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Abstract 

 

Black Student Voices: Exploring the Expectations and Lived Experiences of 

Belonging as Recruited and Enrolled Students at Two Flagship Institutions 

 

Ka’rin Kai Thornburg, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 

 

Supervisor:  Richard J. Reddick 

 

Using qualitative methodology and critical race theory (CRT), this study centers Black 

students’ voices in issues of access, diversity, equity, and inclusion in higher education. Its three 

research questions increase awareness and present opportunities to enhance Black students’ 

representation and belonging at flagship institutions. These questions explore Black students’ 1) 

expectations and factors of belonging during the college choice process; 2) lived experiences once 

enrolled and the factors that drive their enrollment recommendations to future Black prospective 

students; 3) recommendations for university administrators that they believe will improve interest, 

representation, and belonging. In total, 33 participants at two institutions in the Midwest and 

Southwest U.S. completed a guided writing exercise, focus group or individual interview, and 

demographic questionnaire. I analyzed this data using CRT techniques and narrative descriptions 

to contextualize the participants’ experiences and related policies and practices that perpetuate 

inequity and exclusion.  

Critical findings from the above analysis are summarized as follows. First, more than half 

of the participants did not think, were not worried, or were optimistic about their belonging during 
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the college choice process regarding diversity and campus climate (57%), academics (71%), social 

and cultural opportunities (66%), and overall fit (63%). Second, their lived experiences more 

frequently influenced positive belonging in academic performance and social engagement with 

Black and other students of color and negative classroom interactions and social engagement with 

White students. Additionally, when considering institutional resources, academic opportunities, a 

desire to change Black enrollment, and other factors, upwards of 85% recommended their 

institution to Black prospective students. Third, the participants’ recommended strategies for 

admissions and university administrators reinforce beliefs that the most assured way to increase 

Black students’ interest (applications), representation (admission/enrollment), and belonging is to 

have more Black students on campus.  

Consequently, the study’s implications acknowledge and validate Black students’ by 

employing institutional missions and resources to create new knowledge and actions from 

culturally relevant, inclusive, and responsive research. Further, they call for direct, intentional, and 

compassionate responses to Black students’ needs as well as collaborative efforts with internal and 

external partners to strengthen relationships and outcomes with schools, communities, advocates, 

and Black students.  

 

Keywords: African American, Black, Campus climate, College Choice, College transition, 

Enrollment, Historically White institution, Predominantly White institution, Public flagship 

institution, Sense of belonging 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 As evidenced by the surge in diversity-focused initiatives in higher education, efforts to 

increase equity and access are a core mission for many U.S. colleges and universities. Institutional 

diversity plans, officers, and minority-student recruitment programs demonstrate intentional steps 

to shape communities of diverse people, perspectives, and ideas. Nevertheless, students of color, 

and Black students, in particular, remain severely underrepresented at many colleges and 

universities. Their historical exclusion and continued inadequate and stagnant representation calls 

scholars and practitioners to examine how Black student enrollment is both a cause and effect of 

challenges in campus climate, sense of belonging, and student success, particularly at selective 

and predominantly White institutions (PWI). 

 Today’s national racial climate, as publicized by the growing number of racially-motivated 

incidents, has seemingly emboldened anti-Blackness as well as White supremacy through 

xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and oppression of other marginalized groups. During the two-year 

period of data collection and analysis for this study, the U.S. has seen a surge in hate crimes and 

racial violence against Black individuals. Namely, targeted acts that weaponize White privilege 

and the normalization of violent policing for increasingly unfounded or non-violent offenses, 

including Ahmaud Arbrey, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and countless others. Additionally, the 

growing acknowledgment and alignment with Black Lives Matter as a movement or a philosophy 

directly challenges these racial attitudes. Statistical evidence also affirms the shift in increased hate 

and anti-Black racism. For instance, the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), a non-profit civil 

rights legal advocacy group established in 1971, found U.S. hate groups rose 30% from 2014 to 

2018 (Beirich, 2019). White supremacist groups continue to surge in the Trump era experiencing 

a 22% growth among neo-Nazi groups from 2016 to 2017 and nearly 50% growth among White 
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Nationalists from 2017 to 2018 (Beirich, 2019; Potok, 2017). Further, of the 8,327 single-bias hate 

crime offenses reported to the FBI in 2018, approximately 60% were classified as 

racial/ethnic/ancestry bias with anti-Black discrimination accounting for the largest portion of 

crimes at 47% (FBI UCR, 2018).  

Similarly, the current divisive national rhetoric of racial tension, intolerance, and conflict 

has permeated the realm of higher education with increased incidents that raise alarms around 

campus racial climate. For example, the U.S. Department of Education (2017) showed a 25% 

increase from 2015 to 2016 in the number of reported hate crimes on post-secondary campuses. 

This significant increase, of which racial bias accounted for more than 40%, followed a relatively 

steady five-year trend and directly correlated with the 2016 presidential campaign and election 

(Bauman, 2018; U.S. Dept. of Ed., 2017). Further, White Supremacist propaganda on U.S. college 

campuses increased 77% during the 2017-2018 academic year, an additional 7% in the 2018-2019 

academic year, and doubled in the number of semester-over-semester incidents in fall 2019 (Anti-

Defamation League, 2018; 2019; 2020). Given this escalation of reported propaganda and racial 

incidents on college campuses and the likelihood of unreported or racially-charged incidents not 

defined as hate crimes, selective and PWIs may struggle extinguish reputations of historical 

exclusionary practices, racism, elitism, or inaccessibility as they work to minimize the isolation 

and increase the enrollment and inclusion of Black students.  

 This chapter provides a brief overview of the underrepresentation of Black students in 

higher education, sample factors that contribute to their sense of belonging and campus climate, 

and how this study aims to contribute to the scholarship on Black students’ experiences in an effort 

to frame institutional recruitment and enrollment practices. It also includes the study’s background, 
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problem statement, purpose, research questions, significance, and definition of terms as well as a 

brief overview of the direction of the literature review, and methodology and procedures.  

BACKGROUND 

 The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), a frequently cited higher education 

data source, shows decades of disturbing trends in enrollment and degree attainment for Black and 

African American students.  Across all degree-granting postsecondary institutions from 1976 to 

2018, Black students experienced minimal gains in undergraduate enrollment distribution of 

approximately +3.8% compared to +15.9% for Hispanic students (NCES, 2019, 306.20). When 

considering undergraduate students at four-year institutions, Figure 1.1 below illustrates trends in 

Black, White, and Hispanic student enrollment. As shown, changes in White (-29%) and Hispanic 

(+17%) student enrollment reflect the nation’s demographic shift toward a majority-minority 

citizenry. Yet and still, White students notably maintained majority representation while Black 

students increased a mere +3.1% during the same 42-year period (NCES, 2019, 306.10).  

Figure 1.1 College Enrollment Trends by Race/Ethnicity 

Note: This graph illustrates (a) the percent of 18-24 year olds by race who are enrolled in any college and (b) four-
year undergraduate enrollment trends by race. Source: National Center for Education Statistics (a) NCES, 2019, 
302.60; (b) NCES, 2019, 306.10. 
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Figure 1.1 also demonstrates steady gains and recent declines in the percentage of 18-24 year old 

Black students’ enrolled in any postsecondary institution (NCES, 2019, 302.60). The same 

illustration shows Hispanic students’ strong upward trends and White students’ relatively steady 

trends during the same period. Asian students, whose enrollment was first standardized and tracked 

nationally in 1989, reported as approximately 46% in 1989, 56% in 2000, 64% in 2010, and 59% 

in 2018. Although all groups experienced annual enrollment fluctuations from 2010 to 2018, Black 

students experienced the most significant and steady yearly declines from 38.4% in 2010 to 32.6% 

in 2014 (NCES, 2018, 302.60).  

Whether exploring overall postsecondary enrollment, four-year undergraduate enrollment, 

or college enrollment by age group, the data validates scholarly research agendas and findings of 

limited equity and access for Black students in U.S. higher education. Subsequently, Harper et al. 

(2009) note a variety of factors that have undermined more than a century of productive policy 

efforts to increase Black student representation. These factors include over-reliance on racially-

biased college entrance exams, consistent attempts to dismantle affirmative action policies, 

statewide admissions standards for public postsecondary education without addressing inequities 

in public K-12 schools, and reports of racism and negative Black student experiences at PWIs. 

Given these systemic barriers to Black students’ higher education enrollment and degree 

attainment, increasing their representation is not without challenges, especially at selective and 

PWIs and in competitive disciplines. 

One of the more direct and shared challenges affecting Black college students are racist 

and otherwise negative overt and covert attacks resulting in inhospitable environments and 

isolating experiences (Bourke, 2016; Feagin et al., 1996; Harper et al., 2009; Solórzano et al., 

2000; Wilkins, 2014). Researchers Feagin et al. (1996) suggest while college is designed to 
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enhance student’s personal and collective identities, it becomes “an unfriendly place [that] is likely 

to have a negative impact on both self-esteem and personal identity” for many students who 

experience incidents or sense they are not wanted or welcomed (p. 56). For example, the University 

of Oklahoma has made headlines the last several years regarding ongoing activity promoting 

bigotry and racism. In January 2019, the campus dealt with two cases of blackface, including one 

that drew national attention as video of a student in blackface using racial slurs and epithets 

circulated on social media. Days later a student encountered a second incident of an unknown 

individual walking the campus in blackface and a disguise. Both incidents resulted in town halls, 

protests, and calls for greater attention and more direct action from university leadership to campus 

racism and climate issues. One prominent Black professor was quoted saying he has not 

experienced the narrative that the institution is racially inhospitable. Nevertheless, the effect on 

the student body was undeniable with expressions that students were upset, afraid of being 

harassed on campus, and having difficulty staying focused in class (Mangan, 2019). The 

University of Oklahoma is but one example of institutions that are consistently plagued by racial 

intolerance and overt acts of racism in the midst of efforts to create a more welcoming environment 

for diverse and underrepresented students.  

While university responses to racist and discriminatory incidents rightly prioritize the 

existing campus community, prospective students and their families are not immune to its negative 

effects. For example, student protests concerning unaddressed racial issues at the University of 

Missouri in 2015 received national attention that led to the resignation of both the president and 

chancellor as well as a 30% decline in overall student enrollment (Brown, 2018). Although some 

university administrators believed negative media exaggerated events on the ground, others argued 

the protests accurately depicted campus tension and the resulting demands for change. In fact, 
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some students stated the protests ensued from a culmination of hostile environments and discontent 

for the institution’s inaction to increase the number of Black students and faculty (Kingkade et. 

al., 2015). In either case, and despite institutional leaders’ alternate probable causes for enrollment 

challenges, Brown reported negative media were among the factors that led to a 23% decrease in 

the next enrolling freshmen class.  

 Some incidents, however, target prospective students more directly and disrupt institutional 

efforts to increase the enrollment of racially and ethnically underrepresented students on campus. 

For instance, in February 2016, 60 juniors from Uplift Hampton Preparatory, a predominantly 

Black, inner-city Dallas, TX area high school, encountered taunts, the “N-word” and other racial 

slurs from White Texas A&M University students as they participated in a campus tour (Reddick, 

2016; Watkins, 2016). Also, in October 2016, an anti-affirmative action bake sale and counter-

protest at The University of Texas at Austin, sparked intense discussion during an Office of 

Admissions organized recruitment event for prospective Black students and families (Abdul-Alim, 

2017; Hamze, 2016). The bake sale, which priced items by race, demonstrated what the Young 

Conservatives of Texas believed to be preferential admissions policies. 

Additionally, in May 2018, campus police at Colorado State University held two Native 

American brothers during a campus tour following a complaint from a White woman also on tour. 

The woman, who described the brothers as “Hispanic,” reportedly “misinterpreted” their shyness 

as suspicious behavior. Police eventually cleared the young men, but their mother instructed them 

to leave the campus immediately for their own safety (Chokshi, 2018). Incidents such as these 

demonstrate higher education’s susceptibility to the current national rhetoric, which increasingly 

normalizes intimidation, prejudice, and discriminatory practices rooted in White supremacy, 

privilege, and fear under the guise of protection and free speech. As a result, an already complex 
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admissions and college choice process is further complicated by the need to weigh adverse 

experiences and decipher potentially skewed information—be it negative media or the potentially 

inaccurate depictions of college life—as conveyed through admissions recruitment programs and 

strategies designed to, among other things, promote a sense of belonging and inclusion.   

 As the increasing number of racial incidents promote marginalized experiences and 

negative campus racial climate issues, it begs the question, how do Black students form their 

expectations of belonging and why do they attend institutions that struggle to create welcoming 

and inclusive environments? What might we learn from student experiences to shape how 

institutions operate in a competitive market to authentically recruit and enroll Black students at 

selective and PWIs? Moreover, how can understanding the expectations Black students form 

during the college choice process, and their lived experiences once enrolled, inform institutional 

policy and practice to shape and maintain an inclusive and responsive campus community?  

The above questions and related conversations surrounding the Black experience are 

increasingly relevant given the rise in student activism. It is also timely given colleges’ and 

universities’ forced hand as many purposefully shift, for the first time since their creation. What 

was once an expectation that students to accept and adapt to the existing campus environment, 

institutions are now called to own racist histories and directly respond to the demands of students 

who seek equitable, welcoming, and anti-racist environments. Much has changed in the last two 

years since the groundwork of this study. Student protests are more common, as is their scrutiny 

of how institutions respond. Although the study was not originally designed or framed in anti-

Black scholarship, it first and foremost positions ownership of Black students’ underrepresentation 

and resulting isolation and campus racial climate on flagship universities—irrespective of their 

preferred “majority White,” “historically White,” or more appropriate “predominantly White” 
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labels. Above all, it provides necessary insight into Black students’ assumptions, presumptions, 

expectations, and experiences in these predominantly White environments.  

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 Although higher education enrollment and degree attainment among Black students has 

increased over the last 20 years, Black students remain largely underrepresented at U.S. colleges 

and universities (NCES, 2019; Perna, 2000). This underrepresentation, which contributes to 

progressively hostile environments fraught with racism, microaggressions, silence, alienation, 

hypervisibility, oppressive acts, and at times, violence, also generates a diminished sense of 

belonging and harmful campus climate, particularly at selective and PWIs (Butler, 2010; Freeman, 

1997; Freeman, 1999; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado et al., 1998; Means et al., 2008).  

 Despite prevailing interests to increase equity and access for Black students, most college 

choice research investigates student behaviors and external factors from an econometric cost-

benefit analysis perspective offering limited, if any, incorporation of the critical social and cultural 

factors that influence the college choice actions of students of color (Freeman, 1997; Freeman, 

1999; Perna, 2000; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). Further, when considering steps to increase 

diversity on campus, most institutions prioritize structural diversity, as determined by the number 

of non-White, racially underrepresented students; however, the historical legacy of institutional 

diversity and current campus climate between and among groups are influential factors in diversity 

and enrollment efforts (Hurtado et al., 1998). 

 Sense of belonging, which shapes and is shaped by campus climate, is commonly 

referenced as a measure and predictor of enrolled students’ integration and success; however, 

London et al. (2011) propose student’s college experience and their developing sense of belonging 

begins during the college choice process. This proposition leads some to consider prospective 
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students’ expectations of belonging and perceptions of campus racial climate as critical factors in 

diversity recruitment and enrollment efforts (Hurtado et al., 1998). In fact, students who perceive 

environments as potentially hostile or unwelcoming may eliminate institutions from their college 

choice list before they even apply (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Means et al., 2016). Moreover, 

enrolled students who experience adverse campus climates and limited sense of belonging often 

struggle with academic and social adjustment (Hurtado et al., 1998, Hurtado et al., 2007; Tovar, 

Simon, & Lee, 2009), affecting not only their experience but also the expectations of prospective 

students with whom they share their experiences (Harper & Hurtado, 2007).  

 In the college choice process, Chapman (1981) posited that students make college decisions 

based on filtered information and generalized, idealized expectations. This includes the influence 

of significant persons, fixed college characteristics, and college efforts to communicate with (and 

recruit) students. Consequently, admissions officers and enrollment managers creatively navigate 

institutional culture as they work to provide authentic recruitment experiences while accurately or 

inaccurately marketing a welcoming environment to influence the college choice decisions of 

Black and other underrepresented students. In this vein, admissions officers and enrollment 

managers are ultimately responsible for making the class and, therefore, are vital contributors to 

shaping the campus community, and the resulting campus climate.  

 Surprisingly, although scholars examine a variety of factors that influence college choice, 

and admission and enrollment officers dedicate millions to recruit Black students, few studies 

investigate Black students’ perspectives on what shaped their expectations of belonging during the 

college choice process. Further, even fewer studies investigate these expectations with their lived 

experiences once enrolled experiences to understand the perceptions of Black students and inform 

admissions’ recruitment strategies and other institutional policies and practices to improve sense 
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of belonging and campus climate. Freeman (1997) asserts that Black students are not given voice 

to express their thoughts, concerns, or perspectives about their underrepresentation in higher 

education. Moreover, policymakers rarely look toward students to contribute to the development 

of effective solutions (Freeman, 1997). In light of the importance of sense of belonging and campus 

racial climate for both prospective and enrolled students, and the growing incidents of racial 

tension and conflict, researchers must consider the voices of Black students as a foundation in 

shaping policy and practice (Freeman, 1997). 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 Amplifying the voices of Black students not only signifies the importance of their 

perspective, but also validates their experiences in an environment where they may feel silenced, 

overlooked, and unwelcomed. Further, Black students’ perceptions and experiences of belonging 

and campus racial climate can serve as a primary source to shape policies and best practices to 

rectify damaging experiences for current students and improve the perceptions of prospective 

students and their families. Thus, the purpose of this study is two-fold. First, to explore Black 

students’ assumptions, presumptions, and expectations of belonging and campus climate through 

reflections about the college choice process, their lived experiences once enrolled, and the factors 

that shape both. Second, to understand if and by what means these expectations and lived 

experiences influence their enrollment recommendations to prospective Black students and, in 

turn, synthesize potential strategies and initiatives that they believe will improve outcomes in 

Black students’ recruitment, enrollment, belonging, and success.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 Sense of belonging—defined in this study as the degree to which students anticipate or 

perceive feeling welcomed, valued, supported, safe, and able to be their authentic selves—also 
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contributes to inter- and intra-group campus racial climate, which Solórzano et al. (2000) define 

as the “overall racial environment of the college campus,” (p. 62). This study positions itself among 

prior and ongoing research that critically examines college choice scholarship through the voices 

of Black students as a primary source toward productive and effective solutions in recruitment, 

enrollment, sense of belonging and campus racial climate (Freeman, 1997; Freeman, 1999; Means 

et al., 2016; Slay, 2017; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). Therefore, this study will address the 

following questions among self-identified, first- and second-year Black students: 

1) What were their expectations of belonging and campus racial climate during the college 

search and choice process, and what factors most influenced them?  

2) How does their sense of belonging and the campus racial climate as enrolled students 

compare to their expectations as prospective students, and by what means do these lived 

experiences influence their likelihood to recommend future enrollment to Black students? 

3) What strategies do they believe institutions should employ to increase the interest, 

representation, and sense of belonging of Black students on campus? 

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

 Although college affordability, proximity to home, academic prestige, and college and 

career outcomes often present as chief considerations during the college search and choice process, 

growing awareness of sense of belonging, campus racial climate, and institutional fit also arise as 

relevant factors, particularly for Black students (Freeman, 1999; Slay, 2017; Teranishi & Briscoe, 

2008). Similarly, previous studies that examined racial contexts of higher education and external 

forces on campus climate, often framed legal or policy efforts, such as state and federal policies in 

admissions, financial aid, and affirmative action and the often-contentious discourse surrounding 

them (Hurtado et al., 1998; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). This study seeks to bridge external 
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sociohistorical forces on campus racial climate research—defined as events and issues in the larger 

society that influence how people view racial diversity and stimulate campus discussion and 

activity (Hurtado et al., 1998)—with admissions, recruitment, and broader institutional efforts to 

impact diversity, equity, and inclusion through the voices of Black students.  

 Whereas admissions offices once operated independently from other institutional services, 

many colleges and universities now function under an enrollment management umbrella, unifying 

critical structures to effectively recruit, enroll, retain, and graduate students. Further, although 

admissions officers may not serve in prominent or explicit roles on campus climate or student 

development issues, the expanded enrollment management umbrella demands greater 

collaboration with other institutional stakeholders who influence and serve students before and 

during their college or university tenure. That said, enrollment managers and admissions officers 

should not make decisions in a vacuum or based solely on anecdotal evidence. Instead, policies 

and practices should be informed, in part, by the expressed needs and lived experiences of students.  

Additionally, this work offers an opportunity and responsibility for institutions to reflect 

on deliberate or unintentional measures that devalue, dismiss, or unfairly capitalize on Black 

students. As communities around the world contemplate the unconscionable failings against 

Ahmaud Arbrey, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and countless others, people of all backgrounds 

have risen to protect and support Black lives through protests against Black oppression, violence, 

and deaths. Colleges and universities, if they so choose, can join this effort by genuinely and 

wholly committing to access, diversity, equity, and inclusion and interrogating their campus 

culture and norms that contradict these efforts. This responsibility is particularly significant in 

spaces where Black students have or continually suffer, are silenced, and are positioned as property 

(concerning student-athletes) as higher education leaders combat campus racial climate, policies, 
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and practices that perpetuate or are rooted in institutional and structural racism. As such, this study 

aims to provide scholars and practitioners alike with information to expand their awareness and 

understanding to help shape strategic decisions around structural, psychosocial, and behavioral 

diversity. It does so by lifting and empowering Black student voices and adding them to the 

discourse of institutional efforts that can change flagship institutions and the experiences of current 

and future Black students. 

METHODOLOGY OVERVIEW 

 This study uses a critical qualitative methodology with a guided writing exercise, focus 

group interviews, and a demographic questionnaire as instruments. Critical race theory (CRT) 

serves as the framework and technique for data analysis, along with main narrative development, 

to explore, validate, and honor Black students’ perceptions, perspectives, and ideas. As such, the 

population is exclusively comprised of self-identified Black students, including African American, 

African, and multiracial students. Additionally, the target population is limited to enrolled first- 

and second-year Black students given the narrow window for data collection and the need for 

accuracy when reflecting on college choice expectations and experiences and expectations during 

high school or earlier. Finally, purposive and snowball sampling processes, as detailed in Chapter 

3, helped identify participants at two flagship institutions.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Black – In the context of this study, Black is intentionally used throughout and refers to all 

participants unless delineated to draw attention to their nuanced experiences. These delineations 

include Black/African American – descendants of enslaved people with multi-generational 

experiences in the U.S.; Black/African – often first- or second-generation U.S. immigrants from 

African countries; Black/Multiracial – having one or more additional racial or ethnic identities as 
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taken from parental racial identity. All terms were self-identified by the participants. Additionally, 

racial or ethnic identities terms used in direct student quotes were not altered and may include, for 

example, African American or Nigerian, as expressed by the participant. 

Campus Cultural or Racial Climate – (also referenced as campus climate in this study). The 

overall racial environment of the college campus (Solórzano et al., 2000); Community members’ 

attitudes, perceptions, behaviors, and expectations around issues of race, ethnicity, and diversity 

that is shaped by the policies, practices, and behaviors of those within and external to colleges and 

universities (Hurtado et al., 1998, 1999). 

College Search – The process during which students examine and align their values and priorities 

(as determined by self or external influencers) with various institutional characteristics.  

College Choice – The timeframe and process when students identify colleges and universities 

where they will apply and the individual college or university where they will enroll. 

Historically White Institution – Institutions that at one time enrolled a statistical majority White 

student population, practiced historically exclusionary policies against Black students, and 

maintain situations of Whiteness embedded in institutional practices and/or culture (Bourke, 

2016). In this study, “historically White institution” is used in conjunction and interchangeably 

with “predominantly White institution” (PWI) given many institutions’ overemphasis on the 

declining White enrollment with little change in Black enrollment, and the isolating experiences 

of being “the only” or “one of a few” Black students in various mostly White settings. (See PWI.) 

Inclusion – (qualitative). The act of including or being included as part of the group. In relation to 

diversity and equity, inclusion refers to being welcomed and fair treatment. 
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Predominantly White Institution (PWI) – Colleges and universities whose White undergraduate 

student enrollment is greater than or equal to 50% of the total population or whose student 

experiences or institutional culture or practices are embedded in Whiteness (Bourke, 2016). 

Prospective Student – An individual who is or will soon be eligible to apply for admission to a 

college or university that appeals to them in some way. This generally includes initiated interest 

by the student or the institution. In this study, “prospective student” includes admitted students 

who have not yet decided where to enroll. 

Recruitment – The various means institutions use to engage students and families during the 

college search and college choice. These may include marketing materials, regional and on-

campus events, connecting with current students, alumni, faculty, or staff, and all forms of 

communication, including email, phone, text messaging, social media and other online platforms.  

Sense of Belonging – (qualitative). The degree to which students anticipate, experience, or 

perceive their academic and social integration in an environment that is comfortable and where 

they feel welcomed, valued, supported, safe, and free to be their authentic self. 

Structural Diversity – (quantitative). The racial and ethnic composition of the student body. The 

numerical representation of various racial and ethnic groups. 

LIMITATIONS AND SCOPE 

 The limitations of this study include student availability for focus group interviews, 

institutional familiarity before college choice as a potential factor in perception bias, and level of 

engaged recruitment as determined by student participation or institutional communication efforts. 

In light of these limitations, the scope of this study is as follows. First, only examining students’ 

perceptions and realities by allowing them to compare their preconceived notions before and 

during recruitment and college choice to their lived experiences at their enrolled institution. 
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Second, limiting participant criteria to first or second-year students so participants can detail recent 

experiences within the last 12-18 months. Third, disaggregating students’ responses according to 

background factors, as appropriate, to illuminate differences between residency, nationality or 

culture, parent education, and other socioeconomic factors or marginalized identities.  

ASSUMPTIONS 

 When considering sense of belonging, campus racial climate, and college choice 

expectations and enrolled experiences as a topic for original research, I proceed with the following 

primary assumptions. First, participants will have a genuine interest in participating in the study 

to share their experiences and inform practices that may improve the experiences of others. Second, 

the vast majority of participants will have directly or indirectly experienced some form of prejudice 

or racism in their lifetime and, therefore, can recognize environments that are hostile, bias, or 

otherwise negative (Dovidio et al., 2002; Neville et al., 2013). Also, due to potential differences 

in participant backgrounds and experiences, I acknowledge three secondary assumptions. First, the 

participants will speak primarily about their enrolled institution and not institutions they eliminated 

from the college choice list. Second, due to the time lapse between early activities in the college 

choice process and the first enrolled semester, participants may have reflection gaps in their college 

choice perceptions and experiences. Third, participants may express varying degrees of awareness 

of experiences with campus climate incidents and inclusion challenges depending on their school 

and home environments. For example, students transitioning from diverse or segregated, 

predominantly Black high schools to PWIs compared to students consistently in predominantly 

White and compromising campus climate environments. 
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SUMMARY 

 In summary, this chapter provided an overview of the underrepresentation of Black 

students in higher education and the importance of sense of belonging and campus climate in their 

college choice decisions and enrolled experiences. It also addressed how external factors, from 

media to recruitment, shape students’ perceptions and expectations about institutional 

environments during college choice. As work continues to increase the representation of Black 

students at U.S. colleges and universities, comparing their college search and choice formed 

assumptions, presumptions, and expectations about institutional environments with their lived 

experiences once enrolled will inform efforts for greater equity and access in higher education. 

Providing a platform that validates Black students’ lived experiences and empowers their 

perspectives and ideas can lead to more effective and responsive policies and practices to increase 

their representation and well-being at PWIs.  

 In Chapter 2, I introduce CRT as the applied theoretical framework and a comprehensive 

literature review of five topic areas: 1) the underrepresentation of Black students in higher 

education; 2) college choice; 3) sense of belonging; 4) campus racial climate; 5) sense of belonging 

and campus racial climate perceptions and experiences for prospective and enrolled Black 

students.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 Now more than ever in recent history, racial inequity and conflict have gained unwelcomed 

notoriety at many U.S. colleges and universities. Aside from the growing number of racial bias 

incidents targeting enrolled Black students, the taunting of Black high school students touring 

Texas A&M University (Reddick, 2016; Watkins, 2016) and racial profiling of Native American 

brothers visiting Colorado State University (Chokshi, 2018) demonstrate direct and pervasive 

overt and covert prejudicial attacks on underrepresented prospective students. Although scholars 

find various factors contribute to college choice, events and policies that negatively affect campus 

climate and perceptions or expectations of belonging may significantly influence the college 

choice decisions of Black students (Freeman, 1999; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Harper et al., 2009; 

Kingkade et al., 2015; Means et al., 2016; Solórzano et al., 2000; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). The 

University of Missouri, for example, experienced an enrollment decline of 23% in the fall 2016 

freshmen class following student unrest and protests regarding racial incidents and perceived 

inaction from the administration (Kingkade et al., 2015).  

 Black students often navigate unwelcoming and, at times, hostile college and university 

environments due to their underrepresentation on campus. These undesirable experiences make 

institutional efforts to increase student diversity all the more difficult. For many students, 

determining institutional fit is a balance between their predisposition to the institution, information 

sources, personal experiences, and their individual and family values. Once enrolled, students must 

confront any discrepancies between their expectations pre-matriculation with the reality of their 

new, lived experiences as college students. One strategy admissions officers and enrollment 

managers might consider as they work to increase structural diversity and the enrollment of Black 

students, in particular, is to gain a deeper understanding of Black student perceptions, expectations, 
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and experiences pre- and post-matriculation to address messaging and issues that may hinder a 

positive sense of belonging and campus racial climate. However, research that examines Black 

students’ sense of belonging and campus racial climate in the combined context of college choice 

and first-year experiences is limited. This chapter presents critical race theory (CRT) as the 

foundational theoretical framework most appropriate for the topic and study. Further, the chapter 

examines the literature on Black students in five segments: 1) the underrepresentation of Black 

students in higher education; 2) college choice; 3) sense of belonging; 4) campus racial climate; 

5) sense of belonging and campus racial climate perceptions and experiences for prospective and 

enrolled students.  

 To conduct this search, I utilized the University of Texas at Austin libraries online search 

of peer-reviewed journal articles for key search terms1 to understand issues of enrollment, 

belonging, and campus climate for Black students. In a few cases, newspaper articles, books, and 

dissertations were included as relevant sources. Also, texts that fell outside the original search 

terms but were included in citations for relevant peer-reviewed journal articles were added, as 

appropriate. In general, literature that examined specific criteria or student identities beyond 

race/ethnicity as a primary factor was outside this study’s scope and, therefore, were eliminated. 

For example, studies specific to the unique experiences of Black LGBTQ, transfer, STEM, first-

generation, and so on were, in most cases, not included in the review. Exceptions include studies 

that focused on experiences at selective, flagship, or PWIs if deemed relevant to increase general 

                                                 
1 Search terms include: 1) Black OR African American AND college AND access OR underrepresentation OR 

equity (not gifted education, AP, or IB); 2) Black students AND experiences AND higher education AND college 

choice OR access OR college search OR recruitment; 3) Black students AND experiences AND higher education 

OR college OR application OR recruitment; 4) campus climate AND Black students; 5) campus climate AND 

college choice; 6) campus climate AND sense of belonging; 7) sense of belonging AND college choice. Refined 

searches on Black student experiences often included sense of belonging and campus climate. 
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awareness and understanding. This chapter also presents relevant NCES student enrollment data. 

Table A.1 (see Appendix A) summarizes the peer-reviewed articles and dissertations, in 

chronological order, that are discussed in this chapter or throughout the study.  

CRITICAL RACE THEORY (CRT)—A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 This study utilizes a critical epistemology and applicable lens to disrupt ways of thinking 

that perpetuate systems of racism, bias, and oppression. Sipe and Constable (1996) describe critical 

theorists as those who seek to “discover what is just and take action ... [using] knowledge as a form 

of power ... to change the world into a more just and equitable place for all groups of people” (p. 

158-159). While critical theory acknowledges and actively works to dismantle the social, political, 

or economic power plays that essentially create and maintain the marginalization of certain groups 

(Glesne, 2011; Sipe & Constable, 1996), CRT foregrounds race and racism in all aspects of a study 

(Creswell, 2012).  

 Ladson-Billings (1998) describes CRT as an emergence from critical legal studies, which 

sought to counter traditional legal scholarship in civil rights cases, for one, that considered the 

social and cultural factors of individuals and groups. As Ladson-Billings explains, CRT is built on 

the premise that racism is prevalent throughout society. Solórzano et al. (2000) distinguish CRT 

in education research in that it not only foregrounds race and racism, but also challenges frames 

that diminish or dismiss the intersectionality of race, class, and gender as social constructs for 

people of color. Moreover, Solórzano and Yosso (2002) find CRT “challenges claims that 

educational institutions make toward objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, race neutrality, and 

equal opportunity” by acknowledging their roots in self-interest, power, and privilege of dominant 

groups (p. 26). 
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 As it relates to the use of CRT in this study, Capper and Green (2013) call attention to the 

underutilization of critical theory in educational leadership and the importance of increased 

exposure and use by educational leaders and scholars. This exposure is impactful given the 

increased focus on and organizational efforts toward diversity, equity, and inclusion in the P-20 

education pipeline. According to Baber (2015), CRT “centers race and racism in examinations of 

social structures, practices, and discourse through five main tenets: (a) counter-storytelling, (b) the 

permanence of racism, (c) Whiteness as property, (d) a critique of liberalism, and (e) interest-

convergence” (p. 256). Interest-convergence (Bell, 1990) is simplistically defined as the concept 

that social change for traditionally marginalized populations only occurs when dominant 

populations also benefit. Baber asserts that, while discussions center on supporting diversity in 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), for example, efforts primarily utilize 

interest-convergence tactics. In turn, Baber states the leading problem behind existing diversity 

initiatives is that they are dependent on meeting the needs and desires of dominant populations as 

opposed to directly tackling issues of equity and access for marginalized groups. Nevertheless, 

critical race theorists argue that finding a place where the interests of whites and people of color 

intersect, also known as interest-convergence (Bell, 1980), can be a more fruitful tactic in 

achieving racial equity (Ladson-Billings, 2010). 

 As presented in the literature, a diminished sense of belonging and adverse campus climate 

are issues that affect the entire student population. The literature also affirms Black students’ 

increased awareness of and experiences with racism and hostile environments when compared to 

their White peers. This acknowledgment is essential in recognizing the disproportionate acts and 

resulting impact of inequity, discrimination, and prejudice in educational spaces. It also validates 

and uplifts the voices of Black students when developing policies and practices to improve 
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structural diversity and inclusion on college and university campuses. The following sections of 

this chapter review evidence in the literature regarding Black students’ inequity and experiences 

as they are foundational to the development of this study.  

BLACK STUDENT ENROLLMENT 

 When considering efforts to evaluate and increase diversity at U.S. colleges and 

universities, most institutions prioritize structural diversity, as determined by the number of non-

White, racially underrepresented students (Hurtado et al., 1998). Enrollment datasets, such as those 

compiled by the NCES, report the degree of inequity in marginalized student access to higher 

education. Meanwhile, researchers study the sources and consequences of Black student inequity 

through both quantitative and qualitative methods to promote awareness of and action to improve 

higher education disparity for Black students. This section of the literature review considers select 

studies that examine Black student enrollment across various higher education sectors, including 

public institutions, private institutions, and in STEM fields. Additionally, a brief review of race-

neutral enrollment strategies is provided. 

Underrepresentation at Public Institutions 

 Agencies and scholars report higher education racial equity data in many forms, including 

degree attainment and raw enrollment or representation of racial and ethnic groups; however, 

studies increasingly consider participation rates as a more accurate equity measure (Heller, 1999; 

Perna et al., 2006). Heller defined participation rates, also known as the enrollment equity index 

(EEI), as the number of enrolled students from a particular racial or ethnic group divided by the 

total number from that group in the 18-24-year-old general population. In a study on Black student 

equity at public, four-year institutions, Perna et al. (2006) utilized Heller’s EEI to examine Black 

student enrollment and bachelor degree completion in 19 southern and southern Border States. 
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Although the 19 states accounted for the majority of all U.S. Black students attending degree-

granting institutions at 59%, compared to 41% of students without regard to race or ethnicity, 

Perna et al. found Black college students remained inequitable in 14 of the 19 states, excluding 

Tennessee, Kentucky, Ohio, Oklahoma, and West Virginia. Further, Black student enrollment was 

particularly inequitable at flagship institutions across nearly all 19 states when accounting for two-

year, general public four-year PWIs, and historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs).  

 Although Perna et al. (2006) was conducted more than a decade ago, current national data 

for public two-year, all four-year, and “very high” four-year research university enrollment 

supports Perna et al.’s findings of Black enrollment inequity across higher education sectors. For 

each institutional type, NCES (2019, 306.50) reported the undergraduate percentage distribution 

of U.S. residents in 2018 as approximately 49%, 57%, and 60% for White students, 27%, 19%, 

and 15% for Hispanic students, and 14%, 12%, and 8% for Black students. While both Black and 

Hispanic students are overrepresented at two-year institutions within their racial and ethnic groups, 

Black students are also severely underrepresented at the highest research designated institutions.  

 Given the lack of accountability measures in higher education equity, Perna et al.’s (2006) 

study was significant given most states showed continued Black student inequity despite past 

federal oversight of discriminatory practices, including the Office of Civil Rights review and Title 

VI2 enforcement. It also contributed to the literature in that it stresses the importance of 

disaggregating enrollment and completion data to understand variations across different sectors of 

higher education. Further, the study illustrates greater assessment accuracy through the EEI to 

                                                 
2 Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national origin in 

programs or activities that receive federal financial assistance, including but not limited to admissions, recruitment, 

financial aid, academic programs, student treatment and services at 4,700 U.S. colleges and universities. (U.S. 

Department of Education)  
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examine trends in particular groups’ status over time. One limitation, as noted by the researchers, 

is that it lacks a student perspective. Thus, they recommended that future studies use qualitative 

methods to gain insight into race inequities, including inequities in the student experience.  

Underrepresentation at Private Institutions  

 The recent accusation regarding the improper use of race in admissions decisions at Yale 

University and the decision to uphold the use of race in admissions at Harvard University 

highlights increased scrutiny in affirmative action policies. Nevertheless, private institutions 

generally enjoy greater flexibility and autonomy in increasing racial equity and access given they 

maintain substantial endowments and are less bound by state and federal appropriations and 

regulations. Nevertheless, when accounting for Black student enrollment at private institutions, 

the percentages follow similar trends as their public institution underrepresentation with one 

caveat—alarming differences at non-profit and for-profit institutions. Among all private, non-

profit four-year institutions in 2017, NCES’ The Condition of Education (2019) reports White 

student enrollment at 64%, Hispanic students at 12%, and Black students at 13%.  

Although the above non-profit private, four-year institution percentages deceptively align 

with public four-year data for Black and Hispanic students, it is important to note the higher 

enrollment rate among White students compared to public and for-profit institutions. For-profit 

institutions—often scrutinized for predatory and aggressive practices against marginalized 

students, including students of color and veterans—disproportionately enroll larger populations of 

students of color compared to their enrollment in other postsecondary institutions. For example, 

among two- and four-year private for-profit institutions, The Condition of Education (NCES, 

2019) reports student enrollment in 2017 as 34% and 45% White, 26% and 17% Hispanic, and 

31% and 29% Black. While for-profit institutions received increased federal regulation and 
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scrutiny under the Obama administration, many protections have become more lax under the 

Trump administration. 

 To examine Black student enrollment at private institutions, Harper and Griffin (2011) 

conducted a qualitative study on policies and programs that Black males believed most influenced 

their enrollment and persistence at one of 18 private PWIs. Harper and Griffin’s focus on Black 

men was especially relevant since they represent only 4.3% of all higher education enrolled 

students in 1976, experienced a slight decline to 4.1% in 2000, and rose to 4.6% in 2018. 

Comparatively, Black women represented 5.1% in 1976, 7.2% in 2000, and 8.1% in 2018 (NCES, 

2019, 306.10). Upon interviewing 42 enrolled Black men from low-income, working-class 

families at 12 elite liberal arts colleges, five Ivy League institutions, and Stanford University, 

Harper and Griffin identified three interventions that promoted the young men’s interest and 

eliminated barriers to higher education. These included specialty high school (e.g., magnet, 

private/boarding, and college preparatory schools) and independent counseling and access 

initiatives, collaborative college access talent identification programs (e.g., The Posse 

Foundation), and no-loan or tuition-free financial aid packages.  

 While Harper and Griffin (2011) singularly focused on low and working-class income 

Black men at highly selective private institutions, the scholars noted that, sans cost and capacity 

limitations, the interventions are transferable to most public institutions. Further, these 

interventions are especially transferrable to elite public and flagship institutions with large 

endowments for tuition-free financial aid programs. Moreover, this study significantly contributed 

to the literature in two primary ways. First, Harper and Griffin raised awareness of the dire 

participation of Black men in higher education. Second, they intentionally sought a non-deficit 

approach and allowed Black men to express, in their own words, the initiatives that resulted in 
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positive outcomes in their higher education pursuits as opposed to highlighting barriers that often 

limit Black male enrollment and persistence. Their work emphasized the importance of and insight 

gained from the inclusion of the student perspective, especially from a success-driven dialogue. 

Finally, the researchers included recommendations for policymakers to increase their awareness 

of initiatives that promote access, including student affordability and secondary and post-

secondary pipeline initiatives. 

Underrepresentation and Degree Attainment in STEM Fields 

 Unlike social and legal justice motivations regarding equity in Black undergraduate 

enrollment (Freeman, 1997; Harper & Griffin, 2011; Perna, 2000; Perna et al., 2006), disparities 

in underrepresented minority (URM) degree attainment in the STEM fields draws widespread 

concern from an array of stakeholders. According to Anderson and Kim (2006) and the National 

Science Foundation (2009), Black and Latino students are just as likely as White students to enter 

college in a STEM major; however, they are much less likely to graduate with one. For example, 

Anderson and Kim found 18% of White students, 19% of Black students, and 23% of Latino 

students declared STEM majors upon matriculation; however, URMs overall were less likely to 

attain a STEM degree within six years.  

 Despite the steady growth of URM students entering STEM majors over the past fifty 

years, studies show White and Asian graduates primarily dominate STEM fields, effectively 

shrinking the U.S. STEM workforce and global standing given the nation’s move toward a 

majority-minority population (Baber, 2015; Smith, 2015). In response, the National Academy of 

Science suggested doubling the number of Black, Latino, and Native American students receiving 

undergraduate STEM degrees (Chang et al., 2014), while the National Research Council (NRC, 

2011) recommended tripling URM presence in STEM in order to match their representation in the 
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U.S. general population. To investigate institutional efforts to increase racial and ethnic diversity 

in STEM, Baber (2015) interviewed 76 administrators at 10 research-intensive, public, PWIs. The 

study’s findings revealed STEM diversity efforts centered on decades of recruitment and 

enrollment strategies with negligible effect, expectations of student assimilation with minimal 

effort to create and maintain inclusive communities that foster success, and limited efforts to 

increase awareness of diversity and equity in STEM among non-minority STEM faculty. Also, 

many STEM programs were rooted in interest-convergence and prioritized benefits for dominant 

populations, including non-URM faculty. As a result, once the benefits were minimized, the 

programs were not retained (Baber, 2015). The resulting continued systemic disadvantages for 

Black students in STEM led scholars, including Smith (2015) and Baber, to assert the need to 

address URM access to and success in STEM fields.   

Controversy in Race-Neutral Diversity Enrollment Efforts 

 In conjunction with evidence of higher education enrollment inequality, researchers 

identified more than a century of policies that sustain Black students’ underrepresentation in higher 

education. These include an over-reliance on racially-biased college entrance exams, dismantling 

affirmative action policies, statewide public postsecondary admission standards without 

addressing inequities in public K-12 schools, and racist and negative Black student experiences at 

PWIs (Harper et al., 2009). Additionally, while some institutions make efforts to maintain the use 

of race as one of several factors in holistic admissions consideration, others intentionally seek race-

neutral strategies to influence the enrollment of Black and other students of color. In fact, despite 

confirmation of Black students’ enrollment disparity across socioeconomic factors, institutions 

increasingly look toward race-neutral strategies as an equitable and politically acceptable approach 

to higher education diversity. Hoxby and Avery’s (2013) study on high-achieving low-income 
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students places income and class status at the forefront of race-neutral diversity policies by 

questioning race as a proxy for income despite the average disproportionate higher representation 

of impoverished Black and Hispanic children (+21%) and lower-income (+32%) and baccalaureate 

parent education (‐29) levels (Jiang et al., 2017; Kena et al., 2016). However, the reverse 

argument—income is not a proxy for race—is also true. This conflict compels researchers to 

demonstrate how income and class-based race-neutral strategies fail to consider the relationship 

between socioeconomics and race to acknowledge distinct differences in student and family values 

and beliefs that influence college choice (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Warnock, 2016). That being 

said, researchers also find race-neutral policies show mild success when coupled with an explicit 

acknowledgment of historical exclusionary practices and institutional commitments to diversity 

and inclusion. Examples include initiatives for underserved and under-resourced schools and 

attention to overall messaging and physical spaces on campus (Domina, 2007; Heilig et al., 2011). 

 Furthermore, instituting color-blind racial ideology such as income or class as proxies for 

race denies racial differences. In this, it promotes inaccurate perceptions of equal opportunity by 

diminishing the lived experiences of Black and URM students across socioeconomic statuses 

(Neville et al., 2013). Thus, scholars suggest pairing student-centric strategies to increase Black 

student representation with genuine commitments to individual and group well-being by 

confronting campus racial climate, sense of belonging, and historical exclusionary practices 

(Hurtado et al., 1998). The next section of this literature review introduces models in college 

choice, sense of belonging, and campus racial climate as primary variables in this study.  

INTRODUCTION TO COLLEGE CHOICE 

 Chapman’s (1981) student model of college choice was among the first to examine factors 

that influence a student’s general expectation of college life and, ultimately, the decision to enroll. 
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The model includes student characteristics (such as the level of educational aspiration, 

socioeconomic background factors, and aptitude as measured by high school performance) and 

external factors, including the influence of significant persons, fixed institutional characteristics, 

and the institutional efforts to communicate with [and recruit] students. Together, these 

components shape students’ expectations of college life. Later, Hossler and Gallagher (1987), 

widely known for advancing Chapman’s work with a three-phase college choice model, succinctly 

identified the crucial phases during which students navigate the college process. The phases, 

predisposition, search, and choice, represent the interaction between individual and organizational 

factors and the resulting outcomes that ultimately influence the student’s decision to enroll.  

While Hossler and Gallagher’s model is an underpinning of college choice scholarship and 

speaks to the importance of students’ perceptions of institutions, the focal points appear to 

prioritize academic aptitude, institutional quality, and affordability. Moreover, Hossler and 

Gallagher posited institutions have little influence in the choice phase of the model, and that 

information during the search phase (typically in the junior year) is most beneficial when focused 

on institutional type as opposed to an individual institution’s characteristics. In contrast, Chapman 

proposed students make college decisions based on filtered information and idealized expectations 

leading students to make decisions “based on stereotypes rather than careful discrimination of the 

likely student experience at different institutions” (p. 499). Therefore, students’ understanding of 

institutional characteristics, their expectations as shaped during the college search and choice 

process, how they conceptualize themselves in different environments, and the external factors 

that influence them may be essential in college choice. 

 Scholars have studied various aspects of college choice to understand differences by race, 

ethnicity, gender, class, and many other factors. For example, Hurtado et al. (1997) examined 
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college application behaviors to pinpoint racial differences in college search and choice. Using 

national survey data, Hurtado et al. (1997) found many selective and PWIs actively recruit from 

relatively limited populations of high-performing and academically qualified Black students as 

compared to their peers. It coincides then, upon controlling for academic and socioeconomic 

differences, that students of color submit more college applications and are more strategic about 

their college options than their White counterparts (Hurtado et al., 1997). Studies also find that for 

some students, racial identity in college became a factor simply through the act of selecting race 

and ethnicity categories on the admissions application. This act ultimately shaped how students 

viewed potential environments, processes, and how they later navigated environments once 

enrolled (Stewart, 2008). Additional aspects of college choice are explored later in this chapter.  

INTRODUCTION TO SENSE OF BELONGING 

 Sense of belonging, a psychological term that in academia broadly identifies students’ 

social and academic integration, is often synonymous with feeling welcomed, valued, supported, 

safe, and free to be one’s authentic self. Sense of belonging is most-oft referenced as a measure of 

student engagement and predictor of student success. However, belonging and community, 

especially for Black students in predominantly white and competitive environments, may serve as 

a catalyst during critical stages, including college choice, in their higher education experience. 

While Schlossberg (1989) suggested marginality in belonging often occurs when individuals take 

on new, unknown, or uncertain roles, such as a new academic environment, Strayhorn (2012) 

declared “the need for belongingness…does not necessarily apply to all people equally” (p. 22). 

Strayhorn found that when considering students’ intersecting social identities, their sense of 

belonging is complex and fostered in new and different ways. As a result, scholars, such as Vaccaro 
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and Newman (2016), identify critical differences that promote a sense of community and 

belonging for those on the margins of society. 

 The Model of Belonging for Privileged and Minoritized Students (Vaccaro & Newman, 

2016) effectively expanded traditional sense of belonging models by identifying revelations that 

shape sense of belonging for minoritized students, including students of color, LGBTQ, non-

Christians, and students with disabilities, differently from privileged or dominant groups. In their 

work, Vaccaro and Newman (2016) studied mostly first-year students who self-identified as a 

member of a historically discriminated group to explore how they defined and made meaning of 

their emerging sense of belonging. Over the course of two interviews, privileged and minoritized 

students presented opposing experiences with or perceptions of belonging across emerging themes 

of the college environment, social relationships, and campus involvement. For example, when 

speaking about the college environment, privileged students commonly used fun, friendly, and 

comfortable. In contrast, minoritized students referenced the lack of diversity as the cause of 

isolation, judgment from others, differential treatment, lack of belonging, and the inability to be 

their authentic selves. While Vaccaro and Newman’s model did not exclusively investigate Black 

students or account for the intersectionality of multiple minoritized identities, it offered a different 

lens to understand the factors that influence a sense of belonging for historically discriminated 

persons. To that end, the model serves as a roadmap for issues institutions must address to improve 

sense of belonging and campus racial climate. 

 As it relates explicitly to Black students, Holmes et al. (2000) model for validating Black 

students at PWIs begins at the first point of contact. Holmes et al. stressed the importance of Black 

prospective students feeling valued and welcomed during the recruitment and college choice 

process to ensure their success. By validating Black students during recruitment, the authors 
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addressed creating environments where students and families can ask questions in culturally 

affirming and supportive spaces. Holmes et al. also emphasized the institution’s role in cultivating 

a positive sense of belonging through each stage of academic and social life in college, including 

orientation, the first-year experience, and through graduation. Additional aspects of sense of 

belonging that are relevant to this study are explored later in this chapter. 

INTRODUCTION TO CAMPUS RACIAL CLIMATE 

 In this study, campus racial climate, also referenced as campus climate, uses Solórzano et 

al.’s (2000) definition stated as the “overall racial environment of a college campus” (p. 62). 

Numerous studies, as synthesized by Hurtado et al. (1998), examined racial and ethnic diversity 

and campus climate in higher education. In their comprehensive review, Hurtado et al. identified 

four primary categories that contribute to racial campus climate, including an institution’s 

historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various racial or ethnic groups; structural diversity or 

the numerical representation of various racial and ethnic groups; psychological climate of 

perceptions and attitudes between and among groups; behavioral climate of intergroup relations. 

Their findings stressed the impact of historical and present-day exclusionary practices and 

perceptions of discrimination and belonging on campus climate, and encouraged institutional 

policies that consider the perspectives of marginalized students given they experience campus 

climate differently than dominant groups. Hurtado et al. (1998) further concluded the main reason 

there is no common framework for institutional campus climate is institutions struggle with 

whether they should reflect society or consciously shape it as it relates to student identities and 

socialization in college. 

 More recently, Harper and Hurtado (2007) found “despite 15 years of racial campus 

climate research on multiple campuses, the themes of exclusion, institutional rhetoric rather than 
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action, and marginality continues to emerge from student voices” (p. 21). While Ancis et al. (2000) 

found White students seemed unaffected by reports of hostile environments and interracial tension 

and discrimination, numerous other studies found that negative campus climates adversely affects 

the academic integration of students of color and the social integration of all students (Hurtado et 

al., 1998, Hurtado et al., 2007; Tovar et al., 2009). These findings support a broader concern that 

emphasizes a cross-racial interest in improving the campus racial climate. For example, Cabrera 

et al. (1999) examined perceptions of prejudice and discrimination on college adjustment for Black 

and White students. They found false notions that academic unpreparedness caused differences in 

Black students’ persistence compared to White students. Further, while campus climate affected 

all students, navigating a negative campus racial climate “substantially lessened African 

Americans’ commitment to the institution,” a factor which was most often mitigated by parental 

encouragement an academic success (Cabrera et al., 1999, p. 147). 

 Beyond Cabrera et al.’s (1999) study, research on campus climate draws attention to 

differences in perceptions and experiences by race. Studies increasingly and consistently found 

students of color reported unfavorable campus climates, such as racist, hostile, and disrespectful 

environments in higher numbers than White students who more frequently reported favorable or 

non-racist, friendly, and respectful campus climate (Ancis et al., 2000; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; 

Lo et al., 2017; Rankin & Reason, 2005). Also, students of color more frequently viewed classroom 

climate as unwelcoming and reported direct hostile or discriminatory experiences (Rankin & 

Reason, 2005; Solórzano et al., (2000); Wilkins, 2014). Ancis et al. (2000) found that Black 

students, in particular, experienced more considerable overall hostility and stereotyping, and bias 

and racism by faculty, staff, and teaching assistants. In regards to improving campus racial climate, 

all students in Rankin and Reason’s study believed institutions should devote more attention to 
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address intercultural and race issues in academic and non-academic spaces. The students, however, 

differed in their beliefs on how institutions should implement such strategies. For example, 

students of color believed a required course on race would improve climate issues, while White 

students believed it would deteriorate issues even further.  

 Color-blind racial ideology (CBRI), a related challenge in campus racial climate, is 

considered a more contemporary form of racism that contributes to tension between and among 

racial groups, including racial tension on college and university campuses (Neville et al., 2013). 

Identified by two tenets—color evasion, or the denial of racial differences by promoting sameness, 

and power evasion, or the denial of racism by underscoring equal opportunities, White individuals 

who adopt CBRI are more likely to show lower levels of cultural appreciation or empathy. 

Similarly, Neville et al. (2013) explained that people of color who subscribe to CBRI often exhibit 

forms of internalized racism and victim-blaming for inequalities. Additionally, the scholars found, 

for both groups, that CBRI results in increased discomfort discussing racial issues, racial 

intolerance, anger or fear, and fewer interracial relationships. In the higher education context, 

researchers have employed various strategies to combat CBRI. Neville et al. offered evidence that 

interventions such as undergraduate diversity courses increase interpersonal relationships and 

friendships between White students and students of color and that exposure to counter-narratives 

helps dispel stereotype myths and increase awareness and understanding of race and racism. Both 

efforts effectively support a more multicultural perspective. The authors emphasized college and 

university faculty, staff, and administrators should promote these and other meaningful 

interactions given they result in lower levels of CBRI over time and improved interaction between 

racial groups. Additional research on campus climate is examined in the remaining sections of this 

chapter. 
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SENSE OF BELONGING AND CAMPUS CLIMATE 

 Scholars continually examine the effect of Black student underrepresentation, which, 

among other things, contributes to perceptions and experiences of hostility and alienation, 

generates a diminished sense of belonging, and fosters potentially harmful campus climates, 

particularly at selective and PWIs (Butler, 2010; Freeman, 1997; Freeman, 1999; Hurtado et al., 

1998; Means et al., 2016; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). Although 

commonly studied in student success, scholars London et al. (2011) proposed students’ college 

experience, and their developing sense of belonging, begins during the college choice process. In 

fact, students who perceive environments as potentially hostile or unwelcoming may eliminate 

institutions from their choice list before they apply (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Means et al., 2016) 

and students who experience racist campus climates may have additional difficulties with 

belonging and academic adjustment (Hurtado et al., 2007). For this reason, Holmes et al. (2000) 

underscored the importance that institutions validate and address the needs and concerns of Black 

students and families from the earliest stages of recruitment. 

 Sense of belonging and campus racial climate are intertwined and, at times, 

indistinguishable as a sense of belonging contributes to and is shaped by inter- and intra-group 

racial campus climate. As a result, both sense of belonging and campus racial climate serve as 

critical factors in diversity and enrollment efforts (Hurtado et al., 1998). Thus, this section of the 

literature examines select studies on the influence of sense of belonging and campus racial climate 

during the college search and choice process, especially for marginalized students at institutions 

with notable underrepresentation or racist campus climates. More specifically, this section reviews 

the varying effects of state policies that limit affirmative action, admissions and pre-college 



 

 36 

recruitment activities, and community and high school demographics on students’ sense of 

belonging and campus climate expectations during college choice. 

ASSUMPTIONS AND PERCEPTIONS DURING COLLEGE CHOICE 

 While college affordability, proximity to home, academic prestige, and college and career 

outcomes present as common considerations during the college search and choice process, growing 

awareness of campus climate, institutional fit, and sense of belonging may also arise as relevant 

factors for Black students (Freeman, 1999; Slay, 2017; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). According to 

Freeman (1997), one reason many college choice models and econometric theorists fail to produce 

effective solutions is that they ignore the experiences and ideas of the very students they aim to 

serve. Freeman (1997) was among the early works that reversed this trend through a unique study 

of 70 Black 10th through 12th-grade high school students in 16 group interviews across urban and 

suburban environments in Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York, and Washington DC. In this 

study, Freeman sought to understand the participants perceived barriers to higher education and 

their ideas for potential solutions. One of the study’s most common findings was the intimidation 

factor participants referenced due to the racial and ethnic makeup of their aspirational college 

institutions. More specifically, some participants—more often from predominantly 

underrepresented public schools—expressed concerns about being uncomfortable around large 

numbers of White students and feeling intimidated by White students’ access to college-

preparatory education and resources. Interestingly, students who visited PWIs through official 

recruitment programs more frequently shared this sentiment and expressed feeling minoritized on 

the college campus and less enthusiastic about attending. 

 In a critical race study of Black students in California and their college choice preferences, 

Teranishi and Briscoe (2008) examined the role of race, racialized ideologies, and perceived 
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racism in the context of Proposition 2093 (Prop 209), the voter-passed statewide ban on affirmative 

action policies. The researchers conducted individual and group interviews of 36 Black 11th and 

12th-grade students from two large public predominantly Black high schools in Los Angeles, 

California in fall 1998—the first University of California system admissions cycle following Prop 

209. Two essential themes uncovered in the findings include the expressed relationship between 

race, admissibility to selective campuses, and affirmative action, and the perception of being 

unwelcomed and unsupported. For example, many participants doubted the likelihood of their 

admissibility, despite being academically qualified, given the elimination of affirmative action. 

Also, the participants expressed concerns about feeling unwelcomed and identifying a supportive 

community that valued them and was committed to their academic success. Teranishi and 

Briscoe’s findings suggested students feared hostile campus climates and developed a low 

academic self-concept as expressed by the belief that they would be denied admission given the 

increased competitive standards. As a result, the students discounted the University of California 

campuses or viewed them as a wish school as they considered other state institutions or HBCUs.  

 Vue et al. (2017) found Black students from race-conscious college access programs who 

enrolled at PWIs experienced similar internal and external battles with contentious affirmative 

action discourse during the college search and choice process. In their study, students frequently 

balanced self-negotiation of the known benefits of race-conscious programs and policies in 

creating equity and access with concerns of their perceived lower academic ability and merit as 

internalized by expressions from their White peers.  

                                                 
3 Proposition 209, passed by California voters in November 1996, amended the California Constitution to prohibit 

preferential treatment in public employment, public education and public contracting on the basis of race, sex, color, 

ethnicity or national origin. In the higher education context, this includes outreach, recruitment, admissions, and 

financial aid. (Source: Proposition 209 Handbook, Office of the General Counsel, The California State University, 

October 2016). 
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Similarly, Slay’s (2017) dissertation case study examined Black students’ perceptions of 

diversity and campus climate during the college choice process at the University of Michigan, 

which also passed state-banned affirmative action policy through Proposal 24 (Prop 2). Slay 

conducted phone interviews with admitted enrolling and non-enrolling Black students, interviews 

with enrollment management staff, and several observation hours at select yield-recruitment events 

by the Office of Enrollment Management. Findings from the student perspective included Prop 2’s 

impact on the participants’ visual awareness of the diminishing Black student enrollment and the 

ambiguous or overly broad message of diversity at yield-recruitment events. In some instances, 

these overly broad messages avoided race-centric strategies that might have helped participants 

gain an accurate and authentic account of racial expectations. Overall, students feared hostile or 

unwelcome environments, but still chose to enroll and mentioned plans to utilize counter-spaces 

(Solórzano et al., 2000), such as Black student organizations, as a critical aspect of their integration 

post-matriculation. Moreover, Slay identified four factors that shaped participants’ perceptions of 

the institutional environment. These included the racial composition of their high school or 

community and how they understood and experienced diversity, racial tensions in the U.S. (in 

higher education and the general society), exposure to institutional diversity and climate by 

influential persons, and the centrality of their own racial identity.  

 As it relates to expectations, aspirations, and potential barriers to college enrollment, 

Means et al. (2016) found rural Black students from a predominantly Black high school considered 

community college, four-year publics, HBCUs, and even out-of-state institutions before the state’s 

                                                 
4 Proposal 2, passed by Michigan voters in November 2006, prohibits preferential treatment on the basis of race, sex, 

color, ethnicity or national origin in public education, public employment or public contracting. The proposal, later 

challenged in the Federal Court of Appeals in 2011 and the 6th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in 2012, was upheld by 

a 6-2 decision of the U.S. Supreme Court in April 2014. (Source: Affirmative Action – State Action, National 

Conference of State Legislatures, April 2014). 
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flagship institution, highly selective institutions, or other PWIs. Similar to Freeman’s (1997) study, 

one student prefaced the omission of selective and PWIs in the lack of visibility of other Black 

students as experienced during an official campus visit. In Means et al., Freeman, and Slay (2017), 

researchers believed Black students’ underrepresentation on campus, as seen through official 

campus visits and recruitment programs, signaled concerns of institutional fit and negative 

perceptions of sense of belonging for some Black students. Ultimately, these concerns played a 

factor in students’ college search action, college choice decisions, and plans for engagement.   

 Research also points to the importance of community and high school demographics in 

Black students’ sense of belonging and campus climate perceptions and the effect on college 

choice. For example, in contrast to Freeman’s (1997) and Means et al.’s (2016) findings on Black 

student’s perceptions of and interest in PWIs, Freeman (1999) found perceptions of and 

preferences for institutional type differed according to the demographics of their high school 

environment. Freeman’s (1999) findings differed from prior research, which found students at 

predominantly Black high schools tend to choose HBCUs, and students at predominantly White 

high schools tend to choose PWIs. Instead, Freeman (1999) found predominantly White high 

school participants hoped to remove the burdens of teaching others about their culture and sought 

to immerse themselves in the Black academic culture they had not previously experienced. On the 

other hand, participants from predominantly White high schools expressed a responsibility to teach 

others about their culture and expose themselves to a mixed environment, which they perceived to 

be more like the real world.  

Additional research that studied collegiate preferences found students’ desire to attend 

college in like environments was either more related to their decision to remain close to home or 

influences from family, peers, and friends as opposed to outright racial preference (Butler, 2010). 
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Slay’s (2017) aforementioned admitted student case study found participants from predominantly 

Black high schools and communities expressed greater awareness and concern of the racial 

composition of the University of Michigan than participants from predominantly White high 

schools and communities. Interestingly, some predominantly White high school and community 

participants showed greater awareness of racial intergroup dynamics, perhaps due to their 

increased experiences navigating racially diverse spaces. Therefore, mixed findings remain on the 

relationship between community and high school racial demographics and the collegiate 

demographic preference or choice for Black students. 

EXPERIENCES POST-MATRICULATION 

 In the post-matriculation context, research on sense of belonging and campus climate most 

frequently examines student success as determined by retention, persistence, and completion. 

Given this study seeks to position sense of belonging and campus climate as a continuum from 

college choice to enrollment, this section of the literature review considers select studies that 

highlight racial disparities in belonging and campus climate experiences of Black students from 

college choice to matriculation.  

 When considering experiences that influence students’ academic and social transition from 

high school to college, Wilkins (2014) found differences by race and class in the participants’ 

ability to transfer high school identities to college settings and ultimately differences in their sense 

of belonging. Through one-on-one interviews with 18 Black men from predominantly White high 

schools and eight first-generation White men, both attending PWIs, Wilkins discovered the Black 

participants experienced drastic changes in social status with Black and White enrolled students. 

Wilkins also noted that, although both Black and White male participants entered college with 

similar expectations and believed they would experience social and academic success, the Black 
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participants experienced unexpected challenges in their social integration. These challenges 

included overt racism from White students in academic and social settings, and difficulty 

connecting in social spaces with other Black students primarily due to not conforming to expected 

cultural norms. In contrast, White participants transferred their positive high school experiences 

with greater ease. In this sense, they could, if desired, conceal their marginalized first-generation 

status to blend—a choice not afforded to Black participants’ given their racial marginalization. In 

essence, Wilkins found standing out in high school, and other positive factors in the Black 

participants’ high school development, adversely shaped their college environment. 

 In a broader study on race and campus climate, Harper and Hurtado (2007) conducted 

racially-homogeneous focus group interviews of Asian American, Black, Latino, Native 

American, and White participants from five PWIs across three U.S. geographic regions. The 

selected institutions included rural and urban settings with non-disclosed institutional challenges 

with race and racism. In their findings, Harper and Hurtado identified nine themes of “racial 

realities” shared across the institutions. While White and Asian participants expressed higher 

levels of social satisfaction, all participants expressed dissatisfaction of varying degrees regarding 

diversity and institutional rhetoric versus action. Participants expressed frustration with conveyed 

messages of diversity with little to no guidance to help them navigate inter-racial conversation or 

limited, if any, venues that actively promoted meaningful intergroup engagement in academic and 

social settings. For Black participants, however, the dissatisfaction was somewhat expected.  

Unlike Black participants in Wilkins’ (2014) study who experienced unexpected 

challenges in their social transition, participants in Harper and Hurtado’s (2007) study correlated 

their social dissatisfaction with historical practices of racial exclusion in admissions. For example, 

some participants expressed being encouraged not to attend or “warned” by influential persons, 
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including family members, enrolled students, and graduates, about experiences and perceptions of 

racist environments that seemingly remained unchanged over multiple generations. For these 

participants, the institutional reputation pre-matriculation directly shaped their enrolled 

experiences or minimally provided an additional lens through which some categorized their 

experiences—as inherent to the nature of the institution.  

Hannon et al. (2016) study on Black women at PWIs found, regardless of the makeup of 

students’ communities and high schools, the collegiate environment presented a new and 

somewhat different challenge when examining their academic and social integration. Many 

students in their study discussed differences between their expectations before and experiences 

after enrolling and how they navigated “living as a Black student at a PWI and having to exist as 

a Black student within the Black community on campus” (Hannon et al., 2016, p. 658). Further, 

Hannon et al. found some participants avoided White and other spaces where they believed they 

would not be accepted and instead, found a greater sense of belonging in Black student groups. 

Meanwhile, other participants took steps to form a sense of community in Black and traditionally 

White spaces, despite the burden of underrepresentation, in order to enhance and expand their 

sense of belonging and institutional commitment at their PWI.  

