before steps are taken to further increase the number of black
students on campus, UT must also work on issues related to changes in faculty
representation, the campus environment, and the integration of black students into the
Longhorn experience.
At our peer public institutions like the University of California at Berkeley, there are
concentrated efforts that demonstrate a commitment to building a diverse and culturally
inclusive campus. In this proposal, I will use UC Berkeley’s diversity, equity, and inclusion
report among other similar university initiatives to construct a proposal for the University
of Texas at Austin.

Proposed Changes in the Academy
A cross-cutting theme in the focus group interviews is that what happens in the
classroom is a cornerstone of students’ sense of belonging in majors, colleges, and in the
classroom. “Existing research indicates that, although the attributes of students themselves
are difficult to change, institutions can intentionally shape learning environments”
(Hausmann, 2007). Thus, how can we work to make the academic environment at UT
supportive?
First, faculty representation and diversity are crucial. As noted above, black
students often feel most connected and comfortable with faculty of color. However, UT
faculty is 75.4% is white. In many ways, the state of diversity within the faculty at UT is
worse than the student population. Meanwhile, faculty of color are reduced to 23.5% and
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black faculty, less than 4% (“Spotlight on Data”, 2018). Now, in analyzing these numbers
and their impact on the student population, it is important to consider how thinly spread
faculty of color are across not only different colleges but also the undergraduate and
graduate levels. Consequently, students have limited, or no opportunity taught or mentored
by professors of color if they attend one of the top state schools in the world.
Not only is race an issue, but also gender. One the one hand, about half of all faculty
is female (48.4 versus 51.6%) but these women are not equally distributed across the
university (“Spotlight on Data”, 2018). This means that many female undergraduates have
limited opportunity to engage with professionals who have likely had experiences more
similar to theirs than any male counterpart. As a student within the government
department, I have seen the overwhelming presence of male faculty in comparison to
female. In fact, I have had to scour syllabi and course schedules to find one female professor
in my own major.
It is apparent that students of color look to interact with professors who relate to
their experiences in addition to the majority population of professors. As a consequence of
the lack of diversity within the faculty teaching at the University of Texas, the small number
of professors from diverse backgrounds are inundated with students who want mentorship
and guidance and help with the progression of their careers. With many students and so
few professors, the important aspect of mentorship because it is time-consuming labor
beyond the curriculum of the classroom is diminished.
Moreover, the academic environment that is shaped by professors and students is
equally important. In order to cultivate a learning environment that values the experiences
of all students, faculty diversity training is a critical step that peer institutions have taken.
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These trainings also could work to abate student encounters with culturally insensitive or
threatening comments made by their superiors in classrooms and faculty-student
interactions.
There must also be an effort to deconstruct elitist or privileged conventions within
these academic spaces. Not all students come from backgrounds of understanding the
college experience as a first-year and thus, that experience must be normalized by changing
some language or furthering explanations in discussions of academia. There are ideas of
elitism that often favor homogeneity over diversity and unequal distribution of resources.
These elitist attitudes at work contest student belonging in making spaces of academia less
accessible (Hurtado, 1992). For example, institutions often limit curriculum that is ‘too
radical’ or challenges the status quo from the perspective of marginalized groups.
Furthermore, the curriculum could combat this environment by instituting new
undergraduate curriculum that centers around building and understanding the language
and ability to carry out dialogue in a diverse society that includes interactions with people
who are different from one another.
As low rates of student persistence and degree completion persist as a major
concern at universities across the United States, UT is not immune to this issue (Strayhorn,
2012). However, in improving the environment, it is important to look for factors within
academia that can worsen or improve belonging in addressing these concerns.
Proposed Changes in Cultural integration
In order to improve diversity and inclusivity on UT’s campus, there must be steps
made towards actual cultural integration. Campus environment and the lack of cultural
integration can influence marginalized students, who by simply attending a predominantly
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white institution develop can develop feelings of isolation, a lack of belonging, or perceived
racial discrimination. Today’s students must deal with less overt methods of racism,
discrimination, and microaggressions, but why is that? And the bigger question is, how do
change that?