 As alluded to earlier in this chapter, academic self-concept is another critical consideration 

in students’ college integration, especially when they are underrepresented or in selective 

environments. Previously discussed studies, including Freeman (1997), Teranishi and Briscoe 

(2008), and Vue et al. (2017) addressed Black students’ concerns of limited access to college 

preparatory resources, admissibility to selective institutions, or perceived academic inferiority in 

predominantly White spaces and by White peers. Johnson (2012) found high academic self-

confidence among women in STEM could raise sense of belonging, which is significant given the 
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male domination of the STEM field. Women of color, however, must overcome additional hurdles 

as a double minority in both racial and gender differences. For example, even with high academic 

self-confidence and participation in women in STEM academic and living-learning communities, 

women of color in STEM experienced higher levels of a diminished sense of belonging and 

adverse perceptions and experiences with campus racial climate in academic and broader 

institutional settings as compared to their White women counterparts (Johnson, 2012). Johnson’s 

findings support Cabrera et al.’s (2007) previously mentioned study, which affirmed compromised 

belonging and campus climate and not academic unpreparedness or less college preparation, was 

a chief explanation why Black students were less prone to persist than their White peers. 

 Finally, Anderson’s (2008) three-part dissertation study considered the relationship 

between institutional factors and individual concerns of discrimination on Black and Latino 

students’ college choice decisions and satisfaction in the context of their high school environment 

and racial identity. Study one surveyed 116 students in grades 9-12 using the Race-Based Rejection 

Sensitivity Questionnaire, which measures rejection sensitivity due to one’s race. Study two 

surveyed 115 students from the same population description with some repeat participants using 

the Phinney Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure. Study three surveyed 72 students during three 

distinct periods—May of their senior year, September of their freshman college year, and February 

of their freshman college year. All surveys in the third study differed to some degree and utilized 

pre-designed surveys and original questions such as open-ended questions on college choice, sense 

of belonging, access to and use of college resources, participation in extracurricular activities, and 

institutional diversity.  

 Anderson discovered pre-matriculated and enrolled first-semester Black respondents’ 

demonstrated greater satisfaction and comfort in environments with a higher representation of 



 

 44 

Black students whereas, by their second semester, they became dissatisfied by the lack of perceived 

academic prestige, unlike Hispanic participants. In other words, institutional prestige once enrolled 

was a more significant factor in choice satisfaction for Black students, whereas racial make-up 

resonated more with Hispanic students. While affordability was the primary factor in college 

choice and prestige ranked second, Anderson noted the college choice decisions of students of 

color, and particularly for Black students, are complex regarding student values and perceived 

comfort or belonging. Moreover, one interpretation of Anderson’s recommendations is that PWIs 

should consider recruitment efforts and messages that emphasize areas that are not inherent to 

prospective students and families or where they may be misinformed. In Anderson’s case, 

messages that value and celebrate diversity to promote the recruitment and retention of students.  

DISCUSSION 

 This literature review outlined select findings in Black student’s sense of belonging and 

campus climate as it relates to their college search and choice perceptions and expectations, and 

lived experiences as enrolled students. The literature shows how some prospective students and 

families consume various information sources to determine their belonging and fit during college 

choice. The literature also supports the fact that racial incidents and intolerance, perceived 

marginalization on campus, historical exclusionary practices, and the perceptions and experiences 

of influential persons affect how students of color, and Black students, in particular, make their 

college decisions. Given that some students and families enter the college search and choice 

process with formed beliefs of institutional commitment to racial diversity, institutions must 

directly and definitively interrogate policies and practices that maintain or promote bias or 

prejudice. This is especially relevant in interrogating the dismissed or engrained institutional 



 

 45 

characteristics that negatively influence a sense of belonging and campus climate in order to 

improve the health of the institution of the well-being of individual students.   

 When considering Black students’ pre-collegiate perceptions of sense of belonging and 

campus racial climate, scholars have elevated the literature with critical findings. For example, 

Teranishi and Briscoe’s (2008) work significantly contributed to the literature in that it rebuked 

traditional, econometric cost-benefit college choice models, and centered race as the focal point of 

college choice decisions. It was also among limited studies that concurrently investigated 

belonging, campus racial climate, and college choice through the voices of Black students. Their 

work was particularly insightful given the students’ perceptions came in the immediate aftermath 

of “highly contentious and very public” affirmative action debates of Prop 209 (p. 16). That being 

said, the focus on institutional preference during the college search and choice process without 

connecting the students’ actual enrollment decision was a chief limitation of the study.  

 Likewise, Slay’s (2017) findings for admissions and enrollment management practitioners 

emphasized recommendations to speak more directly, openly, and specifically about racial 

diversity during official yield-recruitment events and other diversity-focused communication in 

order to more effectively convey the institution’s commitment to and value of racial equity and 

diversity within the legal confines of Prop 2. Although Slay’s work was limited to the University 

of Michigan, primarily non-Michigan residents, and participants who more often than not strongly 

connected to their Black racial identity, the case study was comprehensive. Also, from the student 

perspective, Slay’s work revealed critical factors in understanding how Black students develop 

their institutional perceptions in the context of race and diversity. Freeman’s (1999) findings 

supported the fact that Black students’ preference to attend an HBCU or PWI is often rooted in 
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discussions regarding race relations. However, the findings, as well as Freeman (1997) and Means 

et al. (2016), was limited by its focus on collegiate preferences and not actual enrollment.  

 Nevertheless, the studies identified in this literature review add to the knowledge and 

understanding of students’ expectations and experiences of belonging and campus climate in 

distinct ways. Most of the studies decisively amplified the voices or experiences of students 

through interviews in one of three contexts, including preferences and aspirations while in high 

school; enrolled students’ reflections toward barriers or influential experiences during the college 

choice process; the lived experiences of enrolled students. Only one study (Wilkins, 2014) offered 

a comparison between pre-collegiate and collegiate experiences, but unrelated to college choice.  

Additionally, Anderson’s (2008) robust study offered a comparison of pre- post-

matriculation perceptions/expectations and reality/lived experiences with an emphasis on college 

choice. It also followed participants from high school to college in real time and provided 

statistically significant data between Black and Latino participants through its quantitative design. 

Although Anderson’s open-ended questions allowed for individual expression within the context 

of a written questionnaire, the study presented a gap in positioning marginalized students to share 

their experiences, in depth and in their own words through a qualitative research design. Additional 

research is needed to investigate Black students’ pre- and post-matriculation expectations and 

experiences. Qualitative research can empower Black students’ voices and contribute to policy and 

practice development to affect their college choice decisions and underrepresentation in higher 

education. 

 Essential takeaways for institutional administrators, including admissions and enrollment 

management officers and diversity and campus climate leaders, rest in the notion of building 

diversity-driven outreach interventions, recruitment strategies, and campus climate inclusivity 
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with specific objectives and audiences in mind (Freeman, 1997; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado 

et al., 1998; Slay, 2017; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008). First, as these scholars noted, institutions 

must willingly address exclusionary practices against Black students, whether historical fact or 

what institutions may consider as erroneous or outdated perceptions. For prospective Black 

students, visibility of other Black students matters, and administrators must approach efforts, be it 

in-person recruitment or print and web-based marketing and communication, with authenticity 

regarding institutional commitments and initiatives toward diversity. Second, institutions must 

acknowledge that context matters within seemingly homogenous groups and therefore, should 

develop efforts to meet students’ needs based on their socioeconomic backgrounds and other 

intersecting identities (Hurtado et al., 1998; Means et al., 2016; Strayhorn, 2012; Wilkins, 2014).  

The fact that most diversity efforts for students of color and Black students do not distinguish 

between or acknowledge intragroup differences and needs also requires greater attention. 

However, many view this practice as less egregious as race-neutral strategies, which eliminate the 

ability to consider and respond to intergroup racial and cultural differences altogether. In sum, 

acknowledging and responding to differences across gender, socioeconomic background, 

community/high school context, educational background, academic interests, or career aspirations, 

to name a few, may produce more effective recruitment efforts for Black students. 

SUMMARY 

 As evidenced by this literature review, sense of belonging and campus climate are critical 

factors in Black students’ college choice decisions and post-matriculation experiences and may 

contribute to Black students’ underrepresentation in certain higher education environments. As a 

result, challenges in increasing structural diversity and shaping inclusive campus racial climate 

and culture calls into question federal, state, and institutional policies, the authenticity of diversity-
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focused recruitment strategies, and institutional commitments to create and maintain a diverse, 

safe, welcoming, and supportive campus communities. Institutional goals to increase structural 

diversity must work hand in hand with efforts to improve student expectations and enhance their 

experiences as members of the campus community. These policies and practices are only as 

productive as they can incorporate, draw upon, and respond to the experiences and perspectives of 

the very students they serve. As such, this study adds to the literature by using qualitative research 

to examine the expectations and realities of Black students’ sense of belonging and campus climate 

perceptions and experiences at selective and PWIs during the college choice process and post-

matriculation. Chapter 3 outlines the study’s methodology, procedures, and data analysis. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Procedures 

 As evidenced by the literature review, this study is founded in scholarly research that 

affirms Black students often encounter and navigate unwelcoming and hostile environments at 

selective or predominantly White institutions (Cabrera et al., 1999; Feagin et al., 2014; Freeman, 

1999; Hannon et al., 2016; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Harper et al., 2009; Hurtado et al., 1998; 

Johnson, 2012; Lo et al., 2017; London et al., 2011; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Solórzano et al., 

2000; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; Wilkins, 2014). As suggested, these unwelcoming and hostile 

environments affect one’s sense of belonging and campus racial climate, which may be predicated 

by several factors. These include their inequitable underrepresentation in higher education, the 

national rhetoric of racial intolerance and racism, historical exclusionary practices, or institutional 

practices embedded in Whiteness. In the context of this study, sense of belonging is the degree to 

which students anticipate or perceive their academic and social integration as it relates to feeling 

welcomed, valued, supported, safe, and able to be their authentic selves. Sense of belonging may 

also contribute to inter- and intra-group racial campus climate and, therefore, serves as a critical 

factor in diversity and enrollment efforts (Hurtado et al., 1998). Key terms that serve as a basis for 

this study are listed in Chapter 1 (see page 13).  

 As it relates to student recruitment, researchers suggest students’ college experience and 

the development of sense of belonging begins during the college choice process (London et al., 

2011). In this vein, while numerous factors influence where students apply and enroll, some 

believe demographics, events, and policies that spark concerns about racial tolerance, hostility, 

and belonging may directly influence the college choice behaviors of Black students (Freeman, 

1999; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Harper et al., 2009; Kingkade et al., 2015; Means et al., 2016; 

Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Solórzano et al., 2000). Moreover, students who face adverse campus 
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climates or sense of belonging after matriculation often struggle with academic and social 

adjustment (Hurtado et al., 1998, Hurtado et al., 2007; Tovar et al., 2009). These challenges not 

only affect their experience but perhaps also the perceptions and expectations of prospective 

students and others with whom they share their experience. As a result, scholars recommend 

allowing time and space to value Black students and families and address their needs and concerns 

in culturally responsive and respectable ways throughout the college search and choice process 

(Anderson, 2008; Holmes et al., 2000; Slay, 2017). 

 Although scholars examine a variety of factors that influence college choice, sense of 

belonging, and campus climate, most consider these factors in one of two contexts: students’ 

perceptions and experiences during the college choice process or post-matriculation experiences 

(Freeman, 1997; Freeman, 1999; Means et al., 2016; Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Slay, 2017; 

Solórzano et al., 2000). Of the studies that explore students’ perceptions and expectations during 

college choice along with their lived experiences once enrolled (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Wilkins, 

2014), few do so with the additional perspective of outreach and admissions recruitment strategies 

that influence students’ enrollment decisions. Those identified at the time of this study that 

examined pre-collegiate and collegiate experiences while also offering outreach, admissions, and 

recruitment recommendations differed in scope, methodology, framework, and population 

(Anderson, 2008). Therefore, this study uniquely contributes to the literature on college choice 

and belonging for Black students by examining Black students’ expectations, perceptions, and 

experiences through qualitative research design using focus groups as the primary method for data 

collection. Critical race theory, or CRT, serves as the overall foundation for research and interview 

design and data analysis. To that end, this chapter details the methodology and procedures of the 
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study, including research method and design, sites, population and sample, data collection 

protocols, and data analysis procedures. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

 The insight offered by Black students’ expressed lived experiences are often omitted when 

developing policies and practices intended to improve their representation and success in higher 

education. Adding Black students’ voices to the scholarship and councils aimed at understanding 

and enhancing their sense of belonging and campus racial climate may significantly contribute to 

institutional efforts. Thus, the purpose of this study is two-fold. First, to explore how Black 

students shape their perceptions and expectations of sense of belonging and campus climate during 

the college search and choice process. Second, to utilize individual and group reflection on 

prospective student perceptions and assumptions, enrolled lived experiences, and developing 

campus values to 1) understand Black students’ experiences at PWIs and 2) encourage their 

recommendations on admissions and institutional activities and interventions that may shape 

policies and best practices for prospective and enrolled students. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 This study positions itself among prior and ongoing research that critically examines 

college choice scholarship through the perspectives and experiences of Black students as a primary 

source in order to build productive and effective solutions toward student recruitment, enrollment, 

sense of belonging and campus racial climate (Freeman, 1997; Freeman, 1999; Teranishi & 

Briscoe, 2008; Means et al., 2016; Slay, 2017). Therefore, this study will address the following 

questions as it relates to self-identified first- or second-year, Black students: 

1) What were their expectations of belonging and campus racial climate during the college 

search and choice process, and what factors most influenced them?  
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2) How does their sense of belonging and the campus racial climate as enrolled students 

compare to their expectations as prospective students, and by what means do these lived 

experiences influence their likelihood to recommend future enrollment to Black students? 

3) What strategies do they believe institutions should employ to increase the interest, 

representation, and sense of belonging of Black students on campus? 

RESEARCH METHOD AND DESIGN 

 This CRT qualitative study utilized focus group interviews, guided writing prompts, and a 

demographic questionnaire. In a few cases, intended focus groups were conducted as individual 

interviews due to scheduling conflicts with other participants. The remaining sections of this 

chapter detail the study’s methodology, researcher positionality, framework, sampling, data 

collection protocols, and data analysis. 

Methodology 

Roberts (2010) describes qualitative methods as a “philosophical orientation...which 

focuses on people’s experience from their perspective [where] rather than numbers, the data are 

words that describe people’s knowledge, opinions, perceptions, and feelings as well as detailed 

descriptions of people’s actions, behaviors, activities, and interpersonal interactions” (p. 143). In 

choosing a qualitative design, researchers opt to collaborate with participants to identify, explore, 

and accurately describe how participants relate to and interact with the study’s area of focus 

resulting in a rich narrative that bolsters their perspectives, experiences, and ideas (Guest et al., 

2013). Hays and Singh (2012) further describe qualitative methods as exploratory research that is 

interactive and evolving with the goal of understanding the participant’s perspective. Thus, 

qualitative research is best aligned with the inquiry of this study given the objective to impact 
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policy and practice through validating the experiences and amplifying the voices, perspectives, 

and ideas of Black students. 

Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory 

 As introduced in the literature review, CRT foregrounds race and racism in all aspects of a 

study (Creswell 2012), which in this case includes research method, design, and data analysis. 

Solórzano et al. (2000) and Solórzano and Yosso (2002)  distinguish CRT in education research 

in that it also challenges frames that diminish or dismiss the intersectionality of race, class, and 

gender as social constructs for people of color. This study pulls from several examples of how 

scholars use CRT in related topic areas. For instance, Solórzano et al. (2000) conducted focus 

groups with 34 Black college students and utilized CRT and grounded theory to examine racial 

microaggressions and how they influence racial campus climate and individual experiences that 

shape student persistence, success, and fit (belonging). They examined both academic and social 

spaces to demonstrate how subtle, covert racism impacts campus racial climate for Black students.  

Additionally, Teranishi and Briscoe (2008) conducted focus groups with 11th and 12th-

grade Black high school students and individual interviews with six high school counselors. As 

presented in the literature review, their work examined the role of race, racialized ideologies, and 

perceived racism in Black students’ college choice perceptions, expectations, and behaviors after 

CA Prop 209 statewide affirmative action ban. The scholars used CRT to challenge econometric 

college choice models to emphasize the role of race and perceived sense of belonging in college 

choice. Further, Vue et al. (2017) used CRT to explore how students of color hear, internalize, and 

navigate contentious racialized discourse on affirmative action and other race-conscious policies. 

Additionally, CRT as a data analysis technique is explored later in this chapter. 
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Sites and Institutional Profiles  

Large, public, predominantly or historically White institutions with selective or higher 

admission rates were targeted sites for this study. Admittedly, many other institutional types, such 

as mid-size or regional public colleges or universities, meet the PWI criteria. Additionally, while 

many non-profit private institutions are both predominantly White and selective, they are generally 

less bound by federal and state regulations and enjoy more flexibility in their recruitment, 

admissions, and financial aid practices. That is to say, different institutions meet this study’s focus 

on the underrepresentation of Black students in selective higher education. However, the literature 

attests that large public and flagship institutions face unique challenges among underrepresented 

and minoritized student populations. For example, students may view large public and flagship 

institutions as more inaccessible (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008) or otherwise less desirable (Hoxby 

& Turner, 2015; Hoxby & Avery, 2013) than private institutions or other public institutions. 

Moreover, Perna et al. (2006) found that the most significant inequity of Black students exists at 

large public, flagship institutions. With this in mind, this study focused on large, public institutions.  

In order to broaden the scope of this study and contribution to the literature, this research 

was conducted as a multi-institutional study at two, large public, tier-one, flagship institutions in 

two distinct geographic regions in the U.S. Sites were chosen in different national geographic 

regions to overcome nuances in state or institutional admissions policy and potentially expand the 

conceptual transferability of the study’s findings and policy recommendations across similar 

institutions. Final site selection was based mainly on the researcher’s professional interest in 

institutions prominently positioned in and challenged by arguments related to race and diversity in 

policies and practices. Both institutions have battled legal challenges against the use of 

race/ethnicity in admissions with varying outcomes and responses, including eliminated state or 
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institutional affirmative action policies, race-neutral or other diversity admissions policies such as 

the narrowly tailored use of race in holistic application review, and evidence of student activism 

regarding campus racial climate issues. The sites for this study include one tier-one flagship 

research institution in the Midwest United States, referenced as Midwest Flagship University 

(MFU), and one tier-one flagship research institution in the Southwest United States, referenced 

as Southwest Flagship University (SFU). The following sections offer institutional profiles that 

detail the characteristics of both sites while masking institutional identity, to provide further 

context to the participants’ experiences. 

Midwest Flagship University 

Midwest Flagship University (referenced as MFU) is situated in a picturesque college city 

in the Midwestern United States. Located about 40 miles from one of the most populated cities in 

the Midwest, the campus’ 500 buildings span nearly 800 acres and is the heart of its small city. 

Founded in the early 1800s, the institution’s development, in many ways, outpaced the 

development of its state and the higher education realm. Early on, it conceptualized aspects of 

modern-day teaching still used today and admitted its first Black or African American, Asian 

American, Hispanic/Latinx, and women students before the 1900s. In its more recent history, MFU 

defended the use of race in admissions, which was ultimately curtailed by state voter proposals 

that limited affirmative action policies by state agencies. 

 MFU’s current (2019) institutional profile includes an average of more than 30,000 

undergraduate students and over 6,800 first-year students. Among their undergraduate population, 

the most recent common data set shows four percent are Black or African American, and Hispanic, 

Asian, and White populations average more than 7%, 16%, and 57%, respectively. Additionally, 

the university enrolls a geographically diverse first-year class—53% are in-state residents, 39% 
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out-of-state, and 8% international. First-year students represent every county in the state, all 50 

states in the nation, and more than 120 countries around the world.  

The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (2017) categorizes MFU 

as an R1 or tier one more selective, lower undergraduate transfer-in doctoral institution with very 

high research activity. Its 2019 undergraduate profile shows admission rates of over 40% for in-

state and just below 20% for out-of-state applicants (for an average of 20%) due to the distribution 

of in-state and non-state residents. Additionally, MFU’s freshman profile shows an average 

admissions test score performance of 1340-1530 (range 400-1600) for the 25th to 75th percentile of 

SAT test-takers and 31-34 (range 1-36) for the 25th to 75th percentile of ACT test-takers. All 

applicants are considered through a race-blind and need-blind holistic application review process.  

While MFU weathers all four seasons, including long and sometimes harsh winters, 

students typically enjoy a vibrant social life in the college town. Known for its unprecedented 

football stadium experiences and school spirit, MFU competes in one of the oldest Division I 

athletic conferences in the U.S. In addition to winning conference and national championships 

across its 29 men’s and women’s sports teams, MFU is a highly-regarded academic institution that 

consistently ranks among the top 25 elite U.S. universities.  

Southwest Flagship University 

In contrast to MFU’s college-town feel, Southwest Flagship University (referenced as 

SFU), is at the heart of a bustling city in one of the nation’s southernmost states, and fastest-

growing metropolitan areas. Founded in the late 1800s, SFU enjoyed many years of growth and 

expansion as a mixed-sex or co-educational campus before admitting Black or African American 

students in the 1950s. While SFU’s racial integration occurred much later than MFU, it was among 

the first major institutions in a southern state to admit Black or African American students. Today, 
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the main campus’ 150 buildings rest on roughly 425 acres located a short distance from the state 

capitol. Additionally, growth in and around the city has expanded its footing in the tech industry 

and other high-interest fields.  

SFU’s 2019 institutional profile includes an average of just under 40,000 undergraduate 

students and over 8,000 first-year students. Among their undergraduate population, the most recent 

common data set shows 4.2% are Black or African American, and Hispanic, Asian, and White 

populations average 24%, 23%, and 39%, respectively. Unlike MFU, SFU’s class is less 

geographically diverse due, in part, to state legislation prioritizing admission for in-state residents. 

As such, approximately 90% of first-year students are in-state residents, while out-of-state and 

international students comprise the remaining eight and two percent. The most recent profile shows 

first-year students represent over two-thirds of the state’s counties, all 50 states, and just over 50 

countries worldwide.  

The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (2017) categorizes SFU as 

an RI or tier one more selective, higher undergraduate transfer-in doctoral institution with very 

high research activity. It has an average 26% admit rate for out-of-state residents. Admission rates 

for state residents, however, are slightly more complex. State policies grant resident students 

automatic admission to the state’s public four-year universities based on their high school class 

rank. As required by state agencies, the class rank needed for automatic admission is determined 

at the beginning of the student’s junior year. It can vary by individual institution based on the 

number of graduating high school seniors in the state, the target size of the institution’s entering 

first-year class, and the projected number expected to enroll. Automatic admission by class rank 

at SFU is limited to 75% of the total in-state admission offers. At SFU, this resulted in a 100% 
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admit rate for eligible in-state automatic admission applicants, approximately 20% for non-

automatic admission in-state applicants, and an overall in-state admit rate of 48.5%.  

Additionally, SFU’s freshman profile shows an average test score performance of 1240-

1470 (range 400-1600) for the 25th to 75th percentile of SAT test-takers and 27-33 (range 1-36) for 

the 25th to 75th percentile of ACT test-takers. While automatic admission allows entry to the 

institution, all applicants are reviewed and admitted holistically for their academic major. Despite 

challenges at the state and national level to eliminate affirmative action policies, SFU continues to 

engage students by race and successfully defended the consideration of race and ethnicity as one 

of many factors in the holistic admissions process.   

Similar to MFU, SFU is known for its school spirit and boasts the most recognizable 

university and athletic brand. Athletically, the institution competes in Division I sports and hosts 

22 men’s and women’s sports teams. SFU is often regarded as a “best value” university and 

consistently ranks within the top 50 U.S. universities. 

Sampling 

 Purposive, also referenced as purposeful, sampling was the technique used for this study. 

As demonstrated by its name, purposive samples are not random but instead, are selected with a 

distinct purpose, based on the knowledge and judgment of the researcher, usually because the 

sample shares fundamental criterion or other significant attributes (Ritchie, Lewis, Elam, Tennant, 

& Rahim, 2014). In the case of this study, the aim was to yield a sample where all participants 

self-identified as 1) Black/African American, Black/African, or Black/Multiracial; 2) first or 

second-year enrolled university students; 3) matriculants at their first post-secondary institution 

immediately following high school graduation or awarded credential. Given the study’s focus on 

experiences during the college choice process and as enrolled students, it was necessary to engage 
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participants when they could speak to both timeframes. As this research is not presented as a 

longitudinal study and had a limited data collection window, I identified an optimal period for 

accurate reflection and recollection of past activities and experiences, as well as adequate time for 

lived experiences on campus. As a result, data collection occurred towards the end of the fall 

semester and exclusively targeted Black students in their first or second year of enrollment. 

Although all participants in the sample met the above criteria, I did not account for students 

in residential early college programs at four-year institutions or students earning dual credit 

associate degrees through courses taken on a college campus. As such, a handful of participants 

fell into one of these two categories; however, they are still technically classified as recent high 

school graduates and, more importantly, offered tremendous and relevant insight into students’ 

expectations and experiences. While these participants’ contributions are included in the study, 

others were excluded during the confirmation process—namely, traditional external transfer 

students, students beyond their second year of enrollment, and students who selected an identity 

that was not categorized as one of the three above groupings.  

Participant Invitation and Selection 

The invitation to recruit participants was disseminated through direct and indirect channels. 

Upon my request, MFU’s Office of Enrollment Management facilitated direct email invitations to 

first- and second-year enrolled Black students (see Appendix B). Conversely, I identified SFU 

participants through online searches and direct emails to student leaders in academic and social-

cultural student organizations for Black, African, and African American students (see Appendix 

C). Additionally, I sent emails and digital flyers to designated administrators and staff in diversity, 

student life, or advising offices at the university and academic college/school or department level. 

These requests, in addition to digital flyers on social media, and encouraging early participants to 
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share the opportunity with their friends, resulted in snowball sampling using word of mouth from 

interested students. The invitation included access to an online form where prospective participants 

confirmed their interest, eligibility, and indicated their availability for the study (see Appendix C). 

Participants were informed at the recruitment phase that they would be entered into a drawing for 

a $10-15 Amazon gift card upon successful completion of the focus group and submission of the 

online demographic questionnaire.  

While MFU participant recruitment took place over two weeks, repeat attempts over two 

months were necessary to yield an equitable sample at SFU. Participant recruitment, in some ways, 

had unexpected outcomes. Initial focus groups at SFU had a lower response and show rate than 

anticipated, resulting in fewer participants. In contrast, MFU, despite having a fair share of no-

shows as focus groups commenced, far exceeded the number of expected participants and 

outnumbered SFU participants by more than double. This was likely due, in part, to the supported 

and coordinated invitation effort with campus administrators and potentially the novelty and safety 

of an out-of-state researcher inviting them to share their experiences and help bring about change 

for future students. Consequently, I conducted additional rounds of recruitment and focus group 

interviews at SFU to balance data collection. Subsequent recruitment included scheduled 

participants who were later unavailable in round one and new recommendations from staff and 

administrators of participants who were interested but missed the round one sign-up deadline. 

The intent was to interview a total of 15 to 30 participants. Due in large part to their interest, 

word of mouth, and support from institutional partners, including enrollment management, 

diversity offices, academic colleges and schools, and student affairs offices, the sample size 

exceeded the goal with 57 responses, 49 confirmations, and 33 final focus group participants. 

Compelled by their commitment to the study and the transparency and sincerity of their responses, 
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I awarded all participants a minimum $10 gift card as opposed to a drawing, as initially intended. 

Additionally, participants whose focus groups ran long due to group size received a $15 gift card. 

Only participants in the second-round of SFU focus groups were aware during recruitment for the 

study that they would receive a $10-15 gift card as opposed to a drawing. This assured monetary 

incentive may have affected the 100% show-rate for the remaining four focus groups. 

In the end, the study included 16 participants across seven focus groups at SFU and 17 

participants across six focus groups at MFU. Participants indicated their focus group time 

preference from a choice list of available, pre-determined, 90-minute time slots. Focus group sizes 

ranged from one participant (frequency of four groups) and six participants (frequency of one 

group) based on participant availability and unexpected scheduling and attendance conflicts. The 

following sections provide an overview of participant profiles with more detailed narratives that 

include relevant aspects of their family and high school background as well as first-person telling 

of experiences in the college choice process located in Appendix I. 

Participant Profile Overview 

 As previously stated, the study’s near even split of participants, 17 from MFU, and 16 from 

SFU, provided an excellent balance and foundational upon which to consider institutional 

differences. As anticipated, the majority of participants self-identified as women or females with 

a count of 27 or 82% compared to a count of six or 18% men or males. Additionally, 21 participants 

or 64% were first-year students, and 12 or 36% were second-year students. While the study 

singularly focused on first- or second-year participants who self-identified as Black/African 

American, Black/African, or Black/Multiracial—represented as 61%, 24%, and 15%, 

respectively—the sample displayed an impressive and surprising variety in other background 

factors.  
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 For example, family income, shown in Figure 3.1 below, had a wide distribution across 

self-reported brackets, including 21% at less than $40K; 6% at $40-59K; 15% at $60-79K; 15% at 

$80-99K; 25% at $100-150K; 15% at more than $150K, and 3% who did not know their family’s 

income. There were no significant income differences when delineated by institution.  

Figure 3.1 Distribution of Total Participants’ Family Income  

Additionally, when considering family education level across the total sample, approximately 

30% were classified as first-generation college students based on one or more parents who did 

not attain a four-year bachelor’s degree. Parent education showed differences by site institution, 

as illustrated in Figure 3.2 below, with 18% of MFU identifying as first-generation compared to 

44% at SFU. Of the 10 first-generation college student participants, only two had an older sibling 

who completed a bachelor’s degree or higher. Also of note, of the 23 non-first generation college 

student participants, 12 or 52% had at least one parent with a graduate or professional degree. 

Less than $40K
21%

$40-59K
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$60-79K
15%

$80-99K
15%

$100-150K
25%

More than $150K
15%

I don't know
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I don't know
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Figure 3.2 Participants’ First-Generation College Student Status 

Note: Percent is shown as an overall participant total and percent delineated by site 
institution—Midwest Flagship University (MFU) and Southwest Flagship University (SFU). 

Academic discipline was another relatively balanced factor among the participant pool. 

Although some participants were declaring or considering an internal transfer to new academic 

majors, they identified as approximately 40% liberal arts and humanities, 30% health and STEM, 

15% business, 6% communication and media, 6% undecided or not reported, and 3% visual and 

performing or fine arts. Additional breakdowns by discipline are displayed in Table 3.1 below. 

Table 3.1     Total Participants’ Academic Discipline or Program Area 

Academic Discipline Count Percent 

Business* 5 15% 

Communication and Media 2 6% 

Engineering  and Computer Science 2 6% 

Liberal Arts / Humanities* 13 39% 

Math and Science 4 12% 

Medical and Health Sciences 4 12% 

Visual and Performing—Fine Arts 1 3% 

Undecided 1 3% 

Not reported 1 3% 

Grand Total 33 100% 

Note: Asterisk (*) denotes participants’ honors program enrollment 

 Additional notable and institutionally distinct factors include residency and automatic 

admission. MFU participants were expectedly more varied in residency, with 53% in-state, 41% 

out-of-state, and 6% international compared to SFU, who was comprised of 94% in-state and 6% 
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out-of-state participants. Also, within the SFU sample, 56% of participants applied as 

automatically admissible students according to the state’s automatic admission policy noted above 

in the SFU site profile. While MFU does not have an automatic admission policy, it was surprising 

to see a relatively balanced representation within the SFU population, given a large number of 

admission offers are allocated for automatic admission. The sections below provide a narration of 

participant backgrounds and college search and choice process experiences composed from the 

demographic questionnaire and the pre-interview guided-writing exercise. 

MFU Participant Profile Summary 

Below are the individual backgrounds and personal stories of the 17 participants (listed in 

Table 3.2 below) who attend MFU. Participants shared their thoughts and experiences in one of 

six focus groups, including two individual interviews due to scheduling conflicts and cancellations. 

Table 3.2     MFU Participant Background Factors 

Name 
Focus 
Group 

Year Race and Ethnicity Gender Residency Family income 
First-
Gen 

Aaron 4 1st Black/African American Man/M Out-of-state $80 - 99K N 

Alex 6 2nd 
Other (African 
American/Nigerian) 

Man/M Out-of-state $100 -150K N 

Alexa 6 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 

Alyssa 6 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 -79K Y 

Avery 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $80 -99K N 

Denise 5 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state Less than $40K N 

Erin 2 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 - 79K Y 

Jason 3 1st Black/Multiracial Man/M In-state More than $150K N 

Kacey 5 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state More than $150K N 

Karen 6 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 

Kayla 1 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 

Kendra 1 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $100 - 150K N 

Kim 3 2nd Black/African Woman/F In-state Less than $40K N 

Sara 3 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $40 - 59K N 

Stella 6 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state More than $150K N 

Tiffany 6 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F International I don’t know N 

Veronica 5 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F Out-of-state $100 -150K N 

Additionally, as presented in their profiles (see Appendix I), MFU participants referenced a variety 

of factors that influenced their decision to enroll. In the order of number of references, these 

include financial cost and scholarship awards; access to resources, networks, and other 
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opportunities; feeling wanted, welcomed, or comfortable through recruitment, campus visits, or 

other activities; the institution’s prestige or reputation; admission to their desired academic 

program; selecting their first choice institution; location; friends were also enrolling; 

encouragement from HS counselor; encouragement from parents and family members; and 

receiving an early admission offer. The complete breakdown is shown in Table 3.3 below. 

Table 3.3     MFU Participants’ Top Enrollment Factors 

Top Enrollment Factors Number of References Percent of Sample 

Financial cost and scholarships 10 59% 
Resources, networks, and other opportunities 9 53% 
Felt wanted, welcomed, comfortable 6 35% 
Institutional/Program prestige or reputation 5 29% 
Admission to my major or program 4 24% 
First choice institution 3 18% 
Location 2 12% 
Friends attending 1 6% 
HS Counselor 1 6% 
Parents/Family 1 6% 
Timing (received an offer early) 1 6% 

SFU Participant Profile Summary 

Below are the individual backgrounds and personal stories of the 16 participants (listed in 

Table 3.4) who attend SFU. Participants shared their thoughts and experiences in one of seven 

focus groups, including two individual interviews due to scheduling conflicts and cancellations.  

Table 3.4     SFU Participant Background Factors 

Name Focus Group Year Race and Ethnicity Gender Residency Family income 
First-
Gen 

Andrea 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 

Camden 7 1st Black/African American Man/M In-state $80 -99K Y 

Carly 6 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 

Chris 1 2nd Black/African American Man/M In-state $100 -150K N 

Danielle 2 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $60 -79K N 

Deanna 4 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 -79K N 

Janelle 3 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state Less than $40K N 

Krystin 5 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state More than $150K N 

Leah 4 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 

Lexi 7 2nd Black/African Woman/F In-state $60 -79K Y 

Marcus 5 1st Black/African American Man/M In-state More than $150K N 

Melody 3 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F In-state $100 -150K Y 

Natalie 5 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F In-state $80 -99K Y 

Olivia 1 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $80 -99K N 

Sienna 7 2nd Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $40 -59K Y 

Tonya 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 
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Additionally, as presented in their profiles (see Appendix I, SFU participants referenced a variety 

of factors that influenced their decision to enroll. Listed in the order of number of references, these 

include financial cost and scholarship awards; admission to their desired academic program; the 

institution’s prestige or reputation; location; access to resources, networks, and other opportunities; 

feeling wanted, welcomed, or comfortable through recruitment, campus visits, or other activities; 

first choice institution; inspired by a university administrator or speaker; denied admission to their 

first-choice institution; encouragement from HS counselor; encouragement from parents and 

family members; desire to prove their ability to succeed to doubters; and school spirit. The 

complete breakdown, with percentages, is shown in Table 3.5 below. 

Table 3.5     SFU Participants’ Top Enrollment Factors 

Top Enrollment Factors Number of References Percent of Sample 

Financial cost and scholarships 7 44% 

Admission to my major or program 6 38% 

Institutional/Program prestige or reputation 5 31% 

Location 4 25% 

Resources, networks, and other opportunities 4 25% 

Felt wanted, welcomed, comfortable 2 13% 

First choice institution 2 13% 

University administrator/speaker 2 13% 

Denied from my first-choice institution 1 6% 

HS Counselor 1 6% 

Parents/Family 1 6% 

Prove my ability to others 1 6% 

School spirit 1 6% 

DATA COLLECTION PROTOCOLS 

 For this study, data collection consisted of three instruments: an individual guided writing 

prompt (see Appendix F), a focus group interview protocol (see Appendix G), and a demographic 

questionnaire (see Appendix H). While the writing prompt was administered in-person, 

immediately preceding the focus group, and the web-based questionnaire was completed within 

one week following the focus group, the focus group interview itself served as the primary 

instrument. The focus group interviews took place in classrooms and conference rooms on the 
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participants’ campus in buildings that were familiar and easily accessible to them. Most were 

completed within 45-60 minutes. Each focus group was audio-recorded with participants’ consent 

using a free voice recording app on two cell phones, one as the primary recorder and one as a back-

up device. The agenda was standardized across focus groups and included, on average, a 5-10-

minute arrival window; 5-minute introductions and instructions, including an informational sheet 

for campus cultural and counseling resources; 8-10-minute guiding writing exercise; 45-60-minute 

semi-structured focus group interview; 5-minute closing instructions and next steps regarding the 

demographic questionnaire. Additionally, a variety of food and snacks available for the duration 

of the focus group. All costs, including travel, food for participants, and gift cards were covered at 

my expense. The following sections offer additional details regarding each data collection 

instrument. 

Guided Writing Exercise  

Participants were presented with pen and paper and instructed to respond to a four-question 

prompt (see Appendix F), in the order of their preference, within an allotted 8-10 minutes. Each 

participants’ written response was collected at the end of the focus group. Hays and Singh (2012) 

state that written documents often add value to qualitative data collection and are distinctly less 

invasive than interviews. As they explain, the lack of invasiveness may be necessary when 

researching sensitive topics as “writing can give participants the opportunity to express themselves 

in a more private manner and/or have more time to reflect on a phenomenon.” As Hays and Singh 

suggest, written documents may include participant journals, diaries, notes, lists, records, reports, 

writing samples, or prompts and may or may not be used in conjunction with interviews and focus 

groups. In the case of this study, the four prompts in the guided writing exercise served three 

purposes. First, to help take the participants out of their mindset and perspective as enrolled college 
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students and facilitate reflection to their pre-collegiate experiences. Second, as an icebreaker of 

sorts to help students feel comfortable discussing the topic. Third, to assist with member-checking 

their focus group responses. The prompt also served a fourth, unplanned purpose—to help shape 

participant profiles and give context to their college choice and college search process experiences.  

Focus Groups  

Solórzano et al. (2000) describe focus groups as guided group discussions that generate a 

greater understanding of the participants’ experiences and beliefs on a particular subject matter. 

Additionally, they define the four strengths of focus groups as the ability to: a) explore and 

discover concepts and themes where more knowledge is needed; b) add context and depth to 

understanding; c) provide an interpretation from the perspective of group participants; d) observe 

the collective group interaction of participants.  

 Given this study is centered on race and racial experiences, culturally responsive focus 

groups (CRFGs) will define the focus group instrument. Rodriguez et al. (2011) outline critical 

components of CRFGs to reframe the research to focus on participants’ marginalized identities. 

These include validating and upholding participants identities, including selecting comfortable 

environments and creating a relaxed, “culturally natural and affirming” atmosphere (p. 410); 

emphasizing researcher and facilitator roles to value participants beyond the context of data 

collection; addressing historical focus groups limitations, including differences in group or 

individual responses by acknowledging both as valid while working to encourage more open 

sharing. Also, the researchers address ethical and methodological considerations to protect the 

participants and the researcher.  

In the context of this study, two additional benefits of focus groups emerge 1) to mitigate 

feelings of isolation around sensitive topics or experiences and 2) to provide a potential source of 



 

 69 

support through identifying and connecting participants with others who share perceptions or 

experiences (Hays & Singh, 2012). Guest et al. (2013) recommend focus groups of six to 12 

individuals, depending on the complexity of, sensitivity to, and experience with the topic. The 

original intent was to confirm up to 10 participants per focus group, in anticipation of unexpected 

conflicts, to yield an average of six to nine participants per group. However, pilot testing with six 

participants revealed challenges concerning effective time management to complete the protocol 

within the allotted time, provide equal time to each participant, and note-taking by the sole 

researcher while also managing time, group dynamics, the protocol, and important probing 

questions. For this reason, adjustments were made to construct focus groups of up to five 

participants, although group size ultimately varied based on participant availability and show rates. 

Demographic Data Questionnaire  

An online demographic data questionnaire (see Appendix H) captured background 

information on essential factors that might influence participants’ experiences or perspectives. 

These factors include the participant’s college search, choice, and admissibility; high school and 

academic background; family and community background. Many of the results are shared in the 

participant overview in this chapter. To avoid introducing stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 

1995), which may influence participant responses or engagement, I will ask participants to submit 

the questionnaire via Qualtrics within one week of the focus group interview. Qualtrics, an online 

research and experience management tool that effectively collects and analyzes respondent data, 

was available to participants at no cost.    

RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 

As the researcher, my positionality grounds my interest in this topic and guides my choices 

in the design of this study. I am a Black woman and the product of predominantly White high 
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schools and a predominantly White university. Although I am not a first-generation college student 

and had tremendous support from my family during the college application process, I faced many 

challenges navigating the racial and social dynamics of my college environment. These 

experiences were more isolating and segregated than anything I previously encountered and 

exacerbated challenges adapting in terms of academic rigor and success, young adult development, 

and family life away from home. As an administrator, I have more than 14 years’ experience in 

admissions, recruitment, and enrollment management at a tier-one, state flagship institution, 

including experience in strategy and policy development, and direct student recruitment in diverse, 

dominant, underresourced, affluent, and other school and community environments. I have also 

served in state and national leadership positions dedicated to inclusion, access, and success 

initiatives for college-bound and enrolled students.  

In my professional experience, one of the more challenging aspects of developing 

admissions processes and practices that result in the desired student class is doing it in a way that 

values and prioritizes both institutional enrollment goals and student and family needs and 

concerns. Despite intentionality and authentic efforts, these goals, needs, and concerns may not 

always align at PWIs. This challenge may arise for various reasons, particularly with 

underrepresented students of color, including unclear and non-collaborative ownership of the 

pipeline from a suspect or potential prospective student to alumni, and constrained collaboration 

across critical units of student enrollment, success, and student affairs/social development. 

Additionally, an increased focus on metrics and numeric outcomes in an attempt to control 

perceived student deficits and remediation often undervalues efforts that create equitable 

opportunities, promote diversity, acknowledge historical practices, emphasize relationship 

building, and offer authentic experiences to prospective students and families. 
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With Black and other students of color, recruitment generally directly or indirectly includes 

individual students, their families, and the broader communities. We must not only work to 

increase structural diversity, but also recognize our responsibility to ensure newly enrolled students 

access the connections and resources that were presented during the college choice process in order 

to quell their concerns and entice their enrollment. I believe this is done by continuously talking 

and listening to students and then collaboratively working across the institution to support them. 

Doing so internalizes that their success is more than an individual triumph and can help to turn the 

tide in perceptions of future students, their families, and advocates, which ultimately—through 

adequate financial and other necessary resources—can help reshape an institution.  

My decision to study this topic is one that I feel calls to many, especially those who want 

the next generation to have better experiences, and who desperately want to make higher education 

more equitable by increasing access and degree attainment for Black students. This is critical given 

our work in a time where many do not care, know, or understand Black students’ experiences or 

over-prescribe legal constraints that prevent race-conscious efforts. This practice is becoming 

increasingly pervasive given recognizing and mitigating racial inequalities and biases are neither 

tolerated nor celebrated by some in the dominant society. My background uniquely positions me 

in this study and defines the lens with which I approach this work; however, I am also aware of 

internal biases and presumptions I bring to the topic and the potential, the unintended influence of 

my personal and professional experiences. In this respect, I committed to tempering my 

expectations and carefully and meaningfully engaged participants to develop trust and rapport. 

These steps created a comfortable and open space where the participants expressed themselves 

freely to me and with each other and opened opportunities to collaboratively discover new meaning 

in and give higher value to their experiences. 
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VALIDITY 

 Focus group dynamics can have a significant impact on participant engagement and the 

validity of the data. Maxwell (2013) describes research validity as a critical component of 

qualitative design that considers how your results or conclusions may be incorrect, inaccurate, or 

misinterpreted. The ability to plan for and respond to threats to validity strengthens a study’s 

contribution to the literature. In this study, efforts to address validity centered on two areas of 

concern. First, to not lead participants to a particular position or frame of thinking during the 

interview and second, to accurately capture and present participants’ perceptions, experiences, 

opinions, and ideas. A consideration that is unique to focus groups is managing focus group 

dynamics, such as different personalities and levels of engagement (Guest et al., 2013). This is 

particularly a concern when working to identify various perspectives and minimize false depictions 

of groupthink that can skew the data. I approached validity threats in four ways. First, as Guest et 

al. (2013) suggests, observing and gauging the mood, personalities of, and interactions between 

participants so I could respond and adapt my style and speed as needed for each group. I 

incorporated this strategy by making a conscious effort to take note of dominant or shy participants 

and make minor but necessary shifts in my approach to encourage a productive and balanced 

discussion. Second, I set the tone, expectations, and provided an opportunity for participants to 

collaboratively contribute to group norms in order to create an environment that was respectful of 

shared and differing ideas and experiences and ensure they felt free to express themselves openly. 

Third, I utilized probing questions to delve further into responses and promote additional 

contributions from others in the group. Finally, I conducted member checks during the focus group 

interviews, as outlined by Hays and Singh (2012), by restating participant responses to clarify or 
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affirm responses. Also, the guided writing exercise served as a member-checking opportunity 

around certain repeat topics.   

DATA ANALYSIS PROCEDURES 

 Data analysis for this study began, in part, during data collection. In some cases, potential 

themes emerged early on during data collection and led to more focused probing questions in key 

topic areas. As previously mentioned, data collection occurred in the following order: the first-half 

of SFU participants, MFU, and the second-half of SFU participants. Distinct differences in the 

effect and affect or perception of admissions policy, residential make-up of the student body, and 

resources—structural and otherwise—for students of color emerged in the focus groups by site 

and at times, within sites. There was also early evidence of many commonalities, despite the 

geographic and other differences between sites as outlined in their profiles in Chapter 4. Although 

not intentional, the ability to move between sites during data collection was invaluable to the initial 

development of themes through the participants’ shared and differing narratives. 

With respect to logistical procedures for analysis, a professional on-campus transcription 

service was used to transcribe more than 13 hours of focus group interviews resulting in nearly 

350 pages of data. In addition, I typed 45 pages of participants’ guided writing exercise responses 

and uploaded them along with focus group audio recordings and transcriptions to MAXQDA, an 

analysis software used for qualitative and mixed methods research. Participant responses to the 

online demographic questionnaire were also downloaded from Qualtrics and uploaded to 

MAXQDA as participant variables. Both the professional transcription and data analysis software 

were purchased as an out-of-pocket expense. Each focus group transcription and recording was 

reviewed in its entirety. Previously written and new memos and notes were added to guide initial 
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thoughts for coding and analysis or provide context and clarity. Additionally, edits were made 

when necessary to correct transcription errors before coding.   

Coding  

 As described by Miles et al. (2014), codes or labels are tools used to assign summative or 

otherwise salient meaning to chunks of information compiled during a study. Deductive codes, 

which are developed before fieldwork, can serve as a provisional list based on research questions, 

hypotheses, and other variables. In this study, however, they posed a greater risk of researcher 

bias. Therefore, inductive codes, which are developed during data collection, were used to allow 

the researcher to remain open to the emergence of new or unexpected factors (Miles et al., 2014).  

Upon review of the data, coding was a multi-step process. As outlined by Miles et al. 

(2014), this included first-level descriptive coding, which holistically organized experiences, 

perceptions, and recommendations by type and by sentiment at a high-level. First-level codes were 

simultaneously developed, applied, and refined with each focus group. Segments were then coded 

at a second-level to identify patterns or emergent themes. Miles et al. introduce four summarizers 

for pattern codes that were relevant to this study, including categories or themes, 

causes/explanations, relationships among people, and theoretical constructs. In step three, 

matrices, described by Maxwell (2013) as tools for displaying and further developing results for 

analysis, were used to arrange coded segments by research question, categories or themes, and 

supporting quotes. The final steps took place in two parts based on the research question and 

desired analysis. First, narrative descriptions (Miles et al.) or main narrative development (Hays 

& Singh, 2012) involved returning to the various data sources to elaborate on the themes and 

connect the concepts back to the research questions for more thorough and cohesive analysis. 

Second, CRT data analysis technique was used, where appropriate. Winkle-Wagner et al. (2019) 
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outline this technique as a critical analysis using commonly referenced tenets that are foundational 

in CRT. 

CRT Data Analysis 

As outlined by Winkle-Wagner et al. (2019), CRT data analysis technique was used to 

investigate themes by examining quotes based on six CRT tenets. Introduced in greater detail in 

the literature review, Winkle-Wagner et al. present these tenets, which often serve as a foundation 

to CRT. These include the permanence of racism, the importance of experiential knowledge and/or 

counter-storytelling, interest convergence, Whiteness as property, liberalism critique, and an 

intersectional commitment to social justice (p. 195-196). This technique involves devising 

questions and coding based on the relevant and applied tenets. Finally, narrative analysis was used, 

when possible, to weave the concepts and CRT together to provide further context to participants’ 

experiences and to policy and practices that may perpetuate inequitable outcomes. 

Evidence of CRT tenets presents throughout the participants’ counter-stories as shared in 

the findings. For instance, Whiteness as property is shown in how the participants discuss 

disparities in high school resources, educational curriculum, and related access to college 

information. The participants’ recommendations to university administrators also reject liberal and 

cautious diversity practices or initiatives that supplant Black student needs and resources for a 

more general multicultural perspective. Further, their recommendations, as presented in Chapter 

5, call for an intersectional commitment to social justice. Ladson-Billings (1998) states that CRT 

can be a “powerful explanatory tool for the sustained inequity that people of color experience” (p. 

18). This study’s use of CRT relevantly positions participants’ minoritized perceptions and 

racialized experiences as essential and contributing factors in the formation of their sense of 

belonging and the campus racial climate experiences at flagship institutions. 
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SUMMARY 

 In summary, this study utilized CRT qualitative methodology and several instruments, 

including multi-step inductive coding, matrix displays, narrative descriptions, and CRT analytic 

data technique in varying parts for data analysis. Posed questions allowed participants to provide 

insight into their background and pre- and post-matriculation expectations and experiences 

regarding college choice, sense of belonging, and campus climate. Participants also offered 

opinions and suggestions for recruitment or broader institutional strategies that may enhance Black 

students’ representation and belonging on campus. On a personal note, although the coding process 

and analysis seemed disjointed, nuanced, and repetitive at times, given my novice experience to 

qualitative research, each return to the data from a slightly different lens allowed for increased 

familiarity and understanding. This study set out to validate the experiences of Black students and 

provide a platform for their voices and contributions. In the end, I gained an immense appreciation 

for the participants, their stories, and the potentially significant contribution their offerings add to 

the literature. The information included in this chapter, as well as the detailed participant profiles 

in Appendix I, offer a snapshot of significant descriptive factors for the sample, details of their 

individual and family factors, and demonstrates the similarities and differences in their personal 

backgrounds and experiences during the college search and choice process. All of these 

contextualizes the analysis and findings.  

Chapter 4 reports the findings as it relates to their reflections of belonging and prospective 

students (RQ 1) and their lived experiences as enrolled students and peer recommendations (RQ 

2). Chapter 5 presents the participants’ recommendations to university administrators to improve 

the level of interest, representation, and belonging for Black students (RQ 3). A discussion of the 
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findings along with implications for practice, recommendations for future research, and concluding 

thoughts are presented in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter 4: Findings Pt. 1—Prospective Student Expectations (RQ 1) 

As detailed in Chapter 3, multi-step inductive coding, CRT data analysis, and narrative 

analysis were used to examine focus groups or individual interview data. Additional context was 

pulled from a pre-interview guided writing exercise and a post-interview questionnaire. The 

findings, presented in Chapters 4 and 5, examine data from the study’s 33 first- and second-year 

college student participants—17 at Midwest Flagship University (MFU) and 16 at Southwest 

Flagship University (SFU). Of the 33 participants, 18% (6) identified as male, and all participants 

identified as Black/African American (20), Black/African (8), or Black/Multiracial (5).  

Chapter 4 presents emerging themes and significant findings from two of the study’s three 

research questions (RQs) that address prospective student expectations, enrolled student lived 

experiences, and enrollment recommendations concerning Black students’ sense of belonging and 

the campus climate at flagship and PWIs. Investigated in two parts, part 1 (RQ 1) asks: 

1) What were their expectations of belonging and campus racial climate during the college 

search and choice process, and what factors most influenced them?  

In RQ 1, the participants were instructed to “take their college student hats off” and reflect on their 

institutional awareness, engagement, and college search and choice process. All findings in 

Chapters 4 and 5 are grounded in key definitions presented in Chapter 1 (see pages 12-13), 

including structural diversity, inclusion, sense of belonging, and campus racial climate. 

Ascertaining the assumptions and presumptions that shaped the participants’ expectations 

called for a range of topics drawing on my awareness and understanding of the prospective student 

experience. Essential topics were chosen to address universal themes related to valued college 

characteristics and students’ integration and acclimation in an academic environment. These topics 

include the process of deciding where to apply to college; top influential factors for applying; the 
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college application and admissions experience; perceptions and personal values regarding 

educational racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity; expectations about their future university 

integration as it relates to academic performance, social and cultural opportunities, and overall 

campus environment; top influential factors for enrollment.  The participants’ expectations 

regarding sense of belonging and the campus racial climate fell neatly into one of the four themes:  

Diversity and Campus Climate—the perception of the university’s diversity demographics and 

campus life experiences, especially for marginalized students;  

Academics—the availability and utilization of high school academic opportunities, individual 

performance, and preparation for college;  

Social and Cultural—the potential social and cultural opportunities or experiences in college;  

Overall Campus Environment—the expectation of integrating or fitting into the overall university 

community.  

The themes and informing factors of expectations of belonging, as presented in the Framework 

Matrix towards Predicting Expectations of Belonging and Campus Racial Climate for Black 

Students’ (see Table 4.1), emerged during data analysis. The themes are explored, in detail, in 

the sections below. 
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Table 4.1     Framework Matrix towards Predicting Expectations of Belonging and Campus Racial Climate 
for Black Prospective Students 

Theme Factors of Belonging Subfactors (Influencers) 

Diversity 
and Campus 
Climate 

Importance of diversity and climate 
compared to other factors 

Perceived likelihood of being accepted 
and welcomed on campus 

Demonstrated univ. diversity and campus 
climate 

Awareness/impression of others’ 
experiences, opinions, and beliefs 

Univ. reputation re diversity and 
underrepresented students 

Perceived effect of institutional factors on 
diversity and climate  

Perceived ability to navigate the campus’ 
diversity and climate  

First-hand experience at on-campus programs 

Univ. diversity and campus climate message  

Univ. diversity, inclusion, & climate history/stance  

Perception (self and others) of university history and 
stance re diversity, inclusion, & climate 

Expectations and assumptions re diversity/climate due 
to campus size, location, demographics, etc. 

Others’ opinions/advice on campus diversity/climate 
(e.g., family, alumni, counselors, students) 

Experiences with different neighborhood or HS 
demographics/environments 

Mindset re or experience with diversity, belonging, & 
campus/national climate 

Academics 

Feelings re admissibility 

Perception of univ. academic rigor 

Perception of the academic quality of 
their HS education 

Feelings re the likelihood of performing 
amongst college peers at a level similar 
to HS experiences 

Access to academic opportunities in HS (e.g., 
courses, rigor, qualified teachers, tutoring, etc.) 

Individual performance in HS relative to their peers 

College preparation, exposure, or familiarity  

Other’s opinions and predictions of how they may 
perform academically at the university 

College’s academic reputation and ranking 

Social and 
Cultural  

Importance of social/cultural belonging 

Desired social/cultural environment 

Perceived likelihood of finding desired 
social/cultural experience; being 
socially/culturally accepted 

Mindset/feelings re openness to different 
people and experiences 

Demographic make-up of neighborhood or HS 

Social/cultural experiences in neighborhood or HS 

Experience in different social/cultural environments  

Awareness of the institution’s social/cultural 
organizations and opportunities 

Perception of access or availability of the university’s 
social/cultural opportunities 

Overall 
Campus Fit 

Feelings regarding campus “fit” 

Perceived ability to find desired/trusted 
community 

Mindset: expectations of student life, 
experience, & degree outcomes 

Feelings re being supported, wanted, or  
welcomed on campus 

Cost-benefit of enrollment (trade-off of 
opportunities vs. concerns) 

Awareness of valued aspects of campus culture  

Perspective of important campus factors (e.g., 
prestige/rank, location, size, demographics, etc.) 

Perspective of important campus resources and 
opportunities (e.g., financial assistance, academic 
support, personal/career opportunities, etc.) 

Experience during college search/choice process  

Prior experience adapting/fitting in new situations 
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DIVERSITY AND CAMPUS CLIMATE EXPECTATIONS 

Racial and ethnic demographics and campus racial climate are commonly considered in 

the belonging and inclusion of underrepresented and minoritized students. This includes diversity 

within the student body as well as representation among administrators, faculty, staff, and alumni 

at PWIs. Likewise, an institution’s current and historical stance in welcoming, supporting, and 

valuing individuals whose identities fall outside the majority are generally considered critical 

measures of a student’s future quality of life on campus. To begin, participants discussed their 

perception of race at MFU or SFU as high school students and detailed the factors that influenced 

these perceptions and their expectations regarding diversity and campus racial climate. 

The participants’ perception of race on campus differed more than any other question in 

the study. Apart from institutional factors, the participants’ geographic diversity, as presented in 

chapter three, may offer additional context regarding their perspective and awareness of race on 

campus in relation to their home communities. For example, 53% of MFU participants resided in-

state compared to 94% of SFU participants. Additionally, the majority of in-state residents at both 

institutions were concentrated from one or two of the states’ more diverse greater metropolitan 

areas. As illustrated in Figure 4.1 below, participants at both institutions expressed a relatively low 

‘positive’ perception of race on campus, reported as one MFU and two SFU participants (5.88% 

and 12.50%, respectively). Similarly, one participant at both institutions reported a ‘positive, but 

leaning neutral’ position (5.88% MFU and 6.25% SFU). Those who reported a ‘neutral’ 

perception, includes just over 41% of MFU participants and an overwhelming 75% of SFU 

participants. One participant at both institutions responded as ‘neutral leaning negative’ (5.88% 

MFU and 6.25% SFU). Lastly, while no SFU participants reported a ‘negative’ perception, 7 out 

of 17 (41.17%) of MFU participants expressed strong ‘negative’ perceptions of race on campus. 
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Figure 4.1 Perception of Institutional Diversity/Race as Prospective Students 

In further discussion, participants expanded on the basis of their perceptions and shared 

their impressions and the weight of importance of diversity and campus climate as high school 

students. This, in turn, identified factors and subfactors, as outlined in Table 4.1, that helped inform 

their perceptions of race and assumptions racial/ethnic belonging on campus. These factors include 

the level of importance of diversity and climate in comparison to other considerations (e.g., quality 

of education, degree outcomes, cost, and so on); perceived likelihood of being accepted and 

welcomed as a Black student; awareness of the university’s diversity and campus climate; 

awareness and impression of influential others’ experiences, opinions, and beliefs about the 

university’s diversity and campus climate; general reputation of the university regarding diversity 

and underrepresented students; perceived effect of institutional or external factors on diversity and 

climate (e.g., ranking/prestige, selectivity, state laws and consideration of race, political climate, 

and so on); perceived ability to navigate campus diversity and climate. The corresponding sub-

factors that most informed these factors include first-hand experiences at university outreach or 

prospective student events; university communication regarding diversity and campus climate; 

university’s history and current stance on diversity, inclusion, and climate (and the perspective—
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their own as well as influential others’—of that history and stance); assumptions regarding 

diversity and climate due to campus factors (e.g., size, location, demographics, and so forth); 

expectations and guidance on the diversity and campus climate experience from trusted individuals 

(e.g., family, alumni, counselors, college students); previous experiences with diversity in 

communities and schools (racial demographics); individual mindset of or experience with 

diversity, belonging, and campus and national climate. The analysis of these factors and subfactors 

revealed four broad descriptive categories of diversity and campus climate belonging, including 

participants who “didn’t think about it” (15); were “optimistic” (6); were “leery/didn’t know what 

to expect” (4); and had “some concerns” (8). Explored below are the nuances that give a greater 

context to their perceptions of race and expectations about the environment. 

Didn’t Think About It 

Approximately 45% of participants reported they did not think about or give much thought 

to the institution’s diversity and campus climate while in high school. Comprised of eight or 

roughly 47% of MFU and seven or roughly 44% of SFU participants, this group represents about 

68% who reported a neutral perception of race on campus. The rationale for their perceptions, 

however, shows differences in previous experiences with racial demographics and climate in 

communities and schools as well as their understanding of racial demographics and climate on 

their respective future campuses. These experiences, as presented in the subcategories below, 

grounded their belief that university environment was similar to what they were used to in high 

school; dissimilar, but they reasonably assumed they would be okay; or unimportant given other 

priorities and considerations outweighed campus diversity and climate.  
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It’s Similar to What I’m Used to 

Four participants across four different focus groups concentrated less on the university 

resources or potential discomfort and more on their perceived ability to navigate a minimally 

diverse environment. This rationale manifested primarily from their prior experiences navigating 

similar demographics and ultimately making them indifferent to or assume a sense of familiarity 

regarding their choice institution. For example, Alex (MFU) said:  

I didn’t really know too much about the demographics. I figured since it was in the 

Midwest, there’d be a White majority. That was just my assumption at the time. ...My high 

school was mostly White, but there was a decent amount of African Americans. I didn’t 

really have any problem there, so I didn’t assume I’d have any problem with [MFU] either.  

Jason, also at MFU, stated he briefly looked at the statistics but did not think much of it considering 

he lived in a predominantly White area for the past three or four years. “I was used to both being 

around a really diverse community, and being in an incredibly un-diverse community... so, it 

wasn’t really that big of a deal for me,” Jason said. On the other hand, Camden (SFU) noted that 

while he attended a very diverse high school, he had a different experience in the classroom. 

I was in advanced classes and stuff, and inside of those classes, it was predominantly White. 

So I really didn’t see a lot of Black people in my classes already to begin with. I just kind 

of figured that college would be the same way, more or less. ... It’s kind of sad it didn’t 

faze me, you know what I mean? But I just kind [thought], it’s most likely gonna be that 

case, unfortunately, and so that’s why I didn’t really look too much into it.  

 

Camden expressed further that SFU portrayed a sense of diversity that he soon believed was 

inaccurate. He said, “I would have at least thought that it would be a little bit more even, simply 

because of how they made the university sound to me, whenever I went to orientation, this and 

that. But even at orientation, there were very, very few Black people as well.” In all cases, the 

participants were successful in less than desirable diverse environments, making their expectations 

that college would mirror high school a reasonably justified stance. 
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Assumed I’d Be Okay  

Similarly, five MFU and one SFU participant believed they would be okay as Black 

students. For some, recruitment brochures, university webpages, and social media significantly 

informed their perspective. Leah (SFU) said, “Honestly, no one told me this was a PWI. Sounds 

really bad, but I had no clue because I guess I kinda came into it blind.” Leah followed enrolled 

Black students on social media, and many of her high school friends—none of whom were 

White—were also attending SFU. Both led her to believe she was entering a diverse environment. 

Likewise, Tiffany, who completed her college-search process while overseas, said:  

I didn’t really look into the demographics that much, I just assumed if there was a good 

atmosphere...[it] was fine. I don’t know why I never thought about it. I just saw the pictures 

on the website. I just assume every school, when they hand you their pamphlet that they 

always put all the different kids of a different race, so I just assumed, of course, it’s gonna 

be just as diverse as my high school, or my international school. That’s just what I assumed. 

Alternatively, Deanna, Avery, and Erin drew opinions from different prospective student 

experiences. For instance, Deanna believed SFU was diverse based on a campus tour. She said, “I 

saw Middle Eastern…Asian…and Hispanic people. And to me [that’s] very normal. I didn’t pick 

up that I wasn’t seeing Black people.” Avery, who anticipated a smooth transition given many 

high school classmates attended MFU, admits she did not give heed to race on campus despite 

multiple visits for middle school outreach and a summer transition program before her first year.  

I never thought about race until I got here, not even till I got here. I was here for [the 

summer transition program], and that program was very diverse. It was …wonderful to see 

people of all different backgrounds, and we’re all just happy, getting along. I had a Black 

roommate, and I knew her from high school. I didn’t hear the statistic, “4%” until I got 

here. It was never a topic of discussion. We talked about race, of course, because my school 

was also predominantly Black, but it never dawned on me the fact that I could go 

somewhere, and not be able to recognize people, or not know how to operate in a 

community that’s totally different from mine until I was in that situation. 

Erin shared similar impressions from MFU outreach and campus visit programs, saying:  
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Even though they told me about the sometimes lack of diversity here, from what I saw I 

just assumed at that age, like, okay, it’s got to be pretty diverse even if it’s not a huge 

number of people—I know I will still have my community…because I see it in front of me.  

Erin explained her initial positive view on race on campus became more neutral in high school as 

she began listening to campus visit leaders and others about the MFU’s diversity. Still, because 

Erin felt familiar with MFU, she was mostly unbothered by race and diversity issues.  

Conversely, Sara was aware of the potential diversity and campus climate issues at MFU. 

She applied with the guidance of an older cousin at a different PWI in the same state. Sara shared:  

When I was applying, I didn’t really think about it, ‘cause I knew [MFU] was a [PWI]. I 

knew what I was signing myself up for, and I didn’t really have a negative perspective 

because my cousin…told me a lot about what happens on campuses. Of course, there’s not 

always good times, and there’s always things that do happen, but the majority of your time, 

it’ll be like a regular day. …You have to really just pick up the good times and the bad 

times, and push them together. …I had gone to all-Black schools my entire life… I knew 

that I was coming to something different, and I had to prepare myself for that. I also knew 

that it wasn’t going to be totally terrible. 

Whether informed by social media, campus visit programs, institutional marketing, or family, 

friends, and advocates, these participants relied on what was presented to them to base their 

expectations and beliefs of diversity and racial well-being on campus. 

Other Priorities 

Lastly, one MFU and four SFU participants shared other priorities that either outweighed 

or overshadowed considerations about the institution’s diversity and campus racial climate. Some 

participants knew the institution was a PWI and, thus, were more realistic about their potential 

diversity experience. Nevertheless, they believed the potential lack of diversity was worth the 

trade-off for access to the university’s resources, prestige, and so on over more racially diverse 

college options. For example, Janelle (SFU) stated earning her SFU degree and graduation 

outcomes were the only issues of importance. Aaron (MFU) discussed his transition from a 

predominantly Black city that, through gentrification, resulted in a diverse population of Black, 
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White, and other racial/ethnic students in high school. Still, what he sought in a college more than 

likely meant a predominantly White environment. Aaron said: 

I guess in context ...Because I was applying to pretty much all PWIs, I was like the Black 

population at any school I go to is going to be in the single digits or low teens anyway. I 

wasn’t really looking at the difference between 6% and 9% at another school. The 

difference is probably going to be pretty stark…That’s kind of my perception. ... Because 

when you look at all the school rankings, it’s pretty much only PWIs …near the top. 

Similar to Aaron, both Natalie and Marcus (SFU) discussed the decision to prioritize quality 

factors, such as academic reputation, over more diverse demographics at other institutions. 

Marcus: All of the schools that I wanted to get into based upon ranking...I started to look 

at the percentages, and they’re all PWIs. So they’re all between 2% and 5%. So I just kind 

of accepted the fact that if I wanted to go to an elite school or a school like [SFU], it was 

gonna be like that anyway.  

 

Natalie: Mine is kinda like Marcus except that I [also] applied to [a small private 

university], which has a good diverse population. The only difference is that I looked at 

the opportunities and the academic rigor [instead of] paying attention to the diversity 

…that’s why I chose [SFU] instead…knowing that it was a PWI. 

Danielle (SFU) employed a bit more research, given her unfamiliarity as an immigrant. In the end, 

she had a similar thought process and stuck with her college aspirations, despite friends’ warnings 

about the potentially isolating experience. Also, college talks with former students who shared 

their experience often focused on finances, time management, and unique opportunities. She said, 

“…I think we just talked about [race] among ourselves, Oh, it’s a [PWI], if you go there, you’d be 

the only... I was like, ‘It’s okay. There’s nothing wrong with that.’” Danielle went on to say:  

Each and every one of [my friends] knew [SFU] is a very good school. There are resources 

that come with big schools like this, but I think they were just saying it as a, “You better 

get ready to settle into that kind of environment,” kind of thing, because they knew already 

I do not care. It would be uncomfortable, but it’s one of the best, so if you have to give 

that... I mean, I was kind of uncomfortable with it initially, but... All of the schools I wanted 

to go to were [PWIs], every single one of them, so it didn’t matter on this really. 
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Whether carefully orchestrated or organically manifested, these participants inherently revealed a 

cost-benefit analysis of diversity versus opportunity, prestige, and degree-outcomes when 

considering the less diverse environments of MFU and SFU, among their other college options.  

Optimistic  

Participants with an optimistic outlook on diversity and campus climate shared how they 

looked forward to, and in some cases sought out, a different experience. They represent 

approximately 12% of the overall sample, 100% of those who expressed positive perceptions of 

race, and 50% of participants with “positive leaning neutral” perceptions. Of the four participants, 

three, including Olivia and Chris, attend SFU. Olivia and Chris first met at the focus group, yet 

shared parallel experiences in weighing SFU against another rival, large, in-state public research 

institution. Olivia was drawn to the more liberal reputation of SFU and its surrounding area and, 

in turn, pushed back on her parents’ desire that she attend the rival university with a close friend. 

Chris concurred, noting the rival campus invited far-right conservative speakers with plans to host 

a “White lives matter” rally. Although neither knew much about SFU, they both believed the 

liberal city offered a greater likelihood of being accepted. Also, Alyssa (MFU) recalled hearing 

conversations about college plans in high school. She said: 

A lot of people kept saying HBCUs, and I refused. I didn’t wanna go to an HBCU at all… 

Growing up, it’s always been all Black kids at every school I went to, and I was like, in the 

real world, I doubt I’m gonna be around the same people that look like me, have [a] similar 

background, and things like that. I wanted to experience something new. I remember when 

[MFU’s]...fliers were like, “Diversity.” I was like…Great. I get to meet different groups of 

people and experience different cultures. I was kind of excited about that. 

As shown, the participants assumed a greater possibility of comfort, open-mindedness, acceptance, 

or realizing their desired different experiences in the environment. 
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Leery, Didn’t Know What to Expect  

One MFU and three SFU participants expressed uncertainties about race, diversity, and 

campus climate. They also reported a range of race perceptions, including neutral, neutral leaning 

negative, and negative. The participants admitted feeling leery and not knowing what to expect; 

however, their uncertainties did not stem from a lack of awareness regarding demographics or the 

history of campus diversity. Instead, their beliefs formed from inconsistencies about potential 

campus experiences based on what they heard from others and, in some cases, what they saw for 

themselves. Kacey is a prime example of someone with first and second-hand knowledge who, 

despite choosing to enroll, remained unsure about her future experience at MFU. She said: 

I’ve always paid close attention to the percentages of the different demographics and 

[MFU] …had one of the lowest being 4% or 5%. …So going from 95% Black [in high 

school] to 95% non-Black, I was like, “Uh.” And then also, the people I know who go here 

have had different experiences. …My [family member]…had different incidents where she 

would find flyers on the wall…convincing people that Black people were inferior to White 

people. ...Senior year, there was this one guy who randomly went up to a group of Black 

students and [called] them the n-word... So…I didn’t know what to expect. 

Lexi recalled receiving brochures and attending on-campus SFU outreach programs that, 

she later discovered, were geared towards students of color. The diverse make-up of the event 

enhanced her comfort and sense of belonging so much so that she initially dismissed the diversity 

statistics and experiences shared by enrolled students. Lexi said:  

I remember I pulled up [the demographics]… When I thought about it, I was like [there 

are] a lot of students, so if we make up four percent of it, that’s not too bad. That’s enough 

of us. So coming in I was like, well, maybe we’re not that big, but there’s at least some of 

us. And the [recruitment/outreach] program I went to was definitely racially diverse. 

….Actually, there weren’t any White people, but still, it was diverse. …Seeing that…gave 

me a little bit of hope…but the…first-year profiles didn’t really match up. 

Similarly, Carly reviewed multiple brochures and websites that emphasized SFU’s diversity but 

did not match her experience at a campus event or what she knew about more diverse in-state 

schools. She said, “People played [the diversity] out to be positive, but personally, I didn’t see it 
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as a positive. But I wouldn’t say I saw it as a negative. So I guess neutral.” When describing her 

experience at the admitted student event, Carly said, “I felt...not overwhelmed by the White 

presence, but it was there. It was prominent that there weren’t a lot of Black people. …I felt like I 

had to...show them…this isn’t…affirmative action... I’m here for the same reason you’re here.” 

 Conversely, Melody’s uncertainties were less about diversity and, instead, centered on 

what she might expect as a Black multiracial student at SFU. She shared: 

Having grown up with people of a more privileged [race]...I felt like I knew how to navigate 

non-me terrain really, really well. ...I noticed that the minorities really sectioned themselves 

off ...and I just really enjoy integration, so I thought that might be annoying having to 

choose a team because I’m very mixed—a quarter White, a quarter Mexican, and half 

Black. I’m like, okay, now I’m going to have to choose between the Mexican and the Black 

community because they don’t intersect. And if I got into that tiny little Afro-Latina 

community, then you can’t be anything different than all the Afro-Latinas. …I just [didn’t] 

want to be put in a corner, but I knew that everything was safe. 

Although the participants assumed they would be okay and safe in the environment, their 

reconciliation required a type of bargaining not seen in other diversity and campus categories.   

Some Concerns 

Lastly, all but one of the eight participants who expressed concerns attend MFU. Together, 

they represent 71% of participants with a negative perception of race on campus. They ranged 

from being more than a little leery to very concerned about the campus environment, which was 

largely informed by first-hand experiences or trusted individuals. For example, Andrea believed 

SFU promoted itself as more diverse than it is as they sought to influence Black student enrollment. 

Nevertheless, she imagined many Black students would not attend due to potentially negative 

racial experiences as Andrea recalled her interaction during an SFU academic summer camp: 

We had to work [together]…and…I was the only Black girl in my group. And being Black, 

especially in the business setting like that, they don’t let you speak. …You could put out 

an idea [but] they’re not going to think about it. Or they’re not going to take it into 

consideration. …That’s what I was struggling with [the]…whole week…getting [my] point 

across...because it’s like they shut you out and they don’t want you a part of any of it. 
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Like Andrea, Kendra (MFU) expressed concerns about diversity in her academic major and 

whether the students understood the lack of diversity and cultural awareness in the professional 

industry. This, along with the polarized political climate and her mother’s inclination toward an 

HBCU, inflamed her concerns about whether MFU was the best choice. Denise and Kayla also 

considered diverse environments that would more likely welcome students of color. While Denise 

deliberated on more diverse public institutions, Kayla leaned towards an HBCU. Kayla said: 

I didn’t want to go to [MFU]... I just knew [it] was White, and I wanted a Black college 

experience. When I started seriously considering [MFU]…it was around the Trump thing. 

There was a lot of [racial] stuff going on on campus…before…and then after he got 

elected... So…I just thought racism overall, even though I had been up here for years.  

Also, racist messages in a group chat for newly admitted students heightened her concerns. “I was 

terrified before coming here. I thought it was full of rich, White, ignorant people,” Kayla said. 

In addition to the polarized national climate and negative publicity of racial incidents on 

campus, Kim was warned about the lack of diversity and challenging campus climate from family 

members who attended MFU or other PWIs. In particular, a member of her church informed her 

about racist activity on campus, saying, because she attended predominantly Black schools, it 

would be unlike anything she ever experienced. Kim’s sister also addressed the stark change:  

[My sister was] like, “It’s a different thing. Sometimes you’re gonna be the only Black 

person in the room. Sometimes you’re gonna have…people ask you really random 

questions that are offensive. You’re going to maybe encounter a couple of times where the 

professor may say certain remarks and whatnot. I want you to be prepared for that, and 

make sure you’re aware of this when it comes to deciding which school you [go] to.” 

Alexa, on the other hand, relied on information from MFU officials. Being an in-state student, she 

frequently engaged Black representatives during visits to her predominantly Hispanic high school 

or at on-campus outreach and recruitment programs. Although this led her to imagine a diverse 

campus, her comfort diminished following the news of racist incidents. Alexa said: 



 

 92 

They had that whole issue with [racist vandalism] …my senior year of high school. I don’t 

know the depths of it [but] I do know there was a lot of racial tension [on] campus... In the 

midst of applying, I was like, how is that gonna structure my experience if I do get in here? 

Will they even allow me to get in here? How is the university gonna go forward with that? 

...Coming here and doing tours, beyond [outreach events], I…only [saw] White kids. If I 

did see people of color, it was never people who looked like me. 

In their discussions, it became clear that their perception of race on campus and feelings 

about diversity and campus climate were most prevalent in shaping their mindset about the 

institution as a whole. Apart from the six participants who were optimistic about the environment, 

the vast majority expressed a measure of compromise, uncertainty, or concern regarding diversity 

and campus climate. Whether their beliefs leaned positive or negative or what influenced them, 

each participant weighed the assumed benefits with how well they believed they could navigate 

undesirable situations and create a positive experience. In doing so, the participants’ pre-enrolled 

expectations became a foundation upon which they faced and judged their enrolled experiences.  

ACADEMIC BELONGING EXPECTATIONS 

As previously noted, all participants were academically qualified by virtue of their 

admission to their institution and/or preferred major; nevertheless, the vast majority of participants 

believed MFU and SFU’s academic environment would be much more rigorous than previous 

experiences. Their perception of their academic belonging involved a fluid discussion of critical 

factors, including their initial feelings regarding admissibility, perception of the university’s 

academic rigor, perception of the quality of their high school education, and feelings regarding the 

likelihood of succeeding and performing amongst their college peers at a level similar to or above 

their high school experiences. Additionally, influential subfactors included access to and 

utilization of high school academic opportunities such as the course curriculum, rigorous college 

preparatory courses, qualified teachers, school and/or private tutoring, and so on; individual 

performance in high school relative to their peers; college preparation and exposure or familiarity; 
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other’s opinions and predictions of their college academic performance; academic reputation and 

ranking of the institution and academic program. With the above factors and subfactors in mind, 

the participants’ presumptions of academic belonging were organized into one of four categories: 

“generally didn’t think about it” (4), “not worried about it” (19), “a little nervous or concerned but 

optimistic” (7), and “concerned” (2). Additionally, one participant did not respond.  

Didn’t Think About It; Not Too Worried About It 

Nearly 71% of participants, approximately 69% MFU and 75% SFU, reported they did not 

think to question or believed they were academically prepared and, therefore, were not worried 

about their future performance. Of the ten first-generation college student participants, 70% fall 

within this group. In total, about half of the participants credited their secondary school for laying 

a strong foundation for academic success and helping them build confidence in undertaking an 

advanced or challenging curriculum. Specifically, participants acknowledged the high quality of 

their high school education, availability of and enrollment in advanced placement (AP) and dual-

credit college courses, success stories of previous students, and support from school counselors 

and administrators as confidence-building factors. For instance, Kendra (MFU) said:  

Academically, I thought I was…pretty prepared because the whole selling item of [my] 

school was college readiness... People…always [come] back [saying], “Oh yeah, we went 

to [an elite private university], and we’re so prepared.” …Well, if you went to [omitted] 

and I’m going to somewhere on this list, I feel like I’ll be fine too.  

Similarly, Avery did not think much about her preparedness; she felt confident and was excited to 

move to a more challenging, higher level of learning. Likewise, Sara’s high school offered upwards 

of 40 AP courses and community college partnerships for access to off-campus dual-credit courses.  

Participants with a positive academic belonging reported high school demographics as 43% 

equally diverse, 26% predominantly White, 26% predominantly Black, and 4% predominantly 

Black and Hispanic. Nevertheless, a few participants directly or indirectly correlated race or equity 
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in high school resources with their ability to self-motivate, perform, and persevere. Stella (MFU), 

for example, stated, “I was fortunate enough to live in a community that was predominantly White, 

so there were good resources there, but also...I was smart enough, and I was a hard worker.” Karen 

(MFU) also said she was fortunate to attend a “good high school” in her predominantly White 

community. Although Janelle (SFU) also referenced opportunities at her predominantly White 

school, she was unable to take advantage of most resources due to the long commute from her 

predominantly Black community. In this respect, availability did not equate to access. She said: 

I’ve always been about my education. So I was, of course, in the top few percent. But I 

could see...the race difference. I can probably say for sure, for the top 5% ...[and] the top 

10%, I probably was the only Black girl. Top 15 is three or four [Black girls]… The more 

privileged [students] got into the top…but also, those…who were struggling to graduate 

…were my friends. …I saw the difficulties they went through because we lived in the same 

community. ...I lived in a low-income [and bussed] to the high-income high school. At the 

end of the day, I realized it didn’t matter where I went if there [were] Black people or not. 

If they were preparing me right or not. I just had to do it for myself. …For sure, [some] 

kids had…free time to go to the tutorials. …It was there, but they didn’t take advantage of 

it. And there are students…who, like me, [took] the bus after school…and I still was in the 

same grade, same ranking as those students who had the opportunities. So it didn’t matter. 

Like Stella and Janelle, the remaining participants’ intrinsic belief in their ability to 

compete was a top factor in developing positive assumptions of academic belonging. This belief 

was often bolstered through perseverance in challenging circumstances, unique academic 

experiences, and encouragement from family members and influential others. Their belief in their 

ability to compete was particularly true for those whose admission was unexpected. Sienna, for 

instance, received her Associate’s degree through a dual credit program at her local college before 

enrolling at SFU. She believed experiencing a college campus as a high school student gave her a 

competitive advantage. Similarly, Lexi (SFU) excelled in a residential early college program at a 

local university during her junior and senior years in high school. Given her success in the college 

environment, she felt she would easily assimilate at SFU.  
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In Stella and Erin’s case, their admissibility and performance in challenging courses 

strengthened their positive beliefs about transitioning to MFU. For instance, Stella said:  

The fact that I got into [MFU] was kind of a surprise. I was like, oh, my gosh. This is a 

good school. Okay. If I can get in, if my cousin got in, and she was smart, then I must be 

smart, too. I can handle any challenges you throw at me. I’ve suffered worse. I was in AP 

physics for two years—if I can survive that nonsense, I can get through this.  

Likewise, Erin, having attended a top high school in her city, said:  

I don’t think it really hit me until I got in. Like, okay, all these students are [from] the top 

of their programs [and] schools. …I knew I would be challenged, but I didn’t think that, 

oh, because I’m Black, I’m not going to be able to stand up to the academics… I didn’t 

think that at all. …I could adapt…because if I [could get in], then I could get through it. 

Overall, the participants’ high-quality schools and academic performance informed their 

expectations about academic integration and belonging. Although their experiences were not 

without challenges or sacrifices, their fortitude and external validation through grades, class rank, 

related peer performance, and support from others affirmed their presumptions. 

A Little Nervous or Concerned, But Optimistic 

Approximately 22% of participants expressed bouts of nervousness, doubt, or concerns but 

were otherwise optimistic about their future academic performance. Responses by institution 

reported as 25% MFU and 19% SFU with high school demographics as 28.5% predominantly 

White, 28.5% predominantly Black, 28.5% equally diverse, and 14% predominantly Hispanic. Of 

the three SFU students in this category, two were eligible for automatic admission. This distinction 

is noteworthy since the safety-net of automatic admission did not necessarily eliminate concerns 

of academic belonging on campus. Overall, the formation of their assumptions of academic 

belonging was based on high school resources, individual performance, and influential others. 

Where these participants diverge from others is how their experiences led them to develop 

uncertainties. For instance, Krystin said, “I felt like I was prepared…[but] I was a bit scared ‘cause 
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I was like, man, I’m really going to [SFU]… and everybody was saying, ‘Oh, it’s very hard.’” 

Conversely, Alyssa recalled an interaction at an academic competition held at MFU during her 

senior year. She said: 

I went to [a high feeder school for MFU], so I thought I was pretty set... I competed with 

…[another high school], and I remember discussing what schools we were planning to go 

to…and they were like, “Of course you got in.” I was like, “What is that supposed to 

mean?” He was like, “They have lower standards for Black students.” I was like, “Okay.” 

I still beat him [in the competition] at the end of the day, but that’s not the point. I was just 

like, “Okay.” That kind of made me worry because I thought I was always gonna be fine 

until somebody outside of my environment told me something different. 

Like others, Kayla (MFU) questioned her future performance; however, she was accepted 

to a summer program designed to ease the transition to college for select students. The program 

gave her the boost she needed, saying, “…I knew [it would] prepare me for what was to come in 

the fall.” Kayla also said she believed MFU would only admit students with the potential to 

graduate, so she felt she was “going to be okay.” Although some participants, like Kayla, feared 

being underestimated by others, these fears became a source of motivation to prove them wrong. 

Among the most referenced concerns of academic integration and belonging was how well their 

high school prepared them for MFU and SFU. For example, despite Alexa’s strong performance, 

she was “concerned but hopeful” when relating her high school to that of her future peers, saying: 

My high school really wasn’t... preparing us [to reach] higher... A good majority of the 

kids…ended up not going to college or…going to community college, which is fine, but 

I’ve always been someone who worked really hard. That’s how I got in [MFU]. I knew 

there was gonna be a little bit of a challenge because I wasn’t fortunate enough to go to a 

…school that…prepared me to do exceptionally well here, but I know…I can push myself. 

Although Denise also participated in the summer transition program, which eased some concerns, 

expressed similar woes regarding her transition to MFU. She said, “I’m from what’s considered a 

dumb school. I was just a little nervous. I know I was smart, and I took college classes, so I’m like, 

I should be okay.” When asked to clarify “dumb,” she referenced average SAT scores and limited 
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resources and opportunities compared to more affluent or private schools. Likewise, Andrea’s high 

school experience, which included a district-wide financial scandal that affected after-school 

programs, class sizes, and counselor caseloads, made personal attention very hard to obtain. 

Ultimately, as Andrea lamented, it affected college preparation as she said: 

Most of my friends went to [a local HBCU] because my high school, we didn’t…learn that 

much. So [going] to [SFU], they were like no, we’re not going to just jump into something 

that prestigious. ...I wouldn’t say settle, but they wanted something…more comfortable.  

Despite not feeling prepared, Andrea had the support of her counselor and believed in herself. She 

also credits several classmates, saying, “[We pushed] each other because we knew we wouldn’t 

make it out. We’d still be [home] right now if we didn’t... That’s how it was.” Conversely, Danielle 

considered her social capital compared to her more affluent and White peers. She explained: 

People would say I was [a high achiever]. I don’t agree. But...it pushed me to want to be in 

those environments because it is intimidating to be stupid and sitting about, I do not like 

that. But then if you’re in an environment where you’re the smartest one there, something 

is wrong. …I [took]…dual credit classes, but we did [see]…people with these resumes, 

and...[they] have so many resources…so many opportunities. Like they have [access to] 

knowledge…and it’s like, oh, oh, they’re White. That usually comes after. I don’t think 

they’re White first…but you see the disparities between you and those people. So as far as 

academic preparedness, in my own environment, I’m okay. When I step out of that 

environment, it’s like I know stuff, but I don’t know stuff, I don’t know this stuff. 

These and other thought-provoking experiences shifted their mindset enough to cause them to 

question or feel the need to prove to themselves and others that they belong. 

Some Concerns 

Lastly, Melody and Kim had strong reservations about academic integration and belonging. 

Melody was not eligible for automatic admission, and despite her AP classes and competitive SAT 

scores, SFU was considered a reach school, so she almost did not enroll. She said: 

By the time I decided to go to [SFU], I didn’t even really want to go that much. …I was 

convinced I wasn’t going to get in, so I started talking shit about [it] to myself, and I 

believed half of it by the time I got here. But then I got in, and my family was like, “Oh 

my God, you have to go. Like it’s [SFU]!”  
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Melody explained that she considered lower caliber institutions saying she was, “Very, very, very, 

very concerned. I really didn’t want to fail anywhere I went. And coming here, I thought it was 

just a given that I would. I didn’t think I’d be here by the end of the first semester.” Kim (MFU) 

had similar reservations and feared she would struggle like her older sister. As she expressed 

below, the lack of school resources, including a lack of qualified teachers, intensified her concerns: 

Academic preparedness [is]…where I became nervous because I’m pre-med. …Although 

the word “science” is in [my] school’s [name], they never had qualified teachers. …I did 

not feel…competent enough to compete with…people who…maybe had tutors their whole 

life. …[Sara mentioned] 40 AP classes, we had two, I think, and no one ever got higher 

than 3 on the exam. …Me and...[another] girl... were the only two from our school that 

applied…[and] we’re just like, “What are we gonna do? How are we gonna do this?”  

 

Kim and her friend were accepted into the summer transition program and, while it was helpful, it 

did not include science courses, so she was still unsure about what to expect in the fall, saying: 

My sister [went] through a similar experience, ‘cause she went to the same high school.  

…I [overheard] a conversation where she was crying…[saying], “Mom, I just don’t get it. 

Chemistry...it makes no sense to me.” …My whole goal [was to] not…call my mom crying. 

 For Melody and Kim, admission did not alleviate concerns. Their apprehension was such that they 

feared and anticipated failure. The remaining participants either held affirming beliefs about their 

academic performance or worked to channel any doubts into motivation for success.    

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL BELONGING EXPECTATIONS 

In this theme of pre-enrolled belonging, nearly all participants referenced social and 

cultural as one and the same. In doing so, they emphasized the importance of racial dynamics and 

preferences in their social lives. Additionally, their responses often mirrored diversity and campus 

climate assumptions outside of uncertainties about how they or others may integrate and perceive 

racial dynamics versus confidence in identifying similar individuals with whom they could 

develop a valued social and cultural community. As such, the most influential factors include the 
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importance of social and cultural belonging; perceived likelihood of identifying a desired social 

experience and cultural community; perceived likelihood of being socially and culturally accepted; 

mindset and feelings regarding different and new people and experiences. The corresponding 

subfactors include the demographic make-up of their neighborhood, community, or high school; 

social and cultural experiences in their neighborhood, community, or high school; experiences in 

different social or cultural environments; awareness of perceived access to social and cultural 

opportunities on campus. Based on these factors and subfactors, the participants’ expressions fell 

into one of four categories: “didn’t think about it” (2), “not too worried about it” (20), “skeptical 

or uncertain” (5), and “some concerns” (6). Each category is explored in detail below. 

Didn’t Think About It 

Despite the implicit correlation between social and cultural belonging and diversity and 

campus climate for students of color, substantially fewer participants—two versus 20—said they 

did not think about social or cultural belonging as prospective students. Most participants 

seemingly distinguished diversity and campus climate as a condition beyond their control and 

social and cultural belonging as a personal choice as to whether and to what extent they would 

engage in the student community. Janelle, one of two participants who did not think about it, 

reiterated her sole focus was to leverage SFU’s academic and career opportunities. Likewise, 

Sienna (SFU) said, “Social and cultural opportunities didn’t really worry me. I was more focused 

on academics, and I thought…I could easily make friends, maybe, if I found the right person and 

got involved in the right group.” Both participants prioritized academic outcomes and expressed 

confidence in their academic ability and assumption of academic belonging as future students. 
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Not Too Worried About It 

 More than 60% of participants, 10 MFU and 10 SFU, said they were not overly concerned 

about social and cultural integration. The forces that shaped their perspectives are detailed below.  

Insider Knowledge 

Participants who discussed having inside knowledge about the institution drew from first-

hand experiences or trusted individuals. These sources offered insight and a sense of comfort 

regarding potential social and cultural opportunities that alleviated concerns about the social aspect 

of the environment. Of the nine participants in this subcategory, five are from MFU. Alyssa, Erin, 

Kacey, and Kayla shared they had a foundational community to fall back on given the significant 

number of students from their high schools who attend MFU. They were also well informed about 

Black student organizations. Erin said, “I was fortunate to know people that went here, so they 

made me feel comfortable. They made sure that…I would find my community.” Given Erin knew 

what to expect, she did not anticipate any issues fitting in or finding social options. Erin also open 

to interacting with other cultures, saying “because that’s the real world. Like, you’re not going to 

be around people that look like you all the time.” Moreover, the comfort of familiarity allowed 

some additional space to take risks. For instance, Kacey shared: 

I [knew] I had this…foundation, and I could just branch from there. I was also just looking 

forward to meeting new people and doing different things... [My high school] is kind of 

…big... Everybody has their own…story. I don’t need to do everything... I can handle me 

and just kinda do my thing. I thought I would be fine like, it wouldn’t be different. 

Conversely, Deanna could not rely on classmates to provide an introduction to SFU. 

Experiencing the community first-hand, however, provided much-needed reassurance. She said: 

After the spring of my senior year [is] when I found out…there’s…a little bit over 4% of 

Black people here. And I got put into a group meeting—a chance to meet a whole bunch 

of people. I knew that we were underrepresented here, but I got…to see the community 

was very strong before I ever got here. I felt I would be okay. I felt prepared. 
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Other participants, like Kim (MFU), conducted extensive online searches to identify social and 

cultural organizations. Conversely, Andrea’s sense of community and belonging at SFU began 

during an overnight visit where prospective families engaged with Black faculty, staff, and 

enrolled students. Finally, Carly drew insight from a family member who also attended SFU while 

Camden’s reassurance came from continued engagement with an SFU admissions representative. 

Certain I’d Find My Niche  

The nine participants in this subcategory focused on two primary factors. First, their 

previous ability navigating environments with little to no diversity and second, institutional traits, 

such as size, location, and financial resources, that they believed provided more opportunities to 

explore interests. Six of the nine participants were from SFU. Danielle, for instance, said, “In the 

months leading up to moving I’m like, it’s not that bad. It’s not like it’s 1%. We’re…not huge but 

in comparison to the thousands…here, [you’ll]…find someone to talk to eventually.” Other 

participants who referenced the location and size of SFU believed there were bound to be 

organizations or individuals who shared similar interests; it would merely take a desire and effort 

on their part to dive in.  

MFU participants shared similar perspectives in valuing institutional size as a positive 

factor in finding community. For example, Aaron said he was less concerned about fitting in 

socially, culturally, or otherwise. He explained, “My kind of attitude, especially coming to [MFU] 

…was like, I’ll probably find a niche somewhere because it’s so huge. …I thought I would pretty 

much be able to adjust any way I want.” Additionally, Tiffany (MFU) shared a similar, albeit 

global perspective. While in the U.S., she lived in a major city on the East Coast and attended a 

predominantly White high school. Regarding her experience abroad, she said, “Their cultural 

views are so different. …You can have discussions, but sometimes some things are off-limits, and 
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[you have] to respect that. I felt like I got a good sense of that there.” Between the two, Tiffany 

believed she could navigate MFU and find a community, saying, “I was like…I can do it again. 

I’m sure I’ll find my clan. In a school this big, there has to be somebody…like me.”  

Similar to What I’m Used To  

Finally, the two MFU participants in this subcategory believed it was likely more similar 

to previous experiences. In one example, Alexa said: 

Social, and culturally, I didn’t grow up around Black people, I grew up around Hispanics. 

…I knew I was capable of maneuvering in [an] environment where I am the minority 

because I was the minority of the minority. …It wasn’t too bad. I’m just going from one 

group of people that don’t look like me to a new group of people that [don’t] look like me. 

Being one of few also guided Karen’s belief that a similar experience at MFU, although perhaps 

not better, would not likely be worse. She said, “Culturally, I knew it was predominantly White, 

and that there would probably be challenges, but I had also grown up in a predominantly White 

area. I didn’t think that it would be any different than what I had already experienced.” By growing 

up in racial and ethnic communities that differed from their own, they believed they had an edge 

in navigating the environment and find their belonging at MFU. 

Skeptical or Uncertain 

 Two MFU and three SFU participants expressed skepticism or uncertainty regarding social 

or cultural belonging on their respective campuses. Interestingly, of the five participants, only one 

also expressed concerns regarding diversity and campus climate. The remaining four participants 

either did not think about it or were optimistic. Despite the incongruence between their 

expressions, the participants often spoke about how the low Black enrollment or lack of diversity 

framed their social and cultural skepticism in that they were unsure how to find a Black community 

and how to navigate different racial groups, both Black and White alike. Aside from diversity, 

their assumption was primarily rooted in a lack of information about the environment. 
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Two participants stand out in particular in that they shared more confident feelings about 

social engagement and less so about cultural opportunities. For instance, Kendra at MFU shared: 

... I couldn’t really see…how I would fit culturally on campus, but I could see how I may 

fit socially. I didn’t know if I was going to find a solid group of people of color to talk to 

or…listen to [or] whether that would be like a Black student union or…because I was 

unsure whether or not [MFU] had that at the time. 

Likewise, Chris felt more comfortable about social than cultural belonging at SFU. He explained: 

Social, yes, in the sense that I would be able to interact with…others who have different 

experiences than me. …My high school…was very conservative. I felt like everybody in 

[my hometown] was…narrow-minded in a way. As far as cultural[ly]…I didn’t think...I 

was gonna have many opportunities to interact with more Black people because I didn’t 

think there were…many on campus. [When I got here], I sought out [Black organizations] 

and…groups…that would make me feel more included. That’s what I was trying to think 

of when I was in high school, like okay, what do I want to join when I get there? 

On the other hand, Sara (MFU) and Marcus (SFU) mentally prepared and reflected on how they 

would engage others in the environment—and how others might engage with them. Sara said, “My 

high school was about 2,000 people and 95%...Black. I saw people who looked like me every 

single day. I knew that was gonna be…totally different. …It was just a matter of seeing how people 

reacted to what I did.” Additionally, Marcus first introduced questions about inter- and intra-group 

dynamics during this discussion, saying:  

Marcus: Social and cultural opportunities, I [felt] good. I was…a little bit nervous about 

navigating Black [SFU]… I feel like that was kind of differentiated from the campus in 

general. Like how I was gonna fit into there, but overall, I felt good, and I felt like I would 

just figure it out once I got here.  

 

Interviewer: So, if you had concerns, it was more about what was the Black community 

within [SFU] going to be like? How would you fit in [there]? Is that what you’re saying?  

 

Marcus: I meant more so would I come here and choose to be only a part of the Black 

community or part of the campus overall [or both] and [if so], how I could navigate that. 

 

What was most interesting about Marcus’ perspective was not the revelation of the topic, as it was 

raised across focus groups when discussing enrolled student experiences, but that it was part of his 
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thought process as a prospective student. Given Marcus attended several summer outreach camps 

and recruitment programs on campus, he was privy to first-hand experiences about social 

integration, racial dynamics, and the challenges of existing in two spaces on campus. 

Some Concerns 

Lastly, six participants, including five at MFU, expressed social and cultural belonging 

concerns. Although most discussed how they overcame them, the participants remain in this 

category given the importance at one point in time. Like many who were skeptical or uncertain, 

concerns were centered on diversity and racial dynamics. Where this group differed was concerns 

about safety and prior experience not being accepted or finding a like-minded community. 

For example, Jason, who is biracial, shared an intimate conversation he had with his father 

before enrolling at MFU. The advice he received helped him prepare for the unknown, saying: 

There came a point...sometime in July, where my dad just sat me down. We had this long 

talk just about how…[MFU is] predominantly White and even though we’ve been living 

in a White neighborhood for a long time…you’re probably gonna experience some more 

stuff, and just different situations, because you’re Black. [My dad]...wasn’t saying that it’s 

definitely going to happen, but he just wanted to make sure that I was prepared for it. After 

that, I felt pretty okay and ready for anything. Not that I was looking for it. 

In another instance, Denise and Stella both shared previous experiences of not fitting in. While 

Stella was often told she “acted White” growing up, Denise did not experience this until she 

participated in the summer transition program at MFU. Both expressed concerns about being 

accepted in the MFU Black community. Denise was doubly worried given many Black students in 

the summer transition came from the same community and, in her experience, did not seem open 

to outsiders. As she made friends with White summer transition students, the lack of acceptance 

worsened, and she worried it would not improve in the fall. Stella, on the other hand, mustered 

enough optimism to quell her fears, saying: 
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At times, I felt really weird in my skin in middle school because I liked different things. I 

didn’t necessarily fit in with certain crowds. People said that I acted White…and Black 

people, I didn’t like the same things they did. ...I didn’t know where I’d fit in…but I did 

feel like at [MFU] there’d be really smart people, and people who…think on the same level. 

…So I could start out fresh. I was really excited about that. 

Veronica, Alex, and Melody had similar concerns about not finding their fit, and more so, about 

leaving their cultural community. Alex, who is Nigerian, was unsure whether there was an active 

community at MFU. Veronica worried about finding a Black community in general, given she 

doubted White students would welcome her at MFU. Melody, who is multiracial and the only SFU 

participant in this category, had no idea what to expect and assumed the worst. She said: 

I just thought [it] might be like leaving the last chance [to be] in a community of Black 

people if I went to a PWI. I was like, well, this is it, I guess [I’m] going to be around White 

kids the rest of [my] life. It didn’t happen, but it could have. 

For the most part, participants, either reconciled their concerns, drew from their confidence in 

other areas—such as academics to balance out any social and cultural concerns—or developed a 

mindset that provided a positive foundation from which to handle concerns, should they arise. 

OVERALL FIT AND BELONGING EXPECTATIONS 

In this final theme, participants developed assumptions of overall fit based on how they 

perceived their general well-being, whether they would integrate into the campus culture, and if 

the culture resonated with their personalities, values, beliefs, and desired college experience. 

Similar to the assumptions of social and cultural belonging, the factors that shaped their perceptive 

included their interpretation of or feelings regarding campus fit; perceived ability to find a desired 

and trusted community; mindset regarding their potential student experience and degree outcomes; 

belief about being supported, wanted, or welcomed on campus; cost-to-benefit of enrollment, such 

as the trade-off, if any, of concerns versus opportunities. Subfactors include their level of 

awareness of or exposure to the campus culture, usually through insider knowledge; their 
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perspective and value of institutional factors, such as prestige/rank, location, size, physical spaces, 

demographics, and so on; perspective on-campus resources and opportunities of importance, such 

as financial assistance, academic support, and personal/career opportunities; experience with the 

institutional while applying; prior experience fitting in and adapting to new situations.    

Based on these factors and subfactors, the participants’ assumptions fell into one of four 

categories: “not worried about it, I’ll adjust/fit-in” (12); “excited and optimistic” (9); “preparing 

for challenges, but open to new experiences” (7); “concerned” (5). The findings support a relatively 

strong correlation between social/cultural and overall fit assumptions. For example, of the 21 

participants (approximately 64%) who stated they were excited or not worried about their overall 

fit in the community, 16 also shared they “didn’t think about it” (2) or were “not worried about it” 

(14) social and cultural belonging. Overall, many responses overlapped with their assumptions of 

social and cultural, and both themes were often discussed together. 

Not Worried About It – I’ll Adjust/Fit-in 

Of the 12 participants, roughly 36%, in this category, eight attended SFU. The perspective 

of fitting in included academic performance, how they hoped to engage different aspects of their 

identity within the community, and prior success navigating multiple communities and believing 

they could do it again. Additionally, several participants saw the size of the institutions as an 

opportunity to “make it smaller,” believing they would somehow adjust or integrate into the overall 

environment. Sienna, for example, related fitting in at SFU to her high school experience, saying: 

In high school, I didn’t really fit in, and I mostly kept to a small group of people. So I 

thought if I just found my small niche…then I will be good. …I wasn’t even worried 

about…[the whole] population…just finding that group of people that I could relate to. 

Similarly, Natalie (SFU) said, “I didn’t really have any concerns because I was never really in one 

group of people. I was always in all the groups. So I never really had trouble fitting in.” Kim 
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discussed her previous experiences navigating environments and, though she was more concerned 

academically, overall, she did not expect MFU to be any different. She said: 

When it came to preparing, although I did get all these perspectives from people…I didn’t 

really think of what it will actually look like. I was like, I’ve already gone through 

experiences where I’m around people who don’t look like me. When it came to conferences 

and high school, or competitions, most of [them] were predominantly White. 

Melody shared a similar perspective about navigating the overall SFU environment, saying she 

did not need an entire school of Back people and felt confident that she could find a community. 

Further, Melody said, “I have a lot of different identities that come before my race. So I was like, 

eh, it will be okay. It’d be nice to…be around…Hispanic or Black students…but it wasn’t a 

deciding factor at the end of the day.” In most cases, participants discussed fitting into the 

environment as something they would simply do, even if it took some time. 

Excited and Optimistic 

For the five MFU and four SFU participants who felt excited or optimistic, most expressed 

a sense of pride about being on campus, were attracted to the school spirit, and believed the city, 

in addition to the college, had a lot to offer. These participants fell into one of two subcategories: 

felt wanted and supported or positively visualized themselves as future students. 

Felt Wanted and Supported  

The four participants in this subcategory, three of whom attend MFU, most commonly said 

their awareness of the active and supportive Black community and university resources reassured 

them about fitting in on campus. For example, Alyssa shared the overwhelming enthusiasm and 

support from various MFU programs and offices during an admitted students’ day celebration at 

her high school. As she described the event below, she said it not only made her feel supported but 

also accomplished—that being admitted was a “big feat.” 
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When we [walked] through the doors, there were people cheering. …They had all the 

different [learning communities], …financial aid office, and people that graduated from 

our school and went to [MFU]. …I was like, okay, apparently this is a big deal, like [MFU] 

means something. [They said], “We’re gonna help you through this process.” …[The 

learning community said], “We offer classes to make it easier for you to make it.” I was 

just like…I might do okay if there are so many people willing to help me through the 

process and make sure [I’m] okay when [I] get there. There was a lot of hype around it. 

I Could See Myself Here  

The three MFU and three SFU participants in this category personally identified with some 

aspect of the campus. In doing so, they leaned on these traits as deciding or high priority factors 

about the institution. For instance, Olivia (SFU) went on campus tours at different universities 

where she was admitted. Although she was interested in one out-of-state university, she did not 

like the vibe or feel of the campus in comparison to SFU. She said, “It was a pretty campus and 

everything, but when I came to [SFU]…later on…the campus guy was really nice, and he gave me 

his information... I just felt like [SFU] was honestly going to be a better fit for me.” Veronica, who 

also visited different campuses, felt a special connection to MFU:  

It came down to [MFU], [a public, in-state university], and a couple of other schools... 

There [was] a huge price difference, but when I visited [MFU] for [an admitted student 

program]…I really just felt proud to be here and happy… My tour guide said that every 

day she walks around here [she remembers]...how happy she is and proud of herself to have 

gotten in here and...[the] school spirit and self-confidence here was really attractive to me. 

Stella also talked about MFU’s school spirit and pride, not just from a personal perspective, but as 

the “great equalizer” for the entire community. She said, “I love school spirit [and MFU] is very 

big on school spirit. …I felt...despite differences...that kind of thing...really can combine us all.”  

Preparing for Challenges, but Open to New Experiences 

 Seven participants discussed how they mentally prepared to handle potential challenges in 

the environment. All in all, however, they were open to new opportunities and experiences. Alexa 

(MFU) and Andrea (SFU) both anticipated having to work harder and smarter as Black students 
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at a PWI. Although it may not always be comfortable, they said it would behoove them not to 

pursue the opportunity. Additionally, Tiffany discussed overall fit for multiracial students, saying: 

I definitely knew that it’s hard to be a person of color, and…I’m mixed, so people 

sometimes don’t really know where to place me. …Sometimes I feel like the token Black 

friend of the White group, but then at the same time, I don’t fully fit in with the Black 

group, so I’m just that weird thing that’s there that lived international, that isn’t even fully 

American. I was a little bit scared about that, but I’m generally a positive person. I will 

always try to make something work, and…try to make a friend no matter where it is. I was 

just like, as long as I go into this positive, and just try to be myself, that’s the best I can do. 

Concerned 

 Lastly, three MFU and two SFU participants discussed concerns about their overall fit. Of 

the five participants in this category, three also expressed diversity and campus climate concerns. 

The considerations regarding overall fit mostly focused on acceptance and finding a community 

that was specific to their racial, cultural, and gender identity. Kayla (MFU), for instance, said, “I 

knew I was going to be in [an all-White] learning community…so I was worried about that. 

...Overall, I was kind of worried about how I would be perceived as a Black student, as a Black 

woman.” For Karen, her initial dislike for MFU made the campus “undesirable.” She said: 

[MFU] was…not my first, second, or third choice school…there was something about it 

that just felt unwelcoming to me, like I didn’t have anyone come to my school or try to 

pitch me, or anything. It just felt like there was a reputation…that I already had in my mind 

from growing up around it, and it really wasn’t anywhere on my list. 

As discussed in her profile (see Appendix I), Karen primarily enrolled because she was offered 

free tuition. Conversely, Lexi’s (SFU) perspective was based on her early college high school 

experience and realizing SFU couldn’t match the comfort and diversity she found there. She said: 

Fitting into the overall environment is what scared me. …[I] shifted from various schools 

with different ethnic backgrounds. The last school I went to was a PWI with the on-campus 

presence...that reflected people of not only [my] race, but…[there] was a prevalent African 

population. So coming here, I definitely felt like there [were] gonna be some issues fitting 

in… And [SFU] was also a big school, which...[turned me away]…for a minute. 
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Lexi’s parents stressed their belief that prestige was more important than comfort. Lastly, 

Camden’s concern about his overall fit was the conflict between admission to a competitive SFU 

program that would advance his professional interests and the lack of racial and gender diversity. 

I thought it was gonna be somewhat of a…challenge simply because...there’s very, very, 

very, few African American people [in the health care and medical sciences program], and 

[even fewer] guys. …[Yes,] I’d have people [outside my major], but actually, [people] in 

[my] classes…[and] graduating with [me]…is different. So, yeah…that was a concern. 

Overcoming concerns often rested on external factors such as family influence or financial support; 

nevertheless, all participants sought to leverage the resources and opportunities at their institutions.  

SUMMARY  

 To review, discussions concerning the participants’ assumptions and presumptions of 

belonging in most areas developed around their perception of race and diversity at MFU or SFU 

as prospective students. Figure 4.1 illustrates more positive to neutral perceptions of SFU and more 

neutral to negative perceptions of MFU. This perception and its importance shaped their 

expectations of belonging across four themes, including diversity and campus climate, academics, 

social and cultural, and overall fit. Together, the participants’ stories detail their thought 

processes—from negotiation to rationalization—as prospective students. Despite the numerous 

unique factors and subfactors in each category that predict their expectations of belonging (see 

Table 4.1), the most significant influences included the level of importance to the participant; 

preconceived notions or beliefs about the institution and the environment; first-hand experiences 

with the institution, such as those that eliminated or created a false narrative about the reality of 

Black student experiences on campus; previous experience or current mindset navigating 

potentially challenging or different environments; level of awareness of impression of the 

institution’s position, stance, and offerings; information from individuals or trusted sources, such 

as second-hand experiences, advice, opinions, and so on. The more favorable or positive these 
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influences were, the more likely participants developed a positive assumption of belonging and 

vice versa with unfavorable or negative influences. 

Diversity and campus climate presented the lowest positive or neutral assumption of 

belonging at 57%, followed by overall fit at 63% and social and cultural at 66%. Ultimately, 

participants who fell into these percentages either sought something different than their 

neighborhoods or high school environments, prioritized academics, or perceived the environment 

to be similar to what they already experienced in predominantly White schools and communities. 

These beliefs were so foundational that some participants assumed little difference between single-

digit percentages in Black enrollment on their college choice list. That is to say, despite some other 

selective institutions’ enrollment figures being almost double that of MFU and SFU, participants 

could not always contextualize this in their prospective student mindset and viewed them all 

similarly as PWIs. In terms of participants who expressed uncertainties or concerns regarding 

assumptions and presumptions of belonging, they were either unaware of institutional offerings 

and resources or were acutely aware of campus climate incidents or the university’s negative 

reputation around diversity. 

On the other hand, roughly 71% of participants did not think about, were not worried about, 

or were optimistic about academic belonging. Additional factors in academic belonging included 

thoughts regarding their admissibility; perception of the university’s academic rigor; perception of 

their high school’s academic quality such as resources, available curriculum, teachers’ credentials, 

and so on; thoughts regarding the likelihood of performing amongst college peers at a level similar 

to their high school performance. Several referenced how they were fortunate to live in a 

predominantly White community or attend a good school. Additionally, admission to the 

institution or their preferred major was a surprise for many, which resolved most uncertainties 
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during the college search, application, and choice process. The other 29% of participants who 

expressed concerns more often were not supported or flat out discouraged from applying or 

enrolling by counselors or friends, were unsure of their future performance because they attended 

underresourced schools and were aiming higher in their college choices than their friends, or knew 

of others who struggled in this and similar environments and feared the same for themselves.  

The findings for RQ 1 affirms that the vast majority of participants developed assumptions, 

presumptions, or expectations of sense of belonging before matriculating; all participants assumed 

they would be physically safe in their environments; challenges were seen as valuable, real-world 

experiences. Overall, the participants’ believed the academic benefits outweighed other 

uncertainties or concerns.  

The next section (Chapter 4 Part 2 (RQ 2)) follows the participants on their reflection 

journey as they transition from prospective student assumptions, presumptions, and expectations 

to lived experiences and recommendations as enrolled students.   
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Chapter 4: Findings Pt. 2—Lived Experiences and Recommendations (RQ 2) 

In RQ 2, the participants were instructed to “put their college hats back on” to discuss their 

enrolled experiences. Part 2 of Chapter 4 explores the juxtaposition of the participants’ prospective 

student expectations and their enrolled student experiences, which, in turn, inform their enrollment 

recommendations to future Black prospective students. RQ 2 asks: 

2) How does their sense of belonging and the campus racial climate as enrolled students 

compare to their expectations as prospective students, and by what means do these lived 

experiences influence their likelihood to recommend future enrollment to Black students? 

Three critical observations shaped the data analysis and findings for RQ 2. First, the 

participants’ perspectives regarding their lived experiences did not fit neatly into single thematic 

categories as in RQ 1. In RQ 2, participants frequently shared multiple viewpoints within the same 

theme and, at times, the same category, depending on the encounter. To that end, their perspectives 

were varied and reflected the complexity of how they carry and employ their multiple identities as 

enrolled students. Second, participants generally framed their experiences as those that bolstered 

genuine feelings of comfort in belonging and inclusion, resulted in conflicting or mixed feelings, 

or compromised or threatened their sense of belonging and inclusion. As a result, the findings 

include less statistical analysis compared to RQ 1. Third, the participants contextualized RQ 1 and 

RQ 2 to form enrollment recommendations to future prospective Black students. In this vein, they 

did not just rate their likelihood to recommend; they considered MFU and SFU within the bigger 

picture of higher education options and educational values.  

Although RQ 2 is a natural progression from their assumptions and presumptions as 

prospective students to what actually occurred once enrolled, it is not a standard comparison. 

Instead, this section offers an overall take on the circumstances (including factors and subfactors) 
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that shaped positive, conflicting, and negative feelings and perspectives of belonging and inclusion 

across multiple experiences. As such, RQ 2 explores three thematic areas: diversity and campus 

climate, academic performance and classroom experiences, and social and cultural engagement. 

Each theme, its related categories, and relevant factors are presented in the Framework Matrix 

towards Evaluating Black Students’ Sense of Belonging and Campus Racial Climate at PWIs (see 

Table 4.2), which emerged during data analysis. The findings are discussed in the sections below. 
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Table 4.2     Framework Matrix towards Evaluating Black Students’ Sense of Belonging and Campus 
Racial Climate at PWIs  

Theme Category Factors that Influence Perceptions/Experience 

Diversity and 
Campus Climate 

Structural Diversity: 
General Campus (Non-
academic) and 
Academic/Classroom 
Environment 

Size/Percent of Black student enrollment 

Number of Black students in enrolled classes 

Prior expectations of campus diversity 

Diversity experience in HS classes 

Racial and ethnic diversity of the student body or classroom 

Diversity distribution by location (e.g., residence halls, 
multicultural centers, etc.), enrollment term, academic discipline, 
learning communities, or ethnic studies courses 

Campus Climate 
Attitudes and Behaviors 

Size/Percent of Black student enrollment 

Racial and ethnic diversity of the student body 

Level of an individual’s cultural acceptance, awareness, 
sensitivity, or understanding towards minoritized students 

Level of inclusion or exclusion among/within racial/ethnic groups 

Institutional efforts towards diversity and inclusion  

Ability to self-construct a positive/supportive environment 

Campus Climate 
Incidents 

Individual’s or group’s level of cultural acceptance, awareness, 
sensitivity, or understanding towards minoritized students 

(Proximity to) Racist acts toward Black and minoritized students 

Institutional response/action toward racist activity 

Academic 
Performance and 
Classroom 
Experiences 

Academics 

HS curriculum and academic preparation for college 

Level of academic rigor 

Level of awareness and understanding faculty, TAs, etc. have for 
differently prepared students (e.g., inequities in secondary ed.) 

Availability, access, and utilization of academic support systems 
and resources (e.g., tutoring, office hours, etc.) 

Mindset regarding the ability to persist 

Influence of non-academic factors 

Classroom Interactions 
and Engagement 

Number of Black students enrolled in an academic course 

Level of inclusion or exclusion of Black students 

Level of faculty/staff or peer cultural awareness, sensitivity, 
empathy, or understanding towards topics about or affecting 
minoritized communities 

Perception of racial bias or treatment toward Black students 

Pressure or expectation to represent the Black perspective 

Social and 
Cultural 
Experiences 

Overall Social Life 

Ability to identify and connect with desired peer groups 

Level of acceptance and inclusion within desired peer groups 

Access to and availability of cultural and other desired groups 

Overall mindset and ability to transition to the univ. environment 

Social Engagement with 
Black, White, and 
Students of Color 

Ability to identify and connect with individuals and peer groups 

Level of cultural acceptance, awareness, sensitivity, or 
understanding among individuals and within communities 

Mindset (self and peers) about diversity and individual differences 

Level of support or comfort between individuals and within groups 
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DIVERSITY AND CAMPUS CLIMATE EXPERIENCES 

Discussions on diversity and campus climate experiences began with the question, “Given 

what you assumed as a high school student, how do you view the university’s diversity now that 

you are seeing it and living it on a daily basis?” From here, the participants detailed the reality of 

their student experience—both at face value and the nuances of how they differed by setting and 

situation. Through their experiences, participants revealed a wide range of topics that generally 

fell into one of three categories. These include structural diversity: general campus—racial and 

ethnic composition of the general student body and structural diversity: academic/classroom—

racial and ethnic makeup in classes, lectures, and academic colleges/disciplines; campus climate 

attitudes and behaviors—race, ethnicity, and relations on campus; and campus climate incidents—

targeted, racially-charged activities on campus. Within each category, the participants described 

how their experiences formed positive, conflicted, or negative perspectives and feelings.  

Structural Diversity 

Concerning structural diversity as a whole, participants often said the campus was more 

different and challenging than they anticipated, irrespective of how much they mentally prepared 

or believed it would be similar to previous environments. As a result, most participants were in 

different stages of developing ways of coping as they aimed to shape their experience and make 

the environment more reflective of what they initially sought. Other participants who expected the 

absolute worst acknowledged that, although the environment was not ideal, it also was not as bad 

as they anticipated. Furthermore, participants noted their experiences varied greatly when 

considering the general campus versus the classroom and academic settings. 

Each setting provided experiences that were often vastly different from one another, to the 

point of altering or vacillating their perspective of the campus’ diversity. To that end, the primary 
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factors that shaped all participants’ diversity experiences were their perspective of the overall 

racial diversity and the size or enrollment of the Black student body, which most described as 

lacking. Less racial diversity was most often seen in classroom and academic settings, which 

varied by learning community or special program, major/discipline or course—such as STEM or 

ethnic studies, and enrollment term. Additional factors that significantly shaped the participants’ 

diversity experience include physical location on campus and visible representation in general 

spaces versus multicultural student centers, and so on. Given the distinctions between diversity in 

academic and non-academic settings, they are considered separately and explored in detail below. 

General Campus and Non-Academic Settings  

When discussing diversity in the general campus environment, participants described it as 

one or more of the following: “diverse”; “diversity varies by setting”; “diverse, but with 

disparities” or “ethnically but not racially diverse”; “not diverse” or “has a low Black student 

enrollment.” Each is discussed below. 

Diverse. The four participants in this category, all of whom are from SFU, considered a 

broader definition of diversity and diversity in the context of how they interact on campus. For 

example, they discussed SFU’s ethnic and racial diversity, the raw numbers of total enrolled 

students and Black students compared to figures at their high school, and different forms of 

diversity, including diversity within the Black community. In their words, SFU usually feels 

more diverse than the numbers reflect, is diverse with students from different countries and 

cultures, and the diversity is often taken for granted or not appreciated. For instance, Chris said:  

Walking around campus, sometimes, I still feel that our university is pretty diverse. 

…Whether it’s from Asian descent, or White, Black, Indian. I feel like I see a good 

representation of everyone, but as we can see with the numbers, that’s not so. 
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Melody and Andrea shared similar opinions about the abundance of diversity on campus. Melody 

explained how the Black community experience differs significantly from the enrollment statistics:  

I feel like a lot of people take for granted how diverse [it] is. Yeah, Black people, including 

mixed people, [are] only 5%. But, 1% [here] is bigger than my high school. So if every 

person in my high school [were] my exact composition, that’d be 1% of [SFU]. …[That’s] 

too many people for me to ever interact with…individually, so I feel like it’s really diverse.   

Although Melody shared she is open to other racial or ethnic groups, both participants primarily 

engage with the Black community. Andrea was especially surprised that all of her friends are Black 

despite the large non-Black student population, saying, “The Black community here is big to me. 

…I honestly feel like we’re more than 5% [or] 6% ...because I see so many Black people.” Melody 

and Andrea’s involvement in the close-knit, supportive, and active Black student community was 

an unexpected mitigating factor in their experience.  

Despite noting there could and should be more Black students on campus, the participants’ 

overall impressions leaned positive as it relates to broad diversity. This positivity included 

diversity within the Black community, which, as Sienna expressed, allowed her to better appreciate 

her own culture and other Black cultures in a way she did not know existed. Sienna said: 

I came from a predominantly African American…community, so when…I found out 

[SFU] had African students; it gave me a culture shock. …I didn’t know there was a 

difference. …[At my school] there wasn’t African American, African…we’re all Black, 

you know? …I [saw] the…African Student Association, then…the African American 

Student Association. I’m just like wait, why? …We’re just Black, but [we’re] not. 

Sienna said she previously never thought to call herself African American or that other Black 

students might identify as African. Nevertheless, she said the exposure showed that SFU “really 

is diverse, in its own way.” Sienna said, “It showed me that were I grew was really small and [not] 

diverse at all. …I’m glad I got to experience seeing people my color…with different cultures. [It] 

gave me an appreciation [for] my culture and their culture too.” 
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Diversity Varies by Setting or Circumstance. Fifteen participants, nine at MFU and six 

at SFU, said campus diversity changed based on their physical location or enrollment term. This 

included non-diverse residence halls and less populated or less racially diverse areas of campus 

and the differences in the makeup of regular fall enrollment and summer transition program 

students. Participants described these environments as simultaneously diverse and not diverse as 

they encountered students from various countries and cultures, but little racial diversity. They 

also described the composition as mostly White or White and Asian with low Black enrollment. 

Additionally, the participants said campus diversity was less diverse than their 

institutions claimed. In the case of MFU, some participants discussed going days without seeing 

Black peers. These experiences left many participants feeling isolated, alone, surprised, and 

believing the institution conveys a false reality of diversity and inclusion in their messages to 

prospective students and families. For example, five MFU participants discussed challenging and 

unique experiences in on-campus residence halls and living-learning communities. Kayla, for 

instance, shared her overall impression of MFU’s diversity, being mostly White and ethnically 

but not racially diverse, conflicted with her experience. She said, “It’s weird because I’m in a 

living-learning community right now…where it was meant to be diverse. We have everything in 

my living community.”  Conversely, Kendra, Jason, and Alex described their residence halls, and 

its location on campus, as mostly White and Asian, which made it challenging to see other Black 

students daily. Nearly all MFU participants who attended the summer transition program noted 

the rich diversity distribution disappeared once the fall term commenced.  

The most significant difference between this category and others is that many participants 

believed they could, to a degree, shape their diversity experience by engaging in activities or places 
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that appeal to Black and other students of color. Participants who exerted this control said they 

often do not notice the lack of diversity on campus. Camden expressed this best by saying:  

It seems like it’s two different perspectives. One is from, I guess, the classroom perspective 

and the other…[the] social perspective. ‘Cause I feel as though…I’m sometimes two 

different students. …So in class, there are Black people, yes, but it’s very, very, very few, 

and it’s only gonna get worse from here on out… But on the outside…there’s a lot of 

different social events and different organizations… So…in a way, it balances out.   

While most SFU participants agreed that diversity diminishes in academic settings, Natalie did not 

believe social experiences makes up for diversity in other areas. She said: 

There are certain times…I look [at] my surroundings, and I see no diversity at all. But then 

I’ll be walking down [the main pedestrian mall], and I’ll just see a bunch of diversity. …But 

I know that overall it’s not that diverse of a school. I just like to pay attention to who I see. 

Sometimes I’ll really notice the diversity but most of the time I really won’t. 

Diverse With Disparities; Ethnically but Not Racially Diverse. In total, eight 

participants, three MFU and five SFU, believed racial and ethnic disparities in the student body 

greatly impacted diversity experiences. These perspectives, however, differed by institution. For 

example, MFU participants described the campus as majority White or predominantly White and 

Asian. While they did see people from all backgrounds, most were White. In contrast, SFU 

participants focused less on the number of White students and more on the low Black student 

population. They described SFU as having a large and growing Hispanic or Latinx population, 

many international students, and disproportionate or stagnant Black enrollment. In particular, SFU 

participants said Asian and Latinx students are overrepresented compared to the state population. 

Deanna described the campus as being “diverse in other areas,” and said, “If you were to look at 

other races, there’s a big percentage of Hispanic kids here. Black people are still underrepresented. 

It’s very apparent.” Lexi shared a similar perspective, saying, “Many people say [diversity is] 

nonexistent, but I disagree. …There’s…rich diversity here; it’s just not proportionate. …We have 

Asian Americans, Hispanics, [and] then the Black population. …It’s been stagnant for years.” 



 

 121 

While SFU participants expressed culture shock at the racial and Black enrollment 

disparities, MFU participants addressed challenges adapting to the environment. Moreover, MFU 

participants reiterated the institution portrays a false sense of diversity. For instance, Stella said: 

[My cousin]…said, “There are a lot of Asians here.” I said, “Okay. Sure.” …There weren’t 

a lot of Indian, or Chinese, or Japanese, or Filipino people where I was from. …Here it 

feels like I see them everywhere, like 20 or 30…in my class [and]…20 Asian people on 

my floor in my dorm, but there’s only one other Black girl…on my floor at least. The 

disparity there…I don’t…see a lot of Black people around me unless [I’m] with my friends. 

Stella recalled explaining to her family that “There is diversity; it’s just not our diversity.” Stella 

further emphasized the diversity within the Asian community saying, “That’s the real diversity 

here…because [they’re]…from all these different places, and I love that, but I’m not seeing 

myself.” Similarly, Kayla said MFU’s lack of Black and racial diversity is challenging; however, 

she quickly joined diversity-focused academic communities to mitigate her experience. She said, 

“I purposefully joined these things, so I don’t have to be in all-White spaces all the time.” Some 

participants were disheartened that they had to actively seek out racially diverse experiences. 

Others reiterated the institution perpetuated a false sense of diversity that was misleading for Black 

students and disconcerting when thinking about White students who developed a warped sense of 

diversity and equity among racial and ethnic groups based on institutional messaging. This concept 

is explored further in the campus climate attitudes and behaviors section of RQ 2. 

Low Black Enrollment; Not Diverse. Finally, 10 participants at MFU and four at SFU 

characterized campus diversity as majority White or majority White and Asian and significantly 

lacking Black students. Although a few said the Black enrollment statistics paint a more negative 

and stark reality than what they actually experience, all participants said it was not good, and most 

said it was worse than they expected. While they were not surprised by the lack of diversity, they 

were surprised by how different the experience was from their predominantly White high schools 
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and communities. Alexa said she intentionally puts herself in situations where she can “intertwine 

more with the [MFU] Black community.” Tiffany shared a similar perspective, saying, “I…don’t 

think there’s diversity. …It’s sad to say…but I…really don’t. …To see Black people, I…have to 

take an African studies class…or you find them in pockets… Everybody else I see on a daily basis 

is…Asian [or] White.” The experience, as Erin expressed below, is isolating. She said: 

It wasn’t a terrible shock to me. …But…even if you know something, you don’t really 

know it until [you’re in] it. …It was weird going [the] whole day and probably only seeing 

like two or three or four Black people and so many other people. …Sometimes …I just 

want to be around my people—you just kind of fall into that mood. 

Alex also was shocked by the Whiteness of MFU’s environment, despite having what he 

called “realistic expectations.” Further, he said, “When I saw another Black person walking, it was 

kind of like a weird moment where I’d look them in the eyes. Back home, I didn’t feel that, but 

[here] it feels like I’m an endangered species.” Alex said, while he does not feel racial tension 

from the lack of diversity, he does feel very much alone. Like others in his focus group, he did not 

participate in summer activities when most Black students meet, saying, “I feel like I missed out 

on cluster season, so I’m walking around, and people already know each other.” Alex’s assertion 

of feeling like an endangered species created a significant pause for all of us, especially given he 

was the only male in a focus group with five Black women. I asked to reflect on his profound word 

choice—endangered species—and to share more about how it made him feel. He responded, 

“You’re going to make me get emotional,” but after collecting his thoughts, he shared: 

I just feel alone at times, like I don’t want it to be so weird to see another Black person, but 

it just is because there [aren’t] many on campus. Then, sometimes it feels like ... I get that 

there’s a lot of people in this school, but I live in [omitted], which is a dorm on campus, so 

I don’t see that many people walking around. …It’s amplified…[Having] less African 

Americans on campus, just because I’m in an episode of Everybody Hates Chris. 
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Like other participants, Alex addressed how the campus’ physical segregation by academic 

discipline exacerbates its racial segregation, such as mostly White and Asian residence halls. 

Alyssa, who was also in Alex’s focus group, said: 

For me, …it was really bad when I [walked] out of my dorm freshman year, and this 

[Black] girl was like, “Oh, my gosh. Hi!” I’m like, “I don’t know [you].” She’s like, “I’m 

sorry. I never see Black people. It just made me so happy.” …I [thought]...that is so sad. 

Additionally, the four SFU participants also said it was startling and strange to not see more 

Black students; however, their expressions were less jarring as it relates to their experiences and 

well-being on campus. Leah shared how she came to terms with SFU’s diversity, saying, “I don’t 

mind [the underrepresentation], [because] we’re less, [so] we stand out more if that makes sense. 

…I’m a Black student at a PWI. …I was very uncomfortable at first. But I’ve embraced it…It’s 

not a bad thing.” Although Leah may hold the minority opinion, others throughout the study 

discussed how and why the close-knit Black community was essential to their experience. In a 

sense, they believed the community might feel different if their small numbers did not drive them 

together. This concept is explored in the social and cultural experiences section of RQ 2. 

Diversity in Academic Settings  

For diversity in academic settings, nearly all participants discussed the dismal Black 

student representation. The disparate diversity experience and focus on racial disparities in the 

classroom was most prevalent for SFU participants. More specifically, several SFU participants 

described the campus as diverse outside the classroom and shockingly not diverse in the classroom, 

as previously demonstrated by Camden’s testament of living two distinct and separate lives on 

campus. Olivia, at SFU, shared a similar experience saying, “[When] I walk around, I see all types 

of people. So, it’s always a surprise when I walk into a class, and I’m the only Black girl. Especially 

since I’m in [a STEM major], so it makes it even worse.” As a whole, the participants grouped 
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their academic diversity experience in one of two categories: “diversity varies by setting” and “low 

Black enrollment” or “not racially diverse.” As with other examples, some participants’ 

experiences fell into both categories, depending on the circumstance.  

Academic Diversity Varies by Setting. By the participants’ account, variations in academic 

diversity dynamics were often driven by small or specialized learning communities such as honors 

programs, interdisciplinary disciplines, and small or pre-professional college and schools, or by 

subject matter such as STEM and cultural or ethnic studies. Approximately half of the participants 

experienced varied racial composition in the academic environment. For instance, honors 

programs, regardless of size, were primarily comprised of White students. In contrast, special 

interest learning communities, such as those centered on global diversity, had a more balanced 

racial and ethnic representation. Kacey shared she can “sometimes feel the 4% and 

sometimes…can’t” at MFU and said her learning community “pride themselves on diversity.” 

Additionally, participants in specialized or professional programs, such as pre-health specialties, 

found their non-Black peers were more accepting and open-minded despite having fewer Black 

students. Carly, for example, initially questioned whether enrolling at SFU was the right choice 

given she was often one of a few Blacks students in her STEM courses, which incidentally included 

a close relative who was pursuing the same degree. Fortunately, she discovered a supportive 

community in her small, pre-professional health program where sharing academic and professional 

goals in a close-knit setting around a discipline of care strengthened peer relationships. 

Participants also discussed the extreme lack of diversity in business and STEM. Some 

participants combatted these isolating environments by self-constructing their own. In this, they 

identified the different ways in which they might connect with Black peers and made choices that 

offered a better chance of belonging and inclusion in the academic environment. For example, 
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enrolling in cultural and ethnic studies courses alleviated being the only or one of a few Black 

students in the class. For example, given Avery’s (MFU) undecided major, she said, “I take what 

interests me [like]…African American studies and sociology. …I’ve had more Black people in 

[them]. … The interactions have been very cool.” Chris also strategically selected second-year 

courses such as African American culture, African American history, and other courses about the 

diaspora to “feel more included” after being shocked by the lack of diversity in his first year at 

SFU. These strategies were especially crucial for students in academic majors and disciplines with 

mainly White and Asian students.  

Conversely, participants studying liberal arts or the humanities experienced less racial 

disparity; however, they still encountered other forms of isolation and exclusion explored in the 

classroom interactions and engagement section of RQ 2. In general, participants were acutely 

aware of their race in the academic environment, which intensified concerns about how they may 

be perceived. These circumstances created feelings of shock, loneliness, and for some, reiterated 

their perceptions of the institution’s false portrayal of diversity.  

Low Black Enrollment. Lastly, participants who primarily discussed low Black enrollment 

often said the lack of diversity was unavoidable. They generally described these environments as 

predominantly White and Asian and detailed the rarity of seeing other Black students. Aaron 

(MFU), for example, said he is the only or one of two Black students in nearly all of his classes 

except a 250-lecture STEM course where he counted 10 or so Black students. Although 10 out of 

250 is still very few Black students, Aaron said, “It’s kind of different from being completely on 

your own...being completely the only Black student. …I feel like that helps, not being the only 

one.” Conversely, Krystin said she is one of five in a 300-person science class at SFU, which she 

likened to being “the only one here.” Furthermore, some participants believed racial disparities 
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would inevitably worsen as they progress to smaller upper-division courses and courses beyond 

the core curriculum. This was particularly true for students outside the humanities and liberal arts. 