While spaces like the Multicultural Engagement Center and the Malcolm X Lounge
are positive additions to the campus for black students, the campus itself should be an
inclusive and safe space for black students. There need to be more than two spaces for
black students to feel a sense of belonging. Because students must navigate numerous
spaces and contexts throughout their college experience, the university should make an
effort to mitigate negative encounters with cultural insensitivity and racial
microaggressions. There is an opportunity to do this and cultivate belongingness among
diverse and marginalized students like the black student population by implementing a
culturally engaging campus environment model (Museus, 2014).
With attention to cultural relevance of the campus and cultural responsiveness by
the institution, students of color might feel more supported by an institution like UT. In
improving campus climate, there must be a level of cultural relevance, or the degree to
which cultural factors are integrated into the university, that is upheld. In addition, it is
arguably more important that cultural responsiveness is institutionalized at UT. On such a
large campus with vocal students, it is inevitable that issues of campus climate or racialized
incidents will occur. Therefore, as a university, it is imperative that there are efforts to
properly address these incidents with cultural sensitivity when necessary. Especially in the
incidence of racially charged issues, there must be a focus on managing the event without
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erasing the importance of difficult, but critical discussions that surround the issue of race
as it pertains to the events.
Creating an affirming campus climate is only possible if all members of the
university community—faculty, students, and staff—are committed to it and held to the
same standards of accountability in upholding it (Jones, 2001). And “to create a more
positive campus racial climate, diversity and inclusion as well as social justice and antiblackness must be integrated into the campus environment and culture” (Mwangi, 2018).
Institutions like UC Berkeley have advance campus climate for its students through
research, reports, and an action-based effort of cultural integration and inclusion.
In making strides towards improving the campus climate of UT, the university needs
to institutionalize its efforts of diversity and inclusion. A university-wide survey should be
administered to better assess the ever-changing needs and experiences of students, faculty,
and staff. Every 2 to 4 years, this survey could work as a tracker of the beginning and end of
one’s experience in their four- or five-year college career. UT’s peer institution of UC
Berkeley collected data through its campus climate survey to evaluate factors such as
exclusion, respect, and general campus climate. With this data, the university identified
gaps in campus climate to address from its important stakeholders—students and faculty.
Although there is a current report and Campus Climate Response Team at UT Austin, it falls
short in thoroughly surveying the student and faculty populations with targeted questions.
Or perhaps the information is simply not presented in a clear and accessible manner.
Further, reporting the findings in a public report is important in holding the university and
administration accountable to the progress of diversity and representation.
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UT still has progress to make in creating a culturally and socially integrated
experience for its students, especially those students of color. Although the campus is no
longer a majority white institution with a Caucasian population of 41.1%, it still operates in
this way. In actuality, as the diversity of the student population continues to expand among
some racial/ethnic groups, it is beginning to develop into a multicultural student body. Yet,
the campus itself does not adequately support these minority groups. 59% of the
undergraduate student population is not white, yet this majority made up of Latinx
students, Black students, Muslim students, LGBTQ+ students, students with disabilities, and
more diverse populations still gets lost in the bureaucracy of an institution that serves its
white students first through inaccurate faculty representation, a lack of social
acclimatization for students of color, and insufficient support.
Once again, numbers and representation play a major role in facilitating this
integration. As black students are underrepresented across campus in their respective
organizations, majors, interests, and so on, it can be difficult to navigate these spaces in
which more often than not they are one of few. However, aside from the evident solution of
increasing numbers, how can the university facilitate a more effective cultural integration?
One feasible way is the expansion of the definition of what it means to be a
Longhorn to better include marginalized groups and cultures. It is not a new idea that
membership is not only about being in or out of a group, but also the development of
personal identification and a social identity with that group or community (Muccielli,
1980). In further increasing black student identification with the Longhorn experience,
there must be a space for them to fit in without having to forgo all parts of their identity. In
effect, there needs to be a transition from black students holding the idea of their college
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experience as just getting their education unscathed, as David framed it, to having an
experience in which these students can and believe they can thrive.