Similar to those in the “diversity varies by setting” category, the participants discussed how 

they intentionally sought out Black peers through cultural and ethnic studies to the extent allowed 

in their degree requirements. In some cases, however, cultural and ethnic studies did not offer the 

relief they anticipated as a few participants found they were still one of a few Black students, much 

to their surprise. The participants also sought learning communities that offered smaller classes 

and more support in an attempt to manage racial disparity. Carly, for instance, reiterated the 

support and belonging in her SFU pre-professional health program, saying the lack of diversity 

“doesn’t really affect me. …In my [large STEM] class, I hang out with the same [pre-professional] 

students. We’re all a little circle if that makes sense.” Danielle, however, was one of seven Black 

honors students in a cohort of 100. While she anticipated disparities, she was shocked to learn 

seven was the highest number of entering Black students for her major-based honors program.  

Despite efforts to mitigate the lack of diversity, participants shared the academic 

environment was unlike anything they previously experienced. In addition to feeling isolated, most 

were also hypervisible, which was especially jarring for participants who had positive assumptions 

as prospective students. For example, Kayla at MFU said, “Freshman year was just like…a huge 

culture shock because all of my classes were all Black in high school.” Kacey also shared her 

surprise and how it has affected other aspects of the MFU academic experience, saying, “I’m one 

of the only Black people here. I’ve never experienced that. ...Sometimes you get people who are 

stand-offish towards you compared to other people, and you don’t know why, which is weird. It’s 

always a guessing game, though.” The apparent avoidance by others in the classroom is one of 

several key points explored in the classroom interactions and engagement section of RQ 2.  



 

 127 

An additional finding of note is that some participants said the lack of classroom diversity 

had little effect on them personally, despite sharing situations of how they were excluded or felt 

devalued or disrespected by their non-Black peers. For instance, Camden at SFU said it “hasn’t 

really affected me too, too much. But I do notice when I’m sitting in [a STEM class], and there 

[are] 400-500 kids. [I notice] just how many Black faces that you can see.” Additionally, Aaron 

said being one of a few Black students at MFU “doesn’t really make me nervous or anxious when 

I’m interacting with people. But, it’s kind of in the back of your mind. I guess I’m thinking about 

how other people see me. And if they have any…perceptions of me.” Kendra (MFU) also said, 

“There’s always this thought in the back of my head all the time. Like being cautious...just being 

really aware…that I may be the only Black person in that class. It’s an over-sense of awareness.” 

The expressions of feeling excluded in the environment, which furthered discussions about 

classroom interactions and engagement across racial groups, are explored later in RQ 2.  

Campus Climate Attitudes and Behaviors 

 Participants discussed their overall impressions of the campus climate as it relates to their 

and others’ perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors regarding race and diversity relations on campus. 

In most cases, the participants shared their impressions in two ways—how the campus racial 

climate made them feel and the actions they and others took in response. On the whole, their 

perspectives and experiences resulted in three categories. First, a heightened awareness of being 

Black and the different experiences marginalized students encounter on campus. Second, 

belonging is not innate for marginalized students and they often need to self-construct their sense 

of belonging, with or without university support. Third, the lack of cultural intelligence leads to 

various forms of segregation and exclusion. Their impressions were positive and negative across 

all categories and they discussed how they engage under these conditions.  



 

 128 

Heightened Awareness of Being Black and Marginalized Experiences  

Participants in this category discussed the range of feelings and experiences that come with 

being in an environment where they are not only the minority population but also their very 

presence counters historical practices that allowed and promoted their exclusion. Although these 

overt exclusionary practices are no longer in place, the effects persist for many students, and the 

glorification still exists on many campuses. In their discussion, participants prioritized low Black 

enrollment as the primary factor of heightened awareness that leaves many feeling as a sub-sect of 

the student body and not part of the whole. As a result, participants felt outnumbered and often 

uncomfortable in the broader community. Krystin (SFU), for instance, said, “I don’t belong here. 

…I see all these…conservatives, and I feel like there’s a bunch of racists…[and] racism [here].” 

In addition to feeling isolated and alone, being minoritized in the college environment was 

a new experience, especially for those from predominantly Black schools and communities or 

more welcoming White communities. This change intensified the weight of exclusion and the 

complexities of feeling the need to conform to White norms to increase belonging while also 

remaining cautious of their interactions with non-Black peers. Many participants described their 

White peers as unfriendly or aloof. The participants were also uncertain of their peers’ perceptions 

of them as Black students. Further, some participants felt their actions defined White students’ 

perceptions of the Black community as a whole. For example, Alexa (MFU) said: 

When [they] do…those small microaggressions where [they] make me feel like I’m less 

than, it kills me because I feel like I do have to work ten times harder and I can’t mess up 

because I am Black and that’s what they expect. [They’ll say,] “This is why we don’t accept 

Black people…because [you] don’t try as hard” [while] they think, “Oh, I got in, and now 

[I] can slack off.” We just have to work ten times harder to get half of the reward. It’s just 

really hard being [at a PWI], but that’s the world, and that’s how we navigate. 
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Alexa also shared her practice of letting others know when they have offended you and removing 

yourself from situations and people who do not correct their actions. Leah offered similar 

sentiments regarding the campus climate for Black students at SFU, saying: 

When you come from a predominantly Black and Hispanic [high school], and you know 

everybody, it’s like, “Hey.”... But, walking around campus and you see only White kids, 

it’s like, “Oh.” … Black…and White students...will never face the same issues. ...It’s just 

to know that sometimes they may have it easier than you do…that you’re going to have to 

work twice as hard to get whatever you want. …[So], being comfortable enough to talk in 

class and try to sound as intelligent, if that makes sense, cause like I said…two of my 

classes are over 100 kids, and there’s three or four Black kids. That’s definitely a factor. 

Participants also shared unexpected positive aspects of the heightened awareness of their 

and other minoritized students’ presence and experiences. Some developed an appreciation for the 

broader diversity within Black culture and other students of color. Sienna, if you recall, expressed 

her initial shock and later appreciation and respect in learning more about African culture through 

her SFU experience. These participants’ open-mindedness allowed them to bond over their shared, 

albeit often adverse experiences. In doing so, the participants expressed an awakening to the 

prejudice and discrimination other students of color endure and a sense of unity against racist 

campus climate incidents. In one such example, Erin recalled student protests at MFU, saying: 

For other non-Black students of color…it’s eye-opening. …Sometimes you see that they 

kind of go through the same stuff that we do. ...Thinking back to the [racist slurs and 

vandalism] that happened with Black students on campus…a lot of people of color were 

really receptive to helping us…push [to the administration] that it’s a problem here. 

Participants at SFU expressed a similar coming together of minoritized students of color during 

campus climate issues. Like their MFU counterparts, SFU participants found a unified response 

made them more resilient and strengthened their message that what affects one affects all.  

Self-Constructed Sense of Belonging  

The isolation many participants experienced made the need to self-construct their sense of 

belonging all the more evident. Through university-sponsored resources and student-developed 
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efforts, participants discussed how they adjusted to the Black student experience and being a racial 

minority on campus. In addition to integrating cultural and ethnic studies into their curriculum and 

joining Black student organizations, many sought support from like-minded people and 

communities by surrounding themselves with others who had a positive mindset about diversity. 

The participants said once they recognized the control they had over certain aspects of their 

belonging, they felt more secure, confident, and supported in their environment. Participants also 

shared challenges in adapting to the environment without the supportive haven afforded through 

these experiences.  

 Additionally, while a handful of participants had diverse friends, the vast majority 

maintained a primarily Black friend group, including those who had diverse and White friends in 

secondary school. In this, the participants defaulted to their comfort zone—and the familiarity and 

greater acceptance—within the Black community. For instance, Avery (MFU) said: 

[I] naturally…gravitate towards [Black people] because that’s where I feel most 

comfortable. I can relate [and]…talk to them without [feeling] I’m being looked at 

differently. I try not to have those barriers, but I feel like they will always be there despite 

my efforts to say, “I want to just be friends with you,” instead of just saying, “I 

have…White friends.” …I feel like I’m almost trying to make those connections, and it 

shouldn’t be a forceful thing. It should just be natural [and] it’s not. 

No participants, regardless of their multiple identify factors, said the environment or experience 

was similar to high school. Although they discussed difficulties adapting to the campus make-up 

and culture, some also discussed personal growth in learning vital communication skills, self-

advocacy, navigating unfamiliar territories, and expanding their mindset about themselves and 

others. Alyssa (MFU) said: 

Coming here, I would honestly say, made me more comfortable in…who I am because it’s 

not like I always have this friend group that I can kind of rely on… Now, I have to work 

[to fit] in or really [develop]…a deeper connection besides the fact that we both 

…experienced the same things. …Even though the slogan is “You belong here,” I think 

it’s really important for the Black students to realize that you don’t belong here, and it’s 
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perfectly fine. You don’t have to feel completely comfortable 24/7 at whatever college you 

go to because it’s not what you’re here for. You’re not here to just make a bunch of friends 

and go to a lot of…social events. …You’re kind of here to get….set for life in the real 

world. I know if I didn’t go here, I probably would’ve still been around [only] Black people.  

For many participants, carefully crafting their social settings, discussed later in RQ 2, was 

particularly important given their limited ability to shape the classroom experience.  

Lack of Cultural Intelligence and Segregation or Exclusion  

In this final category, participants discussed the lack of cultural acceptance, awareness, 

sensitivity, or understanding that comprises cultural intelligence. Many participants believed the 

lack of cultural intelligence often related to some White peers’ lack of exposure to students from 

dissimilar backgrounds, belief in racial superiority, and misunderstanding or devaluing the 

differences, needs, and realities of Black and other marginalized students. Erin shared her 

perspective that everyone on campus must raise their level of understanding to be more accepting 

and welcoming of differences at MFU, saying, “People are from all…different backgrounds 

and…communities and some people are just ignorant to things. It’s not their fault; …they don’t 

know because they’ve never been exposed to it.” Other participants believed the ignorance was 

from a lack of care or respect rather than a lack of exposure or awareness. Jason shared one such 

case during his first semester at MFU: 

With White students, it’s been, for the most part, positive, except for one, or two moments 

where ... select misguided individuals said something so outlandish, it’s like, why do I even 

talk to you? [They’ll say] “Oh, it’s okay to say the “N-word” now, right? That’s a culturally 

acceptable thing” [or] “Why bother studying other cultures inferior to us?” 

The participants believed this mindset hindered opportunities to break down barriers and expand 

intercultural inclusion and belonging. As a result, participants expressed frustration in others’ false 

ideal of diversity or general lack of concern that, in essence, invalidated their experiences. For 

instance, Kim (MFU) shared a situation where she struggled to engage her White roommate:  
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Freshman year, my whole hall was White, except me. I had to interact with them...‘cause I 

didn’t want to be alone… It was interesting because...the first…or second week…there 

[was]…racial tension across campus…certain things were happening. …I [told my 

roommate] about [a] protest [and] she was like, “Oh, okay.” I was like, “Wow.” We’ve had 

conversations…where she’s always avoided the [racial] questions. …We’re still... growing 

when it comes to having...open conversations about race. I feel like it shouldn’t be an 

uncomfortable topic, in my opinion. I do see people...still tip-toe around it sometimes. 

The participants also discussed how others’ lack of cultural intelligence and the subsequent 

actions participants’ take to increase their belonging and comfort exacerbates segregation and 

exclusion between racial and cultural groups. Defaulting to their safety and comfort zone often 

resulted in a compartmentalized campus environment. Many felt they had to choose between 

communities and did not get the diverse experience they desired when they chose to enroll. Some 

felt unwelcomed by the Black community if they engaged too much with White students. Still, for 

some Black students, the barrier between them and their White peers was their own. For instance, 

Avery recalled an unexpected experience when her MFU African Diaspora class discussed the 

2015 Charleston church shooting where nine individuals were killed. She said: 

[We had this] conversation [in] a lecture hall of about 200 people, and I said, “If you’ve 

never heard of it, you need to go look into it because…I don’t understand how you cannot 

have heard of it.” This [White] girl…came up to me afterward and said, “I’ve never heard 

of that.” I was like, “Wow. Okay.” She wanted to connect…and be my friend. She asked 

me...to go to the movies. She said, “I have a car. We can go to such and such place.” I was 

like, in my head, “I would never get in a car…” Not just because she was White but 

because…why do you wanna take me to your car to go to the movies? We just met. 

 

While Avery said she is generally cautious of everyone, trusting non-Black people is especially 

challenging. The above interaction was unlike any encounter with a White student. She continues 

to find the balance between her safety and well-being and overcoming her own biases. All 

participants hoped to see positive changes in campus climate attitudes but also acknowledged there 

was no simple answer to improve cultural intelligence or intercultural inclusion on campus.  
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Campus Climate Incidents 

Finally, concerning campus climate incidents, participants discussed covert actions, such 

as microaggressions, and overt acts of racial bias and, more specifically, anti-Black racism, 

vandalism, or violence. In this finding, evidence of the ever-changing institutional memory was 

most prevalent. Each newly enrolled class and its increased or decreased campus climate incidents 

seemingly altered the diversity, equity, and inclusion memory and experience of the institution. 

For administrators, this brought new opportunities to remedy the institution’s reputation and 

characterization by students simply because those who experienced it moved on with time. For 

instance, MFU participants frequently referenced racial activity and vandalism that occurred 

during their college choice process or first year on campus.  

On the other hand, SFU participants generally referenced incidents on other campuses. 

While some were not completely unaware of past racist incidents at SFU, they had less of a direct 

connection given they occurred two to three years before their enrollment. SFU participants 

benefited in this area given their recent institutional memory included the administration’s decision 

to remove confederate statues on campus. Consequently, the timing of the study in relation to 

incidents directly experienced by or occurring during the participants’ college choice process 

skewed, to some degree, the analysis of campus climate incidents and belonging based on their 

level of awareness. That said, their lived experiences remain true. As such, SFU participants spoke 

less about overt campus racial acts and more on daily microaggressions explored in classroom and 

social and cultural findings in RQ 2. Nevertheless, a few SFU participants recalled various 

incidents, including racist group chats and social media posts, defacing cultural places and objects 

on campus, hate messages and derogatory vandalism toward Black students, and other culturally 

insensitive activities. For example, Deanna (SFU) said: 
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A lot of things…have happened, and people say they have had racist experiences... Earlier 

this year, there [were] signs in front of the African American Diaspora building…basically, 

“Go back to Africa” and things like that. …These things are happening on campus [but] 

they haven’t personally happened to me, in such a bold way. It just makes me question 

things that I wouldn’t have questioned before. 

Chris discussed derogatory, culturally-themed fraternity parties that he said were moderately 

admonished by the university. He also recalled a recent student election where women of color 

running mates, including one Black student, were targeted by opposing White male candidates: 

It came down to like the last week of elections…and basically, the two White guys were 

being like super racist and…very disrespectful to the two women of color, using like the 

most disrespectful terms, calling, you know, B’s and…monkeys or whatever. And I believe 

they had one of their campaign signs around campus and like they threw it in the street and 

walked all over it and just made sure it was completely destroyed...  

Chris said, “these things aren’t okay, [and it] really does affect other communities on campus.”  

Erin, Karen, and Kim shared a similar recollection in their separate focus groups of a series 

of racial incidents at MFU. As second-year students, all three were enrolled during the incidents; 

however, first-year students also mentioned what they knew during their college choice process or 

what they learned after they enrolled. Karen said:   

[In September of] my freshman year, there was a lot more tension right off the bat than I 

was expecting. There was an incident with the dorms where there were racial slurs written 

on the doors of Black students. …I was like, Oh, I didn’t know it was gonna be like this. 

Erin offered more detail, saying:   

There were a few instances, but one that really sparked a huge uproar was…one of the peer 

advisors in [the residence hall]. Somebody wrote on his door deck the N-word and…a lot 

of demeaning terms. …It was a big issue because…I don’t think they ever found out who 

did it [and] nobody was really doing anything to try and [find] out… It just seemed like, 

how does nobody know who did this or how? And then it was the fact that it was a leader 

within [the] community. So, it was like at any point anyone could be subjected to this. 

Kim added her perspective and experience and the series of racial incidents, saying: 

It was during [the first week] where...people [painted] racial slurs towards Hispanics. The 

following week, the “N-word” and a lot of nonsense was written on the doors of Black 
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students. The way the university responded was like they didn’t care. The response they 

gave was a typical, old copy, paste, here we go...from HR. Here’s a response.  

The incidents led to student protests and meetings with university leaders. Kim said, “It really 

alarms you how a lot of the events we were telling them about...the campus police were like, 

“We’ve never heard of this before,” but [the students] know [they] happened.” 

Participants at MFU and SFU believe their underrepresentation on campus increases the 

likelihood of being targeted. They also attribute it to a lack of cultural intelligence, the political 

and national climate that normalizes hate and racial bias, and insufficient university response to 

condemn behaviors and prevent future acts. The participants offer recommendations on how to 

improve diversity and campus climate, thereby increasing belonging and inclusion in RQ 3.  

ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE AND CLASSROOM EXPERIENCES 

 The following findings on academic performance and classroom experiences address 

participants’ thoughts on academic rigor, self-assessment in their academic performance, and 

experiences engaging and interacting with peers in the classroom. Similar to their diversity and 

campus climate experiences, the discussion allowed participants to follow-up on their assumptions 

of academic preparedness as analyzed in RQ 1. The addition of enrolled classroom experiences is 

not mirrored in RQ 1; however, it addresses one of the many facets of belonging and inclusion in 

the post-secondary environment. While academic performance is one measure of success, it, along 

with classroom interactions and engagement, offer additional views into students’ adaptation and 

integration into the environment. Details on both experiences are presented below. 

Academic Performance 

 A total of 29 participants, 16 MFU and 13 SFU, openly assessed their academic 

performance. In doing so, they focused on three key areas: their performance relative to their peers, 

current and secondary school factors that they believe affect their performance, and academic 
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rigor. Participants with varying perspectives frequently discussed differences between STEM and 

non-STEM courses, especially calculus. In most cases, however, participants offered a holistic 

account of their self-assessment to date, which is categorized below as either positive, mixed, or 

negative. Each category offers an in-depth look at their perspectives and related factors. 

Positive Academic Performance  

Of the 29 participants, 16 shared a positive self-assessment. They represent approximately 

69% of participants at MFU and 38% at SFU. When compared to their pre-enrolled assumptions, 

approximately 19% “didn’t think about it,” 50% were “not worried about it,” 19% were “a little 

nervous or concerned, but optimistic,” and 13% were “concerned” about academic preparedness. 

By this calculation, nearly two-thirds of the positive academic performance participants were also 

positive and without concerns regarding their academic preparedness before enrollment. At the 

institutional level, 64% of MFU and 80% of SFU participants in this category had no concerns 

about their preparedness before enrolling. An important factor that surfaced during data analysis 

was potential evidence of groupthink that was specific to the academic performance discussion as 

several responses are clustered within focus groups. It is worth noting, however, that only five of 

the sixteen participants in this category are pursuing STEM or medical/health science majors, 

which may indicate the positive self-assessment is more a function of their discipline than pressure 

to conform to other participants.  

Many participants felt reassured, more than adequately prepared, and believed they were 

on par with their peers. They also discussed their anticipation and planning to adjust in the new 

academic environment, as well as utilizing available resources to bolster success. These included 

tutoring, learning communities, faculty office hours, and academic advising and mentoring, all of 

which they described as useful and effective tools. In acclimating to MFU’s academics, Kim said: 
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Overall, I knew classes are gonna be hard. … [The summer transition program] helped. 

Having exposure before everyone’s on campus and…taking college-level classes gave me 

an intro [to] the rigor when it came to the math and English side of it. …Wherever…I 

wasn’t my greatest I made sure I looked…for resources… My parents always say, “Make 

sure you find the smartest person in the room and gain what you can from them.” 

Camden shared a similar perspective regarding academic rigor and performance at SFU, saying: 

It’s been challenging, but it hasn’t been impossible. And I knew…you’re gonna have to 

teach yourself stuff. No one [is] gonna teach you anything. [I came] from a high school 

where…they might give you some resources…but, for the most part, you go get it for 

yourself. And so for me coming here, having that mindset, I knew that I was gonna have 

to go to the office hours, do extra…in order to be successful.  

Other participants discussed the significance of developing successful habits in time management, 

prioritization, and asking for help. Despite not having many diverse faculty or TAs at SFU, Lexi 

said, “They’ve been very welcoming. They don’t make me feel uncomfortable. If I need help or 

something, I know I can go…and ask them.” 

Although a few participants questioned their continued or future performance in math 

courses and most acknowledged some courses were better than others, all in all, they found the 

challenging rigor motivating and spoke of struggling alongside their non-Black peers. 

Additionally, Alex was among a small number of participants who first introduced internalized 

performance pressure, which is common for many Black students. In his experience, Alex said: 

It’s been…fine so far and pretty smooth in terms of handling class difficulty. …The only 

thing that’s kind of weird for me is sometimes I kind of feel an extra pressure to perform 

because [it] might be me and one other [Black] person in the class. I’m like, “I’ve gotta 

represent well. I can’t be doing bad…” …I feel that in most of my classes.  

Although Alyssa similarly felt prepared before enrolling and generally said the academic rigor was 

fine, she quickly noted the inequity in high school resources and academic experiences. “There are 

issues sometimes in class when they’re like, “You probably learned this in grade school.” I’m like, 

“I never learned that at all,” Alyssa said. For Alyssa, the differences were enlightening and 

affirmed the extra work and effort required to close any potential knowledge gaps that could 
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adversely affect her performance. “It wasn’t to where it really messed me up, it was just 

[something] to see the differences, and that other students kind of had that preparation,” she said. 

Mixed or Conflicted Academic Performance  

Two participants at MFU and five at SFU shared mixed or conflicting perspectives 

regarding academic performance. Within this group, their pre-enrolled assumptions were reported 

as 14% “didn’t think about it,” 57% “not worried about it,” and 29% “a little nervous or concerned, 

but optimistic.” When broken down by institution, both MFU participants and three of the five at 

SFU had no concerns about their preparation before enrolling. Of the seven participants, only two 

are enrolled in a STEM or a medical/health science major; however, three are enrolled in academic 

honors programs at SFU.  

Generally speaking, the participants expressed less certainty or confidence in their 

performance. Some initially questioned how well their high school prepared them, although they 

later realized the concern was usually unwarranted. For instance, Kendra (MFU) worried whether 

she was “college-ready” when preparing to take an English placement exam and remained unsure 

despite passing the exam. She said, “When I was writing my first couple of papers for English, 

and I got back good grades, I was like…maybe I can do this. Maybe my high school was right.” 

Still, Kendra said she might be proven wrong later, but she feels “academically ready” right now. 

Additionally, the three participants enrolled in competitive direct admission honors 

programs represent the total number of honors students in the sample. Despite being in three 

different major-based programs at SFU and in three different focus groups, they all shared how 

the experience heightened their performance pressures and stress. While it is not unusual and, 

perhaps, is expected to hear honors programs are more challenging, two participants noted factors 

that reached beyond the rigor of the curriculum. For instance, Natalie said: 
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Being an honor student and being a Black honor student is kind of a different thing. …As 

a Black student, I feel like you have much more to prove than your counterparts. In my 

…honors [classes], I am surrounded by a lot of White people. Much more than other 

ethnicities. …It’s kinda hard to make yourself known…because they seem to be much 

smarter, much [more] eloquent, much [more] everything compared to me. Or where they 

were raised brought them up to be like that. So it’s kind of intimidating being in the honors 

program, being a Black student while it’s predominantly a White field.  

Danielle reiterated the pressure of class participation and credited her speech and debate courses 

in helping ensure her contributions do not “sound like rubbish,” especially given many of her 

classmates know things that she is learning for the first time. All three participants said they were 

doing relatively well in their programs; however, Natalie and Danielle honed in on differences in 

social capital and inequity in high school resources and opportunities in comparison to their peers. 

Meanwhile, Deanna, who described one class as “insane,” said it was actually the class where she 

saw the least difference. She felt she could relate to her peers, regardless of race or ethnicity, 

because they were all struggling together. Like Deanna, most participants, including non-honors 

students, shared experiences of struggling alongside their peers. While the rigor was intense, the 

fact that students across racial lines experienced similar difficulties was somewhat reassuring.  

Lastly, the pressure to perform because of their race was not exclusive to honors students. 

In fact, nearly all participants across focus groups spoke of added performance pressures. Marcus 

said, “In terms of academic rigor, I felt like I was prepared, but I definitely…feel like I always 

have something to prove.” Marcus (SFU) further explained, “I think it almost is internal pressure 

that I’m putting on myself. …I’m the only Black person there, I feel like then my professors [and] 

the people around me are kind of…looking at me differently.” He added, “I’m not sure why I feel 

like that.” Other participants felt compelled to conform to their White peers to not just perform 

well, but to perform above average. In doing so, they hoped to dispel stereotypes regarding Black 
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students and academic ability. For example, Avery (MFU) discussed her struggle to find the 

balance between a strong work ethic and pressure to dispel racial stereotypes. She said: 

My grandmother always told me, “You have to work twice as hard, and be twice as smart 

as White people,” just to make it plain and simple. …Sometimes I don’t always feel like 

it, and it’s like, am I conforming to a stigma, right now? ...It’s almost a competition every 

day when that’s not how it should be. I should [only] be competing with myself. Sometimes 

I end up beating myself [up]...whenever I’m idle... That’s a lot of pressure…I feel I put 

myself through, just because I’m Black. …The academic rigor causes stress. It causes 

emotional, mental, physical problems…that I shouldn’t have to experience. 

Participants at both institutions discussed internalized pressure, stress, and conforming to their 

White peers. In most cases, the dilemma caused varying degrees of distress, but also motivated 

success. 

Negative Academic Performance  

Lastly, six participants shared negative opinions about their academic performance. Two 

MFU participants and all three SFU participants previously said they were “not worried about” 

their preparedness before enrollment. The remaining MFU participant said they were “a little 

nervous or concerned, but optimistic” before enrollment. Additionally, two of the six are enrolled 

in STEM disciplines. As for the negative academic self-assessment, the participants now feel their 

high schools did not prepare them for the collegiate academic environment. Despite demonstrated 

high achievement in secondary school, they were unexpectedly challenged given their college 

peers were also top-performing students. For instance, despite earning an Associate’s degree 

through an early college high school program, she said, “Academically…I feel like my school 

didn’t really prepare me [for SFU].” Sienna shared that most schools in her home state suffered 

from educational funding cuts and other limited resources. “My freshman year, I really had to learn 

to go to office hours, ‘cause I’m not a person who likes to ask for help, and I had to learn that the 

hard way,” she said.  
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Also, despite reiterating sentiments of struggling together as expressed by the two previous 

groups, these participants noted obvious inequities in high school resources and academic 

experiences compared to their peers. Most participants said math and science class were 

particularly challenging, including those who were not in STEM disciplines. Many also found 

support services, such as faculty office hours and tutoring, were ineffective in closing knowledge 

gaps. Olivia, who said her high school did not adequately prepare her for SFU, shared:   

One of [my STEM classes], I’m pretty good at, and then the other one [is] really hard. And 

I’ll go to tutoring. It’s not making a difference for me. I also went to office hours, and the 

TA didn’t help at all. She [said], “Oh, just read the [course material],” and I’m like, okay. 

I read that. Like, I need you to explain this to me, and she didn’t want to. 

Additionally, Denise (MFU) shared that she felt intimidated by one professor who seemed 

indifferent to her needs when she asked him to slow down or repeat a point in class. She added: 

I’m not even going to lie, [the classes are] really hard, and I thought I was pretty prepared. 

…Coming through the summer [transition program]...is not bad until I got to the…math 

final. …Math here is so unbelievably hard…I don’t think anything could’ve prepared me.  

In many respects, it is not surprising that STEM courses presented the most challenges in 

academic performance. It is also important to reiterate that in most cases, participants said all racial 

and ethnic groups experienced challenges with math and science rigor. The key difference for most 

participants is that inequities in available high school resources, classroom environmental 

factors—such as being the only or one of a few Black students, and the internalized pressure they 

carry regarding their race, exacerbated their experiences. Additionally, Erin’s experience at MFU 

further highlights math courses as an area institutions should assess to improve teaching and 

learning communities to help mitigate factors and improve student experiences. Erin said:   

When I first got here…academic rigor hit me like a brick. I had no idea… And it was really 

just in math classes. …It hit me really hard because...I knew that I knew math. I knew that 

I was capable of doing it, but the way they teach it here...you feel like you’re set up to fail. 
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Erin further shared that neither she nor attributed her struggle to her race. “We were all struggling 

together,” she said. While peer support and camaraderie were foundational in Erin’s diverse, small 

learning community, participants at both institutions noted the unrealistic curriculum and 

intimidating teaching style in math. Erin believed, without her learning community, the experience 

and potentially her performance could have been much worse. 

Classroom Interactions and Engagement 

 The findings in classroom interactions and engagement present various factors that 

contribute to a positive, mixed, or negative sense of belonging and inclusion. As with other RQ 2 

findings, the participants shared multiple experiences within and across categories. As such, the 

examples discussed below offer a comprehensive view of different classroom environments.   

Positive Belonging and Inclusion in the Classroom  

Participants with positive experiences in classroom interactions and engagement discussed 

the elements that influenced their feelings of belonging and inclusion. These included classes with 

a higher representation of Black students; small academic programs and communities; supportive 

faculty, teaching assistants, and staff; and connecting with others who exhibited an interest, 

awareness, and respect toward cultural differences. Though not limited to these factors, 

participants referenced ethnic or cultural studies, diversity-focused learning communities, 

relationships with Black faculty and staff, and connecting with other minoritized students of color 

as the most common aspects of their positive experience.  

Together, these elements allowed participants to feel less hypervisible, more connected to 

their peers, confident that professors and administrators cared about their success, and encouraged 

by their well-received contributions to the learning environment. For example, Carly (SFU) shared 

her classroom experiences were shaped broadly by two factors. First, her enrollment in a race 
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relations political course with diverse, open-minded students, and second, the small and close-knit 

nature of her pre-professional medical/health sciences program. Carly described her White 

classmates as “very nice, very kind, very genuine” and discussed how she benefited from increased 

exposure to diversity in the classroom and a welcoming community in STEM and other courses.  

With respect to ethnic and cultural studies, Tiffany and Chris said the classroom 

experiences were more positive or uplifting than other courses. For instance, Tiffany (MFU) said:  

I’m usually in pretty big lectures, and when it’s a smaller discussion, I’m just like any other 

student. My African studies class is pretty awesome, though, because I’m half 

Zimbabwean, and most of the kids in our class are African or have some sort of connection 

to it. [The professor is] always willing to talk about personal experiences, which is fun. 

Chris offered a similar perspective regarding cultural studies at SFU. As previously mentioned, 

Chris found the courses so empowering that he intentionally enrolls in one every academic term. 

Initially, the choice was simply to balance his predominantly White experience; however, he later 

realized he learned things that he did not know about his culture and himself. Chris said:  

My experience with my professors has been pretty good, but…this semester has been 

amazing. I love all my professors. …I don’t even know how to say it. They…really inspired 

me this semester…[and] made me feel proud to be a Black man…on campus. …Being in 

those classes…changed my whole perspective. Not only in my personal life [and] on 

campus, but globally, I think differently…because of them and…their courses. 

Chris spoke enthusiastically about what he learned—that the Black experience is rooted in sacrifice 

as well as innovation and discovery—and felt compelled to spread this awareness to others. When 

asked about his experiences with White faculty and staff or experiences outside of ethnic studies, 

Chris said everyone has been supportive and willing to help him with what he needs.  

Veronica also shared her experience receiving similar support from MFU faculty and staff:  

I feel really comfortable with my professors. My advisor’s really helpful. She’s White… 

We haven’t necessarily talked about race and everything, but she’s just very supportive of 

my various questions and concerns. And the faculty’s really friendly. On the first day…I 

introduced myself to my professors and stuff, and they’re pretty cool. So, so far, so good. 
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In another example, Alyssa was pleasantly surprised that some of her White professors and other 

administrators openly expressed their concern for students of color after the racial incidents at 

MFU. As a student worker in an office that responds to diversity needs, she saw first-hand their 

interest in improving experiences for marginalized students. She said:  

A lot of the staff, I experienced, may have [discussed] issues wrong [in class], but you 

could tell [they wanted] to make a more inclusive community. I…talked to the STEM field 

[and they said], “Okay. How do I handle big issues, like racial issues…? What do you feel 

like is the best way to go about that?” We would do a consultation and work through it… 

It [felt] good to know that there are staff that really do see the issues, and wanna change it. 

Despite these positive experiences with White faculty and staff, most of the participants 

said the extra care and concern from Black faculty and staff differed significantly in that it 

addressed their academic concerns and also nurtured their emotional needs. For instance, Denise, 

a first-year participant at MFU, spoke about her academic advisor, saying, “He’s probably one of 

the best here. …He really cares, and I really appreciate that. He’s also Black, and I feel like he 

understands…the things going on… He really tries to help as much as he can.” Avery, a second-

year student at MFU, said, “I thoroughly enjoy having African American professors. Now that I’ve 

had the experience of having a couple of them, it’s like, wow. I wish they all could be like this 

because it makes a difference.” Likewise, Kim, also in her second-year at MFU, said: 

Most of my professors have been White…four of them [were] Black. Whenever I go to 

office hours, [my Black professors] always tell me, “Hey, you know where you are. You 

know you have to work hard...” They always instilled that in me. Never be discouraged 

just because you may be the minority here. Never let that be the reason [for] your downfall. 

…They’ll even email me, like, “Make sure you’re doing what you’re supposed to do.” 

Additionally, connecting with other students of color, particularly in classes with fewer 

Black students, was a positive factor for participants. The participants noted most students of color 

seemed more willing to embrace diversity and often shared similar experiences on campus. For 
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example, Alexa said the Middle Eastern and Indian students in her MFU African American studies 

class seem “open to changing their mindset about certain things.” Stella (SFU) also shared: 

[In history class], we have a little squad…one Asian girl, me, a Hispanic girl, and a White 

girl. We’re all really close… The other day in class, this White guy was talking about 

Latinx music, and [the Hispanic girl] leaned over, and [said], “I love when White people 

tell me about my own culture.” I just laughed, and I was like, “That is so true.” There are 

certain things that especially Hispanics and Blacks just understand on a certain level. 

Lastly, a final positive aspect of the classroom environment was that, for some, being one 

of a few Black students in the classroom offers a sense of empowerment. For instance, Lexi and 

her focus group peers engaged in a passionate discussion about hypervisibility. She said: 

I went to summer camp where the [leader] grew up [in]segregation… [Once] they 

integrated one of the schools in his area, he said…“When I went to school, I didn’t go just 

for me. I went because I knew I was representing Black people.” …So personally, 

whenever they call on me and things like that, I feel like I’m representing other African 

Americans. ...If I ask [or answer] a question, it’s gonna be clearly worded. …I feel like I’m 

representing them, so I personally like it. [If the professor] knows my name, I love it.  

While Lexi’s focus group did not support this opinion, other participants shared this sentiment as 

an infrequent and unexpected benefit. For Lexi, the experience is less about internalized pressure 

and instead is a source of pride by serving as an example of what Black people can achieve. Lexi’s 

statement led to a passionate exchange between those who staunchly disagreed and others who 

slowly understood her opinion. In the end, her perspective was enlightening and they decided that, 

at an institution with so few Black students in the classroom, both perspectives were valid. 

Mixed or Conflicted Belonging and Inclusion in the Classroom  

The transition to mixed feelings of classroom belongingness and inclusion involves 

experiences that are more obscure and lack the inviting, supportive, and welcoming nature of the 

previously discussed positive interactions and engagement. In this category, the participants’ 

expressions center on two key elements. First, the underrepresentation and low enrollment of Black 

students and second, the discomfort or lack of care and respect regarding cultural differences by 
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White faculty and peers. Nevertheless, participants overcame internal conflicts in order to adjust 

or integrate into less than desirable environments. For example, participants discussed 

hypervisibility and shared concerns about how they are perceived White faculty and peers as 

potentially harmful aspects of being the only or one of a few Black students in the classroom. As 

a result, they became overly-cautious and questioned whether their peers’ interactions and 

behaviors were potentially racist or biased.  

The most significant aspect of the mixed or conflicted category is the uncertainty regarding 

the impetus behind these questionable encounters and experiences. In fact, many participants 

wavered on whether their experiences were racially motivated. Often, it became a guessing game 

and constant struggle between believing the prejudice they endured and granting others the benefit 

that the actions were, perhaps, misinterpreted. In either case, participants felt they were dismissed 

or devalued because of their race and avoided by their White peers. They also contended with the 

lack of cultural intelligence of their peers and, in some cases, their faculty. 

In general, potentially harmful faculty interactions were not targeted toward individual 

students. Additionally, those who spoke about unfriendly interactions said others, including White 

students, were treated with a similar negative disposition. Instead, most participants discussed 

insufficient diversity training or a lack of care in facilitating topics that are sensitive to Black and 

marginalized students. Avery, who recalled a problematic MFU professor, said:  

He was White [and] was talking about interactions with the police. …He [told us] how one 

of his friends got arrested for drinking on the sidewalk. He [said], “Have you heard of any 

story more absurd?” I’m like, “Yes, I have heard…a more absurd story than that.” 

Avery, of course, was referring to the rise in violent policing against Black people for increasingly 

unfounded or non-violent offenses. Karen (MFU) had a similar reaction to classroom topics that 
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take an impersonal view on issues concerning Black people and communities. She explained the 

lack of racial classroom diversity exacerbates the frustration she often feels:  

I remember one day in lecture, our professor was talking about how there was this new 

field in sociology that was studying the Black middle class. I was like, “We’ve been here. 

It’s not some new thing.” ...You find yourself having to academically discuss something 

that’s just your life. You use these resources and pull from…academic readings to defend 

yourself, but sometimes you’re just trying to be like, “Okay. Well, I know from first-hand 

experience that it’s like this.” That gets kind of frustrating sometimes in academic settings. 

Kacey (MFU) also saw the indifference about issues that disproportionately affect Black people: 

I feel like a lot of my classes are not social justice based, but they talk about race a lot. So 

I feel, like, included, but at the same time, it’s so subjective. …They’re like, “Oh, Black 

people are more likely to get heart disease”…and it’s weird hearing about those things and 

having no empathy. ...[Like], oh, that’s just what it is kind of thing. So it’s a little weird. 

 Additionally, participants discussed the burden of being hypervisible in the classroom, 

given being the only or one of a few Black students often made them standout in unexpected ways. 

Most discussed the awkwardness in being innocently singled out by professors and the added stress 

that their actions are more noticed despite similar actions by White students. Camden shared his 

experience when asking a question in class after he met his SFU professor at office hours. He said:  

The very next day in class, I raised my hand, and then my chemistry professor is like, “Oh, 

yes, Camden,” by my name. And people were looking like oh, how does he know [you] on 

a first name basis, and stuff like that. I’m like, don’t you think it has [to do with] the fact 

that I’m Black? Come on. There’s rarely people asking questions, but also the fact that I’m 

Black, I’m the only person asking questions. That has something to do with it. 

The awkwardness Camden described often feeds into the participants’ isolation and (potentially) 

intentional avoidance by White peers. For instance, Avery said, “It’s hard…to gauge if people 

are…generally just a nervous person. Do they not want to speak? Are they trying to be careful of 

what they say around me? Or is this the kind of person that they are?” Kacey also spoke about the 

challenges and confusion in discerning shyness from race-based avoidance. 
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Conversely, Melody introduced thoughts around phenotype and classroom engagement. 

While not examined in this study, the notion that White students’ actions and behaviors may differ 

toward Black multiracial students was raised by others who identify as Black multiracial. She said: 

I feel like I’m the “White-friendly” Black because I’m light-skinned and my hair is so 

yellow. …My hair is like “yeah, that looks like something I could do” to White people. I 

don’t know. I feel like because I’m mixed, they’re like, “Oh, she’s part of us, I can tell.” 

And they gravitate towards that and think it’s a cool way to experiment with Blackness. 

And they’re like, “Okay, I can talk to a Black person without having to worry about the 

Blackness infecting me.” They [always] treat you that way…It’s been consistent in my life. 

Notwithstanding the unique experiences of Black multiracial students, Erin (MFU) 

described her experience during these avoidance encounters. Her story illustrates complex 

thoughts and emotions many participants endure in finding peace in these environments. Erin said: 

You just notice like, oh, there’s an open seat next to me, and that’s the only open seat…next 

to me and no one’s sitting in it. Like, okay. That doesn’t bother me…because I like having 

my space, but it’s just like all right. …People [are] reluctant to interact with me sometimes, 

but once they do…or once I kind of force myself to interact with them because I have to, 

…they realize that…it’s okay. …So, that hasn’t been too terrible. I haven’t had any bad 

experiences, really. Just little subtle things—but it could be me overreacting. Who knows?  

Erin’s process of evaluating, reaching a conclusion, reevaluating, acknowledging other potential 

causes or benefits, and ultimately being okay with the situation mirrored that of several other 

participants. It was intriguing and somewhat unsettling to observe as they processed isolating and 

potentially racially motivated behaviors. When asked how she rationalizes it, Erin said: 

That’s the thing. ...These are conversations that are brought up [in] the Black community. 

Like, “Do you think that we’re overreacting? Is it something you think is real? Do you 

think that maybe they just didn’t want to sit there?”...There’s so many other [things] that 

could be part of that. It’s not something I sit and ponder on because it’s not useful…I have 

so many other things to do. …So...personally, I don’t really rationalize it. …[I don’t] think 

that everything is about race. I do think everything could have a tie to race…if you make 

it that way, but I don’t want to think…they’re…not sitting there because they’re racist. I 

don’t want to think that about anyone, so I wouldn’t want to place that on somebody. 

Moreover, some participants discovered potential benefits of being of cautious engagement that, 

while impersonal, generally limited potentially racist encounters. For example, Kim (MFU) said: 
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I find it very empowering that I am, most of the time, the only Black student in the room, 

because if I’m here, I have the same capabilities that you do…you’re not much better than 

I am. …I haven’t had any bad classroom interactions yet. …I’m pretty sure they might 

come, but hopefully, they don’t. …Sometimes people do watch what they say… You look 

at facial expressions and how long it takes for them to actually [speak]. You can tell, 

sometimes, when people are watching what they are talking about. I think that’s good that 

they’re trying not to offend you—if that’s what they need to do, then keep on doing it. 

Lastly, participants discussed the responsibility of intentionally joining majority White 

spaces with several at both institutions using the phrase “infiltrating White spaces.” Erin explained:  

A big phrase has been [to] “infiltrate the White spaces and make them yours.” …There are 

a lot of amazing Black students on campus that are doing that. …Working in environments 

where they’re the only Black person…or being in majors where they’re the only Black 

student in…class. …That’s kind of like my motivation to be better here and just to do great 

and infiltrate these White spaces… I see amazing Black students doing that and doing well. 

The expression, in some ways, resembled a sense of duty to make their White peers and others 

acknowledge their ability and presence while motivating other Black students to do the same. 

Negative Belonging or Inclusion in the Classroom  

The final category regarding adverse or negative classroom experiences offered the most 

examples of participant encounters. Although the encounters did not introduce new elements from 

those in the mixed or conflicted category, two key factors distinguished them as negative. First, 

participants expressed greater certainty regarding the racial motivation beyond others’ hostile 

actions and behaviors. Second, the encounters were often more overt and egregious. For example, 

several participants discussed more direct and consistent avoidance by White peers and were more 

frequently dismissed or devalued in peer-to-peer exchanges. For Alyssa, being excluded in the 

classroom by her MFU peers is challenging. She said: 

I take a lot of [STEM] courses and labs…[with] group assignments. It’s really difficult 

because [I’m] the only person of color. [Some] would not work…with me or would avoid 

me. [In one class]…every other table was [full], and my table was empty…to the point [of] 

four or five…at a table when there was only supposed to be three. I was just like, “Why?”  
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Alyssa said two other Black students who arrived a little late joined her table. “We all had to work 

in a group together, and I hate the look of that,” she said. In other examples, Andrea (SFU) noticed 

over time that her White peers would not sit next to her. In one instance, when the seat next to her 

was the only seat left, her White classmate turned their back towards her to avoid engagement. 

Nearly every participant shared an experience where they felt physically ostracized in some form 

or another. Although they continued to second-guess the driving factor behind these experiences, 

albeit to a lesser degree, the experiences affected other aspects of their classroom engagement.  

For many participants, feeling their contributions were dismissed or devalued was also a 

common experience. Kayla (MFU) explained it is often worse in competitive STEM classes. 

Ultimately, she said, “[It] was something that I just had to brush off and just do my own thing. 

…[If] I had to work on something, I wouldn’t ask my classmates because there was just not a 

connection there.” In Karen’s encounter below, being dismissed by a White classmate at MFU was 

not just a lack of manners, but a privilege and power that she assumed as a White student. 

I’m in an organic chemistry lab, and my [TA] is a Black woman, which is crazy. I was like, 

“Oh, wow. I can’t believe it.” …One time I was trying to ask a question, and this [White] 

girl kind of swooped in and interrupted me. It was just kind of like this was her space, and 

she had the right to speak above me and before me. My [TA] just kind of looked at me like, 

“It’s okay. I know the struggle.” She came and answered my question later. It wasn’t until 

[then] where I was like, wow. It kind of really does make a difference in the classroom. 

In Kendra’s case, a classroom activity at MFU that was designed to encourage creative 

interpretation quickly turned into an uncomfortable and shocking cultural experience. She shared: 

So our teacher puts down a drum and…a fake fire pit and [said], “Do whatever you want.” 

…Our classmates…start doing like chants and all these odd things, and I’m kind of just 

watching like, this seems a little bit like cultural exploitation, you know? I was…not 

participating, and this other guy, he was Indian, was not participating either. We were very 

confused about what was happening…some other Asians…and...a Black person [were] 

participating. I was just watching this like, is anyone else seeing what I’m seeing?  

Afterward, when Kendra and others described it as cultural exploitation, problems ensued: 
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Immediately, the White males…raised their hands like, “Why would you think that? We’re 

not being racist,” like…really defensive, you know? ...Although it’s a [PWI], I had a little 

hope in…people being…more aware of how they handle themselves or approach topics. 

The fact that they were kind of [de]valuing what we were saying as a minority…caught me 

off guard. …That’s when I was like, maybe things aren’t as great as I thought. 

The participants’ examples continued and varied from microaggressions to derogatory comments 

about race or culture. Often these interactions were not seen or not directly addressed by faculty 

or teaching assistants. Instead, the participants were made to acquiesce, including several SFU 

participants who shared similar stories of being talked over or dismissed in class.  

 Additionally, participants were not afforded the same level of trust or understanding that 

they saw freely exchanged between White peers. Some were criticized as a result of others feeling 

threatened by their assertiveness. These experiences exacerbated their stress and altered classroom 

dynamics. Stella (MFU) detailed her experience being suppressed by a White male student below:  

Sometimes…[it’s] weird because I am very smart and [in media studies], I’d be raising my 

hand and talking all the time during lectures and analysis. [Then] White people started 

coming up to me after the first month…saying, “You’re the girl who talks a lot in…class, 

right?” This one White kid was like, “You kind of made me angry because every time I 

had something smart to say, you said it before I did.” …He’s like, “Okay. It’s cool. I mean, 

just try not to talk so much.” [And] the other guy said, “You’re the girl who talks loud in 

class, right?” It’s weird, because it’s a big lecture hall, and I am one of the few Black 

people…and the teachers love me… I guess there’s a line, but I felt…targeted …especially 

that one guy who said it that way. I felt like, “Am I doing too much?”  

Stella said the encounter made her disengage and question how she participates in class. It also 

caused a stir from her focus group peers. Some could not believe what she experienced while 

others had similar experiences or explained that is why they do not participate in class. 

Unfortunately, in Stella’s case, it taught her to be more reserved and cautious in the classroom.  

Stella’s focus group exchange revealed one finding that differed from previous classroom 

interactions and engagement categories—that the reluctance and caution to engage was no longer 

one-sided and instead, was reciprocated between White and Black students. Further, participants 
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shared that the surmounting pressures to perform and represent Black students in a positive light 

made them less comfortable or willing to ask questions, express thoughts, or otherwise participate 

openly in the environment. Chris (SFU), for instance, explained:  

Sometimes I feel…very reluctant [being one of the few Black people]. Whenever we’re 

having discussions in class, you feel like the pressure is on you if you…say something that 

people wouldn’t necessarily agree with. That…you’re gonna be judged or…looked at a 

different way. So, I always take that into consideration… depending on what class I’m in. 

It doesn’t feel good, because…I’m a social person. I like to speak, and I want to be able to 

engage and talk and discuss. …I don’t want to be like another face in the crowd. But, 

sometimes it just feels better to play it safe, because the alternative could be good or bad. 

So sometimes I’d rather…just to keep my composure and not feel embarrassed, I guess. 

Other participants also spoke about varying forms of pressure, be it pressure to censor their 

opinions to avoid being singled out or simultaneous pressure and reluctance to offer their 

perspective as Black students. While this was a widely shared dilemma, Jason explained why it is 

doubly complicated as a biracial student at MFU. He said:  

In my first-year writing seminar, I am one of only two Black people in the class. I guess 

one and a half. ...We [talk] a lot about prison and gun violence…that’s the topic of the 

course. …Everybody looks to us to get to the Black perspective when I can’t even say that 

I’m fully the Black perspective because I’m biracial. They still look to me. It’s weird 

because I don’t wanna...give the overwhelming opinion, like, this is what Black people 

think, but that’s what it feels like [they want]. In all my classes, there are only two to three 

Black people, at most. I’m used to it at this point, but it’s different, and everybody looks 

towards us to get our overall opinion when that’s not something we can really provide.  

Jason said further that, “It’s a lot of pressure. I don’t wanna say something that’ll alter their entire 

perception of Black people as a whole, because I don’t know everything.” Jason reiterated that 

since he grew up in predominantly White surroundings, he only recently began associating more 

closely with Black students. As Camden shared, classroom pressures as it relates to Blackness are 

different for male students. This double pressure is understood since, as affirmed in the literature 

review, Black women represent the majority of Black student enrollment. Camden explained:  

There’s another stigma when it comes to Black males specifically. And that’s one of the 

things that I do feel...like I constantly have to pursue, do the right thing, [and] go above 
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and beyond because I don’t want…non-Black people to see [laziness] or [incompetence]... 

My parents didn’t specifically say, oh, you can’t do this, this and that. But even just being 

in their household where [they] had to grind for everything…they earned. ...They just 

instilled the same type of mindset [in] me. You don’t necessarily represent the entire race, 

but don’t ever forget that people are watching…and you do need to perform at a high level. 

Camden, like all the male participants, was the only male voice in his focus group.  

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL EXPERIENCES  

The final theme of the participants’ enrolled experiences centers on their social and cultural 

interactions and engagement. These experiences are examined in four categories: overall social 

life and their social engagement with Black, other students of color, and White students. Similar 

to the other themes explored in RQ 2, the participants’ multiple experiences are individually coded 

and analyzed as positive, mixed/conflicted, or negative, which allowed for a holistic view of the 

components that contribute to each type of experience. In all, the participants offered substantially 

more reflections about their social and cultural engagement than other themes in RQ 2.  

Accordingly, the robust conversation and detailed analysis revealed three key takeaways. 

First, there were noted differences in the level of social acclimation and involvement between first- 

and second-year participants. This is not unexpected given second-year participants were on 

campus four times longer than first-years. Nevertheless, the differences provide an interesting 

perspective on the social challenges first-year students face that many second-year students have 

overcome. These challenges include learning how to identify and join a community and navigating 

racial segregation in college social engagement. A third challenge raised, yet not mastered, by 

many first- and second-year participants is standing in confidence in their desire to diversify their 

social circles and, in turn, obtain social diversity while remaining connected to the Black 

community. This dilemma is examined in their social experiences with Black students.  
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 The second important takeaway is participants often believed they controlled their social 

lives more than any other aspect of the college experience. However, as they detailed the nature of 

their social interactions and engagement, it became clear that many faced similar experiences of 

exclusion and pressure as they did in the general campus and classroom environment. That is not 

to say that participants did not enjoy or share positive aspects and personal growth from their social 

involvement. Rather, it shined a light that not all hurdles fall away as easily as some expected in 

the social setting. In this regard, participants spoke openly about inter- and intragroup challenges, 

their own biases, and individual concerns. 

 Lastly, nearly all participants conveyed that culturally-based social engagement was 

necessary for support, refuge, or reprieve in the predominantly White environment. Even in 

situations where participants were frustrated or disappointed with the dynamics of their social 

circle, culturally-based social groups with Black or other student communities of color were the 

most dominant friend groups for belonging. That said, the greater reasoning, and perhaps cause, 

behind the makeup of their friend groups was a complicated point of discussion.  

 The sections below present the participants’ perspectives of social life as a whole, followed 

by social life with or within three distinct communities—Black, other students of color, and White 

students. Additionally, relevant examples further illustrate their experiences and contextualize the 

nuances of their social interactions and engagement. 

Overall Social Life  

Overall social life explores the participants’ satisfaction with and sense of belonging and 

inclusion in the general social environment. As stated, each experience was categorized as positive, 

mixed/conflicted, or negative. The analysis, which counts each participant once in a referenced 

category, revealed 44 unique types of experiences for the 33 participants with more participants 
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expressing a mixed or conflicted overall social belonging (22), than positive (13), or negative (9). 

The expressions below address the factors that influenced their feelings and perspectives. 

Positive Overall Social Life  

Positive social experiences generally emphasized with whom participants chose to engage 

and how they believed they gained or benefited from the engagement. In this, the participants 

discussed feeling comfortable, satisfied, or happy and said their experiences were better than they 

expected. Additionally, most students chose to engage almost exclusively with the Black 

community. Those who shared experiences with peers outside the Black community found 

commonalities beyond race, such as geographic connections, similar personalities or preferences, 

and other shared interests. Examples of diverse social groups were most prevalent with roommates 

and in living communities. Also, participants spoke positively about their college transition from 

a personal growth standpoint. For instance, discovering leadership opportunities, broadening 

interests, getting more involved on campus, and finding oneself with the independence that 

typically comes from traditional college life as a young adult were all positive experiences. 

While specific experiences within the Black community are examined separately, the 

participants spoke broadly about their social choices. For example, Krystin (SFU) explained her 

preference to socialize with other Black students, saying, “I feel like there’s no friction. You can 

just have a good time. ‘Cause I feel like you have to limit yourself when you hang out with other 

people.” Alexa (MFU) shared similar thoughts regarding her experience, saying, “I just prefer 

being around other Black people, so I do things that involve a majority of Black people, but I’ve 

never been against hanging out with people who don’t look like me.” Avery enthusiastically 

discussed her blossoming social life at MFU, saying that she loves her life as a Black student, 
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especially her involvement and growing leadership opportunities with different departments and 

Black and multicultural organizations. As it relates to choosing friends, Carly (SFU) said: 

So my social life is actually pretty good…it’s just most of my friends are Black. I only 

have one White friend if that makes sense. …Most of my friends are…[from a] little group 

we created…before [SFU so] it just so happens to be that way. …The students [in my pre-

professional program]…we’re good acquaintances. …It’s not like I don’t feel welcomed 

[by other people]. ...I like meeting new people. I [just] don’t really make...an effort to [say] 

hey, let’s be friends. If we vibe, we vibe. …I don’t make an effort with anyone period. 

Carly’s expressions were repeated by others who also believed friendships should come naturally. 

They generally avoided forced connections, which, given the diversity, campus climate, and 

classroom interactions, meant a greater propensity to associate with others similar to themselves.  

Mixed or Conflicted Overall Social Life  

Participants with mixed or conflicted feelings of belonging and inclusion were often mostly 

or somewhat satisfied with their social and cultural engagement. Experiences in this category 

focused on challenges adapting to the social environment, caution when interacting with some 

White peers, and the balance between finding themselves and where they fit in with others. Some 

participants also expressed frustration about the extra effort that is required to find a social 

community. For many, this was an unexpected challenge on top of the other unique pressures they 

already face. For instance, Stella (MFU) said: 

Social life, I hang out with our Black squad… I wanna hang out with other groups, too… 

I might have one good conversation [with them] one night ... [Then] I see them [another] 

night, and they just walk by and give me a small “Hi,” and nod, but they never invite me 

to groups. I’m telling you, the first or second week of school, these clusters… I don’t know 

what happened, where was I? I see …this whole group, and they all sit together at lunch 

and dinner. They do homework together. I don’t know how to get in that, and I feel like I 

can’t. I don’t know what happened. 

In Stella’s case, making new friends was a challenge, regardless of the racial or ethnic group. 

Olivia shared similar sentiments at SFU, saying, “I feel like I’m not at the point where I should be. 

I understand I just got here, but I feel like everybody already has their own friend groups, and I 
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only have one study friend outside of my major.” Stella and Olivia’s experiences echoed those of 

participants at both institutions who lamented the consequences of not participating in new student 

programming immediately before or at the start of the first year. 

Additionally, several participants described awkward experiences due to feeling like an 

outsider, choosing between different and usually racially segregated friend groups, or engaging 

White peers who had little exposure to racial diversity or Black students. These factors generally 

led to feeling disrespected, devalued, isolated and alone, or forced to conform in order to fit into a 

community. Although this does not represent the totality of their social experiences, participants 

did not feel entirely comfortable or fully accepted in certain situations. The participants did, 

however, find solace with others who shared their feelings or struggled with similar challenges. 

They also held steadfast in remaining true to themselves in order to learn, grow, and build 

confidence in the new environment. For instance, Chris (SFU) said:  

I do feel like [social interaction] fluctuates, to be honest. There are moments that are great, 

and there are moments that…[seem] like there’s not much acceptance [and] you always 

feel like an outsider... But I still go to different [Black] events… I don’t feel like I would 

…say, “Okay, well it didn’t work out this time…I’m gonna leave it alone.” I still try to 

engage… I think it’ll get better...but I’m still trying to figure it out. It’s still not perfect. 

Although Chris feels he can be himself, he continues to sample different Black and queer 

organizations to gauge where he feels most comfortable. Alternatively, Tonya and Melody shared 

why they believe many SFU Black students have challenges connecting with non-Black peers. 

Tonya: I think a lot of [non-Black] people of color and White people have not been around 

Black people who are similar to us. They have been around Black people who conform to 

them, the White status. Who feel like, in order to be accepted somewhere, they have to act 

like them…dress like them, be like them. 

Melody: Share their opinions. 

 

Tonya: Embody what they think the White people will like. 

 

Melody: Like “All lives matter” Black people. 
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Tonya: Me, personally, I’m not going to do that. Because I’m very, very secure in who I 

am. …Yes, I’ve been around White people. And I’ve been around Black people too. So 

why can’t I straddle the fence? Why do I have to be [a certain way] in order [to be 

accepted]? 

Tonya further explained her frustration, saying that “there is no in-between; you have to choose, 

but why? Why can’t I try it all?”  

In a separate focus group, Krystin (SFU) discussed regrets regarding her social choices and 

the changes she hoped to make going forward. “I feel like I was stuck…I hung around a lot of 

Black people, which isn’t bad. But…I didn’t have the opportunity, or I chose not to branch out… 

Next semester [I want to try] branching out to different cultures,” Krystin said. In addition, Natalie 

struggled with choosing where and with whom to give her time for fear of disappointing and 

potentially losing friends. Although she desires to be more involved in the Black community, she 

often feels she has to give up her non-Black friends to do it. In response to Natalie, Marcus said: 

I definitely feel the same way in terms of being like, how am I gonna balance this? …I feel 

like sometimes I do enjoy being around a Black counterpart more than other cultures. 

Especially at parties and things like that, I feel like I enjoy myself more. …And then I also 

feel like I’m kind of limiting myself sometimes. …It’s just a …trade-off…sometimes. 

Overall, the participants’ mixed/conflicted experiences showed clear distinctions by 

institution. Whereas MFU participants found identifying and joining Black social groups more 

difficult, SFU participants struggled with racial segregation, navigating friend groups and social 

options, and acceptance by different racial groups. Additionally, Sienna offered a less common 

but equally important perspective regarding residency. The experience was unique since SFU is 

mostly comprised of in-state residents, and Sienna was the sole out-of-state participant. She said:  

All my friends are from [the same state]. I don’t even have one other person who is out of 

state, and they [can’t] understand the homesickness that I [feel] sometimes. But finding 

somebody…from [my home state], who understands [my state’s] culture is hard. 

...Sometimes I feel like I’ll never really actually fit on campus. 
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Sienna’s expression served as a reminder to her focus group peers that there are many ways to 

view culture and feel connected to others. Race was not a primary concern for Sienna, but the 

desire to belong, be understood, and feel included remained the same. 

Negative Overall Social Life  

Lastly, participants with negative feelings of belonging and inclusion expressed greater 

difficulty adjusting to and navigating four primary challenges. These include the college 

environment, low Black enrollment, lack of cultural intelligence by White peers, and racial 

segregation of the student body. Subsequently, the participants expressed varying levels of 

dissatisfaction with their overall social experiences. Many felt isolated, alone, and cautious or wary 

of encounters with White or other students. For example, Kendra (MFU) described her social life 

as uncomfortable and said she rarely socializes. She explained, “It’s an unfamiliar place. [Being] 

out of state…I knew…one person and we weren’t really friends, but we were cordial with each 

other. So, in general, everything [is] kind of uncomfortable. I feel like [I’m] testing the waters 

still.” While Kendra’s reflection is common during college transition, Lexi (SFU) shared similar 

disappointment and challenges with the added factor of race. She explained: 

I have one individual I consider a friend…she’s also African American. …We talked about 

…moving away from everything we’ve known…coming here [and not] really seeing 

people that look like you, and…trying to…assimilate to school… [It] has really taken a toll 

on our social life. So I don’t really go out as much. We’re not really in the scene. 

Still, for most participants who did not attend the new student activities or the summer transition 

programs, the sheer difficulty of being accepted into the Black community made their 

underrepresentation all the more isolating. Alyssa said, “The Black thing…apparently, I missed 

the party where everybody got together and became friends. It’s kind of like you’re coexisting on 

campus, like, “I see you. I wanna be your friend. You just kind of walk by.” It’s really difficult.” 

The challenge of breaking into the Black community led Karen to find friends elsewhere. She 
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described her experience, saying, “Most of the people…in my immediate group are White...there 

are definite moments when I’m like, we have very different backgrounds.” 

In other cases, participants like Aaron (MFU), a self-professed introvert, shared 

experiences when White peers potentially altered their behavior because of his race. He explained: 

More often in social settings [I’ve] been, literally, the only Black person... There have been 

parties where…I don’t see anybody who is Black. ... It’s kind of weird. I’ve noticed some 

White and non-Black people will kind of use slang…that isn’t very mainstream… [I’m] 

kind of wondering if they’re affecting it because they’re interacting with me. 

Conversely, Alexa (MFU) felt compelled to change her behavior as a way to fit in and 

simultaneously avoid standing out. She said:  

With either non-Black people of color or Caucasian people in general, I find myself 

shrinking who I am... It’s like I…[try] to fit myself into their space because when [you’re] 

yourself, they come at you with all these things. …“You’re being too loud. That’s not how 

you behave. You’re being Black.” I’m like, “Excuse me? I’m being myself.” You do feel 

bad for just being who you are, and it doesn’t even have to be a Black trait; it’s who I am.  

Alexa also shared that while she has friends with whom she feels free to be herself, she is generally 

quiet and constantly concerned about others who may misinterpret her carefree demeanor as 

negative Black characteristics. Participants also expressed feeling acutely aware of their racial 

minority status, which was particularly challenging for those who had not previously faced 

prejudice or racial bias in high school. For instance, when speaking about SFU, Deanna said:   

For me, social life and classroom interaction [is] where I feel awkwardly aware of being 

Black, whereas, in high school, I felt I did not have to think about it at all. Well, a little bit 

during the [2016 presidential] election cycle. For the most part, I didn’t on a daily basis. 

…The kids in my school were very open, but here, I feel it’s just a little bit different. Like 

sometimes you question things that I would have never questioned before. 

Deanna elaborated that she questions non-Black peers’ beliefs and perceptions about Black people 

as well as potential microaggressions. Her expressions were shared by others who, for the first 

time, found themselves second-guessing whether to interact with White and other non-Black peers. 
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Social Interactions and Engagement with Black Students  

Throughout the study, participants declared their relationship and connection with the 

Black community was significant to their student experience. Given the varying levels of diversity 

in their previous schools and communities, some participants faced new experiences as a racial 

minority on campus. Others who were more accustomed to predominantly White schools and 

neighborhoods realized the college environment—comprised of people from many different places 

and with many different beliefs—was not the same as the White community whence they came. 

In both cases, many participants sought or considered refuge within the Black community, 

believing it would bring comfort or acceptance at their predominantly White and non-Black 

campuses. That said, the participants’ different preferences and needs resulted in varying levels of 

satisfaction and success in Black social engagement. The following sections address the factors 

within and, in some cases, imposed upon the Black community that most influenced positive, 

mixed or conflicted, and negative experiences of belonging and inclusion with the community as 

a whole.   

Positive Social Experiences with the Black Student Community  

Among the most prominent factors that influenced a positive sense of belonging and inclusion are 

the community is small but close-knit, and it is protective of its vital role. The participants believed 

Black students fewer numbers allowed them to know one another intimately. The resulting bond 

kept Black students almost singularly focused on uplifting, supporting, and strengthening the 

camaraderie of the community. For this reason, participants often said the unity of Black students 

balances the predominantly White environment. Kayla was among several participants who 

discussed the size of the Black community as an unexpected aspect that promoted togetherness. 

She explained: 
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I feel like because Black [MFU] is so small, we kind of stick together a lot. ...It’s a lot more 

unified and present than I expected it to be [and] that’s on purpose. We have to force 

ourselves to be out there... We all support each other’s events. ...Everybody is cool [and] 

kind of knows each other, for the most part, or knows of each other. We all speak when we 

see each other, even if we’ve never talked. You know, it’s just friendly…really friendly. 

Similarly, participants at SFU discussed the connectedness of the Black community; however, a 

few raised a counter-perspective of intragroup tension that is detailed in the mixed/conflicted and 

negative categories. For instance, Krystin said: 

There are rumors or people were saying how toxic [the Black community] was. And…as a 

freshman…I feel like it’s not toxic. …We’re all close [and] tight-knit…because, at the end 

of the day, we only have each other. So I feel like we’re a little low-key family. 

Additionally, many participants said the Black community was motivating and comforting 

in different ways. Participants who came from predominantly White communities and schools 

found a greater sense of self and connection to their Black identity through their relationships with 

other Black students. In other instances, participants felt more equipped to handle being alone in 

the classroom or other isolating situations given they had other outlets to convene with their Black 

peers. This connection acknowledged and validated their familiar and often unwelcoming or 

challenging experiences with White and other students. In most cases, participants disclosed 

having few, if any, White friends and feeling protected with Black students. For example, Kendra 

described her social engagement with Black students at MFU by saying: 

I [found] a solid group of Black girls who are like my friend group… They’re all in 

different majors, and we kind of keep each other motivated. I think we need that kind of 

balance…in a predominantly White institution [to be] able to just vent about things that 

happen to us because they’ve gone through a lot of different small racial issues as well. So 

just being able to have each other, at the end of the day...kind of keeps us going. 

Marcus shared how designated physical spaces at SFU and new Black student events made it easier 

to connect with first-year and upper-class peers. Also, Natalie shared how the SFU Black 

community has helped her growth and development, including how to take care of herself as a 
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young Black woman. She said, “I just learned a lot of new things [by] putting myself out there and 

gaining Black friends rather than staying in my friend group [that is] not Black.” 

Lastly, despite Leah’s culture shock about SFU’s lack of racial diversity, she largely felt 

fine with her social experiences on campus, saying, “Even though we are small, Black [SFU] is a 

very strong community. We pretty much stick together. If you go to the [the designated physical 

space] or just anywhere pretty much where there [are] Black students, they are very welcoming.” 

Like other first-year participants, Leah spoke positively about how the older Black undergraduate 

students serve as mentors by taking them under their wing and making them feel at home.   

Mixed or Conflicted Social Experiences Within the Black Community  

Participants with mixed or conflicted feelings of belonging and inclusion primarily 

expressed frustration in two areas. First, the challenge to connect with others, and second, the 

unexpected tension and pressure within the community. With respect to connecting with Black 

peers, some participants grew weary of the additional focused effort often required to identify 

opportunities for engagement. Unlike those with a positive sense of belonging and inclusion, many 

shared that their underrepresentation on campus hinders organic interactions and engagement. In 

other words, Black students rarely meet one another in class or through general activities, and 

instead, must intentionally seek out Black organizations and social groups. As a result, participants 

shared that limited opportunities to engage prevent them from being as involved or as connected 

as they would like. Moreover, several participants noted the effort to identify and join the Black 

community or find Black friends was considerably different from their high school experience. 

Additionally, some SFU participants believe the overall insularity of the Black community 

causes tension for those with different experiences or views. Some, for example, feel the 

community is too segregated from the larger university student body. Others feel the community 
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is not fully accepting or welcoming of all Black students. Coincidently, those who feel less 

accepted more often have additional salient identities, such as being multiracial or queer. For 

instance, Chris explained he sometimes does not feel accepted within the community as a queer 

Black male. Further, although Chris felt deeply connected to his Black history and cultural studies 

courses, he was much less enthusiastic when speaking about his real-life connections on campus.  

He said, “Before…[SFU], I had…friends from different walks of life. But when I got [here], I had 

to start fresh because I didn’t…know many people. I tried to make as many Black friends as I 

could, and it was [a] so-so...experience.” As Chris previously stated, he is cautiously optimistic 

about renewed attempts to find Black students and friend groups on campus. 

Moreover, despite wanting to diversify their social circle, some participants admitted the 

Black community offered a sense of protection. For them, stepping outside this comfort zone was 

a risk and daunting task. In one example, Marcus explained his choice to associate with Black 

friends at SFU, saying, “I just feel like sometimes it’s easier. There’s already a connection and... 

you almost feel like you’re not gonna have to deal with things... However, I do…want to branch 

out more.” Deanna also discussed how the Black SFU community leads some to avoid having 

White friends altogether, saying: 

I think it’s really interesting…not wanting to go back to that uncomfortable feeling. 

...[With] White people…you start to believe that there are barriers… Part of it is because 

people in the Black community emphasize that we are the minority so much, I feel like, in 

a way, it…makes people very hesitant to make White friends. …And sometimes you just 

want to go hang out in the [designated physical space]. [You think], I know I don’t have to 

hold my breath there. I know I’m not second-guessing myself there.  

Further, Deanna believed most in the Black community benefit from having one another as a 

resource, particularly when dealing with negative experiences on campus. Still, she was baffled by 

the complete disinterest to engage with non-Black peers. Participants in this category also 

reiterated not attending the summer transition program or new student events made it increasingly 
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difficult to join already-formed friend groups. However, once connected, they spoke positively 

about their peer-induced expanded awareness of Black culture and how the community counteracts 

being a racial minority on campus by motivating and supporting from within. 

Negative Social Experiences Within the Black Community  

In the final subcategory, no participants shared outright negative experiences when 

engaging in the Black community. A handful of participants, however, expressed heightened 

frustration of not feeling fully accepted or feeling increased pressure to conform. In both cases, the 

driving factors involved limited opportunities to engage with the community, the community’s 

self-segregation and resulting tension with those who desire more racially inclusive social circles, 

and the formation of subgroups that exclude some Black students. Like in other categories, the 

participants discussed the challenges of joining existing friend groups, feeling judged if they 

socialize with White or non-Black friends, and choosing between communities as opposed to 

enjoying a broad and diverse experience.  

While some participants formed and seemed pleased with their diverse friend groups, they 

remained somewhat dissatisfied that they were not as immersed in the Black community as they 

hoped. Others pushed through frustrations while considering how they may broaden their social 

circles in the future. Additionally, although this study does not explicitly explore the experiences 

of multiracial students, it should be noted that multiracial participants at both institutions spoke 

more frequently of varying degrees of dissatisfaction in their belonging and inclusion in the Black 

community. For example, Denise described her multiracial experience at MFU, saying: 

I feel like I’m just on the outs because... I have a lot of White [friends]. …Even some of 

my Black friends are like, “You’re very White.” ...And I’m mixed, but it’s just aggravating 

because it’s like I identify with the Black people, but…it’s not like I’m fully in the Black 

community here. …I’m not entirely sure how to… And then…I can’t do stuff like [my 
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White friends] because one, [it’s] really expensive and two, I don’t want to get [told], “Oh, 

you’re even more White” than I already do. So, it’s like I’m in this weird in-between.  

Denise shared she feels pressured to commit to one community and is concerned others will view 

her unfavorably because she has non-Black friends. She said, “I kind of bounce around, and it’s 

like I do want more Black friends. It just like I’m not sure how to get there because it’s like I feel 

like I’m almost too late to the party.” Coincidently, the phrase feeling “late to the party” was used 

by a few MFU participants, most of whom did not attend summer transition programs, to describe 

their challenge forging a path of belonging in the Black community. Following Denise, Veronica 

also shared her perspective as a multiracial student, saying: 

In high school and then going into college, I was really worried about being too White for 

the Black kids and too Black for the White kids. So...I totally get what [Denise] mean[s] 

about that middle ground. …There are some instances where…, [as] you said, you need a 

full commit to the community…here and, I don’t know. I have a White mom, so...I just 

had a different upbringing…I watched different shows, listened to different music, and it’s 

like the little things. Everybody’s talking about the Motown Christmas albums. I grew up 

listening to Michael Bublé with White friends. ...My roommate was talking about her hair 

appointment today… She wanted me to go buy packages of hair for her, and I’d never done 

that before. ...So there’s some sort of barriers, I think. And I definitely do agree that there 

[are] cliques. I don’t want that to only have a negative connotation. I think it’s good that 

the Black community sticks together, but yeah, I totally agree [with Denise]. 

The group enjoyed a much-needed laugh from Denise’s account and further discussed her dual 

perspective. She experienced many similar challenges as other multiracial students who struggled 

to navigate the racially segregated communities on campus. She also appreciated the bond within 

the Black community and pushed through unfamiliarity and discomfort to build her acceptance.  

 In a separate discussion at SFU, Tonya raised the issue of racial identities, associations, 

and intragroup dynamics. Her deep-seated frustration was that Black students must choose 

individual communities to belong. The result, consequently, segregates the overall community and 

further minoritizes Black students who disassociate from one another. Moreover, many Blacks 

students are not free to enjoy a diverse and inclusive college experience as they initially expected, 
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causing further disillusionment. Instead, Tonya said many students adopt a compulsion to limit 

themselves by conforming to communities where they feel they have a better chance of belonging 

or inclusion. Several participants, particularly those at SFU, shared Tonya’s view of the push and 

pull in the Black community. For instance, Marcus, Krystin, and Natalie explored a few of their 

hopes and desires. These included maintaining important friend groups, being more involved in 

the Black community, gaining a more inclusive and expanded social circle, and no longer worrying 

they will disappoint friends or be unwelcomed due to their social choices. Given they also received 

tremendous support from the Black community, we discussed how they choose their social groups 

from one day to the next. In response, they said they were “still figuring it out.” They also added: 

Marcus: But I have seen people do it. I’ve seen some of my sophomore friends...where 

they’re involved in the Black community, but then they also have other friends and just 

being friends with them and kinda seeing that I kinda feel like it’s definitely possible. 

 

Krystin: I think, for me, it’s kinda hard to balance at times, but…and I don’t know if this 

sounds bad, but considering I know that I’ll always be in my Black community…I think 

it’s easier to choose to hang out with my other friends than it is to go with my Black 

community all the time. So there are times where I do hang out with my other group more 

than the Black friends. And it’s hard to balance, but yeah, I’m trying to figure it out. 

Lastly, though not raised during the RQ 2 discussion, some SFU participants offered 

recommendations in RQ 3 that addressed concerns worth stating here. First, they discussed friction 

between African and other Black students that, they believe, further internally segregates the Black 

community. Second, they expressed difficulty and, occasionally, discontent building lasting 

connections based solely on race. This was especially true for participants who felt loosely 

connected to the Black community or primarily focused on academic and degree outcomes. Some 

participants felt pressured by diversity initiatives that othered them or supplanted opportunities to 

network and racially integrate through shared professional interests. In both cases, participants 

sought to raise awareness of these issues and offered recommendations when possible.  
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Social Interactions and Engagement with Other Students of Color  

Generally speaking, participants shared fewer experiences regarding social belonging and 

inclusion with non-Black students of color due to their limited social experiences outside of the 

Black community. Aside from those who maintained a diverse friend group, participants either 

found non-Black students of color engagement to be nonexistent, unmemorable, or restricted to 

specific settings or situations. Those who sustained social interactions shared their experience with 

students of various underrepresented Asian and Hispanic/Latinx ethnicities in the sections below.  

Positive Social Experiences with Other Students of Color  

As it relates to positive experiences, participants successfully navigated relationships with 

peers from different backgrounds and appreciated learning about different cultures. At large, they 

were satisfied and comfortable with their interactions. They also discussed feeling a sense of unity 

and mutual respect primarily due to their shared experiences as underrepresented or minoritized 

students. In all cases, diverse friends groups and social engagement with other students of color 

aligned with their pre-college experiences. For example, Sara said her experience socializing and 

engaging with other students of color at MFU is, for the most part, what she expected: 

People of color, outside of being Black, tend to be Hispanic—and that’s what I’m used to. 

At home, I have Black and Hispanic friends, which is…normal for me. We have regular 

conversations, and I don’t feel like I have to curve what I’m talking about or watch certain 

words [I say]. ...[Here] we have different dialects based [on] where you’re from. Other than 

that, interactions with other people of color have been fine. 

Kacey offered a similar perspective about engaging MFU students of color and the Asian student 

community. She discussed their shared marginalized experiences in certain situations: 

I feel a little more comfortable around students of color because...even if we’re not the 

same race, we still have…some parallels within our communities. If we’re talking about 

maybe colorism or even when [the movie] Crazy Rich Asians came out…a lot of my Asian 

friends were all like, “You know, this is one of the first times I’ve seen myself represented 

positively.” …I feel…you can be more open sometimes about …your identity when you’re 

around other students of color because they think about it too. 



 

 169 

Leah also shared positive reflections about her social engagement with students of color, most of 

whom she met in class. She explained that her close high school friends were Hispanic and Asian, 

and, for her, the SFU experience compared to high school was very similar. She also said, “At the 

same time, you’re meeting someone [with] a completely different background. [My friend now] 

came from a different city and [a] different school. I don’t know what he experienced; he doesn’t 

know what I experienced. But it’s been really good.” 

Camden, like Leah, became socially acquainted with other students of color in academic 

settings. In his case, community ties are grounded in shared interests and experiences. He feels his 

differs from other Black males at SFU given his enrollment in a female-dominated pre-professional 

program housed on a segmented part of campus. Camden spoke of his social group, saying: 

There [are] very few guys in [my pre-professional program], so it‘s pretty much me…[my] 

Hispanic [friend], and…another friend who’s Korean. … [I] pretty much just hang out with 

them... Yeah, I just evaluate each person and just go by like, what do we share in common, 

and then from that, I guess I make that relationship (or not) with that person. 

In Natalie’s case, positive experiences with other students of color at SFU was less about shared 

interests and more about how she felt they respected her expressed concerns, such as singing the 

N-word during a song. She said, “When I correct them, they realize their mistake and...at least 

around me they don’t say it. So they respect me, and they respect what I have to say to them, and 

so I’ve never really had a problem.” All of the participants who shared positive expressions about 

relationships, belonging, and inclusion with other students of color also experienced prior success 

navigating similar relationships in high school. These participants drew from their knowledge, 

allowing them to keep an open mind about establishing and maintaining similar friends and social 

communities in college, despite the pressures to conform and remain in separate racial groups. 
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Mixed/Conflicted Social Experiences with Other Students of Color  

A handful of participants expressed mixed or conflicted feelings with students of color, 

noting it was awkward to connect based almost solely on shared negative experiences. While they 

were grateful not to endure their challenges alone, it was unsettling that what brought and kept 

some together was hate, racial bias, microaggressions, and isolating circumstances. Additionally, 

some participants’ conflicted feelings drew on the fact that they prefer a Black social group, but if 

choices are limited, engaging with students of color would likely offer more acceptance and 

belonging than the alternative. For instance, Veronica (MFU), like others, classified her limited 

interactions with students of color as “better than White students.” Still, Alex (MFU) said with 

many students of color “there’s a cultural element that’s missing, so we’re not really super tight.”  

Furthermore, it is important to note that most participants in this subcategory identify as 

Black/multiracial. Their multiple marginalized identities add complexity, given they all expressed 

not fully fitting in or feeling truly accepted in any particular community. For instance, Tiffany, a 

multiracial participant at MFU, shared how she became disheartened after joining a predominantly 

White sorority her first semester. Although the sorority has not delivered the sisterhood or social 

inclusion that she hoped, she developed a small friend group with other students color, saying, 

“The reason I actually feel like I can connect with them, like I don’t feel so lonely anymore is 

because the problems [I experience] happen to them, as well.” Tiffany, who spent considerable 

time abroad, was unaware of historically Black Greek letter organizations. With regards to the 

sorority she chose, she detailed feeling excluded and like the token diversity member of the group.  

Conversely, Jason’s experience with students of color at MFU was not always one of 

unified support against external negative forces. Instead, Jason faced challenging and 

uncomfortable situations regarding race from within the group itself. He shared: 
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It’s weird, sometimes, if the conversation ever tends towards topics of race…because a lot 

of them don’t see that I’m Black. They say, “Wait, you’re not Asian? You’re not Indian? 

You’re not Hispanic?” Which is weird for me, but…I’ve heard that…stuff my entire life. 

Jason said although he reminds his friends that, despite his appearance, he is Black, he generally 

tries to avoid race-related topics altogether when socializing with the group. 

 Finally, Avery shared how a meaningful experience set a high bar for future engagement: 

I had a roommate who was Muslim [and] she was the nicest person ever. She was my first 

experience interacting with somebody that really wasn’t from my background on a regular 

basis. That was really cool…experience. ...I have had other experiences…but it’s never 

completely 100% comfortable for me…outside of my roommate—I loved her. 

Avery explained that she assumed other interactions with students of color would be similar. So 

far, none have measured up to her Muslim friend, leaving her unsure about future possibilities or 

desires to engage. The experience, however, made her more willing to branch out beyond Black 

social issues and interests and take up causes that affect students of color as a whole. 

Negative Social Experiences with Other Students of Color  

Lastly, participants who expressed a negative sense of belonging and inclusion discussed 

specific elements and situations where they felt isolated, alone, or otherwise uncomfortable in their 

engagement with other students of color. This occurred at a higher level of discomfort from mixed 

or conflicted experiences. Several participants shared awkward conversations about culture and 

race or said their interactions were unwelcoming, disrespectful, or otherwise hostile. As such, the 

participants felt excluded, experienced microaggressions or racial bias, and in some cases, 

highlighted students’ of color competing claims of racial prejudice and marginalization from 

White peers.  

For example, Denise (MFU) shared a complicated dispute with an Asian roommate that 

she feels is beyond repair. While the dispute itself resembles typical residential challenges, she 

believes their cultural differences amplified the conflict and made it more difficult to communicate 
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or find a resolution. As a result, Denise felt dismissed and disrespected because of her race, and 

leery of living with other non-Black students of color. Her experience highlights the challenges 

others expressed regarding specific communities of color. Whether characterized as exclusionary 

or close-knit and protective communities, participants discussed some students—mainly Asian and 

international—self-isolate and leave little room for engagement.  

As a final point, an unforgettable example in this category involved the intergroup conflict 

between different student communities of color. Melody shared, and her focus group peers agreed, 

that most of the diverse communities at SFU racially segregate due to Oppression Olympics, or 

the competing need to determine their relative weight of marginalization on campus. She said: 

I think most of the negative is not because of their ethnicity. …I’m like, it’s not because 

you’re Mexican, it’s because you’re shitty. But on the other hand, sometimes, there’s like 

a suffering match that goes on. So sometimes...[it’s] like, “Uh, I suffer so much because of 

X, Y, Z.” And then someone [from another community] is like, “Okay, well, A, B, C, D, 

E, F, G, H, I, J.” And then someone else [from a different community] comes in running 

the whole alphabet. ...Like a lot of the Black community looks down on the Hispanic 

community for thinking they have it rough. And a lot of the Hispanic community looks 

down on the Black community for thinking the Hispanic community doesn’t have it rough. 

And the Muslims are just…like, “F*ck y’all.” …Yeah…there’s a suffering…war going on. 

Melody’s perspective coincides with the multiple accounts of racial segregation at SFU, which 

may be heightened, given the underrepresentation of Black students differs significantly from the 

more proportional enrollment of Asian and Hispanic students. 

Social Interactions and Engagement with White Students  

The final theme, social engagement with White students, is similar to students of color in 

that participants offered few examples of sustained social experiences. As previously mentioned, 

most participants primarily interact with other Black students. Those who actively engage White 

students offered a few positive and mostly mixed/conflicted or negative experiences of belonging 

and inclusion based on obligatory relationships, such as roommates or classmates, and one-off or 



 

 173 

infrequent encounters. Their interactions left deep impressions and unshakeable concerns 

regarding the potential for similar experiences with other White students. For many participants, 

these uncertainties further solidified their choice to disengage from White students as a whole.  

Positive Social Experiences with White Students  

Participants who defined their interactions as “fine” or “okay” described their exchanges 

as cordial, polite, and impersonal as most were viewed as transactional and not interpersonal 

engagement. Participants, for the most part, spoke about individual relationships as opposed to 

their impressions about the White student community as a whole. While many used words such as 

comfortable, respectful, and not negative, others with more sustained and personalized encounters 

spoke about budding friendships, tearing down barriers, and interrogating their own biases. For 

example, Krystin (SFU) said, “I haven’t encountered anything bad talking to people…because I 

feel like…they know me and they treat me with respect.” Avery (MFU) shared a similar 

experience, although she wondered if they overcompensated for other, less friendly, White 

students. She said, “In social settings, it feels like White people try to be extra nice, sometimes… 

It throws me off every time.” Additionally, Sara shared a positive roommate experience during the 

MFU summer transition program, which was the complete opposite of her current negative 

experience, explored later. She said:  

My roommate [now] is a very, very, very sad situation, which could’ve gone entirely 

different. One of my White friends, who is close to me now, was from Summer Bridge. 

We would just have regular conversations. Just anything you would talk about with a close 

friend. There was no hesitation from, “I can’t say this because she’s Black.” It wasn’t 

anything coming from me like, “She won’t understand this, because she’s White.” 

Lastly, Leah (SFU) exhibited great self-awareness as a first-year participant regarding her 

relationship with White peers and how her biases almost prevented a meaningful friendship.  
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Leah: There is a White girl in my [learning community], and she’s really cool, too. … 

Honestly, I didn’t expect that out of her, but once I got to know her and…broke down that 

barrier, it wasn’t...a bad thing. I do choose not to associate with White people sometimes. 

 

Interviewer: You said once you broke down the barriers… What barriers?  

 

Leah: Just [that] she’s White, [that] we’re nothing alike [and] we wouldn’t have anything 

in common, which is actually false. ...I realized that we have the same Roman Archeology 

class, [and] I was like, “Oh, we can help each other.” And then we actually do have stuff 

in common. She’s funny, and I’m funny. We’re both crazy. She’s a really cool person. 

She’s just like me. She’s just here to get her diploma and have fun. 

 

Interviewer: Would you say then that was a barrier that you created, or both of you may be 

created together? 

 

Leah: I can’t speak for her, ‘cause I don’t know what she thought of me. But I definitely 

created a barrier, just from the fact that she was White. Even though that makes me a 

hypocrite, I did create that. 

Leah’s actions fell outside the norm of her student of color friend group and effectively confronted 

earlier statements of internalized Black community pressures to avoid White peers. Although Leah 

never asked whether her friend had similar barriers or perceptions, Leah’s open mind and courage 

in vulnerability helped interrogate her own biases and afford them both a new friendship.  

Mixed/Conflicted Social Experiences with White Students  

Participants who shared mixed or conflicted feelings about their engagement with White 

peers said they were cautious, wary, and somewhat uncomfortable about particular topics or issues. 

Some described their interactions as necessary in the sense that they engaged with people in their 

immediate environment, who are primarily White. Although some relationships evolved, most fell 

short of the sense of belonging with Black and other friends of color. Several factors contributed 

to these feelings, including awkwardness and discomfort navigating conversations and experiences 

about cultural or racial differences, a lack of cultural intelligence by White peers, and the 

segregated Black and White student communities. For example, Alyssa previously said she 

“missed the party” in making Black friends at MFU. Now in her second year, she has yet to 
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establish a Black friend group. She explained while some friendships are generally positive, she is 

not necessarily fulfilled.  

I’m usually…with different groups because [I work in a residence hall] and ... a lot of the 

staff are primarily White.... They see…how the dynamics are on campus, so it’s really cool 

to have these conversations with them. …I do have a lot of White friends, and it’s usually 

fine, but it does lack a certain depth to our friendship. There are some things that they’re 

not gonna understand, or there’s always gonna be some type of disconnect between what 

we’re used to, our backgrounds, and things like that. …I have to work harder to make the 

conversation go smoothly, or to really connect with someone, so that’s difficult. 

Kim, also a second-year student at MFU, shared a similar perspective about differences that her 

White friends do not understand. Still, she interacted with them to avoid being isolated in her dorm. 

Freshman year, my whole [residence] hall was White, except me. I had to interact with 

them...[well] I didn’t have to, but I wanted to just ‘cause I didn’t want to be alone… 

Whenever I would do my hair, [my roommate] would just stare… I’d be doing twist-outs, 

[and] she’s like, “...Okay.” We’re still close now. [In my friend group] there [are] five of 

us. One’s mixed, the rest are White, and then there’s me. I feel like we’re still...growing 

when it comes to having...open conversations about race. …It shouldn’t be an 

uncomfortable topic, in my opinion. I do see people...still tip-toe around it sometimes. 

Kim’s friend group is different from her predominantly Black high school and, despite saying she 

is generally satisfied with her social life, she reiterated the limited opportunities to identify and 

connect with or see Black students on campus.  

 Additionally, Veronica spoke enthusiastically about her residential experience at MFU. 

While she found a Black roommate through social media, most of the other students living on her 

floor are White. For Veronica, her sense of belonging with White students is tied to specific 

individuals or environments that she knows. When speaking about her dorm, she said:  

That’s my family. I love those White people. …Overall, I’m really close with them in that 

social setting. …When it [comes] to parties and stuff, I’m a little [hesitant]... When I go to 

White parties, I go with my floor because I’m comfortable with [them] and they know me... 

But I literally...can’t even imagine me and my Black friends walking into a White frat 

[party] right now. I don’t know. I would feel so out of place.  
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Veronica’s experience, coupled with the previous statement that her relationship with students of 

color is “better than” White students, shows her comfort with White peers may develop over time. 

However, the benefit of the doubt is generally extended to Black and non-White students first.  

Alternatively, Sara explained how conflicting experiences with White roommates directly 

influenced her perspective on all White friendships. In essence, she learned to monitor and control 

her environment by only considering relationships with those who express interest first. She said: 

Socially, I think...going off of what type of person they are is really prevalent... The White 

friends that I do have, now, have all come up to me. I look at all White people the same. I 

know they’re not all the same, but in a first interaction, you look at them as, “They’re 

different, and I have no idea how they’re going to react to me.” The people who I have as 

friends, now, look at me as a person, and the people who I don’t have as friends, that I’ve 

actually had conversations with, look at me as a Black girl, which is sad. 

While Sara’s actions do not prevent the possibility of relationships with White students, she 

admittedly evaluates their sincerity and intentions with caution. Similarly, Chris discussed his 

internal conflict regarding how his Black culture and history courses shape how he navigates SFU:  

I don’t think that I really make any effort…to be friends with White people. And you know, 

sometimes when they talk about these civil rights moments, back in the day, they’re like, 

“These things should make you angry because you didn’t know about it, but now you’re 

finding out as an adult…” you know? …Every time I would leave class, I felt…upset. Like, 

why did [White people] treat us like this? …They still…treat us like this. We’re still seen 

as second-class…and inferior. So…every time I see a White person, [I’m] just like, God, I 

wonder if they think like that, you know? But I have to know that every White person 

doesn’t think like that. …I’m still trying to figure it out. Like, how do I navigate…campus 

and around my life, interacting with other White people [based on] what I know now? 

For Chris, while the exposure to Black history and culture was enlightening, it caused tremendous 

internal conflict about whether and how to engage White peers. Many other participants behaved 

similarly to Sara and Chris and chose to minimize interactions with White students. In most cases, 

the participants were not seeking to avoid all White people, but rather to protect their social 

belonging and maintain a carefree outlet from the strenuous academic environment. 
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Negative Social Experiences with White Students  

Lastly, participants who shared negative social experiences with White students expressed 

elevated levels of diminished belonging and inclusion. In addition to feeling cautious, 

uncomfortable, and awkward during social encounters, they also felt dismissed and devalued 

because of their race. Most participants in this category said they were dissatisfied by their 

experiences and, as a result, are more prudent about social engagement with White peers. All things 

considered, a variety of factors contributed to these experiences, including a lack of cultural 

intelligence, lack of empathy, racial segregation, and the underrepresentation of Black students on 

campus. Although low Black enrollment is a factor in all aspects of this study, participants felt 

White students’ ability to avoid Black students in nearly all settings exacerbated racially biased 

behavior. Some believed these behaviors might be curtailed by a more substantial Black student 

presence on campus. Given this is not the case, participants labored through adverse situations, as 

shown in the examples below.  

Previous categories alluded to Sara’s conflict with her White roommate. As Sara explains, 

the situation appears to be rooted in discomfort and unfamiliarity with racial differences. 

[We] have no type of relationship. I literally live with her, and that’s it. Every conversation 

we have beyond, “Hey,” is because I initiate it. When she walks in, she says, “Hey.” She 

goes to her side of the room and says nothing else. ... It’s really awkward…I don’t know 

why, ‘cause I’m a nice person. She just seems uncomfortable with body language and 

everything. It’s like, once I speak to her, she tries to act like she’s not, but I think she’s 

afraid to make me uncomfortable. That’s why she... acts the way she does.  

When asked if she considered addressing the situation with her roommate directly, Sara said: 

Not really. That was her decision to…isolate herself from me. I’ve tried to put myself out 

there, multiple times, to make it as non-awkward of a living situation, as possible. That 

was her choice. I was like…if you want this relationship to be like that, then I’m fine with 

it. I’m barely in my room, anyway. If I have to just go to sleep in silence, that’s fine. 
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Sara said no known impetus caused her roommate’s inhospitable nature. She believes her 

roommate has little interest in knowing her and simply sees her as a Black girl.   

 Conversely, Alexa (MFU) speaks to her roommate regularly; however, when it comes to 

acknowledging cultural differences, Alexa said her roommate intentionally disregards her feelings: 

Whenever I come to her about anything I experience…as a Black woman, or just being 

Black, she—[It’s] not that she doesn’t understand, it’s just like she rejects it or…plays it 

down. She’s like, “Well, you don’t understand how hard my life is.” I just need a space 

where I can just let this out. She just denies it. I can go to her about anything, and I’m just 

like, “I feel really overwhelmed because there really is no…” She’s like, “Well, that’s 

really not as big as the problem that I have right now.” I’m just like, “Oh, my God.”  

Alexa also said the same friend commented that she mistakenly took her for another Black student 

saying, “You all look the same.” Alexa’s focus group participants were appalled and asked why 

she continues to socialize with her a friend. Alex shared, “I have not really hung out with her that 

much [anymore]…because she makes me feel like everything, my experiences, aren’t as important. 

It really bothers me. I think that’s something a lot of Caucasian people on this campus do.”  

In the same focus group, Tiffany said while she does find some White students are willing 

to change their perceptions or beliefs about Black people, the circumstances are few and far 

between. More frequently, she encounters further isolation from her White sorority members, 

especially around social events. Tiffany described her experience at MFU Greek parties, saying, 

“All the frat boys literally look the same, and all the girls look the same, and I don’t look the same. 

…I’m literally…the Black sheep sometimes… That’s definitely really hard…but you just kind of 

deal with it every day.” Tiffany further discussed her loneliness when the sorority co-hosts date 

night events where members are matched with those of a male fraternity. She explained below that 

all the girls are usually matched except her and the other four minority members. 

Every single White girl, no matter how they look…they always end up going. …I wanna 

talk to my sorority about it, but then again, it’s such a hard topic to broach… Obviously, 

they can just lie and [say], “All these reasons were real.” …Maybe there’s the slightest 
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chance they did lose their phone for seven hours, but the fact that it’s happened probably 

over 20 times… It starts to hurt after a while. It’s a little bit of a little scratch on my soul.  

Tiffany’s multidimensional experience at MFU seemed to ostracize her on different levels. She 

unknowingly joined an organization through a process in which most Black students do not 

participate, she faced additional challenges acclimating to the environment as a student living 

overseas, and she did not quite know where she fit in as a multiracial student. She is commended 

for openly sharing enormous hurt and pain for the sake of being acknowledged and heard. 

 In other examples, Denise and Veronica (MFU) discussed going to White parties, and 

Denise recounted a university-sponsored concert when White peers began shouting the N-word 

and other lyrics. Veronica responded, saying: 

You really have to pick your battles. …I’ve made jokes...like, “Now I’m watching you all.” 

But I haven’t confronted somebody and been like, “Hey, don’t say that.” …I started getting 

a little…uncomfortable at White parties [too] …because no matter how loose I let myself 

get, no matter how much fun [I’m] having, [It’s in my mind that] these kids are screaming 

the N-word right now, and I’m the only Black person in this room. 

Meanwhile, participants at SFU did not directly participate in the White Greek life party 

scene. They did, however, discuss the lack of Black and White socialization on campus. In the 

exchange below, Andrea, Melody, and Janelle spoke more about not having White friends.  

 Andrea: I don’t have a single White friend. 

 

Janelle: …I don’t have any White friends [either]. But…I’m not purposely doing that. I 

haven’t been to a single White event this year ‘cause I’m so crowded by Black events. 

 

Melody: There’s too many Black events to bother going to the White ones. 

 

Janelle: Yes. So I don’t have any White friends because we don’t mix. You don’t see any 

Black and White events to mix that. We don’t even sit [near each other] in class. 

 

Andrea: They don’t have to sit by us. 

The group spoke more about mixed or negative experiences in classroom and academic settings, 

as well as what they perceived as a lack of interest to engage any more than necessary.  
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Leah and Deana had a similar exchange about being ignored and disregarded by White 

students. For instance, not making eye contact, not responding to hello, and physically bumping 

into them without apologizing. Additionally, in a separate focus group, Camden said he endures 

long stares in the cafeteria and White people clutching their belongings in the elevator. All three 

said the experiences leave them questioning whether they happened the way they thought. For 

instance, Camden said, “I’m pretty sure I’m a paranoid person, but I don’t think I’m that paranoid, 

you know what I mean?” Deanna reiterated that because of the unwelcoming environment, she has 

fewer White friends than she used to. She said, “I just feel a lot of social groups are unnecessarily 

separated. …People self-isolate [and] it doesn’t necessarily have to be that way.” 

ENROLLMENT RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PROSPECTIVE BLACK STUDENTS 

Given Black students’ stagnant enrollment and the frequent juxtaposition of the 

participants’ expectations as prospective students and their lived, enrolled experiences, it was 

essential to examine their likelihood of recommending enrollment to other Black prospective 

students. As illustrated in Figure 4.2, approximately 85% were “likely” to recommend enrollment. 

At the institutional level, the vast majority of MFU and SFU participants were more “likely” to 

recommend at approximately 88% and 82% than “unlikely” at 18% and 13%, respectively.  

Figure 4.2 Overall Likelihood to Recommend Enrollment to Future Black Students 
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A side-by-side comparison in Figure 4.3 shows SFU participants reported more positive-leaning 

dispositions at approximately 63% “very likely,” 25% “somewhat likely,” and 13% “somewhat 

unlikely.” Comparatively, MFU reported a wider distribution of 47% “very likely,” 35% 

“somewhat likely,” 12% “somewhat unlikely,” and 6% “very unlikely.” 

Figure 4.3 Institutional Likelihood to Recommend Enrollment to Future Black Students 
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racial experience, real-world experience and personal growth, resources and opportunities, school 

pride, and the strong Black community. The following sections contextualize the most significant 

factors by recommendation level and present notable institutional differences, where relevant. 
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Recommendation Level: Very likely 

Moreover, a variety of factors informed the participants’ recommendation rating for future 

Black students. These “primary factors for recommendation” indicate the most important or most 

referenced factor by each participant. In cases where participants spoke equally about more than 

one factor, all factors are reported as primary. Overall, the participants’ primary recommendation 

factors include academic reputation and experience, all-around great school, desire to increase 

Black students on campus, lack of diversity, their experience on campus, the potential for negative 

racial experience, real-world experience and personal growth, resources and opportunities, school 

pride, and the strong Black community. The following sections contextualize the most significant 

factors by recommendation level and present notable institutional differences, where relevant. 

Recommendation Level: Very likely 

Among the 18 participants who were “very likely” to recommend MFU or SFU, a total of 

seven references or approximately 39% prioritized “resources and opportunities” as a primary 

factor. The remaining primary factors and approximate percentages in order of the total number of 

references include real-world experience and personal growth (33%), academic reputation and 

experience (28%), desire to increase Black students on campus (28%), all-around great school 

(17%), strong Black community (17%), school pride (11%), and their experience on campus (6%). 

Additionally, noteworthy institutional differences, as illustrated in Figure 4.4, are discussed below. 
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Figure 4.4 “Very Likely” Enrollment Recommendation Factors 
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I feel like you should push yourself to come to schools like PWIs. …If more Black people 

apply to PWIs, then it’d be more diverse. …I feel like a lot of Black people…go to 

HBCUs—like, nothing’s wrong with HBCUs, don’t get me wrong—to feel, I don’t know, 

more surrounded by people more similar to them. But I feel like we should also like, push 

ourselves to infiltrate these White spaces. 

Olivia further explained the critical life lesson of learning to handle oneself by becoming more 

confident and comfortable in uncomfortable situations. In turn, she believes PWIs naturally 

prepares students for future challenges. “I feel like at an HBCU, like, you’re so used to being 

around other Black people who probably haven’t had such negative experiences with other races 

that you’re not prepared for moments like that in the real world,” she said.  

Although in a different SFU focus group, Danielle echoed the crux of Olivia’s position by 

saying the demographics at PWIs mirror the workforce environment more so than HBCUs. 

Danielle said, “You might as well deal with their resistance right now until it changes. If you 

continue to isolate yourself from certain things like that, then that’s a problem.” Although Danielle 

noted the cultural appeal of HBCUs, she said, “Ultimately it depends on the individual, really, but 

I think there are real-life examples to be learned from doing it now- [at a PWI].”  

As noted in Figure 4.4, no SFU participants referenced school pride, and no MFU 

participants referenced the strong Black community or their experience on campus as primary 

factors for their “very likely” recommendation. Participants did, however, speak directly to the 

considerations students often weigh when deciding where to enroll and the beneficial factors they 

hoped future Black students would consider. For example, Veronica acknowledged PWIs could, 

at times, make Black students feel out of place, “but I would never ever encourage a Black person 

who’s more than qualified to be at such a great school like this to deny themselves that opportunity 

because of their race,” she said. Veronica also reiterated that race and diversity were not deciding 

factors in her college choice. She said, “I came here for a good education. I’m not going to deny 
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myself that.” Kacey agreed, saying, “The resources here and the education you’ll get, I feel like if 

you are qualified, which a lot of people are, you should most definitely take advantage of it.” 

Kacey also said that, like any experience, MFU is what you make it and, although some aspects of 

the MFU experience that are difficult to change, “you can always find a way to make yourself 

comfortable even it’s hard.” Both Veronica and Kacey stated PWIs mimic the real world; they saw 

value in discovering how to navigate it in a supportive learning environment. Veronica, who 

admitted she was biased toward the MFU experience, said:  

The lack of diversity here obviously isn’t going to get better if we don’t encourage more 

Black people to come... I definitely love [and] I’m so proud of this school. …And the Black 

people...they could go on for days and days and days about how much a PWI this is and all 

the different little biases that they experience or little microaggressions, but at the end of 

the day, they’re repping [school pride] non-stop. Yeah, they’ll be, “Oh, my gosh. The 

White kids refused to sit next to me on the bus what the hell is their problem? Blah, blah, 

blah.” But at the games [and] tailgates, they’re going crazy because they love [MFU]. 

...Maybe this is me just [turning] a blind eye to it and [being] ignorant, but...it hasn’t 

changed my overall perception…I still love this school. 

 

Additionally, Deanna and Leah sought to quell concerns regarding community and 

diversity at SFU. Deanna wanted to reassure Black students that, given the size of SFU, they can 

find a sense of community almost anywhere and that the resource and support of the Black 

community are always available if and when they need it. She said, “I know if that person was 

timid about not having a strong community, [I would say], there’s a strong community here [that] 

they can use a resource. ...Even if it’s small, it’s very strong.” Leah agreed that it could be an 

adjustment for some. She also understood the fear of standing out or not making friends at a PWI, 

but said, “Once you get here…you realize the Black people really do stick together. A little too 

much, but we definitely stick together.” Like others, Leah felt strongly about encouraging more 

Black students to enroll, saying, “We need more Black students here. We already have a strong 

community [and] I feel we would be able to build an even stronger community.” 
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Recommendation Level: Somewhat Likely and Somewhat Unlikely 

Participants who were “somewhat likely” or “somewhat unlikely” to recommend 

enrollment reported similar factors for their position, albeit from opposing points of view. In total, 

six of the 10 participants who were “somewhat likely” to recommend referenced increasing Black 

students on campus as a primary factor. Moreover, MFU participants represent five of the six 

references to increase Black enrollment, while real-world experience and personal growth was 

favored by two of the four SFU participants. Conversely, of the two MFU and two SFU participants 

who were somewhat unlikely to recommend, three referenced a lack of diversity, one referenced 

a potentially harmful or negative racial experience (MFU), and one referenced their experience 

(SFU) as relevant factors. Figure 4.5 below illustrates these differences by institution.  

Figure 4.5 “Somewhat Likely” and “Somewhat Unlikely” Enrollment Recommendation Factors 

In this analysis, somewhat likely and somewhat unlikely recommendation levels are 

considered together to emphasize the intragroup dialogue and the participants’ disposition in the 

focus group. For instance, Lexi and Camden expressed opposing views on whether SFU’s potential 

rewards outweigh the risks for Black students. As Lexi explained, her personal experience on 

campus is the primary reason she is somewhat unlikely to recommend enrolling. She said: 
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I haven’t…been very comfortable, and I feel that I’ve changed a lot as an individual coming 

here due to the circumstances of the racial makeup… So, if someone truly asks me, I have 

a cousin actually applying, what do you think? How do you feel? I’d be like, you know, 

it’s good for academics. It’s prestigious; it’s well known. But I personally feel like the 

actual environment isn’t something that I want to [tell someone] to risk to come here. 

 

Lexi, who initially did not consider SFU and enrolled only at the behest of her parents, explained 

how the environment heightens her discomfort and stress. Her perspective is significant given SFU 

was not her first on-campus college experience since she attended a residential early college 

program at a local state university in the 11th and 12th-grade. On the other hand, Camden, who is 

somewhat likely to recommend, shared his struggle and resulting mixed emotions in encouraging 

other Black students, and particularly Black male students, to consider SFU. He said: 

I think you have to take all of this into, I guess, a bigger mindset. Even though the now is 

going to kind of suck, and I know it’s not right, I feel as though this…short term loss would 

be better…than not coming here if you had to opportunity. I feel as though—and I’m not 

trying to discredit what you’re saying [Lexi]—but…we have to…get comfortable with the 

uncomfortable. …We have to push through those certain circumstances in order to pave 

the way for more blessings to come. Because if we’re not gonna be the one doing it, and if 

we’re not encouraging other Black students to come here, then no one’s gonna come here. 

Despite offering his insight and assistance, most students, he says, are not interested because they 

believe the environment at SFU is too difficult from an academic and social perspective. 

Conversely, Tonya acknowledged the real-world aspect of the SFU environment but 

discouraged enrollment outside of a compelling interest. She said, “I’m somewhat unlikely 

because, personally, I came here just to prove a point to someone else. Those other people aren’t 

here now, so I just feel like I shouldn’t have done it.” In her advice to others, Tonya said students 

need to have clear goals, be self-motivated and know they have to work extremely hard. “If you’re 

straddling the fence, if you don’t know what you want, I would not recommend going here,” she 

said. For Tonya, knowing what you want includes everything from knowing your major to 

knowing yourself. She explained, “Know what you’re going to deal with. Know your 
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demographic…your people. Know that you’re basically going to have to fight for your rights 

because you will probably be one of two or three Black people in your class.” 

Participants at MFU shared similar complex thoughts on whether and why they would 

recommend enrollment. In one focus group, three of the four participants said they were cautious 

when speaking to Black prospective students. Kim, for instance, said she often tells prospective 

students about the resources and opportunities but admits those who prioritize racial diversity or 

want to be “completely comfortable” may need to consider a different institution. Like Kim, Avery 

also makes herself available to and is honest with friends, students at her high school, or Black 

students and families on a campus tour. She said campus tour visitors do not see other Black 

students often, and the admissions process can “be a façade.” In her advice, Avery acknowledged 

MFU’s challenges, but remained supportive and encouraging of Black students and families: 

The thing is, yeah it’s hard here for Black students, but it sets you up for life because life 

isn’t always gonna be Black people surrounding you all the time, especially going from 

being a child, where your parents control your environment—at least for [me]—[to]…the 

real world, where…you [decide] what environments you’re in and how you respond to 

situations. …[MFU] is a great place because they’re trying. ...I don’t know if they’re trying 

their best, but they’re...[fighting] the issues that surround race, ethnicity, diversity, equity, 

and inclusion, but dang...we need Black people here, and we can’t get people here if we’re 

not encouraging them to come.  

On the other hand, Jason shared his doubts about the MFU environment for other Black students, 

despite also being somewhat likely to recommend the university. He said:  

[MFU] is a great university. You could make decisions when you’re here to be surrounded 

by a bunch of Black people and have as good of an experience as possible, but…there’s 

still a chance that you will have something happen to you because you’re Black. I just want 

people to be aware of that. …Personally, I know some Black people who wouldn’t be 

prepared for that, so I wouldn’t really want to recommend [they] come here, just in the 

event that they would have to experience something like that. 

Lastly, Stella, who reported as somewhat likely and Karen, who was somewhat unlikely, 

came to their respective MFU recommendations based on diversity and race. Stella believes the 
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affirmative action lawsuit hurt the institution’s reputation. She desperately wants to increase Black 

enrollment to minimize isolation and improve the experience for others. Karen, however, 

increasingly believes the lack of diversity deserves more consideration than she initially thought.  

I would…say somewhat unlikely. I wouldn’t wanna discourage them from coming here 

solely based on race because [you] go where you want, but also, I wish that I had taken 

race and ethnicity into more of an account when I was applying…because I considered it, 

but it wasn’t a determining factor for me. I feel like if I were to reapply to school now, 

knowing what I know, that it would have a bigger impact on where I decided to go to.  

Recommendation Level: Very Unlikely 

Lastly, Alex (MFU), was the only participant who was “very unlikely” to recommend their 

institution. He explained the lack of diversity on campus as the reason for his rating, saying:  

In my situation, literally, the only reason I came was to study [my major], and I didn’t take 

anything else into account. If I were talking to someone else from [my home state], I’d tell 

them that there’s no reason to come here unless you’re [doing] the same thing I’m doing. 

If not, [there are] other schools [in-state] with more diverse populations, or even across the 

U.S. …I wouldn’t come here unless it just happens to really work out for you to come here. 

SUMMARY 

 In RQ 2, we investigated enrolled experiences of belonging and the campus racial climate 

as well as how their lived experiences, along with RQ 1, shape the likelihood of recommending 

enrollment to Black prospective students. Beginning with enrolled experiences, diversity and 

campus climate encompassed structural diversity of the general campus and academic or 

classroom setting, and campus climate attitudes, behaviors, and incidents. Their perception of the 

overall racial diversity of the campus and then their perception of the Black student enrollment 

served as primary factors. Further, the most significant differences occurred between academic 

and non-academic settings with some participants saying they felt as though they were two 

students on campus given the academic or classroom setting almost always lacked Black 

representation. While MFU faced a series of campus climate incidents that raised concerns, SFU 
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participants had not faced recent egregious campus climate incidents. Still, both expressed 

frustration in the university responses that they felt insufficiently addressed campus climate issues. 

In academic performance, participants framed their self-assessment based on what they 

expected coming into the learning environment and how they compared their performance to their 

peers. Overwhelmingly, MFU participants were more positive and confident in their self-

assessment than SFU. This difference might be a result of a couple of contributing factors, 

including that MFU does not have a so-called race neutral automatic admission policy nor do they 

consider race in their holistic admission decisions. Upon enrolling, MFU participants were more 

affirmed by their admission, they expected the environment to be challenging, and because of their 

admission generally had few guarantees, they were more assured by how they lived up to those 

challenges. Nevertheless, there were universal challenges in STEM based courses, and especially 

math courses, across the board where participants noted they either struggled together in these 

environments or high school disparities became more prevalent. 

Concerning the classroom environment itself, positive experiences were most often 

associated with a higher representation of the Black community, engagement with Black faculty 

and staff, and learning communities that were rooted in social justice, global learning, or some 

aspect of diverse experiences. That said, participants spoke at length about feeling isolated in the 

classroom and shared many more negative than positive experiences. These included feeling 

hypervisible, like they had something to prove, Spokesperson Syndrome, or having their 

contributions suppressed—especially by White male peers to Black female participants. 

Social and cultural engagement revealed interesting differences in that most participants 

assumed attending a PWI meant they would inevitably have White friends or a diverse friend group 

and that they could control their social experience. For most, this turned out not to be the case. 
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Most participants said they have very few or no White friends. While one or two participants spoke 

positively about friendships with White students, others shared that it lacks a certain depth. Also, 

participants generally felt neutral about their relationships with non-Black students of color. 

However, they did not necessarily like the fact that what bonded them was their shared negative 

experiences or that their unity around campus climate incidents was sometimes compromised in 

social settings by Oppression Olympics of who had the worst experience on campus. Surprisingly, 

institutional differences emerged when examining Black social engagement given MFU 

participants spoke about a close-knit and more cohesive Black community and SFU at times 

referred to the community as toxic or overly segregated. Overall, participants struggled with 

wanting more inclusive or diverse friend groups while also not want to disappoint or betray the 

Black community in the process. Many were also frustrated by the required effort and limited 

opportunities to connect with the Black community since the connections that might naturally 

occur in the classroom were extremely limited due to the lack of classroom racial diversity.  

Finally, as it relates to enrollment recommendations, upwards of 85% of participants were 

“very likely” or “somewhat likely” to recommend their institution to Black prospective students. 

Figure 4.3 reveals SFU participants were more confident in their recommendation than their 

counterparts at MFU. By and large, all participants expressed strong feelings that shaped their 

recommendation level. They often grappled with their beliefs, desires, and experiences due to 

processing other’s opinions in the focus group. Also, their viewpoints seemingly oscillated 

between an obligation to promote and uplift the environment and a desire protect future Black 

students. Additionally, there was a noted, underlining expression by many participants that their 

choices were limited to HBCUs or PWIs. Few participants spoke about private, regional, or other 

non-flagship state institutions. Among those who emphasized choosing between an HBCU and 



 

 192 

PWI, most focused on the cultural comfort or “social scene” of HBCUs and the academic prestige 

and real-world experience of PWIs. Few participants acknowledged the support and accountability 

that HBCUs offer. Instead, they believed the resources, opportunities, and early exposure to the 

sometimes harsh realities made their institution the better choice. The findings for RQ 3, which 

includes the participants’ recommendations to university leaders and administrators on how to 

improve racial diversity and belonging for current and future Black students, are presented in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Findings—Participant Recommendations for Recruitment Efforts    

and University Leaders (RQ 3) 

In Chapter 5, the participants offer their thoughts and recommendations for university 

leaders and admissions officers. Their suggestions serve as a culmination on what would improve 

prospective student expectations, enrolled students’ lived experiences, and strengthen enrollment 

recommendations for future Black prospective students. RQ 3 asks: 

3) What strategies do they believe institutions should employ to increase the interest, 

representation, and sense of belonging of Black students on campus? 

 The participants’ candid responses to RQ 3 drove enlightening discussions on whether 

they believed their respective institutions were doing a “good job” in Black student recruitment, 

enrollment, and sense of belonging efforts. While RQ 3 outlines the specific strategies they believe 

their institution should, the intermediate conversation leading up to RQ 3 explored the participants’ 

opinions of the current state of affairs and rationale for their recommendations. In brief, the 

majority of MFU participants believed the university was doing a “good job” recruiting Black 

students from the surrounding residential areas and the state at-large but not necessarily beyond. 

The fact that the vast majority of MFU participants believed most Black students came from the 

same areas and schools was notable, particularly given MFU’s large out-of-state student 

population and lack of an in-state automatic admission policy.  

MFU participants also acknowledged the institution’s renewed diversity, equity, and 

inclusion (DEI) initiatives; however, the efforts were viewed as “cookie-cutter,” isolating for 

Black students who are often alone and hypervisible in DEI seminars, and more or less ineffective. 

Kendra, for example, said, “I think they’re trying, but they don’t know...how to better do it.” Kayla 

followed up in agreement, saying, “I don’t know. [There’s] really nothing [more] that they can 
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do…They are trying their best, and I applaud them, but…it’s tired.” In a separate focus group, 

Karen shared, “As far as the institution doing a good job of making Black students feel 

comfortable, I think that they are more concerned about [the] face value, like the image portion of 

it rather than the actual ramifications [of it].” On the subject of recruiting, Alyssa, who participates 

in her high school’s underrepresented recruitment efforts, said:  

I kind of feel like a liar because I remember [my first year]. …We were all interested [in 

the same academic things]…[but] I still struggled connecting with people. …I think they 

do a good job at recruiting; ...they’re usually all people of color [that]…talk to the students. 

I think that helps create a sense of comfort and belonging for the students, but like [Karen] 

said, it’s that face value. There’s no follow-up after the fact, like, “Are you really gonna be 

comfortable when you’re here?” It’s more like, “Now, we’ve got you here. Good luck.”  

Similarly, SFU participants acknowledged the institution’s increased recruitment efforts; 

however, many felt SFU showed bias or preference in recruiting a specific type of Black student. 

For instance, the participants noted a general overrepresentation of exceptionally high-achieving 

Black students admitted to the humanities Black/African and Black/African American as opposed 

to STEM or more popular and seemingly rigorous programs. Although several participants 

believed SFU should engage a broader Black prospective student community, some believed the 

lack of Black student diversity was less a reflection of recruitment and more of SFU’s admission 

standards. Additionally, SFU participants shared that some efforts to promote belonging for 

enrolled Black students felt impersonal. Several stated that, while SFU did not make them feel as 

if they do not belong, it was difficult to identify institutional efforts that cultivated a sense of 

belonging in a meaningful and effective way.  

For the most part, both MFU and SFU participants agreed that students bore the primary 

responsibility to create a sense of community and belonging. Moreover, Kayla (MFU) said, along 

with others, that regardless of institutional efforts to improve the environment for Black students, 

it is up to all Black students to create that sense of belonging for and within themselves. Natalie 
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(SFU) had similar sentiments in saying, “I think they are leaving it to the students to come up with 

ways to make their own sense of belonging, with the different organizations that [we’re] creating. 

So they leave it to us to make ourselves feel welcomed here.”  

Participants drew from the above discussions and their personal experiences to recommend 

enhanced recruitment strategies and institutional policies and practices for future and enrolled 

Black students. An emphasis was placed on authentic or effective strategies given most 

participants’ described current efforts as either non-existent, insincere, or having a minimal effect 

in bringing about significant and sustainable positive change. The sections below address each 

theme of increasing Black student interest (applications), representation (enrollment), and sense 

of belonging. The participants’ recommended strategies were tabulated once for each unique 

category within individual themes, as illustrated in the corresponding tables below. 

STRATEGIES TO INCREASE BLACK STUDENT INTEREST (APPLICATIONS) 

In discussing strategies to increase Black student interest, and theoretically increase the 

number of Black applicants, approximately 90% of participants responded with a collective focus 

on nine key areas (see Table 5.1 below). These include suggestions to intentionally seek greater 

diversity within the Black community (e.g., nationality, origin, SES, urban/suburban communities, 

academic interests, and so on); offer programming or information that reinforces admissibility, 

degree attainability and/or support resources; offer programming or information highlighting the 

Black community and student experience; conduct more high school visits and/or campus tours 

with enrolled Black students; offer earlier campus exposure through programming (e.g., middle 

school and early high school outreach); adapt programming that responds to students’ expressed 

needs, interests, and suggestions; align efforts with the acknowledgment that having more Black 

students on campus will attract more Black students to campus; offer programming and/or 
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information that highlights academic opportunities and interests; hire more diverse (Black) 

university recruiters and/or admission counselors. 

Table 5.1     Participant Suggestions to Increase Black Student Interest (Applications) 

Recommendations MFU SFU Total 

Seek a diverse Black community (e.g., nationality, origin, SES, interests, etc.) 6 9 15 

Programming/Information that reinforces attainability and/or support resources 7 7 14 

Programming/Information highlighting Black community and student experience 6 7 13 

More HS visits and/or campus tours with enrolled Black students 4 5 9 

Early access exposure programming (e.g., MS and early HS outreach) 4 4 8 

Adaptable programming addressing voiced needs, interests, and suggestions 2 2 4 

More Black students on campus will attract more Black students to campus 3 1 4 

Programming that highlights academic opportunities and interests  4 4 

More diverse (Black) recruiters and/or counselors  1 1 

Grand Total 32 40 72 

Note: Values represent unique counts per participant. Total responding participants equals 15 MFU and 15 SFU.  

In a rare occurrence, participants at MFU and SFU had similar opionions and shared the 

same three most referenced recommendations. These include suggestions to seek greater diversity 

within the Black community; offer programming or information that reinforces admissibility, 

attainability, and support resources; and offer programming or information that highlights the 

Black community and student experience. These and the additional recommendations are 

summarized below. 

Intentionally Seek a Diverse Black Student Community 

Approximately 50% of the total participants, 40% MFU and 60% SFU, expressed a range 

of perspectives with the underlying belief that institutions recruit a specific type of Black student, 

thereby missing opportunities to expand engagement to new prospect pools. For example, even 

though MFU does not practice legacy admission, Tiffany addressed the multi-generational aspect 

of the MFU community. She believed this spoke to the predominantly White history of the 

institution, making it so Black students—and particularly out-of-state residents—were lucky to 

receive information regarding MFU’s opportunities. Veronica and Denise, both out-of-state MFU 

students from the East Coast, discussed geographic diversity within MFU’s Black community. 
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Additionally, Veronica noted that MFU is located in one of the nation’s most segregated states. 

So, while she acknowledged frustrations that the vast majority of Black students come from the 

surrounding cities and schools, she believed MFU’s efforts were purposeful. Veronica explained:  

There’s just a lot of talented potential in places like [the surrounding predominantly Black 

suburb] and [the major urban city] that are going unrecognized, so I’m just glad that they’re 

reaching out and doing their best to recruit kids from there. …Once that gets…going, then 

I see them branching out to other parts of the country like major cities and stuff… But yeah, 

right now…I think they’re doing what I could ask for. 

Denise, however, believed more could be done to attract prospective Black students from different 

regions before they apply. She recalled attending an admitted student event in her hometown, but 

Denise did not remember much if any, outreach before her admission offer. Her experience 

mirrored that of other participants who had minimal outreach or outreach that felt discouraging 

due to messages related to competitiveness. Denise suggested MFU connect earlier with diverse 

students in states and major cities where they already receive a sizable number of applications. 

 SFU participants also zeroed in on efforts to intentionally inform and seek out Black 

students. Across focus groups, six participants shared strong opinions that the institution can and 

should do more to attract and recruit Black students from predominantly Black, lower-income 

communities and schools. Although a few participants recalled attending diversity-focused 

recruitment programs, they were viewed as a one-off or pilot initiatives that they hoped would 

continue and grow over time. Conversely, Melody offered an alternative perspective in saying that 

Black students in predominantly White high schools are overlooked due to efforts that focus on 

low-income or predominantly Black communities. She said, “I think [it’s] a missed opportunity… 

A lot of Black people slip through the cracks as minorities within their schools. [They] are going 

to be in the same situation they were always in when they go to [PWIs].” Melody suggested SFU 
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broaden their scope, saying they should “[go] to different kinds of places where Black people 

exist” if they truly want a larger and more diverse Black population on campus.   

Melody and Tonya further engaged in conversation around the lack of academic diversity 

within SFU’s Black community. The resulting consequence leads to increased isolation in the 

classroom and other academic-specific activities. Although the exchange below acknowledges the 

complexity of the matter, they ultimately want SFU to do more to balance classroom representation 

by seeking out Black students with diverse academic interests. They said: 

Melody: I have a Black friend that’s [a teaching major], and she…feels so isolated and 

lonely because [there are] no other Black people in those classes. [Whereas in my case], 

…I have Black friends in most of my classes. So I think maybe that’s it. …Don’t 

concentrate all the Black people in [the humanities]. Spread it out.  

 

Tonya: But that’s their major, though. 

 

Melody: [Yes], that’s their major, but you can recruit people with different interests if that 

makes sense. That’s more to diversifying the Black community again—many different 

kinds of Black people here. We don’t all like the same things. 

 

Tonya: But think about it. When I came here, …I [also] told my daddy…my major is 

[teaching]. He was like, “Why are you going to SFU for [teaching] when you could be a 

business major? You can be [a science major],” something like that. He doesn’t see 

[teaching] as a legitimate reason [to] come here. So that’s what African Americans feel 

…too. It’s like a double-edged sword; we’re only going to go to these predominant [White] 

universities for…three career fields. …The rest of the career fields, just go somewhere else. 

Melody and Tonya’s exchange draws attention to a complex and challenging issue of recruiting 

and admitting students at selective institutions leading to a lack of diversity in competitive 

programs as well as a lack of diversity in non-competitive but less desired or prestigious 

disciplines. While it is their view that institutions should do more to attract Black students to 

prestigious programs, other participants identified and discussed potential admissibility challenges 

and the role and responsibility institutions have in preparing disadvantaged and disenfranchised 

students. This is explored further in this strategies to increase representation section. 
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Lastly, one reference that was unique to SFU involved the diversity of nationality or place 

of origin within the Black community. As mentioned in RQ 2, the same focus group delved deep 

into the challenges and complexities within the Black community and why SFU must acknowledge 

their differences instead of grouping all Black students together. Melody began by stating officials 

should pay more attention to the rift between Black and African students. She noted that of the few 

Black students in SFU’s most competitive disciplines, the majority seem to be Black/African, 

while Black/African American students are primarily in the humanities. Janelle, whose family is 

from Senegal, strongly agreed. Their exchange, in part, is included below: 

Janelle: When I said I have [Black] friends in each of my classes, they’re all African. I just 

want to get that out…especially [in STEM]. So we need more [African American] students.  

 

Tonya: I’m not saying the African quota is met, but I feel like there’s an issue if your Black 

outreach is only reaching African students. …You’re not actually targeting Black people, 

you’re targeting immigrants. And it’s really easy to target immigrants. 

 

Andrea: I feel like White people don’t know that there [are] different subcategories in the 

Black community. 

 

Melody: They think it’s the same thing. 

 

Andrea: If you’re African, you’re perceived as Black to a White person. But in the Black 

community, it’s worlds of difference. You have your Caribbean, …your American Black, 

your Africans, and they’re [all] so segregated in a way. 

 

Melody: Look at how different all of us are. 

 

Janelle: Even the application doesn’t say African. It says African, African American, and 

African-related countries. …So how can you differentiate if you just…put [us] all in one 

group? How do you know that this is 75% African, 25% African American? You need to 

differentiate that on the application. 

Although the above dialogue encompasses a much larger issue involving institutional, state, and 

federal demographic reporting policies, the lack of delineation and its impact on belonging, 

diversity, and the educational experience has been addressed in multiple studies, particularly those 

involving Black and Asian student communities.   
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Reinforce Attainability and Support Services 

As it relates to reaching larger and different audiences, 46% of participants, including 46% 

at both MFU and SFU, believed Black students often view MFU, SFU, and institutions with a 

similar composition and prestige as beyond their academic reach. Some said the concept of being 

a “reach school” is reinforced by a lack of information, institutional messaging, and historically 

racist or unwelcoming reputation. These factors discourage some Black students and ultimately 

leads to a phenomenon known as undermatching. Undermatching, which occurs when high-ability, 

low-income, and Black and Hispanic students apply to selective colleges at a lower rate than their 

higher-income or non-underrepresented peers, results from a complex set of factors.  

A recent study showed varying levels of undermatching among Texas graduates, despite 

the state’s automatic admission policy for high-ranking students (Black et al., 2015). Upwards of 

63% of all Texas graduates eligible for automatic admission applied to highly selective flagship 

universities, and 43% enrolled. However, among automatically admissible Black and Hispanic 

students, only 47% and 51%, respectively, applied compared to 68% White and 79% of Asian 

students. Moreover, only 29% of Black and 32% of automatically admissible Hispanic students 

enrolled. Further, the study found no evidence that undermatching was offset by enrollment in out-

of-state colleges or in-state private institutions. Black et al. also found, when considering high-

achieving students not eligible for automatic admission, 26% applied to a flagship university, and 

12% enrolled. Across racial and ethnic lines, however, 14% of Black and 17% of Hispanic students 

in this group applied compared to 33% of White and 47% of Asian students. Ultimately, only 5% 

of Black and Hispanic students enrolled at a flagship institution.  

In an effort to counter undermatching behavior and mitigate fears of attainability and 

admissibility among Black students, participants recommended admissions offices use local, high 
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school, and on-campus visit programs, as well as online and other forms of information 

dissemination to demystify the application, admission process, campus culture for eligible, yet 

hesitant, potential applicants. With this focus, and specifically by addressing information beyond 

admissions criteria and academic metrics, participants believed admissions officers and other 

officials could help Black students feel less intimidated and better prepared to compete in the 

admission process. Valerie shared:  

I think a lot of Black kids in high school…don’t realize how much they can get out of 

college, or they might limit themselves and say, “I can go to this college [but] not that 

college. That’s out of my reach.” …I think a lot of Black kids at my high school were 

qualified to apply here, and only two of us applied. …So many of them could’ve gotten in, 

but they really thought that it was out of their reach and it wasn’t a possibility for them. 

Valerie and Kacey discussed the benefit of on-campus immersion type programs, such as student 

shadowing, summer camps, and others, that help students visualize themselves on campus. The 

experience, they said, makes it more of a reality. Erin also recalled that some high school friends 

did not apply to MFU because they thought it would be too difficult academically. Erin, however, 

believed encouraging students to seek out and conquer challenges was essential to personal growth 

and that institutions should do more to help those who feel intimidated. She said: 

I [suggest]…more programming in communities [where]… students may feel like this isn’t 

even an option. Like, this is the reach of all reach schools. …Programs like that [can help] 

and that’s a lot of [what the multicultural outreach office] does—[to make] it more 

welcoming for students that look like me and students of color, in general. To feel like this 

is an option…it’s attainable. It’s something that you can actually grasp. 

In a separate focus group, Avery discussed how students from lower-income families and 

predominantly Black schools are often less academically prepared for the level of competition at 

institutions like MFU. Avery said: 

Some students know what to expect, but also, [it doesn’t always] stick... so if the counselors 

and teachers aren’t [reinforcing what] you need to know in order to be a successful 

applicant for [MFU]. It’s hard…to properly prepare for it. 
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During Avery’s application process, she learned her 3.6 G.P.A. was below the institution’s 3.8 

G.P.A. standard. Despite feeling behind, she applied anyway but noted that many other students 

did not. Avery suggested, instead of merely informing students of the average admission 

qualifications, the university should partner and cultivate ongoing relationships with additional 

schools like hers to help students prepare. She said: 

[In] my high school, the bar…is set at going to [MFU]. …The counselors and…teachers 

say, “This won’t get you to [MFU].” …[We’re] a top-feeder for [MFU], but because of our 

relationship and partnership…they make sure…we’re prepared to go…and do well. 

They’re not just saying prepare [for] any college; they’re saying our minimum…is [MFU]. 

Avery discussed further how the partnership allows counselors and teachers to better 

understand what is expected of students. Given its success, she suggested MFU and similar 

universities hire more admission staff or other outreach individuals to become an active part of the 

learning and transition process for students. In her view, this will allow students “to be challenged 

in their learning, and have someone that cares about their learning help them get to a place like 

this, or somewhere similar, [while]...increasing recruitment, because students can actually compete 

in the pool of applicants.” Jason concurred with Avery’s suggestion, saying:  

I don’t know much about admissions, [but] if they can make it seem more feasible like it’s 

actually possible for Black students to get in... [and say] “This is the work you have to do. 

You can do this.” [That] it’s not just White people and people of high affluence... I know 

it’s important to make this university seem prestigious and like you really wanna be here 

‘cause we are the leaders and the best, [but] I think they could do a better job of making it 

seem possible for Black people to be part of this group. 

 Among SFU participants, many agreed that concerns regarding the academic rigor or not 

being able to compete in the admission process prevents some Black students from applying. They 

believed the institution should do more to inform prospective students and alleviate their concerns. 

Additionally, inequity in schools and the perception that SFU was only for students taking AP and 

other high-level courses precluded many Black students from being recruited or learning about the 
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admission process. This barrier seemed most prelevant at schools with lower enrollment among 

students of color. For instance, Carly said: 

I don’t remember if they came to recruit or not, but the people who…talk about [SFU] are 

…in AP classes…and the people in AP classes [are] majority White [with]…maybe 3 out 

of 25 Black people. …[That’s where] you hear [SFU]. But if you go to regular classes [with 

more] minorities, they’re [like]... “[SFU]? Oh, no. That’s too smart for me.”  

Carly did not fault SFU for its high academic standards or that it values metrics that, in some 

respects, preferences predominantly White and Asian schools with more considerable resources 

and opportunities. However, the participants suggested more work is needed to understand 

systematic and generational discrimination while also learning to value the varied and different 

accomplishments of students of color in the context of their environment.  

Highlight the Black Community and Student Experience 

Approximately 40% of MFU and 46% of SFU participants believed highlighting the Black 

community and student experience would increase interest by quelling concerns about cultural 

opportunities. Both MFU and SFU participants stressed transparency when discussing the Black 

student experience as they sought to strike a balance between being encouraging and honest. For 

example, Avery (MFU) explained why she specifically shares how she finds supportive and 

welcoming outlets and spaces when speaking with prospective students and families: 

The university…doesn’t necessarily advertise [the Black experience]. They try to advertise 

diversity [and] portray [it] as if everybody’s just happy go lucky, and everything is a… 

perfect…mixture of everything. It’s not the case. You have to be in the news, …[do] your 

research, and know what’s going on for yourself. [You] cannot [believe]…what you see in 

admissions processes and [hear] from recruiters. 

In a separate focus group, Alyssa and Karen also stressed the importance of transparency and the 

influence that currently enrolled Black students have in recruitment efforts. Alyssa said: 

All those flyers and stuff…that [say] “Diversity”…you don’t have to say, “We’re not 

diverse.” That’d be stupid. Just don’t make it something it’s not, or don’t let students 

perceive something it isn’t. …What helped me most was having other students come talk 
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about it. And they [were] honest. I can accept the fact that there might not be a lot of Black 

people [here], but I’d rather know that up-front. I felt…more mentally prepared to come 

here than before when I was just like, “Oh, my gosh. It’s gonna be so diverse. I’m gonna 

meet so many new people.” It was such a letdown. 

Alyssa believed the university should be more open in acknowledging the past as well as 

challenges in the diversity they are working towards now. Karen agreed, saying:  

I feel like …it’s said so much that, “[MFU] is so diverse,” that a lot of [White students] 

truly believe it’s a very diverse place. People say…to me…“Well, I love going to [MFU], 

because it’s so diverse.” I’m like, “Where did you grow up?” I would rather those around 

me be aware of the lack of diversity, and that way, more progress can be made, than 

everyone [having] this false sense that it’s “so diverse.” 