The university can achieve this goal by reinforcing and implementing some of the
following examples. Increasing access to resources and information for minority students
bridges the gap of higher education. In a way, this also works to deconstruct elitist
structures that are built into the college experience in assuming that every student is aware
of the resources to be successful in college. Establishing resources for students looks like
“structured diversity programming targeting students in the first year (Hu & Kuh, 2003). In
addition, programs like these also connect students with others outside of their own race,
which is key for intellectual development around race” (Hurtado, 2013). Moreover, there
should be an effort to aligning resources with the needs of Black students to ensure their
success. This includes administrators acknowledging the role the institutions played in
reifying racial inequity and racist structures (Mwangi, 2018). These efforts build the
resources and support for black students, which, in turn, can increase the sense of
belonging among black students.
At a premier institution like UT Austin, we have problem solvers and thinkers who
are also stakeholders in shaping campus climate. Therefore, diversity, representation, and
cultural integration cannot be looked at as a problem too big to solve. At other universities,
there are campus funds and grants for improving campus climate that construct innovative
action plans to address exclusion and social integration in order to move towards a more
inclusive and welcoming campus. Therefore, if we as a university are truly dedicated to
fostering a caring university community that provides leadership for constructive
participation in a diverse, multicultural world, there must be adequate financial backing.
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The university itself has to not only acknowledge the areas where change would be
influential,but actively make effort to creating that change.
While the blueprint for a perfect approach to diversity and marginalized group
belonging on college campuses likely does not exist, these suggestions act as a way of
improving the University of Texas at Austin to better fit the needs of its students. As an
institution, there must be an effort to find the commonalities among students of all
backgrounds.

Limitations
Although there were limitations in the original data collected, it provides a closer
and deeper look into the experiences of black students at the University of Texas at Austin.
Still, I want to note the limitations of the study. The focus groups included selected
members of the black community by a mutual connection; therefore, the participants were
primarily those heavily involved in the black community or on campus more broadly with
the exception of two participants. Consequently, the results of the focus groups
overrepresent the experiences of the students who are involved and connected on campus
to various networks thus likely skewing their sense of belonging upwards. Additionally, the
sample included 14 selected participants. While there was an intentional attempt to select
participants that represented different majors, involvement in different communities, and
leadership roles, the selection process was not random and thus, every identity within the
black student population was not represented. Nonetheless, cross-cutting issues in relation
to belonging were revealed through the research conducted.
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Conclusion
The concluding ideas of this thesis demonstrate that belonging is a crucial area of
study to improve the experiences of underrepresented students, like the 5% blacks student
population at the University of Texas at Austin. And it is crucial in showing black students
that they do belong here.
I sought out to gather information and data regarding belongingness and blackness
at a large predominantly white institution. My objective was to uncover the key factors
impacting black student belonging and how that sense of belonging fits into the broader
scheme of the UT undergraduate student population. With the cross-cutting themes of
faculty influence on black student persistence, campus environment affecting their
experiences, and the need for a stronger sense of belonging among black students, I have
been able to identify areas and issues that need to be addressed in an effort to look to
where we go from here.
From a review of the history of black students at the University of Texas at Austin
since integration in 1956, it is evident that we have progressed, but how far? Black
students in the late 1950s endured blatant racism and exclusion from students, staff,
faculty, and administration. While current students are not faced with nearly as outright
racially charged incidents, they must overcome microaggressions, exclusionary
environments, and a continued lack of representation.
As a social psychological phenomenon, a better understanding of belonging
initiatives could greatly benefit black students at universities across the nation, including
the University of Texas at Austin, as it impacts student motivation and behavior. Findings
are clear that “students who experience acceptance are more highly motivated and
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engaged in learning and more committed to school” (Osterman, 2000). Further, the
findings of this thesis demonstrate that what the University of Texas at Austin is currently
doing is still not enough.
For me, in looking at the experiences of black students, the study was significant in
documenting the personal perspectives about the UT experience beyond the statistics. For
the advancement of the black student population, I felt the importance of obtaining real
stories about struggles and achievements. Furthermore, these narratives around belonging
provided constructive information about the social, academic, and cultural trials of being
an African-American student on UT Austin’s campus.
With the information provided, it is undeniable that action in diversity initiatives is
the next step. While numbers are important in addressing the lack of diversity in the
student population at UT, inclusion is a necessary step in making space for students to
come.
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