In addressing why it is important to incorporate an honest account of the Black student experience, 

Alyssa and Karen also illustrate how accurately acknowledging DEI efforts shapes all students. 

 In this vein, participants discussed how they valued or wished they were more 

knowledgeable about the Black community during the admissions process. By sharing information 

about student organizations, resources, and other cultural interests, participants garnered a sense 

of comfort and better realization of themselves as future students. Additionally, they emphasized 

that this information should come from neutral or trusted sources, such as current students and 

alumni, in addition to university officials. Danielle also suggested that admissions offices 

prominently partner with Black student organizations to appeal to more prospective students: 

Yes, [students] care about academics, but most people [know] the foundation of most 

university degrees are their experiences. They need to [partner] with the organizations 

…because honestly, most people think no matter the university you go to right now you’re 

getting the same degree. So, when I think of [SFU], I think of Black student organizations 

first, “Ah, the things I could enjoy. Wow. Okay, maybe [SFU’s] okay.” 

An interesting note regarding Danielle’s perspective is that, although many participants stressed 

MFU and SFU’s academic reputation and prestige as a drawing factor, they also noted several 

reasons why many of their counterparts did not consider the institution. In addition to concerns 

regarding academic rigor, participants felt their peers believed they would not enjoy the 
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experience. While not all participants agreed that addressing the “fun factor” was a priority in 

encouraging students to apply, all shared that making students feel welcomed and that they would 

find comfort and support within the community was of utmost importance. 

Other Recommendations 

The additional recommendations in Table 5.1 sought to expand in-school activities to make 

institutional engagement with prospective students more convenient, begin outreach earlier and 

extend recruitment over a longer period, be responsive and relevant to students’ needs and 

interests, present a more comforting and welcoming environment by offering more interactions 

with current Black students, encourage and advertise diverse academic disciplines and interests, 

and increase engagement with Black recruitment representatives. Below are a few examples, in 

their own words. 

Camden, who spoke about academic disciplines, in-school recruitment activities, and being 

more responsive to student’s needs and interests at SFU, said: 

For me, it doesn’t really mean much when people have a [college fair] table, and they’re 

handing out free stuff or this and that. …For me, I think that the best way…is bringing in 

people [in] specific fields…doing demonstrations…like intriguing people’s interest. So 

whether…engineering, math, science, business, arts, whatever it may be, I think they need 

to get those specific people to come out to the high schools and recruit. 

When discussing opportunities to engage with current Black students and how to present a more 

comfortable and welcoming environment, Natalie (SFU) shared:  

If the [university] president goes to a high school versus a Black student going…to [tell] 

them about [SFU], I feel like it’s a different experience. …Those students will look up to 

the Black student ‘cause they see, “Oh, this person is here. This person has accomplished 

a lot. I wanna be like them” compared to [the] White man. 

Kendra (MFU) also said it is important to see representation during regular on-campus tours and 

visits and not just at regional or high school recruitment activities (or diversity events). She said: 
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When you [visit] [MFU], rarely do you see…[an] African American student representative 

[giving] the tour. So my thing is…when you’re [touring] a college you may be attending, 

you kind of want to see someone who’s like you…saying… “This could be you.” 

Kayla pointedly stated that increasing campus diversity is a catalyst to attract more Black students, 

saying, “It’s [the] reputation MFU has [that] it’s always going to be White. It’s historically White. 

I feel like the only way Black students will want to come here is if it was more Black.” Finally, 

Erin shared how her involvement in middle school outreach efforts shaped her experience: 

[Outreach] definitely plays a huge role. And of course, I didn’t understand it. Like, “Why 

do I need to be here? I am a seventh-grader. I ain’t in high school yet. I am not thinking 

about going to [MFU].” But…those little seeds [they] planted [were] crucial. I [wouldn’t] 

be here…[without it]. Of course, you don’t understand it then, but now, it’s a great thing.  

Generally speaking, participants believed refocusing efforts with these suggestions in mind 

would make Black students more willing to include institutions like MFU and SFU on their college 

search list. In turn, increasing the number of applicants would allow more opportunity for the 

institutions to consider and potentially admit additional qualified Black applicants.  

STRATEGIES TO INCREASE BLACK STUDENT REPRESENTATION (ENROLLMENT) 

On the topic of strategies to increase the representation or enrollment of Black students on 

campus, participants noticeably offered fewer suggestions. In some cases, their expressions on 

increasing Black students’ interest or applications overlapped with increasing representation or 

enrollment. In these instances, the same strategies would positively influence both. In other cases, 

participants believed their institutions receive an adequate number of applications from Black 

students. In their view, MFU and SFU should lessen their focus on test scores and other measures 

and give more consideration to contextual factors in order to admit more Black students. 

Approximately 55% of participants responded to this segment of RQ 3 with specific strategies to 

increase Black student representation. Unlike the previous suggestions to increase interest, the top 

three strategies for representation varied slightly by institution, as shown in Table 5.2 below.  
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In sum, participants at MFU and SFU recommended admitting more Black students and 

improving and utilizing word of mouth experiences from currently enrolled Black students and the 

broader Black campus community. MFU participants also suggested the university provide 

tailored information and programming to address students’ unique needs and interests at different 

stages during the college search and choice process. Comparatively, SFU participants 

recommended more access to the Black community, such as students, faculty and staff, and alumni, 

and more personalized and individualized recruitment and engagement. Interestingly, only two 

participants, one at each institution, recommended more financial resources and scholarships to 

increase Black student representation and enrollment. The lack of emphasis on free financial aid 

may affirm findings in the literature that Black parents across income levels are more willing than 

White parents to acquire loans for their student’s education (Warnock, 2016). According to 

Warnock (2016), they are also more likely to report familiarity with financial aid information than 

other underrepresented groups when compared to White parents, despite being less confident in 

their ability to pay for college than White parents in the same income brackets. The primary 

recommendations to increase representation (and enrollment) are detailed below. 

Admit More Black Students 

In suggesting that MFU and SFU admit more Black students, participants shared their 

impression of how admission decisions are made and how institutions can be more accountable to 

Table 5.2     Participant Suggestions to Increase Black Student Representation (Enrollment) 

Recommendations MFU SFU Total 

Admit more Black students 3 3 6 

Positive word of mouth from enrolled Black students and community 2 3 5 

Tailored information / programming at various stages (interest to enrollment) 3 2 5 

Personalized recruitment / engagement 1 3 4 

Access to the Black community (e.g., students, faculty/staff, alumni)  3 3 

More financial resources (grants and scholarships) 1 1 2 

Grand Total 10 15 25 

Note: Values represent unique counts per participant. Total responding participants equals 9 MFU and 9 SFU. 
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increase equity and access for Black students. For instance, Chris (SFU) called for admissions 

officials to do more to offset systemic racism, inequity in schools, and inequity within racial 

groups. He believed this would expand opportunities to Black students by fully considering their 

achievements, which may look different than their more privileged peers. Chris said:  

Sometimes…they’ll try to give that lower-income [student] or that person from [a low-

income] area an opportunity, but I feel like they’ll always [preference] a Black person 

[with] a better lifestyle than others… It shouldn’t necessarily matter, …you know? I 

honestly feel like they probably let White people from any background in, but…[they] only 

want certain people from the Black community. 

In many respects, Andrea agreed that SFU has enough qualified Black applicants and that the 

university simply does not admit them.  

In addition, Alexa recalled asking some of her high school peers why they thought they 

were not admitted to MFU, to which they said MFU “met their quota” for Black students and that 

she was “lucky” to be admitted. Although Alexa does not believe MFU has a quota, she expressed 

confusion regarding her classmates’ denial, which surprised many in her school community:  

I know of a girl [with] a really strong SAT score [and] a really strong G.P.A., and she was 

denied. … I got in, [but] my credentials definitely didn’t meet hers. [You] don’t know 

where the playing field is. You’re like, “Okay. How do they [do] acceptance because she 

deserved the spot way over me based solely [on] credentials?”  

Regardless of the reasons why some students are admitted, and not others, there confusion about 

what institutions are looking for and a perception that selective institutions like MFU and SFU 

repeatedly deny qualified Black applicants. Although not shared by all, the misconception that 

they intentionally deny qualified Black students does little to help campus diversity efforts. 

Increase Access to the Black Community 

 As it relates to increasing prospective students’ access and exposure to the university’s 

Black community, the participants were encouraged knowing that once enrolled they were 
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supported and following in the footsteps of other successful graduates. For example, Deanna 

shared the positive influence this type of engagement had on her transition to SFU: 

When I was deciding to come here, I got invited to a Black alumni dinner... I was already 

pretty much planning [to enroll], but that kind of solidified the fact that I felt I was going 

to be okay. …There were professors, …counselors, and Black alumni …all …talking about 

the community. …Black students [also] came and did a panel. [It] really helped me feel 

comfortable. …I feel…recruiting to more…predominantly Black [schools] and doing that 

[kind] of…event where they [see] they will have [a] community—that will encourage them 

to come here.  

Janelle shared a similar experience at a different SFU event—one that showcased dynamic Black 

university representatives at regional admitted student programs across the state. She said: 

[The university administrator’s] speech for sure directly affected my perception of [SFU]. 

I have friends who applied...and not a single person who didn’t go [to that event]… actually 

ended up coming here that was accepted. I chose [to enroll] because of what he said to us 

that day and what he made us realize… So if …students [have] more opportunities to get 

a speech like [his], to see other Black students who are interested…, then maybe there 

would be more Black students who…decide I’m accepted [and] I am actually going to go. 

The participants’ engagement at these events, particularly with faculty, their future classmates, and 

enrolled Black students and alumni, helped reassure them that they would have a community and 

that they, too, could be successful, despite any challenges they may face. 

Expand Personalized and Individualized Recruitment and Student Engagement 

 As it relates to recruitment and student engagement, several participants at both institutions 

said they did not recall being actively or personally recruited before applying to their respective 

universities. Although they were contacted after being admitted, many said the majority of the 

efforts—outside of the aforementioned diversity-related programs—were not meaningful or were 

redundant. To illustrate, the participants offered feedback and suggestions that speak to the benefit 

of direct, individualized, and personalized engagement. Melody, for example, believes students 

who are accepted to SFU are reluctant to attend because they mostly see it as a PWI. She said, “I 

think it’s more of trying to reach out to the kids that you accepted. And convince them to go here—
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other than [SFU’s] generic ass letter that [they] send to everyone.” Likewise, Karen shared that 

she did not feel personally recruited by MFU, saying, “I received stuff in the mail, but that was the 

extent of it.” Chris also stated he received little attention from SFU both before applying and after 

being admitted. “When I did receive information in the mail, it was because I went on the website 

[and] requested more information or [a] brochure,” Chris said. Also, Chris did not recall being 

invited to the campus and did not think to visit on his own. He said, “I could have taken it upon 

myself...when I came to [the city] for spring break…to schedule an appointment to visit the 

campus. …I feel like that could have helped me [know more].”  

Given the extensive and often expensive efforts institutions develop to attract students at 

various stages of the college choice process, it is important to note which gestures the participants 

found meaningful. This is particularly significant given direct-mail campaigns and other marketing 

efforts are often similar across institutions, making it difficult for students and families to 

distinguish one institution from another. Aaron spoke explicitly about this experience, saying: 

In terms of recruiting, there’s kind of a college brochure effect. There’s…an [expectation] 

that colleges will put…minority students front and center [on] brochures and advertising… 

That…isn’t…as effective as actually having more Black people on campus. Because if you 

see minorities on the brochure, but you visit and you don’t really see minorities around, 

it’s like that brochure doesn’t really mean anything. 

Aaron, along with several other participants throughout the study, shared that, when trying to 

recruit students and entice them to enroll, messages related to diversity and inclusion are either not 

trusted or ineffective. Instead, they are often viewed as part of the college “spiel” and “stock 

messages” that are universally shared by most PWIs. As such, the participants believe more direct, 

personalized, and individualized engagement that addresses their specific needs, interests, and 

concerns would be more helpful for students and would yield better enrollment results. 
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Provide Tailored Information and Programming at Various Stages 

 Providing tailored information and programming at various stages of prospective students’ 

college search and choice processes is a unique contribution to this segment of strategies. In this 

recommendation, participants believed expanding the engagement window from the more 

traditional first point of contact with rising high school juniors to middle school and early high 

school outreach would significantly affect enrollment. In doing so, participants highlighted two 

critical points. First, students often do not receive information until later in their high school years, 

which allows little time to learn about the institution, investigate interests, and prepare a 

competitive application. Second, the compacted recruitment and engagement calendar fails to 

provide sufficient opportunities for institutions to cultivate meaningful relationships with students, 

families, and their communities. Also, several participants emphasized incorporating student 

feedback to ensure the efforts and initiatives address their interests and needs. For example, Erin 

spoke further about her participation in MFU early outreach activities:  

The people that were over the program were absolutely amazing. ...They show[ed] that 

they care [and]…[that] they [will] do whatever they can to get you what you need. …As 

we got older [and] different things just didn’t work, they listened to us. So, it was a lot of 

being on campus…[connecting] with offices that you would probably want to get 

connected to once you actually get here [and] being exposed to…many resources that you 

may not hear about, but they’re here, and [you should] use them. 

Erin participated in the program since the 7th-grade and admitted it was to take in, but she soon 

understood it was to prepare and reassure them that they would have everything they need.  

Avery shared her perspective on the effectiveness of two MFU outreach programs—one 

on college planning and the other on academic preparation in the summer. She explained: 

The intent of the [curriculum-focused] program was very good…[and] it was…hugely 

funded…, but they had issues [and although] some students [enrolled] here, it can be much 

better. [My outreach experience]...was geared more toward preparing to apply for 

college—figuring out where you’re going to go, what the next step is, [and] getting your 

future together… [The curriculum program] is…basically the same classes you’re taking 
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in high school, except it’s like an extra course load, almost. They’re doing things to prepare 

you [academically] for college, but I don’t think it was as enjoyable as it could have been 

or as fulfilling or enriching as it should have been for those students.   

Avery worked with the curriculum-based program and believed students wanted a different 

experience than more academic courses. Ultimately the program did not produce a pipeline of 

students as they intended. Instead, Avery suggested outreach programs should focus on the tenets 

of college exploration and planning, which is what she enjoyed more about her experience. She 

said this approach “[has] much more intent, [is] much more meaningful for students, [and] could 

provide a different lens for them to look at college…as opposed to just providing another 

[academic class].” Other participants echoed the sentiment of earlier and continued outreach 

efforts. Melody, in particular, felt strongly about early engagement, saying:  

If [colleges]are talking to [students] at the end of their junior or [in] their senior year, [the] 

window may have…passed. They may not have the credentials to get in…no matter what. 

So like why aren’t [they] starting early…to foster [an] introduction to the school? …[A 

local state university] [talked] to us from middle school, so I don’t know why [SFU wasn’t]. 

As their comments indicate, participants believe earlier recruitment, tailoring age- or grade-

appropriate programming, focusing on exploration and planning, and continuing engagement over 

an extended time offers many benefits. Among them, students may have a deeper connection to 

the institution, be more comfortable and confident when considering whether to apply, have access 

to relevant information when they need it, and have a more accurate idea of what to expect.     

Utilize Positive Word of Mouth from Black Students and Community 

 As most participants referenced throughout the study, MFU and SFU’s reputation has an 

undeniable effect on prospective students’ impressions. Positive, uplifting, and supportive 

experiences, similar to Deanna’s and the admitted student Black alumni dinner, can directly 

influence enrollment decisions. To be clear, many of the participants’ recommendations overlap 

or depend on one another. For instance, one can assume the desire to learn more about Black 
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student experiences and engage with Black community members introduces students to positive 

experiences and opportunities as well as an honest account of campus. That said, Erin best 

summarized the importance and power of employing a positive word of mouth by saying: 

I think [it] starts with…making sure…Black students here do feel…like they belong… And 

that’s across the university…not just for Black students, but for all students of color. They 

need to feel comfortable and welcomed because word of mouth is…the best way to get 

someone to do something rather than sending out a flier. …Once you make [current] 

students comfortable…, then they [will] tell the high school students back home about their 

experience and about how great [MFU] is… So, I think that it starts within the university 

first and foremost [and then] moves outward. 

STRATEGIES TO INCREASE BLACK STUDENT SENSE OF BELONGING 

Lastly, with a total response rate of approximately 90%, roughly 82% of MFU and 100% 

of SFU participants offered nine suggestions to increase the sense of belonging for enrolled Black 

students. As shown in Table 5.3, these recommendations include increasing the percentage of 

Black students on campus; more resources to support efforts serving Black students; greater 

prevention, attention, and response to campus climate issues; continued focus on diversity and 

inclusion to foster a welcoming environment; increasing efforts that encourage inclusivity with 

other groups; establishing designated spaces for Black community gathering; more attention to 

intragroup relations and the varying needs within the Black student community; more Black 

faculty and staff; and more Black students in traditional and non-traditional leadership roles such 

as resident assistants, student government, and so on as a form of self-visioning and mentorship. 

Table 5.3     Participant Suggestions to Increase Black Student Sense of Belonging 
Recommendations MFU SFU Total 

Continued focus on diversity and inclusion to foster welcoming environments 10  10 
Designated physical space(s) for Black community gathering 3 1 4 
Greater attention to varying needs and intragroup relations in the Black community  3 3 
Greater prevention, attention, and response to campus climate issues 7 3 10 
More Black faculty and staff on campus 1  1 
Increase efforts that encourage inclusivity and networking with other groups 2 4 6 
More Black students in various leadership roles (e.g., residence assistants, etc.) 1  1 
Increase the representation (percentage) of Black students on campus 4 9 13 
More resources for efforts serving Black students (e.g., programs, student orgs, etc.) 3 10 13 

Grand Total 31 30 61 

Note: Values represent unique counts per participant. Total responding participants equals 14 MFU and 16 SFU. 
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Although the recommendations overlap some by institution, there are noted differences in 

the most referenced suggestions. For instance, 64% of MFU participants called for a continued 

focus on diversity and inclusion to foster a welcoming environment, and 57% suggest greater 

prevention, attention, and response to campus climate issues. Conversely, 63% of SFU participants 

want more resources for efforts that serve Black students, and 56% said to increase the percentage 

of Black students on campus. These top recommendations, and others, are detailed below. 

More Resources for Black Student Programs, Organizations, and Other Efforts  

 Participants offered several suggestions to expand resources for programs, organizations, 

and other efforts that serve Black students. These include increasing financial assistance to 

facilitate and participate in student organizations; expanding success programs, learning 

communities, and other official university initiatives; increasing funding for diversity offices; and 

developing ongoing programming that connects enrolled students with peer mentors, alumni, and 

career professionals. Participants believed implementing these efforts would position students and 

the community to create more comfortable, welcoming, and supportive experiences, particularly 

since these organizations and efforts often serve as a lifeline for Black students. Stella was one of 

several MFU participants who described how it is commonplace to not see other Black students, 

whether due to the physical footprint of the campus, residence hall assignments, or the separation 

of students by academic discipline. In these cases, Black students rely on organizations and events 

to congregate and maintain their sense of cultural community.  

Additionally, Danielle (SFU) explained one challenge that plagues student organizations 

is they are primarily funded through membership dues. This often causes organizations with fewer 

members or more members from low-income backgrounds to have fewer financial resources and 

more challenges than usual. Natalie, Krystin, and Marcus also discussed the lack of funding at 
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SFU, saying it was problematic given the role Black student organizations play in supporting the 

Black community. Natalie said, “I think [more funding] [is] the only thing that they can do. ‘Cause 

I feel like…it’s harder for the university to do something [for Black students] compared to the 

[student] organizations.” As a solution, Danielle proposed allocating an annual student stipend to 

encourage their participation and engagement in student activities. She explained: 

[The organizations] need money…to provide resources for...students that can’t pay dues… 

Some of the organizations [allow] you to pay [in] installments, which is good, but if there 

was a way to...give resources…to students who don’t have the money for certain dues 

or…to be able to apply for mini scholarships…to pay for those things [it would help]. 

…Ultimately, the [organizations] are about the experience, and if you can’t pay for the 

experience, then you…can’t go for say networking events with doctors or for the dinners 

with the people that you’re in the organization [to meet] in the first place. 

Although in different focus groups, Sienna and Marcus shed light on how limited funding 

at SFU impacts student organization membership dues, activity costs, and promotional and 

marketing efforts. Marcus believes funding challenges make it particularly difficult for some 

organizations to get more Black students involved. The financial struggle, he said, compromises 

the organization’s validity. Marcus noted this is not a challenge for Hispanic and non-cultural 

groups who can access to more financial resources due to their larger membership. Sienna also 

noted that other student-led activities, such as new Black student orientation programs that are 

vital for newly enrolled Black students, are only partially funded with university support. She said: 

The activities and the clubs, they don’t fund those... Also, they’re not promoted a lot. 

So…you have to pay money to go to [the new Black student orientation], and…I feel that 

could have been…free to all Black students. …Also, if you don’t hear from a Black person, 

you don’t hear about [it] at all. …You really have to…talk to people and …be that person 

[who]…[goes] to that one Black person you see be like, “Hey, what’s up?” 

Janelle, Tonya, and others further acknowledged that most efforts for Black students originate 

from or are supported by the university’s diversity office. Janelle said the best way to help the 

Black student community was to give more funding to diversity efforts. She explained: 
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 I say give [the lead administrator] and the diversity group more funding… They work so 

hard to make us feel welcomed…and…loved. I went to [an event] for SFU Black faculty, 

and one of the [diversity staff]…personally introduced me to all the…professors. I didn’t 

say anything; I didn’t want to meet them [but] he made me feel like I was needed here. But 

you can’t do anything if you don’t have the funding to do it. 

Leah also advocated for resources to expand activities at SFU. As stated below, she hoped 

to see more programs with alumni to encourage and increase belonging for enrolled students:  

I feel more panels or events where we learn from Black students that went here and are 

successful, and that actually made it [would help]. …It’s intimidating sometimes just being 

here. …I…want to feel like someone else went through this, I can get through it, too—

…that sense of, you’re not in this alone. You got a whole community behind you. …[That] 

someone has your back at all times, and you’re going to make it—you’re going to be okay. 

As shown, all participants who recommended more resources emphasized the attention and support 

needed to enhance organizations and activities for Black students. Additionally, most focused on 

student-led initiatives, given they serve as the principal producer of belonging for Black students.   

Increase the Percentage of Black Students on Campus 

 Although recommendations to increase the percentage of Black students on campus 

received more SFU than MFU references, over 40% of all participants believed it was the most 

assured way to improve the campus climate and increase belonging for Black students. That said, 

all participants throughout the study raised the need and desire to have more Black students on 

campus. Whether to increase diversity in the classroom, minimize feelings of isolation and being 

alone, or encourage more students to apply and enroll, participants believe growing the Black 

community would transform their institutions and, in turn, their experiences.  

Moreover, the participants offered emotional testimonies and sensible logic to back-up 

their recommendations. Stella, for instance, discussed feeling isolated as one of the only Black 

students in her residence hall at MFU. She said: 

On my side of the floor in my dorm, there [are] 20 White people [and] five Asian girls but 

…only one other Black girl. …I [am] surprised and…happy when I see a Black person... 
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[So], can I see more…people like me where I live…? I feel isolated so, [maybe] don’t 

spread us out too much [and] keep us within certain places?  

Andrea, who spoke highly of the support and comfort she receives from the SFU Black 

community, said the institution should do more to increase the Black population. When asked how 

this would help her specifically, Andrea said it would make her “feel more at home.” Tonya, who 

also said having more Black students would directly improve sense of belonging, explained: 

You would just be encouraged to make it. I think it’s a fact that when we see somebody 

who has done it, who’s made it through, who’s graduated, who’s gotten into the career that 

you want to get in to—it makes you feel like, oh, I can do it. Oh, I can be like this person. 

[There’s] more Black people here, more Black people graduating…more Black people 

getting into these job fields. It makes you want to do it.  

Natalie shared similar thoughts on how having a larger percentage of Black students would 

have a trickle-down effect in empowering current and future Black students. She also said that, 

although she believes there is not much SFU administrators can do to change student behavior, 

having more Black students on campus would strengthen the Black community and Black student 

organizations. Ultimately, it would bolster how they support and care for themselves in the 

environment. Additionally, several participants discussed how increasing Black student 

representation would make them less of an anomaly among their White peers. They believed a 

larger population would alleviate the need for Black students to self-segregate, expand 

opportunities for inclusivity with other racial and ethnic groups, and generally improve campus 

climate and race relations. For instance, Deanna (SFU) said, “Right now, everyone knows 

everyone. But if there were more people here, everyone wouldn’t know everyone. …It would be 

more mixed, and people wouldn’t feel the need to cling on to the other Black people they see.”  

Lastly, two additional reflections on increasing the representation of Black students on 

campus also highlighted benefits beyond the Black community. Aaron (MFU) said, “I feel like the 

only way to improve the experience of Black students without making it things that they have to 
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specifically devote more energy to...would be increasing the [number] of Black students…on 

campus.” Aaron further explained that having more Black students is more effective than inclusion 

policies that “try to affect the behavior of faculty, staff, and non-Black students.” He said it would 

allow others to “get used to interacting with Black people, rather than telling them how to interact 

with different people.” Alex (MFU) shared similar thoughts in a different focus group, saying:  

I think ultimately, in terms of improving experiences, it’s not something that really can 

happen in one or two years. I think [it will] over the course of maybe like 20 years, as the 

student body changes, because ultimately, your experience [here] is determined by the 

people you interact with.  

The participants’ suggestions highlight the many advantages of increasing the percentage of Black 

students. Although some participants felt their institutions could also admit more of the Black 

students who already apply, others recognized the change they desire would likely occur over 

many years. Moreover, all acknowledged that the university must commit fully to transformation. 

Continued Focus on Diversity and Inclusion to Foster Welcoming Environment 

 Keeping with the understanding that transforming an institution’s structural diversity to 

include more students of color requires multiple approaches, different strategies, supportive 

policies, and sufficient time, MFU participants also said institutional efforts must be ongoing and 

focused. In being attentive to diversity and inclusion initiatives, participants discussed the value 

of maintaining continued focus to foster a welcoming environment for Black and other students of 

color. Specifically, the participants discussed the need to acknowledge exclusionary practices—

past and present—while supporting Black students’ needs and interests, expand resources for 

effective initiatives and model new efforts, and continually evaluate and adapt efforts to maintain 

progress toward DEI. As shown in Table 5.3, this category was comprised exclusively of MFU 

participants, which is likely due to the growing attention to a relatively new DEI initiative along 

with recent campus climate incidents at the time of the study. Although MFU participants 
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expressed a general appreciation for the university’s DEI efforts, many also said the efforts were 

often ineffective. For instance, Sara discussed her experience in a diversity seminar and said: 

I think it’s good [that] they…have [the seminars] because there are students who actually 

listen and take it seriously. [For] some [it’s] a joke. From personal experience…there was 

a girl talking about her roommate, who says the “N-Word.” She was like, “Yeah, I try to 

tell my roommate to not say the word,” but [she] and her friend were giggling 

while…telling the story, and I found that so offensive. I’m sitting there, the only Black 

person in the entire room. It was almost 100 to 200 of us there. She’s literally gigging while 

she’s saying she tried to tell her roommate not to say the “N-word,” which means she 

probably did not tell her roommate not to say it, and…thinks it’s a joke. 

Sara went on to say that she understands there is not much the university can do if students do not 

want to change. Jason offered his experience in agreement, saying: 

A lot of the negative stuff I’ve experienced because I’m Black [is] more because of 

individual students and not…the university itself. The university is already making efforts 

…[such as the diversity seminar]… At the same time, I don’t really think they’re too 

effective—they’re at random times, it’s two hours long, and all of the students that I talked 

to who were there…just let information go in one ear and out the other. Some of [them] 

had heard all of this stuff before. I don’t think a lot of the people who really needed to hear 

[it] were really listening, either. I don’t really know what can be done at this point.  

Participants’ also emphasized additional efforts that they believed would have a significant 

impact. For example, Kayla (MFU) recommended more learning communities like hers, saying, 

while it is not specifically for Black students, it is a racially and ethnically diverse community and 

a supportive and welcoming program. Avery said MFU could learn from other institutions as she 

did while researching how other universities increase diversity. One of Avery’s findings, 

establishing cultural spaces for different communities, is discussed in more detail later in this 

section. Avery and Kacey also suggested that administrators take care to not lump all students of 

color experiences, needs, and challenges together. In this, participants viewed aspects of the 

university’s support for multiculturalism as devaluing Black students’ experiences and 

diminishing cultural efforts. More than anything, participants wanted to know that university DEI 
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efforts were not just in response to campus climate incidents, but were ongoing commitments to 

bring about lasting change. Alex expressed this concern well in stating: 

While the administration can push people in the right direction, it’s up to you as the 

individual to act in a certain way. I guess as more diversity is introduced into the school, 

things will get better, but as it is today, I think it stagnates at a certain point. Especially, I 

think the attention to diversity shouldn’t only be brought to the forefront when an incident 

happens. It should just be something on the plate at all times, and something that should be 

worked on continuously, and hopefully in 20 years, it’ll be a different conversation. 

Greater Prevention, Attention, and Response to Campus Climate Issues 

As noted, developing efficient, effective, and culturally aware plans and responsive actions 

against campus climate issues was among the higher-rated recommendations, particularly for MFU 

participants. The recommendation is presented as an extension of continued institutional DEI 

efforts that are reflective and remain ongoing as opposed to one-off crisis response actions. 

Evidenced by their reflections, the skewed attention toward campus climate by MFU participants 

is again likely the result of recent and somewhat continuing racial incidents that were known to 

some students during the college search and choice process as well as after they enrolled.  

Although participants acknowledged the institution could not necessarily control the 

opinions and behaviors of individual students, they advised the university to exhibit more empathy 

to affected student groups and take a firm approach to discourage and reject racist behavior by 

making the consequences clear. They also recalled incidents that they felt the institution handled 

poorly. For example, Erin was one of many MFU students who protested the vandalism and graffiti 

of racial slurs toward Black and Hispanic students during the university’s welcome week. She 

attended meetings with university leadership and called for change and more support around these 

issues. At one meeting, Erin says the chief of police seemed unaware of several racial incidents. 

She and other students also interpreted the president’s response as “unaffected.” She explained: 
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I know the president tries to have fireside chats every semester. He emails random people, 

“Hey, come out.” [And] people will come. I feel how they react to things could be handled 

way better. …When I read that email [about the incidents], I was like, there’s no emotion 

attached to it. Even when he was talking to us…he wasn’t saying the right things… It just 

[felt] like he didn’t care, like, “It’s not affecting me, so what do I really care?” 

Although some first-year students had not experienced these incidents first-hand, they were aware 

of their occurrence and the insufficient response by the administration. Denise said:  

I think it would really make Black kids here feel recognized and supported if [when] a bias 

incident…happens, the university immediately sends out a statement. [It] doesn’t have to 

go into all this detail and be like a whole six-page essay, but just “this is just a reminder 

that [MFU has] no tolerance for this kind of bias and behavior.” I just think if they remain 

silent on it or try to sweep it under the rug, people will think it’s okay. 

In a separate focus group, Karen, who shared a similar perception to Erin and Denise, said: 

I know last year at the beginning of the year, with the slurs on the wall, and the racial 

things, people protested for a hot second, everybody got a sticker on their door [that said] 

“You belong here.” ...This has happened a few times from what I’ve heard from other 

people… It’s kind of like you have a conversation with [the university president], or the 

[Black Student Union organization] will have a conversation with him, and…you think it’s 

solved, [but] then nothing really happens. It’s more of an image thing [for the 

administration] than a comfort thing [for affected students]. 

By and large, SFU participants agreed that university leadership could do and say more to 

denounce and disrupt discriminatory and racist activities on campus. When discussing the 

incidents that occurred before she enrolled, Olivia suggested the university announce and impose 

consequences on those who openly engage in racist activities. In a separate focus group, Deanna 

chimed in saying SFU should “[address] issues…in a way that’s…more strict than they have in 

the past.” She said, “[It] would help make Black students feel [like] they’re appreciated here and 

[that] anything that happens to them is not just going to be swept under the rug.” 

Additional Recommendations 

Although fewer in the number of references, participants also spoke passionately about 

recommendations to encourage inclusivity between different student communities; designate 
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cultural spaces, including spaces for Black community gathering; give more attention to intergroup 

relations and varying needs within the Black student community; have more Black students in 

leadership roles; and hire more Black faculty and staff. Similar to previously discussed 

recommendations, these were also skewed by institution depending on the unique circumstances 

at the time of the study. For instance, students at both institutions referenced challenges with 

inclusivity and how, they believed, the institution could play a more active role in encouraging and 

supporting meaningful and ongoing student relationships across racial and ethnic groups. In this, 

participants suggested administrators bring students together through shared interest activities, 

such as academic fields, career goals, and other commonalities rather than, or perhaps in addition 

to, primarily focusing on racial and cultural belonging and community.  

One sentiment that was more prevalent among SFU participants was the simultaneous joy 

and frustration regarding the close-knit ties within the Black student community. As discussed in 

RQ 2, several students expressed that, while it was helpful and reassuring to know a strong 

community was available, it was difficult to expand beyond the community, which became a 

source a tension and worry for some. When asked how active and intentional inclusion efforts 

would help the Black student experience, Leah (SFU) said:  

I think it would make it better. I’m worried that it’s really all about networking and you 

can’t just network with Black people. You have…to learn to work with people who are not 

like you. I feel by venturing out and just kind of breaking that inclusivity barrier…it’ll 

teach us, and it will help us more than anything.  

Additionally, Kacey at MFU said despite feeling welcomed in her learning community, it is often 

difficult to engage with White students in a meaningful way—even with their shared interests. 

More participants across institutions and focus groups agreed that not all Black students are 

interested in the same thing, yet are often treated as a monolith. Camden (SFU) said:  
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I don’t want it to be just…the here and now. …I’d rather form relationships with people 

who [are] on my same track or… [in the] same major...because I feel…that’s what’s most 

important now. …[The] relationships that I think [the university and diversity efforts] are 

kind of forcing are not with people [who have] the same…goals or…path [as me].  

Conversely, other participants cautioned against forcing groups to intermingle, stating it 

would likely not be received well by Black or White students. Yet and still, they were not opposed 

to mixers, career panels, and other engaging activities that intentionally brought different 

culturally-based academic organizations together with general academic organizations. They 

hoped these types of efforts would provide opportunities to meaningfully engage with non-Black 

peers and develop networking skills across cultural groups—something they acknowledged would 

be necessary to carry them beyond the college environment and professionally.  

Despite some participant’s desire and recommendation to cultivate more inclusive 

academic experiences, they did not dismiss the need for community belonging within cultural 

groups. For example, SFU has multiple official and unofficial cultural spaces that are primarily 

utilized by Black students or Black and Latinx students. Several SFU students referenced these 

cultural spaces throughout the focus group interview and, although the majority of first-year 

participants had not yet fully utilized them, it was a comfort to know the spaces were available.  

On the other hand, MFU does not have such spaces. A few participants discussed the need 

for these spaces and shared their frustration that MFU’s emphasis toward multiculturalism 

inherently dismisses the unique needs and issues facing Black students. Stella, for example, 

suggested cultural residence halls, a notion that has become a growing trend to support and 

cultivate belonging for underrepresented students. Although Stella noted the suggestion “may get 

flagged [as being] racist towards White people, or other groups,” she viewed it as no different from 

the experience many White students have in campus dormitories or sorority and fraternity housing. 

In a lengthy but relevant response, Avery discussed how a class project on other institutions’ DEI 
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efforts revealed a commitment toward culturally-specific spaces, including common spaces and 

residence halls, and the positive effect it had on campus diversity and climate. She expressed her 

frustration at MFU’s seeming unwillingness to consider similar resources, saying: 

The only thing [MFU] tries to do is knock down the different compartments of having races 

in different spaces, [by] saying, “We’re multicultural. We’re accepting of all different 

people in all these spaces.” While that is what we wish, [it’s not] our reality. Having 

spaces...on campus for people to feel a sense of belonging, to feel welcomed, to… find a 

place to call home…[a] safe place…makes a difference in Black student experiences 

…considering…our climate here is probably never going to change, despite their efforts.  

Avery said it is frustrating that students have asked for such spaces for years, but the institution 

has chosen not to respond, seemingly out of concern that other students may misinterpret usage 

policies as discriminatory. Avery said no student, regardless of their background, would be barred 

from enjoying the space, but it is imperative, given the size of the campus, that Black students 

have a place of refuge where they can interact with other Black students. She explained: 

Nobody’s being barred. It’s not an exclusive type of thing. …I think there’s…something 

special [in saying], “The University cares enough to provide me with [a] space that is for 

Black people.” Or a space that cares about me, in particular, because of [my] specific 

needs…[and] the challenges that I face as a [Black] student at [MFU]. I feel like…there’s 

nothing [the university] could possibly do except let us know that they hear us, they see us, 

and they want to help us, in particular. Not just say, “Everybody deserves the same help 

that you get.” While everybody deserves the same attention, we’re not being given it. 

Finally, SFU participants offered a noteworthy addition in calling for university 

administrators to be more attentive to the intragroup dynamics within the Black community. While 

participants at both MFU and SFU discussed occasions of community tension, rifts, and pressure, 

especially among Black students who seek social inclusivity with non-Black peers, SFU 

participants discussed the disjointed relationship between Black/African American and 

Black/African and students. While MFU participants conveyed a willingness and necessity for a 

cohesive Black community, several SFU participants discussed the segregation and exclusion that 

often occurs among Black students. In speaking with participants in both identity groups, 
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Black/African students, including those born in the U.S., expressed a strong connection to their 

cultural roots. While they do not necessarily exclude themselves from the larger SFU Black 

community, they discussed feeling more connected and at home with other Black/African students. 

Given our cultures are a prominent aspect of who we are, Black/African students sought others 

from the same or similar cultures on campus, often resulting in a strong, but insular community.  

Conversely, several Black/African American students said they felt left out, looked down 

upon, or not fully embraced or welcomed by their Black/African peers. Most were frustrated by 

this somewhat negative experience, given the inclusion challenges that already exist for Black 

students. Although participants did not offer specific solutions or strategies apart from suggestions 

to seek more diversity in Black student recruitment, they reiterated attention to STEM and other 

competitive majors that are visibly more Black/African than Black/African American. That said, 

participants raised the issue to bring awareness to university officials. They hoped the 

acknowledgment would reiterate that student needs and interests differ within the Black 

community, celebrate the unique and relevant differences in culture and nationality, and encourage 

better inclusion and acceptance within the Black community as a whole.   

SUMMARY 

As presented, participants offered several recommendations that they believed could 

increase the interest, representation, and belonging of Black students. In general, these 

recommendations stressed an appreciation for and the effectiveness of working across the 

education to career pipeline, emphasized a desire to promote Black faces and voices to positions 

of leadership and influence, and called for more effective and stronger responses by institutional 

leadership. The participants not only offered achievable actions and interventions for meaningful 

change, but they also challenged their institutions in that the implementation must be intentional 
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and sustained as opposed to one-off reactionary measures. As such, the participants noted the 

success of these efforts required a commitment for the long haul. That said, all participants 

ultimately believed the most assured way to interest the interest, representation, and belonging of 

Black students’ experiences was to have more Black students on campus.  

The strategies to increase interest (and ideally applications) were one of the few points in 

the study where all participants were in agreement with their top recommendations. Many 

participants felt their institutions sought a specific type of student. Some believed their institution 

preferred Black students from predominantly White high schools and communities, while others 

believed they preferred predominantly Black high schools and communities. Also, in the case of 

SFU, participants believed the institution funneled African students from immigrant families 

toward STEM disciplines and other Black students toward less competitive programs, such as 

liberal arts and humanities. Overall, the participants wanted more diversity within the Black 

population, and they encouraged more high school visits, earlier outreach programs, and so on as 

effective methods. Notably, only one participant recommended more Black recruiters and 

admission counselors; instead, participants suggested increased exposure to the broader Black 

community, including faculty, non-admissions staff, alumni, and current students. They also called 

for programming and information that highlighted the Black experience and reinforced 

attainability, admissibility, and support services as a way to encourage more applicants.  

In increasing Black student representation or enrollment on campus, participants offered 

fewer suggestions as many believed the strategies used to increase interest would also positively 

affect representation. That said, MFU and SFU participants equally believed their institutions 

receive an adequate number of qualified applicants, and they simply need to admit more of them. 

The participants also suggested a greater focus to improve the reputation by word of mouth as 
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opposed to marketing publications, and they emphasized tailored information and programming 

that begins much earlier than the typical high school junior or senior recruitment. The participants 

held firm that earlier engagement was critical if institutions want to affect students while they still 

have time to improve grades or other measures that may make them more competitive applicants.  

Finally, with increasing the sense of belonging of enrolled Black students, MFU 

participants spoke more about a continued focus on diversity and inclusion to foster a welcoming 

environment as well as greater prevention, attention, and response to campus climate issues. As 

noted in the chapter, this emphasis is expected given the recent campus climate incidents many 

MFU participants experienced or were exposed to during the college search and choice process. 

Conversely, SFU participants emphasized more resources for efforts that serve Black students, 

including mini scholarships or stipends to assist with student organization membership fees given 

the organizations bear the brunt of facilitating Black students’ sense of belonging, yet struggle 

with financial resources. They also called for attention to intragroup dynamics between African 

and African American students and general efforts that normalize their presence on campus. 

Across the spectrum, participants offered what they believe can improve their experiences 

and transform the institution for future students. Nevertheless, and despite these recommendations, 

participants grappled with whose responsibility it was to help Black students feel like they belong. 

As noted, some participants believed institutions should do more to cultivate a safe and welcoming 

environment. Other participants shared opinions that the onus rests with individuals—that the 

institution itself was doing what it could, and it was up to students to modify their beliefs and 

behaviors to make the entire community feel welcomed. Above all, the participants recognized the 

complexity of Black students’ belonging at PWIs. Further, they expressed a desire to see dedicated, 

focused efforts—with input from students—that are revisited and redeveloped as needed. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion, Implications, Future Research, and Conclusion 

The final chapter, as presented below, provides a concise yet comprehensive review of the 

study’s critical findings and considerations for future scholarship and practice. Specifically, 

Chapter 6 includes a brief overview of the study, a review and detailed discussion of the critical 

findings, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research. The last section 

explores concluding thoughts and personal reflections from the research experience. 

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY 

Despite decades of concerted efforts to increase equity and access in higher education, 

Black students have experienced minimum gains, as low as 3.5%, over more than 40 years of post-

secondary enrollment. As a whole, Black students are severely underrepresented in U.S. higher 

education, particularly at predominantly or historically White state flagship and selective public 

institutions (NCES, 2020; Perna et al., 2006). In examining the enrollment challenge, researchers 

proposed a variety of factors, including racist experiences and racially biased actions that 

undermine productive policy efforts to increase Black student representation (Harper et al., 2009). 

These experiences, as evidenced by the 63% increase in reported racially biased hate crimes in 

2016 (U.S. Department of Education, 2017) and other lesser reported incidents, continue to rise 

and, therefore, contribute to inhospitable environments for Black students.  

As supported by the literature review in Chapter 2, Black students are more likely to face 

unwelcoming, isolating, and hostile environments, a diminished sense of belonging, and a negative 

campus climate, particularly at predominantly White, historically White, and more selective 

institutions. As a result, enrolled students who experience adverse incidents are less likely to 

return, and prospective students who perceive a potentially harmful climate or belonging are less 
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likely to apply or enroll. Thus, Black students’ sense of belonging and campus climate, the focus 

of this study, are critical to enrollment, retention, and graduation efforts.  

Despite institutional interest and actions to improve the representation and experiences of 

Black students, many proceed with a limited perspective. For example, most college choice 

research presents econometric cost-benefit analyses with little, if any, incorporation of the critical 

social and cultural factors that may influence Black and other underrepresented students’ college 

choice behaviors. Additionally, campus diversity efforts most often prioritize structural diversity 

strategies—as determined by the number of non-White, racially underrepresented students—

without addressing influential factors such as the historical legacy of diversity and exclusion, 

current campus climate, or institutional practices embedded in Whiteness. Moreover, scholars and 

practitioners rarely engage Black students directly to learn their perspectives and ideas when 

developing student-serving policies and practices. Few studies investigate Black students’ 

perspectives on what shaped their expectations of belonging and campus climate during the college 

choice process with their lived experiences after they have enrolled. Further, even fewer studies 

use qualitative design to investigate Black students’ prospective and enrolled experiences to 

inform recruitment and enrollment strategies and improve sense of belonging and campus climate.  

To that end, this qualitative dissertation supports efforts to inform equity and access in 

higher education and enhance the representation and experiences of Black students at PWIs by 

investigating their prospective student assumptions, presumptions, and expectations about the 

college environment with their lived experiences once enrolled. Through the power of counter-

narratives, this study sought to 1) explore how Black students shape their assumptions and 

presumptions of belonging and campus climate during the college search and choice process, and 

2) synthesize Black students’ expectations, enrolled experiences, and recommendations to 
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determine what, if anything, can increase and improve the interest, representation, and experiences 

of Black students at selective, predominantly or historically White institutions.  

The research methodology, detailed in Chapter 3, foregrounds critical race theory (CRT), 

which centered racial identity in exploring, validating, and honoring Black students’ perceptions, 

perspectives, and ideas. Given the focus on racial experiences, the study incorporated culturally 

responsive focus groups (CRFGs) to define the primary instrument (Rodriguez et al., 2011). 

Additionally, participants completed an in-person guided writing to prime them for reflection and 

an online demographic questionnaire to capture background information that might influence or 

differentiate participants’ expectations, experiences, or perspectives. In total, the study included 

33 Black/African American, Black/African, or Black/Multiracial participants across two 

predominantly or historically White institutions—Midwest Flagship University or MFU and 

Southwest Flagship University or SFU—in the Midwest and Southwest U.S.  

REVIEW AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

As presented in Chapters 4 and 5, participants ruminated and recapped their hopes, 

concerns, choices, and experiences through personal narratives in writing and group or individual 

discussion. Their accounts reflect the complexity of their individual and shared identities and 

experiences, as well as the internal and external factors that shaped their sense of belonging and 

campus climate as prospective and enrolled students. Each participant offered their contribution 

freely, to their comfort level, and with extraordinary detail, transparency, insight, and empowered 

vulnerability. Together, through their voices and thorough data analysis, the findings address and 

answer the study’s four research questions with depth and breadth across multiple themes and 

categories. While the analysis yielded numerous findings outside the scope of this study, the most 

significant and relevant are discussed succinctly within their themes below.  
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Review of RQ 1 Findings: Prospective Student Expectations 

The findings from RQ 1 resulted in four primary themes upon which participants built their 

expectations of belonging and campus climate as prospective SFU and MFU students. Across RQ 

1’s four primary themes, more than half of the participants did not think about, were not worried 

about, or were optimistic about their belonging. By thematic area, 57% of participants expressed 

positive or neutral assumptions of belonging in diversity and campus climate, 71% in academics, 

66% in social and cultural, and 63% in overall fit. Participants outside these percentages expressed 

some hesitation or concern regarding their belonging. The findings in RQ 1 affirmed most 

participants developed assumptions or expectations of belonging and campus climate during the 

college search and choice process. Those who indeed did not have an assumption were singularly 

focused on outcomes or other priorities they believed outweighed belonging and campus climate. 

Further, participants formed their institutional assumptions based on several factors and subfactors 

detailed in Table 4.1. At a high-level, these factors centered the participants’ prior experience, 

familiarity or success in environments perceived as similar; intentionality or openness in seeking 

different environments; focus on other priorities—such as professional connections and career 

opportunities; understanding of the institutions’ reputation key areas; and overall mindset or belief 

in their ability to control for desired outcomes.   

Discussion of RQ 1 Findings 

The participants’ reflections in RQ 1 spanned varying periods and frames of time, 

depending on their level of institutional exposure, interest, and engagement. For some, influential 

factors more frequently occurred over one or two years, typically during their junior and senior 

year in high school, as part of the active college search and application process. Others recalled 

meaningful information sources and interactions dating back to middle school outreach and 
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recruitment programs. Although not a direct research question, the findings in RQ 1 assert and 

affirm the growing literature that the development of sense of belonging begins with the students’ 

first meaningful awareness or interaction with an institution. Specifically, when considering the 

effect of recruitment and enrollment efforts, London et al. (2011) proposed students’ college 

experience and their developing sense of belonging begin during the college choice process. 

Holmes et al. (2000) also emphasized the effect of Black students’ and their families’ pre-

enrollment experiences on their future belonging and success.  

In discussing their pre-enrollment perspectives and experiences, nearly all participants 

expressed an assumption or presumption of belonging. While some participants discounted 

external factors and instead, focused on degree outcomes and other perceived benefits of 

enrollment, most participants shared explicit hopes or concerns of belonging. Their perspectives 

and assumptions were commonly shaped by high school experiences and pre-matriculation college 

interactions, including information from trusted sources, intake from the news or social media, and 

first-hand encounters. This acknowledgment of early belonging formation holds significance in 

raising awareness of and potentially connecting prospective students’ pre-enrollment sense of 

belonging with more routine examinations of enrolled student belonging and experiences. Further, 

the finding points to opportunities to cultivate more meaningful and influential relationships with 

students and families over an extended period as opposed to limited or transactional interactions 

during the college search and choice process.  

In all cases, participants assumed their chosen institution would do no substantial or 

irrevocable harm and, more importantly, would offer opportunities and resources that would 

support their desired college outcomes. Further, participants who anticipated belonging or campus 

climate challenges deemed them to be valuable, real-world experiences that would help when 
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navigating similar post-graduation challenges in the workforce or the general national and political 

climate. In the end, the intrinsic value of the academic benefit seemingly outweighed distinct 

opportunities for social and cultural belonging. This trade-off of benefits draws attention to the 

literature’s socio-econometric models as well as the influence of national and global rankings, 

other measures of academic prestige, and career networking and opportunities. Additional 

discussion specific to the four primary themes is offered below. 

RQ 1: Diversity and Campus Climate 

When considering the participants’ perceptions of race on campus, the findings revealed a 

direct correlation with their expectations of belonging and campus climate. Overall, approximately 

71% of participants with a negative perception of race on campus also expressed concerns about 

belonging. More specifically, 15% of participants reported a positive or “neutral leaning positive” 

perception of race on campus, 58% reported neutral perceptions, and 27% reported “leaning 

negative” or negative perceptions. Additionally, the participants’ perceptions of race as 

prospective students notably differed by institution (see Figure 4.1). While both institutions have 

a complex history of racial demographics, campus climate, and admissions policies, the drastic 

difference in MFU participants’ negative perceptions (+42%) is most likely due to their awareness 

of or exposure to campus climate incidents during their college search process.  

MFU participants also discussed what they perceived as a lackluster diversity reputation 

and troubling responses or outcomes to race-related policies, including the effect and impression 

of its now legally-banned affirmative action admission policy. The participants’ connection of 

race, diversity, and campus climate to institutional and state policies corresponds with the literature 

on how institutional reputation and the consideration of race in admissions policies influences 

perceptions of belonging for underrepresented students. For instance, Teranishi and Briscoe (2008) 
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examined the role of race, racialized ideologies, and perceived racism in Black students’ college 

choice perceptions, expectations, and behaviors following the CA Prop 209 statewide affirmative 

action ban. Using CRT to challenge econometric college choice models, Teranishi and Briscoe 

found an expressed relationship between race, admissibility to selective campuses, affirmative 

action, and perceptions of being unwelcomed and unsupported. Their findings mirrored some 

participant reflections at MFU and countered some reflections at SFU given SFU’s successful 

consideration of race in admissions review.  

Additionally, the participants’ perceptions and experiences both correlate with and differ 

from Slay’s (2017) dissertation case study that examied Michigan’s state affirmative action ban 

(Prop 2) and its impact on Black students’ perceptions of diversity and campus climate during their 

University of Michigan recruitment and college choice process. Whereas Slay’s participants were 

subject to ambiguous or overly broad diversity messages that were devoid of accurate and 

authentic accounts of diversity commitments and expectations, participants in the current study 

had mixed experiences. In particular, participants within the MFU outreach and engagement 

model, which emphasized strategic and deliberate engagement with local underserved and 

disadvantaged schools and communities, enjoyed greater awareness and understanding of diversity 

resources and opportunities than Black students from out-of-state or other non-targeted schools 

and communities. As a result, participants within the outreach and engagement model confidently 

expected a strong foundation, culturally-similar peers, commitment to diversity, and overall 

support. Their informed position aligns with previous studies that suggest probable success when 

coupling race-neutral admission policies with explicit acknowledgment of historical exclusionary 

practices and institutional commitments to diversity and inclusion. These include initiatives with 
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underserved and disadvantaged schools, attention to overall messaging, and cultural spaces on 

campus (Domina, 2007; Heilig et al., 2011).  

Conversely, participants outside the MFU outreach and engagement model encountered 

more conventional recruitment experiences and related perceptions, including concerns of feeling 

unwelcomed, under-valued, and unable to identify a supportive community committed to their 

academic success (Teranishi & Briscoe, 2008; Slay, 2017). While SFU participants were not 

immune to similar conflicts and concerns, they offered fewer expressions in this area, given the 

institution’s automatic admission policy, legal challenges that successfully defended the use of 

race in admissions, and limited recent negative campus racial incidents in the media.   

RQ 1: Academics 

As presented in Chapter 4, nearly 71% of participants reported they did not think to 

question their academic preparedness or believed they were prepared and, therefore, were not 

apprehensive about their academic integration and belonging. Comparatively, 22% of participants 

expressed nervousness, and 6% discussed more serious concerns about their future academic 

performance. These academic assumptions are relevant to the study’s aim and focus in that it 

frames academic self-assessment and self-actualization as critical components in campus 

integration and belonging. Although sense of belonging often foregrounds non-academic factors, 

the participants’ pre-enrolled perspectives and enrolled experiences show one’s belief and ability 

to perform at a level similar to their peers validates and affirms their presence in the academic 

environment. Further, as the participants’ expressions illustrate, academic self-actualization and 

belonging begin before entering the academic or classroom environment. Moreover, academic 

belonging provides a foundation upon which one may withstand other challenges to their 

belonging or inclusion.  
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Additionally, MFU and SFU participants discussed feeling encouraged or discouraged 

about their academic ability and potential by University messaging and officials, high school 

administrators and personnel, and high school peers. For example, when discussing college 

options, some participants noted White peers frequently devalued their acceptance by stating 

institutions often lower admission criteria for Black students. Other participants who engaged in 

targeted outreach initiatives to disadvantaged schools or attended what they considered to be 

lower-quality high schools believed they were admitted for the sake of diversity. Also, many 

participants discussed submitting applications despite being told by one or more influential persons 

that they would likely not be admitted. Similarly, Teranishi and Briscoe’s (2008) participants 

received unwelcoming and discouraging messages regarding their admissibility and the highly 

contentious debate around racial consideration at selective institutions. Further, both Teranishi and 

Briscoe and Vue et al. (2017) found Black participants grappled with the burden of potentially 

benefiting from race-conscious affirmative action programs and policies.  

While participants in both of the above studies acknowledged affirmative action programs 

and policies improved equity and access, they also heightened concerns about the participants’ 

perceived lower academic ability and merit as internalized from their White peers. Likewise, MFU 

and SFU participants doubted their admissibility despite being academically qualified. Although 

56% of SFU participants benefited from automatic admission policies, most participants expressed 

apprehension regarding their admissibility to competitive disciplines or the University in general.   

In alignment with Freeman (1997), Teranishi and Briscoe (2008), and Slay (2017), a few 

MFU participants discussed the elimination of race in admissions consideration, some SFU 

participants discussed school disparities and automatic admission policies, and others emphasized 

selectivity, perceived preference towards Whiteness, or racial issues as causes to doubt their 
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admissibility or future performance in the university environment. In most cases, the participants’ 

concerns were mitigated by their offer of admission, at which point the participants’ mindset 

shifted to a belief that the institution would not offer admission unless it viewed them as 

academically capable and was prepared to ensure they succeed. Still, participants at both 

institutions shared their need to prove they belonged by way of their academic performance. The 

“prove them wrong syndrome” (Moore et al., 2003) is further explored in RQ 2 and discussed later 

in classroom interactions, engagement, and academic performance as enrolled students. 

RQ 1: Social and Cultural Opportunities 

Participants offered two salient perspectives regarding their assumptions of social and 

cultural belonging. First, participants believed the size of the institution, irrespective of its diversity 

reputation or campus climate, virtually guaranteed they would, at some point, find a community 

of like or like-minded individuals. Second, participants largely believed they possessed full control 

over their social engagement. In other words, while participants acknowledged they could not 

control classroom demographics or the overall campus environment, many were confident they 

could craft their social lives to fit their desired experience. Additionally, a few participants 

expressed little to no concern about social and cultural opportunities as they prioritized academics, 

degree outcomes, and other interests or needs. 

This assertion of social indifference or well-being among 66% of participants was 

especially true for those from a partnership or high-feeder school that enrolls sizeable student 

cohorts each year. The assertion also contradicts some aspects of the literature, particularly 

Freeman (1997) and Means et al. (2016), who found Black high school participants were less 

enthusiastic and had more concerns about attending PWIs after recruitment and campus visit 

programs. Although the current study does not include non-enrolling participants, most MFU and 
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SFU participants spoke positively about on-campus visit experiences during high school. 

Moreover, aside from a few references of uncomfortable or unwelcoming campus experiences, 

several participants stated that campus and diversity-specific programs increased their awareness 

and understanding of social and cultural opportunities. Additionally, some participants felt it 

inconceivable to consider social experiences on campus as a whole, knowing they would never 

engage every student on campus. Instead, these participants remained focused on the probability 

of finding a small community for belonging, inclusion, and other types of support. 

Conversely, the lack of diversity and questioning whether they would find and be accepted 

by their desired community were contributing factors in the remaining participants’ skepticism, 

uncertainty, or concerns. Those who were skeptical formed expectations based on limited 

information about or exposure to social and cultural offerings. Additionally, a few participants 

offered mixed perceptions where they felt more confident about social opportunities and belonging 

than cultural opportunities and belonging, or vice versa. These examples of wavering and 

uncertainty speak to Holmes et al.’s (2000) and Slay’s (2017) findings around the information gap 

and the value of direct and unambiguous communication and culturally validating experiences 

during the college choice process. Moreover, other cases of skepticism and uncertainty centered 

the participants’ awareness of enrolled students’ who faced microaggressions and other challenges 

that caused them to ponder encountering similar experiences. Lastly, participants who expressed 

serious concerns considered additional issues related to personal safety and blatant and overt racial 

incidents. Participants in this group worried greatly about fitting into the environment given they 

perceived it as predominantly White and primarily populated by students with differing or 

conservative views on diversity, inclusion, Black, and other underrepresented and historically 

excluded students.  



 

 239 

RQ 1: Overall Fit 

Finally, participants’ expectations of overall fit considered their beliefs about integrating 

into the campus culture from an academic, social-cultural, and diversity perspective all in one. The 

findings showed that participants’ expressions and expectations aligned closely with their social 

and cultural belonging perspectives. Roughly 27% of participants expressed excitement or 

optimism, and approximately 36% stated they were not worried about it or would find a way to 

adjust and fit in. Among the less optimistic or those with concerns, 21% said they were prepared 

for challenges but open to new experiences, and 15% were deeply distressed about fitting in. Some 

participants who expressed concerns questioned their choice to enroll up until the start of the first 

semester, with two participants still questioning their decision as enrolled students. 

Similar to other RQ 1 themes, the finding draws attention to valuing supportive messaging, 

information sharing, and community engagement to help foster students’ belief and sense of 

belonging. Participants who were more aware of the campus culture either felt more connected to 

it or were more confident in their ability to navigate it and ultimately find their niche. Additionally, 

given many participants stated MFU or SFU were initially not high on their college lists, it is 

telling that only five students expressed, and two of them continued to grapple with concerns. 

These participants chose to enroll for a variety of reasons, including significant financial support, 

academic prestige, and family influence. This college choice behavior points to the fact that 

students who are drawn to flagship and selective institutions are willing and able to overlook 

potentially negative attributes set aside hesitations or concerns.  

In connecting to the literature, the findings for overall fit encompass all RQ 1 findings and 

aligns with cited studies that establish sense of belonging as consequential to the college choice 

process. Further, despite the centrality of race and racialized experiences, the findings counter 
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certain aspects of Freeman’s (1997, 1999), Means et al.’s (2016), and Slay’s (2017) prior research 

in how participants weighed race and ethnicity when considering their college choice options. For 

instance, Means et al. found Black high school students minimally considered state flagships and 

PWIs. Freeman (1999) found students from predominantly White high schools preferred HBCUs, 

while those from predominantly Black high schools sought “real-world” experiences at more 

racially diverse institutions. Additionally, Slay found campus visit and recruitment programs often 

called attention to Black students’ underrepresentation, which heightened concerns of institutional 

fit and negative perceptions of belonging and, consequently, affected some admitted students’ 

enrollment actions. Still, like Slay (2017), the current study shows the participants’ racial and 

ethnic demographic preferences or concerns were not an overarching or deciding factor in the 

college choice actions for most students.  

In the current study, participants who sought more “real-world” and diverse environments 

came from both predominantly Black and predominantly White schools. These participants knew 

the institutions lacked racial diversity, yet were unaware of the extent to which the disparity would 

shape their enrolled student experience. Further, the participants’ willingness to deprioritize racial 

diversity suggests institutions can benefit from widely disseminating information—be it in person, 

online, direct mail to home, or emails to students and families. Information that emphasizes 

financial and academic resources, networking, social and cultural opportunities, and the overall 

value of the institution can increase awareness and potentially quell concerns of belonging during 

the college search and choice process. 

Review of RQ 2 Findings: Enrolled Student Lived Experiences and Peer Recommendations 

In RQ 2, the participants’ sense of belonging as enrolled students focused on three primary 

themes—diversity and campus climate; academic performance, classroom interactions and 
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engagement; and social and cultural interactions and engagement. Unlike their prospective student 

expectations, participants shared multiple and distinct enrolled experiences that differed to varying 

degrees from what they anticipated. Thus, the findings of their enrolled experiences did not 

necessarily align with their expectations of belonging.  

Generally speaking, participants shared more positive or affirming experiences of 

belonging and inclusion in academic performance and social engagement with Black and other 

students of color, and more negative or estranged classroom interactions and experiences and 

social engagement with White students. Additionally, significant institutional differences emerged 

regarding diversity and social engagement that are explored in the sections below. Similarly, the 

participants’ campus climate perceptions varied based on recent activities, incidents, and the 

balance between adverse campus climate experiences and pleasing social and academic 

encounters. The complete list of factors and subfactors that shaped positive, mixed or conflicted, 

and negative feelings and perspectives of belonging are presented in Table 4.2. 

Additionally, participants were asked to contextualize their lived experiences and beliefs 

to rate and explain their likelihood of recommending enrollment to future Black prospective 

students. Overall, upwards of 85% reported they were very likely or somewhat likely to 

recommend. Despite institutional differences in qualifying factors and corresponding trends, 

approximately 82% of MFU and 87.5% of SFU participants believed institutional benefits 

generally outweighed deterring Black students’ interest, application, or enrollment. On the other 

hand, some mentioned the lack of racial diversity and potentially negative racial experiences as 

reasons for “somewhat unlikely” or “very unlikely” recommendations. Figures 4.2-4.5 in Chapter 

4 detail these and other factors by recommendation level. 



 

 242 

With respect to the participants’ enrollment recommendations and rationale, the finding 

affirms the overwhelming majority believed enrollment outcomes were worth the cost of adverse 

experiences, encounters, or obstacles navigating the university environment. Moreover, the 

participants’ expressions, in some ways, served as a plea or personal challenge to Black 

prospective students in that they consider the university in their college choice options. Participants 

strongly advised Black students and families to fully utilize and leverage the abundant resources 

and opportunities they believed are unmatched by most institutions. They also openly postulated 

that increasing Black student representation would eventually strengthen the influence of the Black 

student community and improve their experiences. 

Discussion of RQ 2 Findings 

The most significant RQ 2 finding is that, regardless of MFU and SFU’s disseminated 

information or the participants’ exposure as prospective students, nearly all participants stated their 

enrolled experience differed from their expectations. The incongruence between pre-enrolled 

assumptions and enrolled experiences held for participants who engaged in long-term institutional 

relationships through middle school outreach and other programs. Further, participants frequently 

shared multiple viewpoints within the same theme or category depending on the nature and 

circumstance of their encounters. To that end, their perspectives were varied and reflected the 

complexities of their most observed and salient intersecting identities.  

Participants naturally framed their enrolled experiences as those that bolstered a genuine 

sense of comfort in belonging and inclusion, resulted in conflicting or mixed perspectives, or 

compromised or threatened their sense of belonging and inclusion. This often included the benefits 

and challenges of what some described as living two different student lives depending on the nature 

of the specific environment they were in and the role they took on to find comfort from one 
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experience to the next (Jones & Reddick, 2017). Additionally, the participants’ narratives 

underscored differences between first- and second-year perspectives, which was expected given 

their experiences spanned three to 15 months depending on their classification. First-year 

participants more frequently offered comparisons between their enrolled student experiences and 

their pre-enrolled assumptions or high school experiences. Consequently, many directly or 

indirectly shared they were actively learning how to process and navigate their campus encounters 

and interactions. Conversely, second-year participants spoke primarily from a position of 

acknowledgment, resolution, and action.  

Including these distinctions between first- and second-year participant narratives is 

intentional and paramount to the study. As students transition to and persist through higher 

education, they learn to respond to their environment. Thus, examining participants’ perspectives 

on early and continued campus experiences explored their initial reactions as well as how they 

began to understand, navigate, and adapt to or neutralize their experiences. As a whole, RQ 2 

analysis and findings offered many similarities and dissimilarities across participants. While the 

narratives regarding academic performance and classroom interactions were largely universal, 

differences are noted by academic discipline. Additionally, institutional distinctions in overall 

diversity and social interaction within the Black community are discussed below.  

RQ 2: Diversity and Campus Climate 

Given the participants’ varied and sometimes situational experiences, as well as legal 

arguments on critical mass and the educational benefits of diversity (Garces & Jayakumar, 2014),  

this study explored structural diversity separately in academic and non-academic settings. In the 

academic space, both MFU and SFU participants discussed the severe lack of diversity and their 

collective experiences of being the only or one of a few Black students amongst tens and hundreds 
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of non-Black classroom peers. Although Solórzano et al. (2000) found that Black students often 

felt ignored and invisible to classmates and faculty, participants in this study described feeling 

overly- or hyper-visible. Their classroom hypervisibility reflected studies from Feagin et al. (1996) 

to Davis et al. (2004) and others and served as the single most shared experience across the sample. 

Additionally, participants were still subject to being and feeling ignored, avoided, or dismissed by 

their peers, yet simultaneously received unwanted levels of attention, causing them to stand out in 

ways, explored later in RQ 2, that made most uncomfortable in the learning environment.  

At the same time, diversity perceptions in non-academic spaces were slightly more positive 

among SFU participants. With general campus diversity, institutional differences related more to 

the physical aspects of the environment. Although participants shared isolating classroom 

experiences, most SFU participants discussed a return to community outside the classroom. Those 

at SFU spoke more positively about seeing Black students on campus and valued the quality of 

their interactions and engagement in diversity centers and celebrated Black student lounges. 

Although Black student engagement was not relegated to these locations, they served as welcomed, 

safe, and culturally-affirming counter spaces. While there were different levels of interest to 

engage in or ready-access to these spaces, especially for SFU participants in less racially diverse 

disciplines on the outskirts of campus, the participants were aware the spaces were available.  

In comparison, MFU’s large footprint and physical division by academic discipline 

increased campus segregation and isolation for many participants. The resulting experience was 

shockingly described by one MFU male participant as feeling like “an endangered species.” MFU 

participants spoke openly about the isolation and how it was commonplace during certain times of 

the year to experience days without seeing or encountering other Black students on campus. 

Moreover, MFU’s participants’ feelings of isolation were exacerbated by not having a central hub 
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or communal space where Black students came together as most gatherings took place around 

official student organization meetings and events.  

Some MFU participants expressed genuine shock from feeling severely isolated on 

campus. Their physical isolation was not only the result of the footprint of the campus but also 

major construction projects that limited access to a centralized, albeit informal, Black student space 

as well as the relocation and rededication of an official, historically Black student center into a 

multicultural space. While the participants passionately shared frustrations about these limitations 

and changes in gathering spaces, several also appeared disillusioned and disappointed in what they 

viewed as MFU’s dismissal of Black students’ expressed needs. The circumstances surrounding 

the participants’ perspectives and the lack of celebrated Black student spaces reiterates previously 

referenced literature that supports designating underrepresented and historically excluded student 

counter-spaces as safe havens to commune, regroup, and gain support (Heilig et al., 2011). Further, 

Solórzano et al. (2000) found academic counter-spaces often morphed into social counter-spaces 

and vice versa, which ultimately promoted mentoring, and educational, emotional, and cultural 

support between Black students.  

In addition to overall campus diversity, participants discussed their experience 

and impression of the campus climate and the sensitivity and tolerance of individual and racial 

differences. Multiple participants at both institutions expressed their White peers commonly touted 

the institution’s diversity as a source of pride, which many participants viewed as a lack of 

awareness around exclusionary practices, and campus climate and diversity issues. Additionally, 

participants shared that some White peers ignored or dismissed and rationalized microaggressions 

and racist incidents and when raised by them or other students of color. These experiences align 

with previous studies, including Ancis et al. (2000) and Lo et al. (2017) that found Black students 
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more readily acknowledged and more frequently experienced racism and racially-biased campus 

climates than their White peers. Furthermore, although participants shared that culturally 

insensitive and racist acts most often anonymously targeted all Black students, some incidents 

occurred as specific and personal attacks. For instance, defacing Black community landmarks or 

hosting social gatherings that promote White supremacy through cultural degradation versus 

vandalizing individual dorm rooms, personal property, or speaking in a derogatory manner toward 

specific Black student leaders and others in high-profile roles.  

In some cases, campus climate incidents present as clear violations of law, which alleviates 

hesitation in denouncing these acts, and those who commit them, as not representative of 

institutional values. Other cases of racial tension and campus climate are seemingly more 

challenging to condemn or impose disciplinary actions emphatically. Across the board, 

participants called for a more significant institutional response and reprimands of racist incidents 

as a way to substantiate and deter future occurrences of targeted attacks and hostile experiences. 

While not part of this study, the conflict institutions face speaks to the larger conversation of free 

speech. In the higher education space, it highlights difficulties and complications with how 

institutions balance social justice and tolerance with free speech and freedom of expression.  

As it relates to this study, participants broadly understood the limitations their institutions 

faced in censoring individual racist and otherwise discriminatory viewpoints. Participants also 

shared that campus incidents were not as egregious as they perhaps could have been. Yet and still, 

they desired greater commitments to diversity and empathy for underrepresented and historically 

excluded students from institutional leaders, allies, and other advocates. Specifically, they hoped 

institutions would take a stronger stance to communicate and intentionally and authentically 

demonstrate campus values in a way that impresses upon less tolerant students in order to shift the 
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campus climate to one that is more supportive of and more comfortable for Black and other 

minoritized students. 

RQ 2: Academic Performance and Classroom Engagement 

On the matter of academic performance, most participants, including those who previously 

expressed uncertainties or concerns, felt relatively confident in their academic standing as enrolled 

students. Comparatively, findings of performance uncertainty or dissatisfaction presented almost 

exclusively among participants in science or mathematically-based academic programs. Within 

this group, many participants at both institutions stated the approach in teaching mathematics in 

particular, was difficult to follow and master. Much of these difficulties, however, appeared across 

different racial and ethnic identities as participants stated students from different backgrounds 

“struggled together.” Nevertheless, several participants who attended predominantly Black, under-

resourced, or disadvantaged schools discussed noticeable differences in their exposure to 

educational resources and opportunities than their more affluent or non-Black peers. In this sense, 

participants recognized disparities in educational benefits and learning outcomes that more 

frequently favored White and Asian students. In turn, several participants spoke about their 

conscious and continuous efforts to bridge real and perceived achievement gaps.  

In discussing various campus encounters, participants spoke extensively about classroom 

dynamics, interactions, and engagement. For most, classroom experiences commonly had a direct 

and negative impact on their sense of belonging and inclusion. While microaggressions 

undoubtedly occurred in the general campus and social environment, participants had less control 

over and could not easily circumvent these isolating and unwelcoming experiences in the 

classroom. Expressed examples of classroom microaggressions and negative sense of belonging 

included being subtlely and emphatically ignored, avoided, dismissed, or devalued by White peers. 
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The participants’ experiences mirrored previous studies, including Rankin and Reason (2005), 

Solórzano et al. (2000), and Wilkins (2014), that found students of color more frequently viewed 

the classroom climate as unwelcoming and reported direct hostile or discriminatory experiences.  

Additionally, participants contended with various pressures as a result of being the only or 

one of a few Black students. In essence, these non-diverse and often segregated classrooms 

affected their participation. In addition to feeling isolated, alone, and being excluded by their peers, 

participants described feeling singled out in offering personal thoughts or opinions related to Black 

or racialized issues. Coined by Steele and Aronson (1995), this “spokesperson pressure” 

erroneously centers an individual’s perspective as representative of an entire racial group and 

generates unwanted attention, overall discomfort, and further exclusion in the environment. For 

many participants, these concerns drove additional burdens and compulsions to outperform their 

peers for the sake of legitimizing their presence in the academic space and dispelling racial myths 

and prejudices. Moreover, participants discussed the need to work twice as hard as their White 

peers while taking additional care to ensure they, as described in their own words, sounded and 

were perceived as intelligent, articulate, well-spoken, and so on.  

In many ways, the participants’ racialized classroom pressures and experiences reflect 

decades of research, including Feagin et al. (1996), Fries-Britt and Turner (2002), Moore et al. 

(2003), Harper (2013) and others who discuss the various forms of stereotype threat that Black 

students experience in predominantly White classroom settings. Moore et al.’s “prove them wrong 

syndrome” originally served as an emergent theory on Black male persistence in engineering. 

Nevertheless, it appropriately encompasses aspects of many Black students’ academic persistence 

in all predominantly White and selective spaces where they are often assumed to be intellectually 

inferior. Furthermore, as scholars discuss the negative effects of internalized pressures and 



 

 249 

stereotype threats, some participants acknowledged how these factors, at times, motivated and 

drove them to higher academic pursuits (Griffin, 2006; Hannon et al., 2016).  

In this study, the effect of unwelcoming, isolating, high-pressure classroom environments 

varied depending on the nature and mindset of other classmates and, in some cases, the foundation 

of the curriculum. In instances where the environment was more inclusive, low Black enrollment 

had less of an adverse effect. Interestingly, this did not universally translate to class size or STEM 

versus non-STEM courses. Honors programs, for example, offered participants smaller class sizes 

but did not necessarily mitigate or alleviate adverse experiences related to competition and peer 

engagement. Similarly, STEM courses often avoided subjective discussions seen in the humanities 

but did not improve the participants’ inclusion in workgroups or other interactions with peers. On 

the contrary, alleviation was more present in courses or programs with a strong foundation of 

global learning, diversity, or individual and cultural differences. For example, some participants 

intentionally pursued ethnic studies courses as a way to increase their exposure to Black faculty, 

grow their knowledge of Black history and culture, and minimize the predominantly White 

academic environment. While all spoke enthusiastically about the enriching and transformative 

experience, for a few, this tactic still resulted in non-Black faculty and a significant number of 

White classmates. Additionally, pre-professional programs, such as medical and health-related 

disciplines, offered more inclusivity and belonging for participants. In these spaces, participants 

shared a common drive and interest as they trained for specialized careers, and the programs—

small and elite by design—fostered community within the larger university environment.  

Despite these adverse encounters and sometimes challenging experiences and curricula, 

the majority of participants expressed overall academic confidence and often surpassed their own 

performance expectations. Like other studies, negative campus climate and classroom belonging 
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more significantly affected the participants’ progress to graduation, which is further challenged by 

highly selective and competitive academic environments (Cabrera et al., 1999; Hurtado et al., 

2007). Moreover, Black students not only face healthy academic challenges, but most also conquer 

mental, emotional, and social conflict well as inequitable access to preparatory resources for those 

with less social capital or from under-resourced or disadvantaged schools. Their achievements 

demonstrate how academic integration for Black students expands beyond traditional measures of 

so-called college-readiness and success. 

RQ 2: Social and Cultural Engagement 

In social and cultural engagement, participants grappled with varied and, at times, 

disappointing or frustrating experiences across various social and cultural identity groups. In 

comparison to their RQ 1 assumptions, participants expressed that their enrolled social and cultural 

experiences were, in most cases, better than they anticipated due to the close-knit and involved 

Black community. However, these experiences were not as inclusive or as effortless as they 

expected or hoped. Participants at both institutions addressed complications with social integration 

due to limited opportunities to find and connect with the Black community. These challenges were 

exacerbated for those who did not participate in summer transition programs, welcome week, or 

other similar introductory community events immediately before or at the start of their first-year. 

Participants who did successfully connect and find community with Black peers were pleasantly 

surprised by the closeness and support of their engagement.  

Additionally, the majority of participants primarily associated with other Black students, 

regardless of the racial demographics of their high school or previous friend groups. In fact, several 

participants shared they intentionally sought and crafted a predominantly Black social experience 

to balance the predominantly White and non-Black classrooms and other environments on campus. 
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Moreover, while some participants desired more social diversity and inclusion with non-Black 

peers, their engagement with Black friends offered a welcomed reprieve from racial bias as well 

as greater feelings of acceptance and connectedness on campus. 

Regarding the participants’ engagement with White peers, most felt their interactions were 

too limited or infrequent to comment. Some described positive experiences with White peers, 

whom they had direct, lasting, and intimate interactions. Most, however, offered less than positive 

reflections and discussed experiencing tone-deaf racial epithets at parties and other gatherings, 

unwarranted avoidance by roommates, and others’ indifference regarding racial incidents and 

related personal issues and concerns. The participants were perplexed—especially those who had 

several White friends or predominantly White friend groups in high school. Now, quite the reverse, 

these participants navigated a racially segregated college environment where most White students 

coexisted in entirely separate social circles. Nevertheless, nearly all participants openly 

contemplated, and many expressed uncertainty when asked whether the near-total lack of White 

friends was a personal preference or a circumstance of the environment. In this regard, several 

participants cautiously discussed challenges in developing and maintaining diverse friend groups. 

For them, the desire to be more inclusive caused tension as they tried to avoid disappointing Black 

friends who did not share their interest. At the same time, participants who had social diversity 

found their cultural awareness and unique experience compromised their authenticity in White 

friend groups in a way that jeopardized their social satisfaction and sense of belonging as a whole.  

Finally, a notable difference emerged by institution when analyzing the participants’ 

experience and intragroup relations within the Black community. Given SFU’s predominant in-

state residency, participants considered nationality/origin, culture, affluence, gender identity or 

sexual orientation, and so on, as differentiating factors. For example, several participants discussed 
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a known tension between SFU’s African and Black American students. The most prevalent issues 

included enrollment differences of more African students in STEM and other competitive 

programs and more Black students in less competitive disciplines such as liberal arts and the 

humanities. Also, some felt African students’ traditions, cultural pride, and resulting intimate 

community excluded Black students who could not relate. Other SFU participants discussed how 

being queer, out-of-state, or other factors sometimes stalled their attempts to connect with and be 

fully accepted by certain Black organizations and groups. In these instances, participants believed 

the over-emphasis on individual differences led to further segregation, exclusion, and unnecessary 

tension or divides. Conversely and despite challenges finding and connecting with Black peers, 

MFU participants experienced a more cohesive and inclusive Black community. This may be a 

result of a non-automatic admission policy and having multi-state and national representation 

across the student body and within the Black student community. 

Overall, participants asserted their belief that attending a PWI afforded a more real-world, 

beneficial experience. While some may question this assertion given participants mostly associated 

within segregated groups, an alternative perspective recognizes social groups as a form of 

necessary counter spaces in predominantly White and non-Black environments (Solórzano et al., 

2000). In this way, participants perhaps engaged in academic and social spaces similar to how they 

might experience and navigate professional and social environments post-graduation. 

Nevertheless, some participants genuinely felt their social choices were limited or driven by the 

environment and agonized over how to create more diverse and inclusive experiences in spaces 

where they were excluded, different, and still adjusting to college life. These narratives and 

findings align with previous studies, including Strayhorn and Johnson (2014) and Vaccaro and 

Newman (2016), that found diversity in and of itself does not necessarily translate to meaningful 
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interactions and engagement. Several participants reiterated the fact that, as Strayhorn and Johnson 

stated, White peers do not sit by them in the classroom or engage with them outside of the 

classroom because their much larger population means they do not have to. Moreover, participants’ 

exhibited Vaccaro and Newman’s findings in that minoritized students ground belonging in 

relationships, organizational involvement, activities, and social identity groups that allow them to 

be their authentic selves. A few participants went so far as reframing the fact that they and Black 

students do not belong at the university as a reminder to fully utilize the resources, opportunities, 

and communities that support their success. 

RQ 2: Enrollment Recommendations  

Lastly, the fact that 85% of participants were very likely or somewhat likely to recommend 

enrollment warrants discussion on why participants favor their institutions despite their negative 

expectations and negative experiences. In this respect, the participants’ endorsement of their 

institution reflects a deep-seated desire to normalize Black student enrollment. The notion relates 

to the fact that most participants felt some perceived their admission and enrollment as the result 

of a quota, lower admission criteria, or an anomaly. Nonetheless, while roughly a quarter of 

participants shared an initial desire for and pursued an HBCU or highly-diverse campus 

environment, most participants prioritized academic ranking and affordability, which raised their 

consideration of selective public PWIs. To that end, most participants accepted the nature of their 

chosen institution—one that was less diverse, had a history of exclusionary policies or practices, 

and likely included individuals with a lower diversity appreciation or tolerance that incites 

racialized experiences. As noted, 15% of participants generally discouraged the enrollment of 

Black prospective students. While they did not dismiss the benefits afforded by their institutions, 
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they exercised caution in suggesting other Black students subject themselves to the environment 

barring a similar goal-oriented and outcomes-driven disposition.   

Although all recommendation levels revealed critical reflections in diversity, sense of 

belonging, and campus climate, the willingness of the majority of participants to recommend their 

institutions despite challenges and adverse experiences is vital to the aim and focus of this study. 

Their expressions reflect a desire to enhance campus climate and Black students’ sense of 

belonging, which necessitates increasing their representation to normalize enrollment and 

minimize isolating and unwelcoming experiences. Further, the participants’ focus and prevailing 

values on beneficial resources and opportunities speak to literature that recognizes public flagship 

and selective institutions are well resourced to offer academic, financial, and other desired support 

(Hoxby & Avery, 2013; Perna et al., 2006). As previously stated, and outside of egregious racial 

incidents, these participants’ frustration often stemmed from unwelcoming experiences with non-

Black peers, co-existing as a separate community as opposed to part of the whole, and accessing 

and balancing Black student life with general student life experiences. 

Aside from valuing academic and financial resources, participants who recommended 

enrollment spoke frequently and positively about Black peer support, encouragement and 

mentorship from Black faculty and staff, access to global networking and experiential learning, 

diversity offices and staff, and community building through organizations and activities. In this 

way, many of their reflections upheld, to an extent, the literature, including Fries-Britt and Turner 

(2002), who compared Black students’ experiences at traditionally White institutions (TWIs) and 

HBCUs. Although the current study does not investigate HBCUs, many participants echoed 

sentiments from Fries-Britt and Turner by likening, for right or wrong, Black-centered resources, 

communities, and events to a miniature version of what they might expect at a predominantly 
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Black institution. Also, while Fries-Britt and Turner found TWIs work against Black students 

because they are less familial, less supportive, divert Black students’ energy to help educate White 

peers, and socially undesirable or limited, most participants in this study spoke positively about 

their experiences with efforts and resources intentionally designed for or by Black students. That 

said, the participants did not dismiss racialized challenges in the predominantly White 

environment, but most adopted the belief that many aspects of the experience are what you make 

it. Those with less than positive leaning dispositions represent about a quarter of participants who 

had minimally integrated into the Black student community and environment. Their reflections 

serve as a reminder that PWIs must continuously work to ensure all Black and marginalized 

students have the information and opportunities to connect with others from similar backgrounds 

and experiences, should they desire to do so. 

Review of RQ 3 Findings: Recommendations for Admissions and University Leaders  

For the final research question, participants offered effective strategies for university 

administrators to increase the interest, representation, and sense of belonging of Black students on 

campus. Across all three categories, participants maintained the surest way to increase the interest, 

representation, and belonging of Black students is to have more Black students on campus. 

Additional recommendations were proposed for each focus area. For instance, to increase interest, 

and thereby increase the number of applicants considered for admission, participants offered nine 

recommendations centering on programming and information sharing for Black students and 

families (see Table 5.3). Concerning increasing representation, participants offered six 

recommendations, as outlined in Table 5.3.  These include expanding admission offers within what 

participants believed to be an existing qualified Black applicant pool, fostering and leveraging 

positive word-of-mouth from Black students and alumni, and programming as well as personalized 
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engagement and recruitment efforts. Participants also called for increased diversity among 

decision-making admission officers in addition to counselors or recruiters and increased 

communication and information regarding grants, scholarships, and affordability.  

Finally, participants offered nine recommendations—with notable differences by 

institution—concerning strategies to increase sense of belonging. MFU participants suggested a 

continued focus on diversity and inclusion to foster a welcoming environment and greater 

prevention, attention, and response to campus climate issues. Conversely, SFU participants 

expressed the need for more resources towards efforts, including student organizations, that serve 

Black students. Other recommendations, including designating physical spaces for Black 

community gathering and more considerable attention to the varying needs and intragroup 

dynamics/relations within the Black community, are outlined in Table 5.3 

Discussion of RQ 3 Findings 

Much of the literature in this study offers inferred student recommendations from the voice 

of scholars and practitioners or quantitative student survey research to enhance belonging and 

success for Black and marginalized students. This study draws upon Freeman (1997) who asserted 

Black students are not given voice to express their thoughts, concerns, or perspectives about their 

underrepresentation in higher education and that policymakers rarely look to students to contribute 

to the development of effective and practical solutions. Across all categories, the participants’ 

recommendations offer an opportunity to hear their suggestions regarding institutional efforts to 

retain them, have a positive impact on their success, and encourage others like them to apply and 

enroll. Providing students with a platform to share thoughts that institutions can then contemplate, 

examine, and act on—with the continued involvement of students—is essential to the formation 

of this research question and its findings. While many institutions create space for or respond to 
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Black students’ expressions in times of peril, listening and dialogue typically wanes as incidents 

and moments pass. In truth, the context of the participants’ ongoing experiences offers details 

required for institutions to formulate multidimensional advancements from seemingly broad 

statements or single-step actions. Further, considering the participants’ recommendations without 

or separate from the context of “why” from their assumptions, perceptions, and experiences denies 

their reality as Black students in these predominantly White environments and disavows the 

introspection, acknowledgment, and actions necessary for institutions to truly create a more 

inclusive, welcoming, and supportive campus culture. 

Similar to Harper and Griffin (2011), the recommendations demonstrate the participants’ 

appreciation for and the effectiveness of working across the education to career pipeline, especially 

through early outreach, engaged recruitment and enrollment, retention and success, and career 

envisioning and planning. The findings also call attention to the desire and need to promote Black 

faces and voices, from students to faculty/staff and alumni, to positions of influence and leadership 

for prospective and enrolled students and families. What is most interesting about the 

recommendations is not that they are revolutionary to scholars or practitioners engaged in this 

work, but that they reflect achievable actions and interventions that students deem beneficial and 

meaningful to generate change. Together, the recommendations contribute to belongingness for 

and greater institutional alliance from its Black community.  

In addition to the participants’ numerous examples of programs and practices, they also 

offered three overarching points that speak directly to Harper et al.’s (2009) findings regarding 

factors that continuously undermine productive policy efforts and the institutional commitments 

required to increase Black student representation. First, little will change the representation or 

experience of Black students on campus other than concerted efforts to increase Black enrollment. 
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This realization calls for values and strategic thoughts and actions to increase equity and access 

through programs, policies, and practices. Second, institutional efforts must be intentional, 

sustained, and preventative as opposed to reactionary or one-off measures. Last, engagement and 

diligence to the cause require a commitment for the long haul. Participants confessed they did not 

expect immediate transformational results in Black enrollment or campus climate and, thus, hoped 

their institutions would not relent in its efforts.  

Many participants stated their institutions did not commit outright acts that made them feel 

as if they do not belong. However, they had not entirely accepted or appropriately embraced their 

role to promote or achieve Black student belonging. Still, nearly all participants believed that most 

adverse experiences were the result of individual and not institutional acts of racism. Additionally, 

while they want administrators to steadfastly commit to denouncing and eliminating racist, biased, 

or insensitive activities and practices across the institution, they recognized it would take time to 

change the hearts, minds, and actions of individuals. Therefore, the participants challenged their 

institutions not to be satisfied with quick success or single acts that warrant praise and instead, 

remain vigilant about shifting the campus culture, which took decades to create. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

This study offers multiple implications for administrators and practitioners in the higher 

education space, including those in admissions, enrollment management, and student, academic, 

and diversity affairs. As presented below, these implications are to first, acknowledge and validate 

Black student experiences in spaces where they largely feel unheard. Second, frame institutional 

charges and actions from culturally relevant and responsive research that encourages a 

commitment to diversity by expanding our understanding and awareness of Black student 

experiences. Third, provide direct, intentional, and compassionate responses to Black students’ 
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expressed needs. Lastly, to plan and implement uninhibited university-wide efforts with internal 

and external partners through a commitment to shared interests and cross-functional teams. 

Acknowledge and Validate Black Students 

The premise of this study is the position that too often, Black students are excluded from 

the process of informing the very policies and practices that are designed or expected to improve 

their and other marginalized students’ experiences (Freeman, 1997). In acknowledging and 

validating Black students, institutions empower students who largely feel ignored and unheard 

while also providing a platform for leadership to receive and value the community’s collective and 

varied perspectives and experiences. In my opinion, institutions can only claim a genuine interest 

in improving the representation and sense of belonging of Black students if they maintain open 

and constant communication with them. This dialogue must extend beyond student leaders and 

include different segments of the population who have varied campus encounters, experiences, and 

levels of engagement. Institutions can further validate the experiences of Black students by 

demonstrating an interest and commitment to acknowledge, distinguish, and value the nuanced, 

individual identities in the community’s collective perspectives and experiences.  

Providing a platform that amplifies and validates Black students’ lived experiences allows 

their perspectives and ideas to lead to more effective and responsive policies and practices. As 

several participants eloquently stated, they do not expect racial diversity to change and adverse 

experiences to disappear overnight. In fact, most participants anticipate achieving and sustaining 

transformational change could take years. They do hope, however, university environments look 

and feel different before the next generation is guided through the college search and choice 

process. The change they seek is best achieved if we continuously open doors to enable and 

encourage Black students to share, in their own words, their experiences, feelings, and beliefs as 



 

 260 

to would make a difference for them and others like them. Doing so provides institutions with 

specific and detailed information that is necessary to enhance and improve student experiences by 

considering institutional approaches to the curriculum, resources and support, corrective actions, 

and the overall educational landscape. 

Facilitate Culturally Relevant and Responsive Research  

The process by which institutions can effectively acknowledge and validate Black students’ 

experiences can take many forms. A step towards facilitating culturally relevant and responsive 

research calls on flagship institutions to employ the research mission of their R1 status to work to 

better understanding the experiences of Black students and the many ways in which they engage 

our campuses. For instance, this dissertation research, which was conducted with limited resources 

and assistance, not only offers a narrative of Black students’ expectations and experiences but 

outlines a framework upon which future research and assessment can be built. In Chapter 4, the 

themes and informing factors of expectations of belonging, as presented in the framework matrix 

towards Predicting Expectations of Belonging and Campus Racial Climate for Black Students’ 

(see Table 4.1), emerged during data analysis. This framework helped define the participants’ 

descriptions and levels of belonging expectations but also serves as a predictive measure of 

belonging (in development). The same is true for Table 4.2 and the presented framework matrix 

towards Evaluating Sense of Belonging and Campus Racial Climate for Black Enrolled Students. 

In both cases, my graduate student training, practitioner experience, most importantly my interest 

on improving the representation and experience of Black students has led to developing models 

that can assist in Black student access, diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts. This undoubtedly 

calls for more a commitment to qualitative research; however, quantitative research, namely 

surveys, can also be bolstered to increase understanding and response. By better aligning and 
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synthesizing the many survey we administer across various units, we can increase our 

understanding of the needs of the Black community and, in turn, develop a cohesive response. 

While institutions occasionally organize town halls or convene student advisory boards to 

hear student concerns, more frequently utilized quantitative efforts, such as student surveys, can 

fall short in capturing a full expression or providing a thorough understanding of students’ 

perceptions and experiences. Additionally, data gathering and related findings that remain siloed 

within administrative units do little to encourage strategic partnership and collaborative leadership 

or to expand awareness and exchange knowledge for greater impact across the institution. For 

example, in the admissions and enrollment space, institutions may utilize admitted student surveys 

or questionnaires to examine students’ experiences during the college search and college choice 

process. Other types of surveys capture students’ experiences related to academic success while 

enrolled. For instance, institutions often implement campus climate questionnaires to ascertain the 

quality of student life from the standpoint of diversity, campus climate, safety, and belonging. 

Even further, course evaluation surveys seek to understand students’ take on information delivery 

and learning outcomes. Separately, these and similar tools shed light on critical aspects of student 

experiences related to specific matters and points in time; however, there appears to be little 

congruence in evaluating these experiences as a whole to fully grasp how students perceive and 

encounter institutions over time, or what they encounter in different facets of the institutional 

environment. This is particularly critical for Black students in spaces where they are marginalized 

and for institutions that are actively working to enhance Black students’ representation and 

experiences (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado et al., 1998).  

What I most appreciated about the study’s sample, and what it demonstrates for practical 

implications, is how it dismisses the notion of monolithic Black students and Black student 
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experiences by intentionally seeking and acknowledging their shared and different values, beliefs, 

identities, and experiences. As demonstrated by the participants, this includes student leaders and 

student workers; more affluent and low to middle-income students and families; first-generation 

students and those with parental graduate and professional degrees; rural, suburban, and urban 

students; single-parent and multi-generational households; and students with different salient 

identities related to culture and race, gender identity, sexual orientation, and so on. The participants 

were also in-state, out-of-state, and international; came from well-resourced and disenfranchised 

private and public schools; and pursued business, the humanities, health, science, and the arts with 

varied interests across the academic and professional spectrum. Furthermore, one participant who 

recently transitioned from a wheelchair to crutches following a lengthy personal injury, offered 

the perspective of mobility challenges as it relates to diversity, campus climate, and belonging.  

Although the primary focus when recruiting diverse Black participants centered on gender, 

classification, and academic discipline, the variation in the sample’s biographical and 

demographical backgrounds manifested in ways far beyond what I expected. This study 

demonstrates the possibilities in differentiating and disaggregating Black student experiences 

through inclusive Black student research. It also challenges institutions to implement organized 

and resourced research efforts that are insistent on gathering a Black student perspective that is 

reflective of the diversity within the Black student population. That is to say, institutions should 

seek and encourage students’ feedback and expressions and should do so through responsible and 

exhaustive research that connects student surveys and questionnaires with advisory boards and 

individual or focus group interviews over the students’ institutional tenure—from prospect to 

graduate to alumnus. It is the first step in a necessary continuum of examining the culture, space, 

and experiences and then developing, implementing, and (re)evaluating policies and practices. 
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Doing so validates students, legitimizes the institutions’ research and discovery-driven mission, 

and centers the charge for students to change the world, beginning with their colleges and 

universities. Not to mention, these efforts call attention to and provide additional perspective for 

the foundational arguments surrounding the educational benefits of diversity and critical mass, 

which may strengthen the public’s understanding and the legal defense of institutional diversity 

efforts (Garces & Jayakumar, 2014). 

Provide Direct, Intentional, and Compassionate Responses to Black Students’ Needs 

In the course of listening to students, we learn more about the circumstances we seek to 

change—how to increase student interest and build stronger, more credible student, school, and 

community relationships. This is of particular consequence to institutions that are attempting to 

shed negative reputations of exclusionary practices or wavering commitments to racial equity, 

access, and inclusion. Additionally, students are more decidedly creating space to be heard and 

calling for what they need to feel whole at our institutions. To the extent that institutional leaders 

and all of us who work to support students reflect on the changing times, commitment to campus 

culture, and identify opportunities to address voiced concerns and needs, it seems we will be better 

positioned to keep up and in the direction of equity and social justice that we claim to value. 

The path towards establishing greater credibility directly connects to the response and 

actions taken when addressing students’ expressed needs. While an initial reaction may deem such 

requests or demands to emphatically denounce racist acts and eradicate symbols that glorify White 

supremacy as being overly-sensitive or impractical in one way or another, examining the 

experiences and feelings students bear increases our awareness, empathy, and compassion. It also 

presents opportunities to consider what faculty, administrators, and alumni can do to improve those 

experiences and feelings and how their actions or inactions affect the outcomes. An example of 
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this includes previous references to counter-spaces and how MFU and SFU participants viewed 

the availability of such spaces differently. While participants at SFU had access to multiple cultural 

and counter-spaces thanks to the advocacy of previous Black graduates and institutional support, 

the fact is both campuses have multiple spaces that can function in this way. Black participants at 

MFU felt the institution recoiled by rebuilding and rededicating a historic house purchased 

specifically for Black student organizations and events into a multicultural space for all students. 

In the participants’ view, MFU offered little commitment to how the center would directly support 

Black students’ issues and needs. Moreover, participants felt unseen when the institution further 

celebrated and reiterated the new center was for all students, regardless of race or culture. The 

challenge and subsequent question, however, is not the value of such spaces for Black students, 

but how institutions under increased scrutiny of race-related policies and practices maintain a 

service to all without dismissing Black students’ needs.  

Legally, MFU was correct in stating the multicultural center’s use and services were open 

to all. That said, Black participants craved a more direct, intentional, and empathetic response to 

what some felt was the erasure of a historic, Black cultural space at a time when Black students 

continued to suffer from enrollment setbacks and increased incidents of racial hostility. Reflecting 

on how different spaces are presented, marketed, and advertised by the administration as well as 

how they are claimed and utilized by students is the first step toward a direct, intentional, and 

empathetic response. For instance, while diversity offices are open to all students, targeted cultural 

programming and events can transform those spaces into a hub for specific communities. However, 

if they are physically or logistically not accessible, particularly on a large campus that is 

academically segregated and endures harsh weather conditions that make it difficult to physically 
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navigate the entire campus, students tend to stay in their bubble and therefore do not experience 

the vast richness of the campus that is available to them.  

Over the last decade, drastic changes in the national and political climate have steadily 

aroused injustice, cruelty, and acts of inhumanity against Black people, resulting in increased 

violence and deaths. Although occurring after data collection for this study, recent and mounting 

cases of Black racism, discrimination, and murders culminated in a global movement with calls 

for action against anti-Blackness in many facets of our daily lives. In the realm of higher education, 

the increase in voiced Black student demands demonstrates a marked shift from waiting for the 

“right” opportunities and spaces to speak to self-agency in making their voices, along with their 

desires and needs, known and heard. This is especially visible in the Black student-athletes who, 

although typically viewed as separate from the Black student community, have added their voices 

and leveraged their position to address the community’s needs including the removal of statues, 

renaming of buildings, changes in institutional norms and celebrations rooted in racism, and 

additional funding to support Black students. Young leaders are pivotal in these movements, 

making students central figures in realizing institutional and national change. As administrators, 

our most important role at this time is to regulate reactions to balk or deem requests as impractical, 

and instead, intently listen to the experiences and the feelings as we invoke direct, intentional, and 

empathetic responses and actions. Further, greater attention must be given to the roles faculty, 

administrators, alumni, donors, and others have in their choice to sustain or change institutional 

culture. Starting with the participants’ specific expressed desires in RQ 3, these parties should look 

to creative ways to meet students’ needs and be willing to make bold decisions and take risks in 

asserting a different approach to raise awareness, understanding, and to promote belonging and 

community. These may or may not be limited to direct student funding for scholarships and cultural 
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experiences, funding for outreach and immersion programs that specifically target Black and 

underrepresented students, living learning communities that promote culturally-based housing and 

other physical spaces for community engagement, career shadowing programs and internships that 

specifically support disenfranchised students, early engagement with faculty and administrators to 

reiterate the institutional aspect of community to Black students, families, and so on. Together, 

these efforts create opportunities where Black students are valued and supported in their 

acclimation, association, and contribution to the university environment.    

Establish Institutional Commitments, External Partnerships, and Cross-Functional Teams 

Lastly and perhaps most importantly, the path forward in developing meaningful responses 

and effective solutions to students’ needs requires collaborative efforts with cross-functional teams 

and partnerships both inside and outside the institution. Beginning with internal efforts, enrollment 

managers and admissions officers at most institutions are responsible for making the class. In 

addition to serving the broader public, they utilize creative efforts to inform, attract, and influence 

the college choice behaviors of target populations, including Black and other marginalized 

students. In this regard, enrollment managers and admissions officers are vital contributors to 

shaping the campus community and the resulting campus climate. The foundation of effective 

recruitment and enrollment efforts is built on relationships, yet this is undoubtedly much bigger 

than enrollment management and even bigger than admissions and recruitment. Their deliberate 

and collaborative efforts beyond reporting units, such as student affairs, academic affairs, diversity 

offices, and career services not only address Black student enrollment, but also connect student 

life, retention, graduation rates, career-planning, and so on as measures of their commitment 

towards Black students’ success.  
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The need for institution-wide commitments and dedicated, cross-functional teams is also 

underscored by the positive effect of introducing the university community to students and families 

at early stages. Although early engagement efforts are often spearheaded by outreach offices and 

services, they are most effective as collaborative efforts to build that involves secondary schools, 

non-profit organizations, alumni, donors, and so on to support the pipeline and cultivate the interest 

and engagement of future students. For Black students and families, this is especially important 

given the frequent yet false perception that selective institutions are beyond their reach. It 

highlights the necessary and important work in student-relationship building that ultimately helps 

dispel myths and improve Black students’ perceptions, experiences, and outcomes in these 

environments. For instance, many MFU participants who did not take part in outreach or summer 

transition programs faced additional or increased obstacles in identifying resources and connecting 

with the community once enrolled. Their struggles bring to light how introducing underrepresented 

and marginalized populations to the hidden curriculum, while also reinforcing opportunities to 

develop and enhance belonging, can support students in their transition to higher education. These 

types of concerted efforts can help improve their awareness of resources, their ability to navigate 

different experiences, and help students visualize themselves as successful students on campus.  

Additionally, most participants shared that, across the board, the percentage of enrolled 

Black students at their top choice institutions remained in the single digits. As a result, they 

experienced unexpected difficulty in distinguishing one selective, public institution from another 

during the college choice experience. In other words, given many participants knew they were 

entering a prestigious environment where they were largely underrepresented, they saw little 

difference between three percent and six percent Black student enrollment. Consequently, outside 

of the institution’s location and financial incentives and resources, it was difficult to differentiate 
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institutions as they reflected similar demographics and offered nearly identical prospective student 

messages about diversity efforts and experiences. While this study alone does not resolve the 

decades-long challenge of increasing Black student representation at selective, public institutions, 

it does present a lens towards institutionally-focused and collaborative work that expands beyond 

admissions marketing, messaging, and engagement by admissions officers and recruiters or 

diversity officers’ and student-led initiatives for increased belonging after enrollment. Again, 

working with faculty, alumni, donors, non-profits and so on affirms the work reaches multiple 

levels of stakeholder involvement and does not solely rest as the effort of single administrator. 

Attention in this matter not only brings many of the participants’ recommendations for earlier and 

sustained engagement, enhanced messaging and assistance, and improved experiences to fruition,   

but it also calls upon faculty, alumni, governing boards, and other entities in their advocacy toward 

creative ideas that result in greater access and enriched experiences for disenfranchised students.    

Moreover, actions that build and utilize internal university partnerships, as well as external 

partnerships with secondary schools, community-based organizations, and entities engaged in 

educational opportunities for Black and marginalized students, can enhance efforts that, over time, 

may positively shift Black student interest and increase the number of successful Black applicants 

in competitive admissions processes. As the participants stated, the single act of having more Black 

students on campus would in and of itself improve the experiences, representation, retention, 

interest, and sense of belonging of Black students. The efficacy of this work falls on an intentional, 

university-wide commitment with the broader community to design efforts that increase their 

representation and decidedly respond to that increase with a focus towards institutional practices 

and students’ well-being and success. School partnerships, for example, that work with academic 

programs, faculty, early outreach as well as admission and recruitment can help build the pipeline 
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of students for our institutions. Additionally, affordability outreach is a growing concern, 

particularly as more institutions create free-tuition programs or work to designate private 

scholarship dollars that can be allocated with fewer restrictions. Institutions must find ways to 

embark on philanthropic efforts geared towards racial diversity, including tapping into 

corporations with external diversity commitments to help financially sponsor efforts and create 

more direct student opportunities. 

Another focus area, community engagement, encompasses many possibilities. How do 

institutions give back to and repair their reputation within these communities while also building 

up the generation of students? Perhaps expanding targeted efforts with Black alumni where student 

internships and experiential learning can be funded through institutional scholarships is one option. 

In this example, students gain awareness through career envisioning, build social networks, and 

represent the institutions’ commitment to supporting Black alumni. Cultural interest spaces, not 

just lounges, was an undeniable benefit for participants at SFU and had devastating consequences 

for those at MFU. I challenge institutions to reconsider multicultural spaces as a replacement for 

Black student centers, lounges, and social spaces for community. Further, flagship institutions 

should consider evidence that supports culturally affirming residence halls and programming 

centers—an initiative that is increasingly popular and effective at other institutions. 

Lastly, I challenge academic units and related offices in brainstorming on efforts to 

minimize Black students’ isolation in the classroom. We often talk about the educational benefit 

of diversity, but Black students bear the brunt and carry that burden. As several participants stated, 

they are often spread out and alone in these spaces. What can be done to better cluster students in 

first-year courses? Are we willing to accept having some classes that have no Black students at 

all? The same is true for diversity in majors. While I do not believe African immigrant students 
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are intentionally and strategically funneled more into STEM and competitive majors than other 

Black students, I can certainly understand why many participants see it that way. Committing to 

diversity means also understanding Black diversity, which calls for an overhaul in how we classify 

or internally report students so we know the starting point from which we can build efforts. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

When considering the study’s methodology, analysis, and findings, three recommendations 

emerged to enhance awareness and understanding of the subject matter through future research. 

First, expand the methodology to encourage more participant engagement and data accuracy. 

Second, disaggregate the data to further acknowledge students’ experiences based on salient 

identity factors. Third, consider longitudinal studies or studies that capture real-time responses at 

different and relevant stages. Each recommendation is explored below. 

Expand the Methodology    

This study utilized a qualitative critical race theory methodology employing a guided 

writing exercise, focus group interviews (and in some cases, individual interviews due to 

scheduling conflicts), and a post-interview demographic questionnaire. As previously stated, 

participants were instructed to reflect on their prospective MFU and SFU student experience while 

in high school, and then speak presently about their experiences since they enrolled. A few 

challenges presented themselves during the data collection and were further emphasized during 

data analysis. As such, future researchers, especially those conducting dissertations or self-funded 

research, should consider the following.  

First, control the focus group size as much as possible. Although I conducted two pilot 

studies to test the protocol and determined four to five participants was the optimal number, 

scheduling conflicts and obligations ultimately altered focus group sizes and, for some, affected 
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the level of participant engagement. Individual interviews did not allow for peer exchange or 

modeling to help some participants further develop and critically consider their perspectives and 

experiences. In these cases, excessive probing from the researcher was avoided so as not to lead 

participants into a particular frame of thinking. Conversely and as the sole individual collecting 

data, larger focus groups of five or more made it difficult to track individual responses to ensure 

equal participation throughout the interview protocol. This was particularly challenging in groups 

where certain participants were more talkative and forthcoming than others and, at times, 

dominated topics. The optimal focus group was comprised of about three-four participants. At this 

number, it was less problematic to facilitate, manage different speakers, and ensure everyone had 

an opportunity to contribute, as they so desired.  

Second, utilize student assistants or assistant researchers during data collection. As 

dissertation research, additional resources to assist with data collection were limited; however, to 

the extent possible, researchers should approach focus group interviews with additional assistance 

in the data collection. Specifically, utilizing observers who can document body language and group 

dynamics that play an important role in furthering data analysis. Additionally, when there are 

multiple people and multiple voices, particularly as some of the conversations and topics became 

very passionate, it was at times was difficult to ensure everyone was able to share while also 

listening intently to probe and help advance the conversation. Data collection assistance can help 

in these areas and also call attention to or prompt participants in a way that encourages equal 

contribution within each group. 

Third, consideration should be given to supplement focus group interviews with individual 

follow-up interviews, as time allows. There were a few occasions where I desired to engage further 

with individual participants’ responses but needed to pull back to keep the conversation moving 
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and not have one individual dominate the focus group discussion. Adding opportunities for 

individual follow-up would resolve this concern. Follow-up interviews would also provide an 

opportunity for member-checking to address any inconsistencies, areas needing clarification, or 

deeper analysis of the topic.  

Last, researchers might wish to consider an initial interview with participants in real-time 

as opposed to reflections. Capturing real-time experiences through the pre-enrollment prospective 

student process would allow an opportunity to engage with and understand the assumptions, 

presumptions, and expectations of students who ultimately choose to enroll elsewhere. For those 

who do enroll, following up with real-time experiences once they are on campus would certainly 

increase the accuracy and detail of what is gathered and learned about how prospective Black 

students and families form their assumptions of belonging during the college choice process. While 

first-year participants’ reflections were within the last year, second-year participants’ reflections 

were further out. Although the guided writing exercise and prompts within the interview protocol 

effectively encouraged participants to separate their current experiences from their previous 

expectations, capturing them in real-time and would alleviate any doubt or concern about that 

aspect of data collection and analysis. Moreover, a longitudinal study design, explored further as 

a separate recommendation below, offers additional opportunities to examine students’ 

experiences and pivot, as needed, to implement successful interventions.  

Disaggregate the Data 

The rich diversity of the sample, I believe, is one of the strengths of this study; however, 

the study’s commitment to gathering and examining all participants’ experiences and presenting 

them in a concise and cohesive manner inevitably lends itself to grouping narratives together with 

limited discussion in relation to students’ identities. There were times throughout the study where 
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it became evident that additional identity factors greatly influenced how participants experienced 

campus. For example, queer Black participants shared challenges in finding Black friends with 

similar identities and feeling fully welcomed and free to be authentic within the close-knit Black 

community. Also, biracial and multiracial Black participants faced additional hurdles fitting in any 

group, be it with Black or White students, given they were often initially viewed as not Black 

enough or racially ambiguous despite them self-identifying as Black students. They have unique 

experiences that should be explored as their population, and institutions’ demographic reporting 

of multiracial students, continues to increase.  

Additionally, Black/African American students who are descendants of enslaved people 

and draw upon multi-generational experiences in the U.S. and Black/African students who are 

often first- or second-generation U.S. immigrants exhibit distinct cultural traditions, values, and 

pressures, yet are commonly viewed as a single group except by the Black student community 

itself. Also, students from different geographic regions, particularly at institutions that serve a 

much larger percentage of their in-state residents like SFU, may bring a new perspective and face 

additional challenges in their transition, which should be considered in the context of Black student 

experiences. Similar acknowledgments can be made about first-generation college Black students 

or Black students from lower-income or underfunded, under-resourced schools. Among the most 

obvious identity differences in the study were between male and female students. While Black 

male participants were fewer in number, they seem to encounter additional pressures, or perhaps 

simply different pressures, from those shared by self-identified Black women. We know that Black 

males are most severely underrepresented in higher education, particularly in selective and 

competitive spaces. Continuing studies, as many scholars have, on Black male belonging and the 

academic experience at PWIs is critical as is examining the perceived benefits and real challenges 
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Black women face in these environments. Although this study draws attention to these factors 

throughout the findings in Chapters 4 and 5, I also acknowledge that entire studies can easily and 

appropriately be dedicated to each of these and other identity factors. Future researchers should 

consider the pros and cons of a broad population and call attention to the salient, intersecting 

identities, as appropriate.  

Conduct Pre-Enrolled and Enrolled Longitudinal Research 

The final recommendation, one that is of particular interest given my years in admissions 

and enrollment management, is to consider opportunities to combine pre-enrolled and enrolled 

student research. For most students and families, admissions officers serve as the front face of the 

entire institution. They are curators of students’ sense of belonging and are expected to introduce, 

guide, and help transition them to higher education; however, the relationship is often severed, and 

students’ pre-enrolled experiences dismissed once they commit to enroll. Though institutions more 

frequently continue engagement to minimize summer melt, the phenomenon where students who 

commit to enroll do not show up in the first term, many admission officers balance these 

relationships while actively recruiting the next prospective class.  

The birth of enrollment management, which most often includes admissions, registrar, and 

financial aid (some models also incorporate new student orientation, academic success programs, 

and career services), serves as a type of administrative bridge to close gaps and mitigate related 

challenges for students’ critical needs. Research investigating college choice is typically limited 

to the functions of these key areas. Likewise, research focused on students’ emotional well-being 

and non-academic needs and experiences often do not include pre-enrolled engagement. Future 

studies should do more to capture Black students’ experiences and engagement with an institution 
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from the perspective of belonging and how and why their perspectives may or may not shift at 

different stages of the continuum, including prospective students who choose not to enroll.  

While we embark on more concerted efforts to utilize quantitative student performance 

measures to better support retention and progress to graduation, more needs to be done to connect 

academic advancement with social and cultural factors. Moreover, institutions would ideally 

measure their progress in Black student efforts through longitudinal studies from the point of 

prospective student assumptions and engagement, to enrolled student experiences, to graduation 

and career placement. Although beyond the typical scope of a dissertation, institutionally-

supported standing qualitative or mixed-method research efforts such as this would speak volumes 

to Black student research at historically and predominantly White institutions. Specifically, these 

efforts offer opportunities to examine how students continue to engage institutions, how 

institutions can pivot and navigate conflict to maximize and enhance that engagement, and how 

stakeholders across the institution can expand their knowledge and information sharing to the 

critical non-academic factors that compromise student well-being and success.   

CONCLUSION 

Like many dissertation researchers, the experience of this study was transformative, 

invaluable to my awareness and understanding of Black student experiences and perspectives, and 

will certainly shape me and the work that I do for years to come. Given the topic was personal to 

me, I anticipated feeling deeply connected to the work; however, aspects of the data collection and 

analysis were more difficult than expected. Some focus groups offered mostly positive experiences 

and quickly found camaraderie within the negative experiences they shared. I found myself 

privileged to observe the formation of new friend groups and how these Black students uplifted 

one another in the process, offering their stories for the sake of being heard and helping others. 
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Other focus groups were quite different and, in some, students shared extremely frustrating and 

painful experiences. The time was emotional for everyone involved. Similarly, these students 

reached out to support one another and, in sharing their experiences, helped to remind one another 

that they were not alone. It was an honor to share this space with them. It was also a tremendous 

responsibility to share their stories as completely as possible and ensure they were aware of 

resources to help them work through difficult experiences on campus.  

In many ways, I saw my own experience, the good and the bad, through what the 

participants shared regarding their struggle to find themselves and grow in this environment in a 

time of increased racial conflict, violence, and turmoil in our country and around the world. In the 

more than 20 years since my own college search and choice process, listening to these Black 

students showed how some things, such as self-advocacy, have changed and how much of the 

Black student experience has remained the same. Given institutions are making substantive 

commitments to diversity, and are actively seeking to change the narrative of their institutions for 

Black students, it stands that if ever there was a time to continue research into the experiences of 

Black students and to intently listen to their stories then that time is now.  

As expressed in Jones and Reddick (2017) and reiterated in this study, Black students step 

forward and into their roles as activists, leaders, and change agents—additional responsibilities 

they take on aside from the normal challenges of being a college student; yet, I am still astounded 

by how they navigate these environments in ways that simply do not compare to those from 

privileged identities and backgrounds. My plea to scholars looking to contribute to this body of 

work comes from the position of understanding the roles colleges and universities must play in 

their commitment to diversity, equity, access, and inclusion. It has never been sufficient to simply 

increase the number of Black applicants and enroll more Black students without a direct 
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connection or commitment to meet students where they are and adapt to what they bring and what 

they need without directly addressing the deficit, inferior, or “outside of the norm” mindset in our 

student body or the staff, faculty, and administrators that work with them. Too often, Black 

students’ recruitment and enrollment, as well and retention and success efforts, extend little 

concern regarding the racial pressures and bias they experience.  

The college experience expects and requires students to adjust to the existing campus 

culture and institutional structure and frequently balks when they, as student activists and future 

leaders, attempt to change it. We see this even now with alumni, university personnel, and 

advocates speaking against Black students who are asking for change by suggesting that if the 

students do not like the policies where they are, then they should drop out and go somewhere else. 

This is not acceptable. University administrators must be as dedicated to the desire and rewards of 

increasing structural diversity as they are to make difficult and unpopular decisions that, in the 

end, positively change our campus climate campus, culture, and student experiences of our most 

targeted and vulnerable students. Whether defined by racial and ethnic demographics or cultural 

experiences and institutional norms, predominantly White campuses most intrusively compromise 

the experiences of its Black student population and others who also directly suffer from White 

supremacist views. My hope is that continued research, practical implications for administrators 

from existing and future research, and future scholars will find additional ways to contribute to 

this important work and further outline why and how individuals across an institution must come 

together to realize meaningful and lasting change. Creative and collaborative interventions can 

shift the tide to provide Black students what they need to thrive at in these environments while 

creating a new narrative that is reflective, responsive, inclusive, and transformative for all.  
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: LITERATURE REVIEW SUMMARY 

Table A.1      Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Chapman 
(1981) 

-- -- -- 
Model of internal and external factors that 
influence prospective students’ college choice; 
pioneered the college choice model 

Hossler and 
Gallagher 
(1987) 

Literature 
review; 
development
al model 

-- -- 
Simplified Chapman’s college choice model to 
three-phase model of factors that influence 
college choice of a specific institution 

Schlossberg 
(1989) 

-- -- -- 

Emergent themes in mattering that contribute to 
one’s sense of belonging, particularly during 
periods of college transition and heightened 
feelings of marginality 

Freeman 
(1997) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Focus groups 
Black high 
school students 

Challenged traditional, econometric college 
choice models and added Black student voices 
in the context of college choice and policy 
making 

Hurtado, 
Inkelas, 
Briggs, and 
Rhee (1997) 

Quantitative Survey 
National sample 
of high school 
students 

Examined college application and choice 
behaviors by race; identified key differences 
between students of color and White students 
as well as differences within the student of color 
population 

Hurtado, 
Milem, 
Clayton-
Pederson, 
and Allen 
(1998) 

Literature 
review; four-
dimensional 
model 

-- -- 

Synthesized approximately 20 studies and 
publications investigating race, campus climate, 
affirmative action, and diversity; stressed 
frameworks for campus climate policy initiatives 
are limited by institutions’ views of reflecting vs. 
shaping society; identified four key areas for 
administrators/policymakers  

Cabrera, 
Nora, 
Terenzini, 
Pascarella, 
and 
Hagedorn 
(1999) 

Quantitative Survey 

National sample 
of 1,454 
students 
attending 
college in 1992 

Examined differences between Black and White 
students in adjustment to college and 
perceptions of prejudice or discrimination; found 
negative climate and belonging significantly 
impacted institutional commitment and 
persistence of Black students (not academic 
preparedness or college preparation) 

Freeman 
(1999) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Focus groups 
Black 10-12th 
grade students 

Explored perceptions, expectations, and 
preferences of Black students during college 
search and choice process to determine factors 
that influence perceptions and/or preferences 
for institutional type; stressed the importance of 
culture in college choice models and theory 

Ancis, 
Sedlacek, 
and Mohr 
(2000) 

Quantitative Survey 
578 university 
undergraduates 

Examined racial/ethnic differences in 
perceptions and experiences with campus 
cultural climate; found Black students 
consistently reported racial tension and conflict 
unlike White students 
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Table A.1 Continued…     Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Holmes, 
Ebbers, 
Robinson, 
and Mugenda 
(2000) 

Literature 
review; 
conceptual 
model 
development 

-- -- 

Reviewed research and theory related to 
retention and degree attainment for Black 
students; developed a conceptual model of 
student validation that begins at pre-
enrollment and contributes to enrolled 
belonging and success 

Perna (2000) Quantitative  Survey 

National sample 
of  high school 
graduates in 
1992 

Compared college choice decisions of 
Black, White, and Hispanic students; 
examined issues of underrepresentation 
and importance of social capital and 
networks 

Solórzano, 
Ceja, and 
Yosso (2000) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site  

Focus groups 
34 Black college 
students 

Utilized CRT and grounded theory to 
examine racial microaggressions, how they 
influence racial campus climate, and 
individual experiences that influence 
student persistence, success, and fit 
(belonging); examined both academic and 
social spaces to demonstrate how subtle, 
covert racism impacts campus racial 
climate for Black students 

Fries-Britt 
and Turner 
(2002) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Demographic 
data; focus 
group and 
individual 
interviews 

34 Black college 
students (juniors 
and seniors) 

Investigated differences in how Black 
students experience a TWI (traditionally 
White institution) and an HBCU; Centers 
themes such as a) social / emotional 
experiences in support and campus 
involvement and b) cultivated or diverted 
energy in campus interactions 

Moore, 
Madison-
Colmore, and 
Smith (2003) 

Qualitative 

Individual and 
group 
interviews; 
biographical 
questionnaire 

24 Black males 
(juniors and 
seniors) 

Used grounded theory to examine the 
perceptions, attitudes, and experiences of 
African American males who persisted in 
engineering at a PWI. Offers the “prove-
them-wrong syndrome” as an explanation 
to better understand the phenomenon of 
persistence 

Davis et al. 
(2004) 

Qualitative 
Phenomenolog
-ical interviews 

11 Black 
undergraduate 
students near 
graduation 

Explored Black students academic 
experiences at a large research-oriented, 
land-grant institution; Offers experiences of 
hypervisibility and invisibility, isolation and 
connection, worthiness, and more. 

Rankin and 
Reason 
(2005) 

Quantitative Survey 
7,347 
undergraduate 
students 

Examined campus climate experiences by 
race and how campus climate is viewed for 
underrepresented students; found students 
of color experience higher rates of 
harassment and hostile environments; 
students of color perceived the climate as 
racist more than White students despite 
White students’ awareness of hostility and 
harassment 

Griffin (2006) 

Qualitative; 
interpretative 
multi-case 
study 

Demographic 
questionnaire; 
semi-
structured 
interview 

Nine Black 
(honors program) 
students 

Examined the motivation of Black high-
achievers/honors program students 
attending a large public university; 
highlights internal and external sources of 
motivation 
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Table A.1 Continued…     Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Perna, Milem, 
Gerald, 
Baum, 
Rowan, and 
Hutchens 
(2006) 

Quantitative 
Survey and 
enrollment 
data  

Undergraduate 
college students 
1991-2001 

Utilized enrollment equity index (EEI) to 
examine Black student equity in various 
sectors of public higher education in 19 
southern and southern border states; found 
consistent inequity and high levels of 
inequity at flagship institutions 

Domina 
(2007) 

Quantitative; 
descriptive 
research 

Panel data – 
Texas high 
schools, 
postsecondary 
institutions, 
and state-level 

High school 
seniors 1993-
2002 

Utilized various data sources to track 
college enrollment behaviors of Texas high 
school students to measure the effect of 
race-neutral scholarship programs and 
recruitment strategies following restrictions 
on race-conscious affirmative action 
policies; found increasing awareness of 
college admissions processes improved 
access 

Harper and 
Hurtado 
(2007) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Focus groups 
(racially 
homogeneous) 

278 Asian 
American, Black, 
Latino, Native 
American, White 
college students 
at five PWIs 

Identified nine themes in campus racial 
climate; examined racial group differences 
in campus climate and sense of belonging; 
synthesized 15 years of racial campus 
climate research and found consistent 
themes of exclusion, inaction, and 
marginality from students 

Hurtado, 
Han, Saenz, 
Espinosa, 
Cabrera, and 
Cerna (2007) 

Quantitative Survey 

National CIRP 
dataset of 5,049 
White, Asian, 
and URM college 
science students  

Explored key factors that affect the 
transition of URM science students 
compared to White and Asian students; 
found perceptions of hostile climates 
affected all students but significantly 
affected academic adjustment of URMs; 
positive interracial interactions benefited 
all; highly selective and competitive 
environments added tension for URMs 

Anderson 
(2008) 
*dissertation 

Quantitative Surveys 
Black and Latino 
high school and 
college students 

Measured perceptions/expectations and 
reality/lived experiences of belonging and 
satisfaction of college choice for Black and 
Latino students pre- and post-
matriculation; found complexity in and 
differences between factors that matter in 
choice and satisfaction that impact sense 
of belonging 

Stewart 
(2008) 

Qualitative; 
phenomenlog
- 
Ical study 

Individual 
interviews; 
demographic 
survey 

5 Black college 
students at 
selective, PWI 

Examined how students explore race and 
their racial identities in two dimensions 1) 
in nurturing environments and 2) 
regardless of surrounding campus climate 

Teranishi and 
Briscoe 
(2008) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Focus groups; 
one-on-one 
interviews 

11th and 12th-
grade Black high 
school students; 
six high school 
counselors 

Examined the role of race, racialized 
ideologies, and perceived racism in Black 
students college choice perceptions, 
expectations, and behaviors after CA Prop 
209 statewide affirmative action ban; used 
CRT to challenge econometric college 
choice models to emphasize the role of race 
and perceived sense of belonging in college 
choice 
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Table A.1 Continued…     Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Tovar, 
Simon, and 
Lee (2009) 

Quantitative; 
multi-site 

Survey 
Two- and four-
year college 
students in CA 

Investigated the importance of mattering in 
college student success through the 
development and validation of the College 
Mattering Inventory with “diverse” urban 
college students  

Butler (2010) Quantitative Survey 

Black, White, 
Hispanic, Asian 
high school 
students 

Examined relationship between ethno-
racial high school composition and college 
preference based on previous studies that 
align racially segregated high schools with 
racially segregated college choices  

Harper and 
Griffin (2011) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

One-on-one 
interviews 

42 low-income/ 
working class 
Black male 
undergraduates 
from PWIs  

Described policies and programs that 
enabled Black male students to navigate to 
and through selective public and private 
institutions successfully; identified three 
interventions that were most influential; re-
framed conversation from barriers to 
strategies 

Heilig, 
Reddick, 
Hamilton, and 
Dietz (2011) 

Quantitative; 
descriptive 
research 

Institutional 
enrollment 
data and 
phenotype 
analysis; state 
enrollment 
data 

Black students at 
The University of 
Texas at Austin 

Provided a historical analysis of state and 
institutional policies limiting Black student 
enrollment; analyzed yearbook and 
enrollment data to track enrollment over 
eight decades; documented 
underrepresentation following restrictions 
on race-conscious admission policies and 
upward trends following institutional 
diversity commitments under race-neutral 
policies 

London, 
Anderson, 
and Downey 
(2011) 

Literature 
review 

-- -- 

Examined marginalization of students of 
color at PWIs that negatively impact 
campus climate, belonging, and success; 
explored college transition for students of 
color; suggested collegiate experiences 
begin during recruitment/college choice 
phase; stressed importance of belonging in 
institutional recruitment efforts 

Johnson 
(2012) 

Quantitative Survey 
1,744 women 
undergraduates 
in STEM fields 

Investigated perceptions of campus racial 
climate and other environments that 
contributed to differences in sense of 
belonging between White and diverse 
women and among diverse women in 
STEM fields; identified differences in 
predictors of and barriers to women and 
women of color success in STEM 

Harper 
(2013) 

Literature 
review 

-- -- 

Reviewed literature focused on racial 
issues Black students face at PWI; offered 
insight into how Black students navigate 
racist college and university environments 
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Table A.1 Continued…     Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Hoxby and 
Avery (2013) 

Quantitative 
College Board 
and ACT 
datasets 

All test takers in 
2008 high school 
graduating class 

Examined differences between low- and 
high-income high achieving students and 
their college search and choice behaviors; 
coined achievement-typical (low income 
who behave similar to high income) and 
income-typical (low income who do not 
apply to selective colleges); offered 
implications of admissions policies and 
practices that ineffectively target income-
typical; discusses under-matching and 
race-neutral strategies 

Neville, 
Awad, 
Brooks, 
Flores, and 
Bluemel 
(2013) 

Literature 
review  

-- -- 

Synthesized color-blind racial ideology 
(CBRI) literature in color-evasion and 
power-evasion emergent themes; defined 
CBRI as contemporary racism with 
connections to racialized incidents and 
campus climate issues; offers 
recommendations to combat CBRI in 
education and training 

Chang, 
Hurtado, and 
Newman 
(2014) 

Quantitative Survey 

3,670 STEM 
students at 217 
institutions 
(longitudinal 
study 2004-
2008)   

Examined differences by race in pre-
collegiate characteristics and collegiate 
experiences that influenced persistence in 
STEM; emphasized sense of belonging in 
persistence for students of color; offered 
recommendations to promote sense of 
belonging and ultimately persistence 

Strayhorn 
and Johnson 
(2014) 

Quantitative Survey 

National sample 
of 1,227 Black 
and White 
college students 

Investigated differences in cross-racial 
interactions and influences of sense of 
belonging by race; found structural 
diversity at PWIs plus a lack of institutional 
effort limits opportunities or meaningful 
engagement between Black and White 
students; Black students are affected in 
more and different ways  

Wilkins 
(2014) 

Qualitative; 
multi-site 

Individual 
interviews 
2006-2012 

Black male and 
first generation 
White male 
college students  

Examined pre-collegiate (personal 
reflection) and collegiate identities and 
experiences; Found race and class 
differences matter in academic and social 
integration for educational success and 
social mobility at PWIs; stressed critical 
differences in Black male experiences 

Baber (2015) Qualitative 
Individual 
interviews 

32 directors of 
STEM diversity 
programs at 10 
PWIs 
 
 
 
 

Investigated the underrepresentation of 
Black, Latino, and Native American 
students in STEM from the interest 
convergence framework; Discussed 
challenges in buy-in and sustaining 
productive program solutions with 
competing institutional commitments; 
offered several policy recommendations 
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Table A.1 Continued…     Literature Review Summary—Peer-Reviewed Articles and Dissertations 

Authors 
Research 

Design 
Instrument 

Participants / 
Respondents 

Contribution 

Hannon, 
Woodside, 
Pollard, and 
Roman 
(2016) 

Qualitative 
Individual 
interviews 

7 Black women 
of junior or senior 
status at PWI 

Investigated the phenomenon of Black 
women’s experiences at PWI; stressed the 
significance of living in Black and White 
spaces, double minority status, and 
choices to expand perceptions and 
engagement to shape their sense of 
belonging 

Means, 
Clayton, 
Conzelmann, 
and Umbach 
(2016) 

Qualitative; 
case study 

Individual 
interviews 

Black high 
school juniors 

Explored college and career aspirations of 
rural Black students from a predominantly 
Black high school; examined community 
type and college choice; expectations, 
aspirations, and potential barriers to 
college enrollment 

Vaccaro and 
Newman 
(2016) 

Qualitative 
Individual 
interviews 

51 first-year 
undergraduate 
students 

Identified differences in factors that 
influence sense of belonging in privileged 
and self-identified minoritized students; 
developed an emergent sense of belonging 
model based on three themes: 
environmental, involvement, and 
relationships 

Warnock 
(2016) 

Quantitative Survey 

National (NELS) 
data of ~5,000-
7,000 parent 
respondents, 
varies by 
question 

Examined differences in parent perception 
of higher education opportunities (ability to 
pay, earn money to pay, and access 
financial aid information) by racial, ethnic, 
income, and language groups; found 
distinct differences across all groups  

Lo, 
McCallum, 
Hughes, 
Smith, and 
McKnight 
(2017) 

Quantitative; 
case study 

Survey 

Undergraduate 
students at the 
University of 
Alabama 

Examined racial differences in perceptions 
of campus climate; examined traditional 
and symbolic racism (aka covert 
prejudice); both were found to be noticed 
more by Black students than White 
students 

Slay (2017) 
*dissertation 

Qualitative; 
case study 

Individual 
interviews; 
observations 

35 University of 
Michigan 
admitted Black 
students (25 
non-enrollees; 15 
enrollees), 16 
enrollment staff, 
yield event 
observation 
hours 

Investigated the impact of Prop 2 (state-
wide ban on affirmative action) on 
students’ interpretation of institutional 
diversity commitments, student 
representation, and faculty/staff diversity 
messages; identified factors that influenced 
college choice decisions 

Vue, 
Haslerig, and 
Allen (2017) 

Qualitative 
Individual 
interviews 

“Alumni” of two 
college access 
programs (high 
school students) 

Used CRT to explore how students of color 
hear,  internalize, and navigate contentious 
racialized discourse on affirmative action 
and other race-conscious policies; offered 
student perspectives of policies 
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APPENDIX B: INVITATION EMAIL (MFU) 

Hi, <First_name> –  

 

I’m writing to share a research study on Black student experiences that may interest you. My 

name is Ka’rin Thornburg, and I’m a doctoral student in Educational Leadership and Policy at 

The University of Texas at Austin. My dissertation is on Black students’ expectations, 

perceptions, and experiences of belonging and campus racial climate at predominantly or 

historically White institutions. The purpose of my study is to amplify Black students’ voices to 

inform strategies to increase the representation of Black students on campus and improve 

campus climate issues.  

 

I’m recruiting participants for focus group interviews in the [MFU] <insert building 

name/location> (room TBD) on <insert dates>. Participants must be 18 years old or older, 

enrolled as a first or second-year undergraduate student, and identify as Black, African 

American, or African. All participants will enter a drawing to receive one of several $10-20 

Amazon gift cards. If you agree to join this study, you will: 

• participate in a focus group interview with up to 8 students (approximately 1.5 hours; 

snacks provided) 

• complete a 5-10 minute online demographic questionnaire  

Participation in this research is voluntary, and all student information will remain 

confidential. If you’re interested, please CLICK HERE or on the link below. You can contact 

me with questions or concerns at any time before, during, or after this study at 

karin.thornburg@utexas.edu. You may also share concerns with my advisor and principal 

investigator Dr. Rich Reddick (richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu) or the Office of Research 

Support & Compliance at The University of Texas at Austin (irb@austin.utexas.edu or 512-232-

1543 and reference IRB study number 2018-08-0113). 

Sign up here: <insert Qualtrics link>   

I hope to see you soon. 

Best, 

Ka’rin Thornburg 

Ph.D. Candidate, Program in Higher Education Leadership 

Educational Leadership and Policy, College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin 

  

mailto:karin.thornburg@utexas.edu
mailto:richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu
mailto:irb@austin.utexas.edu
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APPENDIX C: INVITATION EMAIL (SFU) 

Hello, 

I am writing to let you know about a research study on Black student experiences at 

predominantly or historically White institutions that may interest you. My name is Ka’rin 

Thornburg, and I am a doctoral student in Educational Leadership and Policy at The University 

of Texas at Austin. The purpose of my study is to learn more about Black students’ expectations, 

perceptions, and experiences of belonging and campus racial climate so your voices may help 

inform recruitment strategies to increase the representation of Black students on campus and 

improve campus climate issues to better meet the needs of current and future Black students.  

 

I am looking to recruit participants for focus group interviews on the main [SFU] campus - 

additional dates have been added: <insert date range> (morning, afternoon, and evening 

times available). Participants must be 18 years old or older, enrolled as a first or second-year 

undergraduate student, and identify as Black, African American, or African. All participants 

will enter a drawing to receive one of several $10-15 Amazon gift cards. As a participant in 

this study, you will be asked to: 

 join a focus group interview with up to 5 other students (approximately 1.5 hours; food 

provided) 

 complete an online demographic questionnaire (approximately 5 minutes) 

Participation in this study is voluntary, and all student information will remain 

confidential. Should you have any questions or concerns at any time before, during, or after this 

study, please contact me at karin.thornburg@utexas.edu. You may also contact my advisor and 

principal investigator Dr. Rich Reddick at richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu or the Office of 

Research Support & Compliance at The University of Texas at Austin at irb@austin.utexas.edu 

or 512-232-1543. Please reference IRB study number 2018-08-0113.  

 

Sign up here no later than <insert date>: <insert Qualtrics link>  

  

Thank you and I hope to see you soon. 

 

Best, 

 

Ka’rin Thornburg 

Ph.D. Candidate, Program in Higher Education Leadership 

Educational Leadership and Policy, College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin 

  

mailto:karin.thornburg@utexas.edu
mailto:richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu
mailto:irb@austin.utexas.edu
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APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT SURVEY 

 
Dissertation Study: Perceptions, Expectations, and Experiences of Black 

Students at Predominantly White Institutions - <Insert University Name>  

Welcome to the research study!   
 
Thank you for your interest in my research study on the experiences of Black students at 

predominantly or historically White institutions. My goal is to learn more about Black students’ 

expectations, perceptions, and experiences of belonging and campus racial climate so your 

voices may help inform recruitment strategies to increase the representation of Black students on 

campus and improve campus climate issues.  

 

I am looking to recruit focus group interview participants who are age 18 or older, enrolled as a 

first or second-year undergraduate student, and identify as Black, African American, or 

African. All participants will be entered in a drawing to receive one of several $10-20 

Amazon gift cards. As a participant in this study, you will: 

 participate in a focus group interview (approximately 1.5 hours, snacks provided) 

 complete a 5-10 minute online demographic questionnaire 

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you are interested, please enter your information and 

indicate your availability below. If you have questions or concerns at any time before, during, or 

after this study, please contact me at karin.thornburg@austin.utexas.edu. You may also share 

concerns with my advisor and principal investigator Dr. Rich Reddick at 

richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu or the Office of Research Support & Compliance at The 

University of Texas at Austin at irb@austin.utexas.edu or 512-232-1543. Please reference IRB 

study number 2018-08-0113. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Ka’rin Thornburg 

Ph.D. Candidate, Program in Higher Education Leadership 

Educational Leadership and Policy, College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin 

  

Yes, I would like to join the study 

No, I do not wish to participate 

  

mailto:karin.thornburg@austin.utexas.edu
mailto:richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu
mailto:irb@austin.utexas.edu
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First and Last name: 

 
Email address: 

 
Phone number: 

 
 

 

I identify as: 

Black/African American 

Black/African 

Black/Multiracial 

Other (please specify):  

 

 

My gender identity is: 

Man/Male 

Woman/Female 

Gender-queer/Non-binary 

Other (please specify):  

 

 

Classification 

First-year 

Second-year 

Other (please specify):  

 

 

What is your primary academic college/major?: 

 
 

 

Each focus group will take place in the <insert building name/room number> at the <insert 

school name>, will last up to 90 minutes, and will be comprised of up to 8 students per 

group. Please select all 90-minute time slots that you are available to participate below. You will 

receive confirmation of your date and time via email. (Do not select times where you may need 

to arrive late or leave early) 

 

<Insert focus group time slots here>  
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APPENDIX E: INFORMED CONSENT LETTER (MFU AND SFU) 

 

October 2018 

 

IRB USE ONLY 

Study Number: 2018-08-011 

Approval Date: 10/29/2018 

Expires: 10/28/2019 

 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

 

Thank you for your interest in my research study on the experiences of Black students at 

predominantly White institutions. My goal is to learn more about Black students’ expectations, 

perceptions, and experiences related to belonging and campus racial climate during the HS 

college choice process and their first or second year in college. 

 

The reason I want to learn more about your and other Black students’ experiences is to add your 

voices to the development of policies and practices that may improve a) recruitment strategies to 

increase the representation of Black students on campus and b) campus climate issues to better 

meet the needs of current and future Black students. Participants in each focus group will be 

entered in a drawing to receive a $10-20 Amazon gift card. 

 

As a participant in this study, you will be asked to:  

 participate in a focus group interview (approximately 1.5 hours, snacks provided)  

 complete an online demographic questionnaire (approximately 5-10 minutes) 

 Select participants may be asked to participate in an optional short follow-up individual 

interview (approximately 20-30 minutes).  

 

There are no anticipated risks that exceed everyday occurrences for participating in this 

study. Participation may help mitigate feelings of isolation around sensitive topics or 

experiences and provide sources of support by connecting students who share similar perceptions 

or experiences. The study should provide a broader platform to share your experiences, which 

might inform institutional strategies and other policy and practice to enhance student experiences 

and support. Campus resource information will be provided in case you desire additional support 

following the interview(s). 

 

Your participation is strictly voluntary. All responses will remain confidential - identifying 

factors will not be revealed in research reports or analysis. If it becomes necessary for the 

Institutional Review Board to review the study records, information that can be linked to you 

will be protected to the extent permitted by law. Your research records will not be released 

without your consent unless required by law or a court order. The data resulting from your 

participation may be made available to other researchers in the future for research purposes not 

detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information 

that could associate it with you, or with your participation in any study. 
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Should you have any questions or concerns at any time before, during, or after this study, please 

contact me at karin.thornburg@utexas.edu. You may also contact the Office of Research Support 

& Compliance at The University of Texas at Austin at irb@austin.utexas.edu or 512-232-1543 

and reference IRB study number 2018-08-0113. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Ka’rin Thornburg 

October 2018 

Ph.D. Candidate, Educational Leadership and Policy 

College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin  

mailto:karin.thornburg@utexas.edu
mailto:irb@austin.utexas.edu
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APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP NORMS AND GUIDED WRITING EXERCISE 

Black Student Experiences at PWIs 

Ka’rin Thornburg, PhD Candidate 

Educational Leadership & Policy, College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin (IRB 2018-08-0113) 

Introductions and Study Background (5 minutes)  

Focus Group Norms – (5 minutes) 

1. Judgment free zone – respect others’ opinions and perspectives, even if they differ from your 

own. 

2. Brave space – please share openly and honestly.  

3. Respect each other’s privacy (do not discuss what others have shared outside this group). 

4. Listen intently rather than waiting for others to stop talking.  

5. Share the air (step up/step back). Some of us naturally speak more than others, but everyone’s 

experiences and opinions are valuable to this study. Be patient before speaking more than once on 

an issue and allow space for others’ voices to be heard. 

6. Show compassion and understanding for others’ experiences. 

Definitions   

 Prospective student - An individual who might attend the institution in the future. (Includes those 

who are or will soon be eligible to apply and admitted students who have not yet decided where 

to enroll.) 

 Enrolled student - An individual who is currently attending a college or university. 

Free-writing/Guided-writing Exercise – (8 minutes)  

Think back to your junior and senior year in high school and respond to the following based on your 

experiences, perceptions, and the information that was available to you at that time. (Write from the 

perspective of a high school student.) 

1. How did you decide where to apply to college? Did the institution’s racial/ethnic/cultural 

diversity play a factor in your choice? Why or why not? 

2. How would you describe your experience as a prospective student applying to (insert school 

name)? Were your friends/family supportive of your choice?  

3. What were the top three or four factors, institutional characteristics, or experiences that most 

influenced your decision to apply to (insert school name)?  

4. What did you think about or how would you have described (insert school name) 

racial/ethnic/cultural diversity? Who or what influenced this perception/opinion?  
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APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Questions (60 minutes) 

Prospective (high school) student experience: 

1. As a high school student, what made you interested in applying to <insert school name>? (RQ 1) 

a) Did recruitment materials, people, or other opportunities influence your decision to apply?  

2. Raise your hand if you had a positive, negative, or neutral perception about race at <insert school 

name>. Discuss.  (RQ 1) 

3. How do you think being Black impacted your feelings about being on campus with respect to the 

following: (RQ 1; RQ 2) 

a) academic preparedness 

b) social or cultural opportunities  

c) fitting into the overall campus environment 

4. What or who ultimately influenced your decision to enroll at <insert school name> instead of another 

college/university where you were admitted? (RQ 1) 

Enrolled college student experience: (briefly review freshmen profile handout) 

5. Now that you’re a student on campus, how would you describe the racial/ethnic diversity here? 

6. What has your experience been like as a Black student with respect to the following: (RQ 2) 

a) academic rigor  

b) classroom interaction 

c) social life 

7. How would you describe your experience interacting with: (RQ 2) 

a) Other (non-Black) students of color in academic vs. social settings 

b) White students in academic vs. social settings 

c) Faculty and/or staff 

8. Knowing what you know now, how likely are you to encourage other Black students to enroll here? 

(Raise your hand if you are very likely, somewhat likely, somewhat unlikely, very unlikely) Discuss. 

(RQ 2) 

9. Do you think the university is doing a good job recruiting and creating a sense of belonging for Black 

students? (RQ 3) 

10. What recommendations would you give <insert school name> to recruit and enroll more Black 

students? (RQ 3) 

11. What are some important things you that you think (insert school name) should/could do to improve 

the experiences of enrolled Black students? (RQ 3) 
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APPENDIX H: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE (POST-INTERVIEW) 

 
BLACK STUDENT EXPERIENCE AT <INSERT SCHOOL NAME> - DEMOGRAPHIC 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Thank you for participating in the focus group interview. THIS QUESTIONNAIRE, WHICH IS 

ALSO PART OF THE STUDY, WILL TAKE 5-7 MINUTES TO COMPLETE. As a reminder, 

all responses will remain confidential - any identifying factors are stored separately and will not 

be revealed in survey reports or analysis. Once you complete the questionnaire, you will 

automatically enter the drawing for a chance to receive an Amazon e-gift card. PLEASE 

COMPLETE THE QUESTIONNAIRE NO LATER THAN <INSERT DATE>. 

  

Should you have any questions or concerns at any time during or after this study, please don’t 

hesitate to contact me at me at karin.thornburg@utexas.edu. If you’d like to share your concerns 

elsewhere, you may contact my advisor and principal investigator Dr. Rich Reddick at 

richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu or the Office of Research Support & Compliance at The 

University of Texas at Austin at irb@austin.utexas.edu or 512-232-1543. Please reference IRB 

study number 2018-08-0113. 

  

Thank you, 

 

Ka’rin Thornburg 

Ph.D. Candidate, Program in Higher Education Leadership 

Educational Leadership and Policy, College of Education 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 

1. Do you have important individual/internal identity factors that significantly influence or 

define who you are?  

Note: Your ethnicity/race (Black/African American; Black/African; Black/Multiracial; 

Other) and gender identity (woman/female; man/male; gender queer/non-binary) were 

previously collected and are stored separately along with your name. There is no need to list 

these factors again, unless you wish to change your previous response. 

Yes (please specify)  

No 

 

2. What is your college and academic discipline(s)?  

 
 

College Search and Choice Factors 

 

3. How many colleges or universities did you apply to? 

1 2-3 4-5 6-7 8 or more 

     

mailto:karin.thornburg@utexas.edu
mailto:richard.reddick@austin.utexas.edu
mailto:irb@austin.utexas.edu
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4. Please select all institution types where you applied and were admitted. 

APPLIED ADMITTED 

Private College or University Private College or University  

Public College or University  Public College or University  

Research or Flagship Institution Research or Flagship Institution  

Small-Midsize Liberal Arts College Small-Midsize Liberal Arts College  

Vocational/technical and career college  Vocational/technical and career college  

Community College Community College 

Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCU) 

Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCU) 

Single-sex college or university Single-sex college or university 

Religious-affiliated institution Religious-affiliated institution 

Out of state college or university Out of state college or university 

Other (please state): Other (please state): 

Other (please state): Other (please state): 

 

5. Please list the top 4 colleges where you applied in order of your personal preference: 

 
 

High School Academics and Achievement 

 

6. Which of the following best describes your high school type and physical location: 

 Urban, public  Rural, public 

 Urban, private  Rural, private 

 
Suburban, public 

 Other (please state):  

 Suburban, private     

 

7. How would you describe the make-up of the student body at your high school? 

 Predominantly White  Predominantly Asian 

 Predominantly Black  Equally diverse 

 
Predominantly Hispanic 

 Other (please state):  

 

8. Which of the following best describes your high school’s academic environment: 

 Traditional/Non-specific  Charter school 

 
College preparatory 

 Other (please state):  
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Magnet (please specify focus i.e. art, 

technology, etc.):  
    

 

9. Which of the following best describes the majority of your high school coursework or 

curriculum during your senior year: 

 
Standard / Regular-level 

 
International Baccalaureate (IB) 

 
Honors 

 
Dual credit 

 
Advanced Placement (AP)     

 

10. What was your high school class rank: 

 Top 5%  Middle 26-35% 

 Top 6-10%  Middle 36-50% 

 Top 11-15%  51-75% 

 Top 16-20%  76-100% 

 Top 21-25%     

 

Individual and Family Background 

 

11. What is your home state (or country if international student): 

 
 

12. What major city or metropolitan area is closest to your hometown: 

 
 

13. How would you describe your family’s income (if needed, estimate based on your most 

recent FAFSA, scholarship, or admissions application information): 

Less than $40,000 

$40,000-59,999 

$60,000-79,999  

$80,000-99,999 

$100,000-150,000 

More than $150,000 

I don’t know 

 

14. What is your mother’s/guardian’s and father’s/guardian’s highest completed education level: 

Mother/Guardian Father/Guardian 

N/A Mother/Guardian N/A Father/Guardian 



 

 295 

Mother/Guardian Father/Guardian 

Did not complete high school 

Mother/Guardian 

Did not complete high school 

Father/Guardian 

HS Diploma or GED Mother/Guardian HS Diploma or GED Father/Guardian 

Some college Mother/Guardian Some college Father/Guardian 

Associate’s or vocational/technical degree 

(e.g., community college) Mother/Guardian 

Associate’s or vocational/technical degree 

(e.g., community college) Father/Guardian 

Bachelor’s degree Mother/Guardian Bachelor’s degree Father/Guardian 

Graduate or professional degree (e.g., 

masters, doctorate, etc.) Mother/Guardian 

Graduate or professional degree (e.g., 

masters, doctorate, etc.) Father/Guardian 

 

15. Do you have older siblings who completed a bachelor’s degree or higher? 

Yes 

No  
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APPENDIX I: PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

Participant Profiles 

 The sections below provide a narration of participant backgrounds and college search and 

choice process experiences composed from the demographic questionnaire and the pre-interview 

guided-writing exercise. 

MFU Participant Profiles 

Below are the individual backgrounds and personal stories of the 17 participants (listed in 

Table I.1 below) who attend MFU. Participants shared their thoughts and experiences in one of six 

focus groups, including two individual interviews due to scheduling conflicts and cancellations.  

Table I.1     MFU Participant Background Factors (duplicate) 

Name 
Focus 
Group 

Year Race and Ethnicity Gender Residency Family income 
First-
Gen 

Aaron 4 1st Black/African American Man/M Out-of-state $80 - 99K N 

Alex 6 2nd 
Other (African 
American/Nigerian) 

Man/M Out-of-state $100 -150K N 

Alexa 6 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 
Alyssa 6 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 -79K Y 
Avery 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $80 -99K N 
Denise 5 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state Less than $40K N 
Erin 2 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 - 79K Y 
Jason 3 1st Black/Multiracial Man/M In-state More than $150K N 
Kacey 5 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state More than $150K N 
Karen 6 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 
Kayla 1 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 
Kendra 1 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $100 - 150K N 
Kim 3 2nd Black/African Woman/F In-state Less than $40K N 
Sara 3 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $40 - 59K N 
Stella 6 1st Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state More than $150K N 
Tiffany 6 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F International I don’t know N 
Veronica 5 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F Out-of-state $100 -150K N 

Focus Group 1 

Kayla. Kayla, a second-year student pursuing the health sciences, identifies as a first-

generation college student from a low-income family. She attended a predominantly Black, urban, 

magnet science high school and, like many of her peers, Kayla completed mostly advanced 

placement (AP) classes and graduated in the top 15% of her class. When it came to considering 



 

 297 

higher education opportunities, Kayla applied to a staggering 13 institutions both in- and out-of-

state, of which the majority were historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). According 

to Kayla, she dreamed of having an HBCU experience, saying, “…I wanted to be at a 

predominantly Black college [so] I applied to the best HBCUs, the best in-state college, and a 

couple of Ivy leagues. Overall, I wanted the Black college experience.” Kayla recalls applying to 

MFU as a back-up at her mother’s behest. She initially did not want to go to MFU, stating, 

“especially in the midst of Trump’s election and hearing about racist events going on on-campus 

in 2016...I knew it was mostly White, and I thought it was a place where I’d definitely experience 

racism”. Although her family was concerned about it as well, they still wanted her to apply. 

MFU’s prestige, potential financial support through scholarships and grants, and 

opportunities and resources for professional and personal growth, all of which she was familiar 

with given her participation in the institution’s middle and high school outreach programs, made 

her comfortable during the application process. Ultimately, it was MFU’s competitive financial 

aid package that compelled her to enroll. Kayla states:  

I got a full ride. ...That was probably the hardest decision I ever made in that time period. 

...my mom was just like, ‘you do whatever you want to do, but I want you to go to MFU 

because the opportunities here are just crazy’ and they are. So that’s why I picked MFU. It 

was really just the money, and I knew that here, I would be able to really flourish and just 

take advantage of everything, and [my dream HBCU] just didn’t give me enough money 

[also]…the rules for their scholarship were so strict - nothing could change. 

Kayla recalls the financial assistance at MFU seemed more concrete – more consistent – and, 

despite her other concerns, she felt it was the logical choice, albeit her second-choice institution. 

Kendra. Kendra, a first-year performing arts student, enrolled as one of the 20% of out-

of-state students who comprise the new entering class. As a high school student in a neighboring 

state, Kendra attended an urban, college prep high school that she describes as “equally diverse.” 

There, she took primarily AP classes and graduated in the middle 26-35% of her class. Kendra 
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describes being Black/African American as a significant aspect of her identity. She recalls 

applying to more than eight colleges and universities nationally, with the help of her mother: 

At the beginning of my sophomore year in [high school], my mom put together a list of 

colleges that had the best/top [performing arts] programs. We both talked about what I 

wanted in a university, and from there, we added and eliminated colleges from the list. 

Throughout the entire process, my mom was very adamant about having at least one HBCU 

on my list. Growing up, I went to predominantly White private elementary schools until 

junior high. …Junior high, I was in public school, and it was a brand new experience with 

a lot of diversity. I knew I never wanted to attend a school that lacked diversity ever 

again…it was an unrealistic environment… not [an] accurate portrayal of racial diversity 

in our society. So, diversity in terms of thoughts, views, and race is what I looked for. 

Although she had little exposure to the institution, and more than one discouraging encounter with 

a university admissions recruiter regarding the likelihood of admissibility, MFU was Kendra’s first 

choice. Her MFU admission offer also came early than any of the other colleges she applied to. In 

the end, Kendra’s admission was based primarily on her audition with the college and department 

faculty. Thanks to her mother’s persistence and the positive and welcoming experience with the 

college administration, Kendra chose to enroll at MFU despite several other offers of admission. 

Focus Group 2 (Individual Interview) 

Erin. Erin, a second-year, in-state resident, graduated in the top 5% of her suburban, 

predominantly Black, college preparatory high school, where she took several AP classes. Coming 

from a middle-income family, Erin is also a first-generation college student. Although she applied 

to four institutions, deciding which was her top choice was a no brainer. Erin explains:  

What made me most interested in [MFU] mainly had to do with people and opportunities 

that I know are new or available here. I was involved in [an outreach program] through [an 

office at MFU]. …I had been involved since my seventh-grade year, so I constantly 

[visited], [was] exposed to the resources that were available, [and made] connections on 

campus starting in middle school. So, …I really knew by eighth [or] ninth grade, that I was 

going to [MFU]. It was something that I knew was obtainable. …I knew I had support 

there, and I knew I could get financial resources if I really needed it. 

For Erin, the choice to enroll at MFU was solidified upon receiving her scholarship offer.  
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I applied [early deadline] to four schools initially, and I had planned to apply to more...for 

the regular deadline, but after I got into [MFU] I was like: “Okay, I might as well.” [What] 

made me really decide to enroll here is…a full-tuition scholarship. It’s always something 

I told my parents, like, I’m going to do my best to get to college and make it the least 

burden that I can for you guys as far as financially. Like, I don’t want to have any debt 

when I get out of college. I don’t want them to be swamped and trying to figure out how 

they’re going to pay for me to go to school. So, that was very important to me. So, once I 

saw that I was on full-tuition scholarship here, it was like: “Okay, we going to [MFU].” 

Thanks to a partnership between MFU and her high school, Erin knew she would receive the 

scholarship as long as she was admitted, which alleviated most financial concerns. 

Focus Group 3 

Avery. Avery, a second-year, in-state student, lists her Christian faith and family’s 

Southern Baptist roots as salient aspects of her identity. Avery completed a standard/regular-level 

curriculum at her suburban, predominantly Black, college preparatory high school and graduated 

in the middle 26-35% of her class. She applied to about six or seven institutions with MFU making 

number four on her list. Reflecting on her experience applying to college, Avery states: 

…I didn’t think much about it, nor did I think much of it. I knew that I would get into 

college, and that’s all that mattered to me. I knew that I wanted to go somewhere warm, 

someplace where I would experience diversity while having plenty of Black people around. 

[An HBCU] was my top choice, mostly because it seemed like a dream school that offered 

a great experience. Also, I hadn’t figured out what I wanted to study yet. 

Neither boasting a warm climate or an abundance of Black students, MFU did not fit Avery’s 

preferences. However, it was her high school counselor who convinced her to apply as well as 

knowing she’d have a reliable and supportive network, given her participation in the outreach 

program for several years. Despite her interest enrolling elsewhere, other institutions offered what 

Avery called “petty cash” compared to MFU’s full tuition package thanks to her school’s 

partnership. The full tuition offer made MFU, a better choice as he explained: 

[MFU] was everything that I could want, and more, [once] I had more time to look into it. 

… They have so much to offer you, so many resources, so much support that’s available. 

My aunt went [here]. She didn’t try to sway me to attend, but just having her perspective 
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on it, and being able to connect with people...just knowing I have a place to go, and not 

feel as if it’s completely 100% new because I have places and people that are there, already, 

in place, waiting for me to get there…[it] helped me to make my decision to enroll.” 

Jason. Jason, a first-year, bi-racial Black male, and in-state student graduated in the top 

5% of his suburban, predominantly White high school while taking mostly AP classes. During the 

college search process, Jason applied to four or five institutions. Given MFU was his first choice, 

he attended local MFU admissions and recruitment events during his junior year in high school. “I 

went to all of them,” Jason said, “but they were all the same thing. You really only need to go to 

one of them [but] they were so informational, and I really liked what I heard.” For Jason, the choice 

to apply was based mostly on academics, noting that he wanted to attend a large, accredited 

university with a strong [natural sciences/mathematics] department.  

In addition to academics, in-state tuition, being a reasonable distance away from home, and 

having a close friend who also applied (and who decided to enroll), were influential factors in 

considering MFU. The decision to enroll, however, did not come as quickly. Jason recalls:  

I almost actually didn’t come here because the financial aspect was a really big part of it, 

and, initially, I didn’t get anything from the University at all. Fortunately, I got a 

scholarship from the alumni association two weeks before the enrollment fee was due. That 

made it significantly easier for me to…attend. 

Kim. Kim is a second-year, in-state student from a low-income household. Taking 

primarily a standard/regular level curriculum, she is a top 5% high school graduate from her urban, 

predominantly Black science and health magnet school. As Kim remembers, her high school 

required everyone to apply to 10 schools with at least three “safety,” three “match,” and three 

“reach” institutions on their list. Kim initially wanted to go out of state, and 7 of the 10 schools 

where she applied were. In fact, Kim explains that she wasn’t really thinking of MFU at all. “I 

wanted to get away from home...My main priority at the time was making sure [the academic 

department I was interested in] was great,” she said. Her parents, however, along with her school 
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counselor, told her to apply to MFU. When the admissions representatives from the regional office 

came to her school, she acquiesced, saying, “Okay. I’ll just apply. Whatever happens, happens. 

Similar to what [Avery] said, they had these workshops where they read your application. I’m like, 

Okay, maybe I have a chance.” Over time, she became more comfortable and excited about the 

idea, thanks to the regional admissions office’s programs and events. “They’re saying that my 

essays are good, so maybe I do have a chance,” Kim recalls. 

When deciding where to enroll, Kim needed less convincing. “My dad was like, “Whoever 

gives you the most money, that’s where you’re going.” When I did get that certificate, full tuition, 

full-ride, I was like, “This is where I’m going to,” Kim said. Kim’s student job on campus requires 

her to frequently engage with prospective students and families. Laughing to herself, she said:  

I always tell them that I felt really welcomed when it came to all the events they invited 

me to. They would take us down to campus…keep us in the hotel for three days, or how 

many days, and they would have all these different events, and send you all these things... 

I always felt like I was wanted here. That’s what made my decision to come here.  

While Kim indeed felt wanted, financial support also played a significant factor in her enrollment.  

Sara. Sara, a first-year, out-of-state student from a neighboring state, is a top 5% honors 

graduate from her urban, predominantly Black high school. She was raised in a lower-income 

household and explained that financial support, along with academics, were significant factors in 

which institutions to consider. Although diversity played a role, Sara framed it in the context of 

scholarship initiatives: 

My college application process was mostly based on [academic] ranking [and] financial 

aid. …When applying racial distribution did take a big role in which places I applied. PWIs 

tend to give a lot more money, and that’s what I needed. Although HBCUs did have good 

programs, the funding was not there for them to be heavily considered. 

Sara had little knowledge of or exposure to MFU through traditional recruitment. Her university 

introduction was thanks to her membership in a local foundation that offers outreach and support 
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to first-generation and/or students from under-resourced communities. It was suggested that she 

consider MFU, and she met with representatives in October of her senior year. “Prior to that, I had 

no idea it existed,” Sara said. Nevertheless, Sara describes her experience applying to MFU as “a 

little stressful,” but explained that her family was very supportive of the decision because MFU is 

where they really wanted her to go. “I tried to make sure I put my best foot forward [when 

applying],” Sara said. Despite having significant financial concerns, Sara recalls paying her 

enrollment fee before receiving her MFU financial aid package: 

I would say financial aid played a big role [in enrolling], but I actually paid my enrollment 

fee before I got my financial aid package, which is a whole different story. Really, I 

knew...I wanted to come to [omitted academic college name]. Literally, I came to [MFU] 

for [the academic program and] the reputation that [it] has in the [professional] community. 

Focus Group 4 (Individual Interview) 

Aaron. Aaron is a first-year, out-of-state student from the East Coast. Taking primarily AP 

classes, Aaron graduated in the top 5% of his urban, humanities magnet school, which he describes 

as “equally diverse.” When applying to colleges, Aaron recalls attending an information session 

with admissions representatives at his high school. He was enticed not only by the availability of 

majors but also the ability to apply to an academic college or school without having to declare a 

specific major during the application process. “[The pamphlet] talked about letting students 

explore all the different things they want to do – especially in their freshman year,” Aaron said. 

“…pretty much all of the other colleges that I applied to had me declare a major as I was applying. 

[At MFU] I just applied to …the [academic STEM] college … but I didn’t have to declare a major.” 

Aaron also learned that changing majors within the college or changing interests altogether would 

not be difficult or discouraged. This option to take time and explore areas of interest made MFU 

more attractive. Additionally, Aaron said his college choice list was almost exclusively driven by 

academic offerings, rankings, and his perception of the likelihood of being admitted.   
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When it came time to accept an admissions offer, Aaron narrowed his list to two 

institutions. He said: 

[My decision] was definitely some percentage financial because [the other university 

offered] less... It would have cost me more to go there. [MFU] was cheaper. … I visited 

both schools in the spring...I was leaning toward [MFU], but I wanted to make sure there 

wasn’t anything…at [the other university] that I would…really regret not going to it for. 

For Aaron, the combination of more financial aid, and a larger university with the freedom to 

explore his interests led him to MFU. 

Focus Group 5 

Denise. Denise is a first-year natural science out-of-state student from the East Coast. She 

graduated in the top 5%, taking mostly AP courses at her suburban, predominantly White high 

school. Denise remembers wanting to go to [MFU] since the eighth or ninth grade. When it was 

time to apply to college, she wanted to go to a large out of state school, and although she applied 

to 9 or 10 other “safety” institutions, MFU was Denise’s top choice.  Her uncle lives in [the same 

state as MFU] and exposed her to the colleges and universities creating an interest in [the state 

schools] at a young age. Over the years, she started to like [MFU] more. She said: 

I’m like, “I want to come here.” I just knew. But they don’t send people to recruit or 

anything where I’m from. You don’t even hear about any big schools...My family and 

friends were very supportive since they knew it was my top choice. I was just nervous 

applying, and a little doubtful, I wasn’t going to get in.  

Like many other MFU students, financial aid was a significant factor in deciding to enroll. Denise, 

however, always saw MFU as part of her future, saying: 

I’d definitely say the financial aid is everything. Especially being out-of-state, financial aid 

was nice... And then I always wanted to come here, so it’s like if I got in, I knew I [would] 

come here. All the other schools I applied to... I didn’t really want to go to. Even if I didn’t 

get here, I’d be... I don’t know I’d go somewhere and transfer here, honestly.  

Kacey. Kacey, also a first-year in-state student, is studying Liberal Arts and Health 

Sciences. Like many of her peers, Kacey did well in her AP classes and graduated in the top 5% 
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at her predominantly Black, suburban, college preparatory high school. Kacey recalls the 

significant impact her high school environment had on deciding where to apply, stating: 

Though it was hard, I decided not to apply to any HBCUs because I come from a high 

school that is 95% Black and I wanted to experience something new. However, with all of 

the schools, I did pay close attention to their Black population percentage because I still 

wanted to have a sense of community on campus. 

Kacey believes her exposure to [MFU] made her more interested in applying. This includes family 

and friends who are students or graduates, as well as a recruitment event where she shadowed an 

enrolled student for a day during her senior year in high school. “My friends and family were 

definitely supportive of me applying ... also, at my high school, the counselors really pushed for 

students to apply here,” Kacey said. Kacey’s decision to enroll, also like many other students, was 

influenced by financial aid, which put MFU in a strong position given it was the only in-state and 

only public institution she applied to. She wasn’t surprised, however, that MFU had the better 

offer. “…it was also one of my top schools,” Kacey said. “So it wasn’t just like, “Oh, I had to 

come here.” But…that coupled with the financial aid, it was like, “I’m here.” 

Veronica. Veronica is a first-year, Black/Mixed cisgender woman, and out-of-state student 

from the East Coast. She was an honors student at her suburban, “equally diverse” high school and 

graduated in the top 10% of her class. Veronica recalled seeing people in her hometown sporting 

their MFU pride during her college choice process. She explained: 

...When I would work at summer camps and the town pool… I would just see a lot of 

families in town…wearing [MFU] gear all of the time. So, maybe just little exposures like 

that, it just sort of put the idea in my head that when I started researching colleges and stuff. 

She approached the college application process in a very logical manner, saying, “I started by 

doing broad research. I knew I was interested in pursuing STEM, so I simply looked up the top 

STEM/research programs in the country. [MFU] would always come up.” Despite what she 

described as a large active alumni base in her hometown, Veronica doesn’t recall any recruiting 
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events outside of the traditional college fair. Instead, legacy families, or those with generational 

ties to the institution encouraged their children to apply. Although MFU was her first-choice 

institution, Veronica had some concerns. 

Diversity did play a factor, but (clearly) was not the deciding factor, meaning it would not 

make or break a school for me. I grew up in a pretty diverse town with a lot of White friends 

and felt …that would make me comfortable being around people who were different. 

When deciding where to enroll, however, financial concerns weighed heavily on Veronica: 

…I barely got any financial aid, so that out-of-state tuition is hitting right now. And it 

honestly made me very nervous... Yes, the concept like diversity and stuff here made me 

nervous when I was a senior in high school, but I was…more nervous about the money. 

…My parents would say, “It’s fine. We’ve got it covered. It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” 

But…it’s very expensive to go here, and I also applied to [a public in-state school]. 

Although the in-state school where Veronica applied is not as highly ranked, it is, as she describes, 

one of the most diverse schools in the country. It also costs significantly less—an estimated 

$12,000 out-of-pocket a year as opposed to $59,000 a year at MFU. She said: 

…There were just so many times where I felt like a complete idiot...telling people that. … 

But, when I visited [MFU] for [an admitted student program] in February, it just felt like... 

I don’t know, walking around campus... I really just felt proud to be here and happy here. 

My tour guide said that every day she walks around here, and it’s just ... a reminder of how 

happy she is and proud of herself to have gotten in here and proud to be... I don’t know 

school spirit and self-confidence here was really attractive to me. 

Focus Group 6 

Alex. Alex is an African American/Nigerian male and second-year out-of-state student 

from the East Coast. As a top 15% graduate from his predominantly White suburban high school, 

he completed a mostly AP curriculum. When applying to colleges, Alex was singularly focused 

on his academic interest, saying, “I already knew [what] I was going to study …I had decided on 

it when I started high school, so it played a big role.” Alex says, “I basically just searched 

“undergraduate [omitted] school rankings,” and that was my list...I didn’t know about the school 

until I applied. To be honest, that was the only reason.” Ultimately, Alex applied to four institutions 
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with MFU being second on his list. Having never looked at the institution’s website or visited the 

campus, Alex applied because he believed if he enrolled, his desired academic program would 

help him secure future employment opportunities. 

Although recruitment experiences did not persuade Alex to apply, they, as well as financial 

aid, did influence his decision to enroll. Alex recalls, “It…worked out to be the most convenient 

option. I got a…scholarship, so it ended up being cheaper…to go to [MFU] than my state school. 

I was like, “I can’t go there; it wouldn’t make sense.” Alex narrowed his list to two out-of-state 

institutions with similar rankings. In the end, it was a personal touch that won him over:  

…I got a card from someone who was involved in my application process for [MFU], and 

…I was kind of like, “She hand wrote it for me? I’ll go there.” I didn’t get anything from 

[the other school] personally, so I was like, “Maybe they don’t care as much.” 

Alexa. Alexa is a first-year, in-state student from a low-income household. She is also a 

first-generation college student. Like many of her peers, she completed a mostly AP curriculum 

and graduated in the top 5% of her class at her urban, predominantly Hispanic charter school. 

Alexa applied to more than eight colleges and universities, stating:  

I decided to apply to [those] colleges…because of their academics and the experiences they 

could give me. Race and diversity was always a critical factor…I am an African American 

woman, and many times we are left out of many spaces, so I had to acknowledge that. 

Although her family was not particularly supportive of her applying to [MFU], friends and others 

in her circle provided the encouragement she needed. Among the primary factors that influenced 

her decision to apply, Alexa lists rigor, opportunity, affordability, and inclusivity. She explained: 

...ever since I was small…I kind of saw myself going to [MFU]. That was always in the 

back of my mind as I was applying, but also the academics, just the opportunities that you 

have here…the rigor…it’s always challenging you to do better, and go harder.  

For Alexa, the prestige of her academic program of interest was paramount—especially as it relates 

to the value of her degree and future career. And while Alexa did not have overwhelming support 
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from her family, for reasons she chose not to disclose, her high school guidance counselor was 

someone she trusted to be in her corner, saying: 

I applied to schools that I believed were safety, and then schools where I felt like I was 

reaching, but I still had an opportunity. My guidance counselor [is a] MFU alumnus, so she 

played a huge role in me choosing to go here because she sold the school to me. 

Alexa was excited about the new and many opportunities once she had her [MFU] degree. 

Alyssa. Alyssa is a second-year, in-state, first-generation college student. She completed a 

mostly AP curriculum at her urban, predominantly Black college preparatory school, where she 

graduated in the top 10% of her class. Alyssa explained that the college application process was 

confusing and stressful from both a completion and financial point of view: 

I never really had an idea of what college I would…apply to. I remember…I wanted to do 

criminal justice and looked up colleges here. My teacher told me to stay in-state, and I 

didn’t want to go to an HBCU... My friends really helped me apply since my parents never 

had an undergrad experience. It was really stressful because some schools I wanted to apply 

to I couldn’t afford application fees. 

Given these challenges, MFU’s offer of a full-tuition scholarship before she even applied was both 

surprising and welcomed—at least by her family. She said: 

I didn’t even know [MFU] was a school, to be honest. I remember junior year, I ended up 

getting a full-tuition scholarship [to go there], …My dad was so happy, but I was like, I 

don’t even know what this place is. I ended up looking it up, and I was like, okay. It’s a 

pretty good school, apparently. I ended up applying anyway, but it wasn’t where I wanted 

to go. It was just a school that, since I had money for it, I might as well go. 

Alyssa applied to four institutions, but felt attending MFU was the most logical choice given they 

offered her the most financial support, it was close enough and still a reasonable distance from 

home, and everyone praised her. She also recalls her teachers suggesting MFU was her only chance 

to be successful because she would have the support she needed. In fact, representatives from the 

university, along with high school administrators and a host of supporters, came out in full force 

during the annual admitted students’ celebration. She explained: 
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I was just like…I might do okay if there are so many people willing to help me through the 

process and make sure you’re okay when you get there. There was a lot of hype around it, 

so I was like, maybe it’s like a big feat that I got into this school. 

Karen. Karen is a second-year, in-state student. She excelled in the IB (international 

baccalaureate) program at her suburban, predominantly White high school and graduated in the 

top 5% of her class. Of the institutions she applied to, MFU was not at the top of her list. She said:  

I just grew up knowing about...the two big schools here that a lot of kids end up going to, 

but for me, I never really liked [MFU]. It was at the very bottom of my list…my last resort. 

I ideally wanted to go out of state…but when it came down to it, my dad was like, I’m not 

paying double for you to go out of state when you could go here, and go to a great school. 

When applying to colleges and universities, the most significant factors for Karen were the 

reputation of the program and the location. Although her parents encouraged her to give more 

consideration to HBCUs than she had at the time, Karen had her own opinions. “Race/ethnicity 

demographics was something in the back of my mind, but was not a deciding factor,” Karen said. 

“I had always grown up in a predominantly White space, and I didn’t see why college would be 

any different.” Despite her openness to PWIs, Karen was hesitant about MFU as she believed it to 

be unwelcoming. Ultimately, she chose to enroll because she knew it was a good school and her 

father pushed her to do so. Upon thinking about it, MFU seemed like the right place to get out on 

her own and begin her future. 

Stella. Stella is a first-year, out-of-state student from the East Coast. She completed a 

mostly AP curriculum at her suburban, predominantly White high school, where she graduated in 

the top 10% of her class. Stella applied to eight or more institutions and fondly recalls how the 

process was a family affair, saying “…my parents, and I had our own separate lists of schools to 

apply to. [MFU] was on my mom’s list, and my older cousin attended here.” In addition to her 

cousin, Stella had extended family on her dad’s side who live in the metropolitan area – allowing 

her to be away from home while still being close to family – something that added to the appeal 
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of [MFU]. Still, as Stella explained, her choice list was based primarily on academic ranking and 

getting outside her comfort zone, something Stella believed MFU could provide, saying: 

When it came to deciding where to apply, I judged the academics and options for my 

intended major and career choice. The institution’s racial/ethnic/cultural diversity did play 

a factor because often, that was the first thing I checked. I wanted the schools I applied to 

to have people who looked like me and who were also different from me. But I also knew 

that [I] needed exposure to what the real world actually looks like. 

She remembered being drawn to the campus environment, and particularly the school spirit she 

saw in videos, brochures, and other marketing materials. Although she didn’t believe she would 

be admitted, Stella’s dad nurtured her interest by scheduling a private appointment with the head 

of the academic department she was interested in. There, she learned more about their offerings, 

toured the facilities, and began to see herself as an MFU student. The experience, along with an 

additional tour at an on-campus admissions yield event, made enrolling at MFU a natural choice. 

Tiffany. Tiffany is a first-year, Black/Multiracial U.S. citizen who considers herself an 

international student given much of her high school years were spent overseas. She completed the 

IB curriculum at her urban, “equally diverse” high school and graduated in the top 5% of her class. 

Applying to U.S. institutions while living abroad made Tiffany’s experience a bit unique. She said, 

“I had to go through the websites of the different colleges I was applying to, and…do extensive 

research…like go to the darkest alleys I don’t think people have ever been, or ever looked at.” 

Tiffany attempted to learn more about what [MFU] offered and about the overall community, both 

on and off-campus. She said: 

I just got the sense that [where MFU is located] is a very small town, but the school is huge, 

like so many kids, but at the same time I kind of felt like you could find your own 

community, and make [it] smaller... I used to be from [a similar place in the U.S.], so I 

really cherish a homey, small town, big city kind of vibe…that’s what made me interested. 

As Tiffany explained below, a global perspective, the environment, and strong academics were 

significant factors in deciding where to apply: 
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I looked at the academic qualities of each of the colleges, as well as the atmosphere and 

the state. …I love being outside, community, fun, but ultimately good academics, so I 

steered towards colleges that could offer me that. Diversity did not play a huge role in my 

decision at that point because I was mainly concerned with academics and atmosphere. I 

knew if the school had a good atmosphere that was welcoming, I would enjoy it. 

Tiffany said taking the SAT overseas required a lot of focus. It was not as much of an event given 

most of her classmates did not apply to U.S. institutions. Although her score was not bad, it did 

not reflect her grades and, as she says below, it ultimately impacted where she received admission:  

I got into two schools [initially]...the last school I [heard] from was [MFU]. ...It came down 

to which school had the best academics personally in my mind, and also where I thought I 

was gonna have the most fun, and just be able to relax...where I thought I was gonna be the 

most comfortable. And even though my dad kind of wanted me to go to [a school on the 

West Coast], I just lived in a tropical country for two years, so I didn’t really wanna be in 

a place that was hot all the time. …I just was like ... [MFU] was where I was gonna go. 

SFU Participant Profiles 

Below are the individual backgrounds and personal stories of the 16 participants (listed in 

Table I.2) who attend SFU. Participants shared their thoughts and experiences in one of seven 

focus groups, including two individual interviews due to scheduling conflicts and cancellations.  

Table I.2     SFU Participant Background Factors (duplicate) 

Name Focus Group Year Race and Ethnicity Gender Residency Family income 
First-
Gen 

Andrea 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 

Camden 7 1st Black/African American Man/M In-state $80 -99K Y 

Carly 6 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 

Chris 1 2nd Black/African American Man/M In-state $100 -150K N 

Danielle 2 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $60 -79K N 

Deanna 4 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state $60 -79K N 

Janelle 3 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state Less than $40K N 

Krystin 5 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state More than $150K N 

Leah 4 1st Black/African American Woman/F In-state $100 -150K N 

Lexi 7 2nd Black/African Woman/F In-state $60 -79K Y 

Marcus 5 1st Black/African American Man/M In-state More than $150K N 

Melody 3 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F In-state $100 -150K Y 

Natalie 5 1st Black/Multiracial Woman/F In-state $80 -99K Y 

Olivia 1 1st Black/African Woman/F In-state $80 -99K N 

Sienna 7 2nd Black/African American Woman/F Out-of-state $40 -59K Y 

Tonya 3 2nd Black/African American Woman/F In-state Less than $40K Y 
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Focus Group 1 

Chris. Chris is a second-year, queer Black male who attended a suburban, “equally 

diverse” high school and he graduated in the top 25% of his class. Chris shared below his 

experience and challenges attending two high schools in his district: 

Both schools had a pretty good representation of everyone, but…I was in mostly pre-AP 

or AP classes, and there weren’t many African American students… If you were in those 

classes you were getting funny looks like, “What are you doing here? Are you smart enough 

to make it in this class? Are you actually gonna take the AP exam? Are you gonna score 

high enough to receive the credit?” So, [that was] always in the back of my mind… Aside 

from that, my whole education experience [was]…private school or schools [with] mostly 

White people. So, I’ve always felt, in a sense, like I had to censor myself or just be more 

conservative. …More aware of how I’m acting, and…aware of my surroundings.  

This experience influenced his ideas about the type of environment he desired in college. He 

applied to four or five schools, both public and private. Chris tried to balance wanting a new 

experience with one that was familiar. He also has strong family ties to a rival in-state institution, 

which played a significant factor in his list of potential colleges and universities. He explained: 

My parents and uncle went to [a rival flagship institution in the state], I was conceived and 

nearly born in [the college town] only a few days before my mother’s graduation, so it was 

number one on my list. My best friends in high school were going [there], my aunt lives 

and works there, so she’d been encouraging me to attend with great force... I thought I 

would end up [there]. But, after going to visit…I was like…I don’t see myself going to 

school here. The vibe…just wasn’t for me, and [the town], I wasn’t about it. 

Despite being admitted to his family’s alma mater, Chris was still on the fence. He then took a 

spring break trip to the city where SFU is located and everything changed. Chris said:  

…I was like, wow, they have a school here too? So, I was like, you know what, I’m gonna 

go ahead and apply. And… I got in, so I was really happy about that. I fell in love with the 

city…and the fact that they had a great school here as well, I mean, why not? 

Ultimately, the environment and the cost, compared to the private institutions where he was 

admitted, made SFU the right choice for him and his family.  
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Olivia. Olivia is a first-year, Black/African in-state student. Like the majority of 

participants, she took primarily AP courses and graduated in the top 5% of her suburban, equally 

diverse high school. When applying to colleges and universities, Olivia said, “The most important 

thing to me at the time was if the college was going to give me the skills I needed to get hired 

…immediately out of college.” She focused on academic rankings for her major and, although 

SFU was not as highly ranked as other institutions, its strong metrics kept it in contention.  

Still, Olivia recalls not being interested in SFU until midway through her senior year. She 

preferred attending an out-of-state school despite being eligible for automatic admission. When it 

came time to apply to SFU, however, an on-campus tour had an unexpected influence. Olivia said, 

“After getting on campus and feeling the vibe of the school, I just knew I belonged there.” 

Although Olivia described the campus diversity as “scarce,” it did not discourage her from 

applying.  In the end, Olivia was not accepted to her first-choice institution, and the scholarships 

she received from out-of-state institutions were not enough to overcome the out-of-pocket costs 

compared to SFU. Her decision to enroll at SFU was, she felt, the best overall choice. 

Focus Group 2 (Individual Interview) 

Danielle. Danielle is a first-year, in-state student who emigrated from [an African country] 

with her parents about five years ago. She completed dual credit courses and graduated in the top 

5% of her urban, “equally diverse” college preparatory high school. Danielle said she was very 

practical about her college choices and cost was a significant factor. Despite applying to more than 

eight institutions and wanting to go out-of-state, she was concerned about the financial impact: 

...At the time, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to pay anything out of pocket, and I’m not 

trying to burden my parents with that. It’s not even the idea of burdening, [it’s] that they 

[couldn’t] afford it, period. ...I knew I was going to get [the] Pell Grant. I knew it wasn’t 

going to be enough, but I was surprised with the amount I got, and I was like, Wait, do you 

think my parents make that much? What am I supposed to do with this? 
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With this in mind, she talked to her parents about applying to SFU. When Danielle contacted SFU 

to ask about transferring dual credit courses, a phone counselor encouraged her to also apply to 

one of the prestigious small learning/honors communities. Danielle said: 

I still wanted to go out-of-state…but [I thought] maybe it’s not necessary. Also, finances, 

…I was like I might as well give my parents one thing. ...That’s the only thing they [asked], 

and the program itself was very attractive. It’s not like I’m losing anything, so yeah.  

Several factors influenced Danielle’s choice to enroll, including the honors program’s prestige and 

flexibility to bridge various academic interests. In addition, financial concerns were alleviated as 

scholarship offers continued to roll in all the way until the week before the fall semester 

commenced. Although the amounts were small, they added up and eventually, provided enough 

money to cover her expenses and allow her to enter the university financially worry-free.  

Focus Group 3 

Andrea. Andrea is a second-year, in-state student. She completed primarily AP courses 

and graduated in the top 5% of her urban, predominantly Black, fine arts and technology magnet 

high school. She also comes from a low-income household and identifies as a first-generation 

college student. Andrea applied to more than eight institutions. She had numerous recruitment 

experiences and exposure to SFU in high school, including more than one academic summer camp 

and a family overnight program that put the institution at the top of her choice list.  

Andrea was not concerned with or overwhelmed by the process of applying saying, “my 

experience was smooth...because I was at the top…of my class. My family was very supportive 

because I am a first-generation [college student]. I was like…all I have to do is apply, and I know 

I’ll get in.” Andrea was drawn to SFU’s prestige and ranking, and was also influenced by family 

members who attended the school. Although some of her friends were concerned about the 

academic rigor and applied to other institutions where they felt they would be more comfortable, 
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she said, “I always wanted to go to a college that was high[ly] ranked. I didn’t want to go to like 

any college.” Andrea’s automatic admission, exposure to SFU, and feeling they showed as much 

interest in her as she did in them made choosing to enroll an exciting and positive experience. 

Janelle. Janelle is a first-year, in-state student from a low-income household. Her 

Senegalese heritage is salient to her identity and she noted her decision to adopt the “extremely 

traditional family values” upon which she was raised. Janelle took dual credit courses at her urban, 

“equally diverse,” technology, engineering, health, and arts magnet high school, where she 

graduated in the top 5% of her class. Janelle notes that she—not her parents—has always taken 

the lead on her educational pursuits, whether that was choosing what middle and high schools to 

attend or which courses to take. She approached applying to college with the same focus and in a 

mathematical and strategic manner, including a priority list to help form her college choices. 

I decided on colleges based on their prestige and graduation rate. I looked at the size of the 

university, its location, its success rate after graduation, as well as just the general 

atmosphere of the school. My college picks weren’t really affected by racial and cultural 

diversity because, at the end of the game, I was there for a degree. I love to learn and I 

would, regardless of if there were people of the same race and ethnicity as me at the college. 

Janelle applied to more than eight institutions and admits to knowing very little about SFU. 

It was not on her radar and, had her counselors not informed her of the automatic admission, she 

doubts she would know the university at all. Despite SFU’s ranking, which Janelle found 

impressive, she considered it her safety school. In fact, the first time she saw the campus was at 

orientation. In the end, SFU’s prestige and financial aid package encouraged her to enroll  as she 

said, “I’m going to a school [where], at the end of the day, my degree is going to mean something.”   

Melody. Melody is a first-year, in-state, first-generation college student. She is also a 

Black/Multiracial queer woman who considers her suburban middle-class upbringing in a 

“dysfunctional and abusive home” as salient aspects of her identity and how she views and 
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interacts with the world. Most of Melody’s curriculum included AP courses at her suburban public 

high school where she graduated in the top 25%. The school, she said, was representative of the 

state’s race/ethnicity demographics. Melody explained that she applied to six or seven institutions; 

however, since she was not eligible for automatic admission, her selections took some thought. 

I decided where to apply based on what I thought was realistic for me in terms of admission 

and university scholarship eligibility...Places that would accept my B+ GPA as average, 

and my [competitive] SAT/ACT score, all AP-course load, and [view my] good 

extracurriculars as extraordinary so I would get money to go to college. 

For Melody, this equated to mostly public, in-state institutions and one out-of-state institution that 

reached out and, according to Melody, “incited my ego and optimism.” Melody viewed SFU as a 

reach school since she did not have the same assurances as others who were guaranteed admission. 

“Everyone was supportive of me applying, but support means almost nothing to me – I was still 

applying alone,” she said. Also, Melody did not consider HBCUs and was careful not to choose 

an environment where she might be tokenized for her diversity.  

Melody noted her family’s financial status sheltered her from many racial issues. She did, 

however, consider racial demographics at in-state institutions to the extent that she might stand-

out in diversity recruitment efforts. She hoped this might equate to scholarships and, for the more 

competitive institutions like SFU, admission. Her choices among the institutions where she was 

admitted included going far away where no one would know what she accomplished, a small in-

state public school where she may have an excellent education but would lack what she perceived 

as accolades and prestige, or SFU where she would be challenged and her admission and 

graduation would be held in high regard. Ultimately, Melody chose to enroll because she couldn’t 

believe she was admitted in the first place. She also recalled a diversity yield event by a senior 

administrative officer on campus who reiterated the university’s prestige and numerous resources, 

opportunities, and cultural experiences. The message made her more comfortable with her choice.  
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Tonya. Tonya is a second-year, first-generation, in-state student from a low-income 

household. She, like many of her peers, took a mostly AP curriculum and graduated in the top 15% 

of her urban, public, predominantly Black college preparatory/charter high school. When it came 

time to apply to college, her counselor, school, and an uncle who mentored her through the process 

required nine applications. Tonya described these as “Three colleges that were our target, or 

schools that we were on track to get into based on our GPA as well as our net score, three schools 

that were our dream schools, or schools that we may or may not get into, [and] three easy schools 

that would admit us automatically.” In fact, semester grades in Tonya’s college readiness class 

were primarily based on how many college applications they submitted.  

Tonya admits she didn’t take her application to SFU too seriously because she didn’t 

believe she would get in. She said, “When I was a sophomore…I told my mom that I wanted to go 

here and she was very encouraging. When I told my counselors at school they were skeptical and 

said that I should keep my options open.” Tonya recalls her counselors tried to convince her to 

focus her attention to other institutions. The lack of support made Tonya second-guess her SFU 

application and consider it nothing more than one of the three required reach schools. Tonya 

explained that, if not for the encouragement of a friend, she may not have applied to SFU at all. 

[My friend] applied to [another state public university], and he was like, “I’m going to 

apply to [SFU], you should apply too. Don’t you want to go there?” I was like, “Not really. 

I don’t really think I would get in.” He was like, “Still apply. Because I think I’m going to 

go there.” And I was like, “Okay, I’ll apply.” So I applied the day before the deadline. And 

I just put it off in my mind. I was like, uh, I’m not going to get in so I don’t really care. 

After submitting the SFU application, Tonya selected her an on-campus dorm at a nearby regional 

campus where she thought she would likely enroll. Then Tonya received her notification from 

SFU. 

...March rolls around and I got in! And I was…very torn. ...I told my mom I got in and she 

was like, “Oh my God, oh my God!” She was so, so happy for me. So during that year I 
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had to…decide whether I was just going to go to [the regional university] or [if] I was 

going to go to a place where people told me I couldn’t go. 

Tonya openly admits her ego and years of others doubting her drove her to enroll at SFU, saying: 

I just wanted to prove to my counselor [and] my assistant principal—these people I’ve been 

knowing for years… [People] who know my struggle and yet they still told me… “Oh, you 

can’t get in.” Knowing I really wanted it. I just wanted to prove them wrong. And that’s 

why I came here. Just to show them like yeah, I can get in here, and I can do well. 

Focus Group 4 

Deanna. Deanna is a first-year, in-state student who took mostly AP courses and graduated 

in the top 10% of her suburban, equally diverse high school. She applied to eight or more 

institutions, including private out-of-state colleges. Initially, she was not interested in SFU, but her 

parents [and] her counselor, an SFU alumna, encouraged her to apply. Deanna said, “…My dream 

was to go out of state [but] my mom was determined to make me see reality and apply [to] at least 

one in-state public university.” Deanna recalls her parents explaining that a state school would cost 

less than her other choices. In addition, Deanna’s counselor encouraged her to apply for one of the 

learning communities/honors programs so she could have the “small college” feel she hoped for.  

Although Deanna does not recall SFU reaching out before she applied, she explained below 

that she was invited to events and received a number of emails after she was admitted.  

…I was invited to [an admissions yield event on campus]. I got invited to an alumni dinner 

in [my hometown]. I went to both. …[And I got] a lot of emails…from alumni [and] people 

from…admissions. They were persistent [once] they sent my acceptance letter. 

In remembering her visit to SFU, Deanna did not notice anything unusual about the diversity; 

however, she learned about the racial disparities at the alumni dinner for admitted Black students. 

I never stopped to think…that a certain demographic could be underrepresented, especially 

not my own. I thought [SFU] was sufficiently diverse, nothing different from my high 

school. I saw Asians, Hispanics, Middle Easterners, everything I was used to seeing [at my 

campus visit]. Then that night, I [learned] the statistic of 4%, and my perspective changed. 
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Still, once Deanna received a scholarship and was admitted to the honors program, SFU was the 

most appealing option for her to enroll.  

Leah. Leah is also a first-year, in-state student who graduated in the top 5% of her urban, 

public, predominantly Black and Hispanic high school. Leah’s experience is different from most 

other participants in that SFU is the only institution where she applied. The decision was not for 

the sake of it being a dream school or an influential campus visit. Rather, she was influenced by 

word of mouth. In fact, Leah admitted applying to college, and SFU specifically, was not a high 

priority. “...[My friend] was just talking about it, teachers would talk about it, and [I said]… “I 

guess I could apply there.” …Not to be cocky, but I knew I would get in, cause I was the top 5%.” 

Leah ultimately decided to enroll because she was inspired by an older cousin, now an 

alumna, of SFU. Though Leah was impressed and influenced by the opportunities her cousin 

enjoyed, she now believes she may have idealized things about her cousin’s experience that later 

turned out to be different, particularly as it relates to campus diversity. Nevertheless, attending 

SFU offered resources and a chance to be develop her independence away from home. 

Focus Group 5 

Krystin. Krystin is a first-year, Black/African, in-state student who notes the significant 

influence her race and culture has on her identity. She took primarily AP courses and graduated in 

the top 5% of her suburban, public, predominantly White high school. As Krystin explained, she 

prioritized campus diversity in her college search:  

I initially wanted to go to [another state university] because [it was] one of the most diverse 

colleges in America. I also loved the environment of the school. …Cultural diversity played 

a huge factor because I went to a predominantly White high school, and I just wanted a 

new experience. I almost applied to [a different state flagship], but due to the school 

bringing a White supremacist leader, I decided not to apply. 
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Krystin applied to four or five in-state universities and knew would be admitted to most based on 

her class rank. Initially, she had no interest in SFU, but once she learned about and was admitted 

to the accelerated program for her desired academic major, choosing SFU an easy decision. 

Marcus. Marcus, a first-year, in-state student, completed dual credit courses through his 

schools’ partnership with a local community college. He graduated in the top 10% at his urban, 

public, equally diverse high school and applied to more than eight colleges and universities. 

Marcus’ college choices were based primarily on institutional and academic rankings. At the time, 

SFU was his third choice. When Marcus began his search, he did not realize prioritizing academic 

rankings would mean tradeoffs in other areas that were also important to him. He said: 

I applied to universities primarily based on ranking or status. In the beginning, I would 

look up the percentage of Black students attending the schools I was applying to. However, 

I quickly realized this number was always between 2% and 5%, which is what most PWIs 

consist of, so I quickly stopped looking at this and simply accepted that this was going to 

be the case wherever I went despite this being a frustrating feeling. 

That said, Marcus had a slightly different impression about SFU’s diversity due, in part, to 

participating in two on-campus summer camps hosted by academic colleges and schools before 

his senior year. Marcus explained that the camps, which specifically targeted underrepresented 

students, gave him a better sense of the campus environment than other schools he considered. “I 

had a great time at both [camps], and so that really made me want to apply. I liked the culture.” In 

hindsight, Marcus concedes that the camps likely skewed his perception as most participants were 

either Black or Latinx/Hispanic which made him feel SFU was much more diverse than it actually 

is. In addition to researching SFU online, his counselor also helped him see that SFU was an 

excellent option, his family and friends were also very supportive, and he liked the city. In the end, 

it came down to two institutions, SFU and an out-of-state institution on the East Coast: 

I was kinda trying to figure out which one I was gonna go to. And then I guess this one 

kinda just felt right and it wasn’t as ... That was further away, further away from home, and 
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that was gonna be also out of state tuition, and there became other factors outside of just, 

which one do I want to go to more, that kind of way, influence going to SFU. 

Natalie. Natalie is a first-year, in-state, Black/Multiracial student and a first-generation 

college student. She completed AP courses at her suburban, equally diverse high school and 

graduated in the top 5% of her class. Natalie’s college list was shorter than most of her peers, as 

she applied to two institutions—SFU and an out-of-state private university that her cousin attends. 

She said, “I was introduced to so much Black culture [at the out-of-state private university]. Seeing 

it made me want to apply so I could get a taste of it since I never did [growing up].” She described 

the prospective student experience as “laid back” given she was eligible for automatic admission 

to public institutions in her home state. She also had the full support of her family and friends. 

Natalie believed [SFU] was “hyped up” by others during the college search process, 

including the large population in her high school class who wanted to attend. However, upon 

researching it herself, she became interested and unknowingly applied to one of the most 

competitive academic programs for admission. In fact, it was so competitive that others warned 

she may not be accepted into the program. Natalie explained that she applied primarily to see if 

she was competitive enough to be admitted to her major and was very happy when she received 

her offer. Although Natalie has since transferred into a different academic discipline, her initial 

admission to the program, among other factors, helped sway her decision. She said:  

I ended up choosing [SFU] over an out-of-state private university because of the ranking, 

closeness/familiarity, and the spirit. Although I was disappointed about [SFU’s] lack of 

diversity, I realized it didn’t play a factor in my choice because when I was learning about 

the university, I was too distracted [by] all the opportunities they had for me [like] 

internships, events, programs, and scholarships. 

Natalie said once she was admitted, she felt SFU was an opportunity she could not pass up. 
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Focus Group 6 (Individual Interview) 

Carly. Carly is a first-year, Black/African in-state student. She took primarily AP courses 

and graduated in the top 5% of her class at her suburban, public, equally diverse high school. SFU 

was not on Carly’s radar before her senior year. She believed the reputation was “boosted” in that 

she thought it was probably nothing special despite most of her classmates wanting to enroll. In 

addition, Carly valued community and saw SFU as a predominantly White campus although 

brochures and other sources portrayed its diversity in a positive light. For this reason, Carly 

strongly considered other emerging in-state tier one institutions that had a growing potential for 

prestige and a robust diverse community. However, Carly also valued prestige and academic 

opportunity for her preferred major. It was this revelation that moved SFU to the top of her list. 

In the end, Carly applied to four or five in-state institutions and received admission offers 

from all of them. She also received scholarship offers from all but one, saying: 

[SFU] was the only one that didn’t give me money. And I still went here. ...I didn’t realize 

how competitive [my academic program] was, but I knew [SFU] has prestige. ...once I got 

in they were saying yeah, only 4% get into the [academic] program... It’s prestigious. 

Carly explained that, despite wanting a diverse environment and her pledge to obtain a full 

scholarship, her parents were open to her interest in [SFU]. They knew she wanted to attend an 

institution that lived up to and reflected her work ethic in school, and they believed their family 

income, not her merit, impacted the institution’s scholarship offers. Carly chose to attend SFU 

because of the academic prestige and the ability to seamlessly transition into a professional 

sequence—a process that differs from most other in-state institutions. Also, her parents were more 

than supportive given she a close family member also chose to enroll.  
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Focus Group 7  

Camden. Camden is a first-year, in-state, first-generation college student and says his 

persistence is a significant aspect of his identity. He completed dual credit college courses at his 

suburban, public, equally diverse school where he graduated in the top 5%. Camden applied to six 

or seven institutions based on its academic ranking and reputation in his desired major. For 

Camden, the racial and ethnic make-up was of little consequence given he expected any university 

he attended would be a PWI. As Camden explains, SFU was a back-up school—more or less. 

I applied to SFU as my third choice school. The process was straightforward. My parents 

were neither supportive nor unsupportive of my decision to come here. They wanted what 

was in my best interest. I kind of stumbled upon the [health] program here... I was applying 

to the Academies at first...and I happened to find that the program here was pretty good. 

Camden recalls talking to his parents during the process, as he explained:  

My parents were just kind of like, just do what’s best for you. They didn’t ever push me to 

go to a certain school or anything like that. …They weren’t like, oh, you have to go here… 

They just were like, your path is your path, and whatever is best for you is gonna happen. 

After Camden was denied from his preferred institutions, he gave SFU more serious consideration. 

It had a good reputation and I was fortunate enough to get in... If I wouldn’t have gotten in 

[to the program], I would’ve gone to a different school… For me, the name and stuff like 

that never really mattered to me. It was more…the specific program they had to offer me. 

Enrolling at SFU was a combination of denials from his preferred institutions and admission to his 

major, which includes entry into a professional sequence that is unique from other in-state schools.  

Lexi. Lexi is a second-year, in-state Black/African first-generation college student. She 

initially attended a charter high school in her hometown, but later transitioned to a residential early 

college academy where she took dual credit courses at a university during her junior and senior 

year. She is a top 10% graduate and comes from a lower-middle income household. Lexi applied 

to eight or more institutions and reflected on her early college academy experience, saying:  
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Unbeknownst to me, [my early college academy] was a PWI, but it seemed the on-campus 

population consisted more of Black students. Of all my school experiences, I felt like [the 

early college academy] was where I prospered the least, yet I felt more comfortable at that 

school because my peers that surrounded me looked like me. So [SFU’s] ethnic makeup 

was a turn off as I was looking for schools with a more present Black population. 

Lexi explained she wasn’t interested in applying to or attending SFU; however, her opinion 

changed after attending an academic summer camp on-campus, the year before she applied: 

…I fell in love with the [academic program] and reputation… I [also] met a couple of 

people…from my area who were thinking about attending. So, whilst I had no interest, that 

kind of swayed me a bit. …On top of that, I considered it a safety school, so…I applied. 

Lexi knew she would be accepted to SFU, but she still applied to institutions that she believed 

were more elite or had a robust Black cultural community.  

When deciding where to enroll, Lexi was torn and is admittedly still conflicted about her 

choice. She desperately wanted a college environment where she felt the community was 

representative of her race and culture, but she received push back from her family and others in 

her community who wanted her to consider a different perspective. She said, “I was offered a full 

ride to [an out-of-state HBCU], but my family and church family told me…HBCUs are not as 

respected, and I need to interact more with White people.” Her family believed her dream of 

attending law school would be better served by not attending an HBCU. Despite Lexi’s plea of 

wanting to be in a student community that she could relate to, her parents told her that “living in 

the America that I do, I need to learn to interact with people of other races as well.” Although Lexi 

listed several factors that influenced her decision to enroll, she chose [SFU] because of her family 

and the academic reputation of her program. 

Sienna. Sienna, a second-year student, is the only out-of-state SFU participant in this study. 

She took dual credit classes at a local community college where she not only graduated in the top 

5% of her rural, predominantly Black high school, but also earned an Associate’s degree prior to 
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enrolling at SFU. Sienna comes from a lower-income household and is a first-generation college 

student. Sienna applied to about four colleges and universities and admits she had a strong affinity 

for SFU. After participating in an academic summer camp before her senior year she said, “I 

immediately fell in love with the school.” While some students questioned SFU’s lack of diversity, 

Sienna said she enjoyed meeting people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds at the 

summer camp. It was very different from her high school experience, and SFU’s racial, ethnic, and 

cultural diversity appealed to her during the college search process. 

In Sienna’s mind, the priorities were simple: institutional ranking, distance (far away and 

close enough) to home, campus diversity, opportunities, and funding. SFU was number one on her 

college choice list. When deciding where to enroll, Sienna returned to her priorities. She applied 

to one public institution in her home state, saying, “[It] was my safety school, but I really did not 

want to stay home. …I wanted to be with my family, [but]…[the institution has] 

funding…[cuts]…every year [and] they don’t have the best ranking.” The other institutions she 

considered were too far away from home, which was underscored by the fact that she never visited 

them during the search process. Additionally, they did not offer a comparable scholarship. “I got 

a scholarship for all three of them, but SFU gave me the most money, and also, it was the school 

that I actually visited.” So Sienna said, “Why not come [to SFU]?”  
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