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Doctor of Education: Higher Education
What Surveys Alone Cannot Tell: Responses of Asian American University Students to
Campus Climate Findings
Cory Michael Davis, Plymouth State University
Dissertation Defense: March 18, 2022
Executive Summary: March 18, 2022
Introduction: The purpose of this study was to determine how undergraduate students at
a public, research university, in the Northeastern United States described their lived
college experiences when compared to results from a campus climate survey.
Additionally, the study sought to understand how sense of belonging played a factor in
their experience, retention, and success.
Problem of Practice: The problem of practice is that college Students of Color in the
U.S. face numerous challenges to attaining a higher education when compared to their
White peers. This problem is also highlighted by the use of campus climate surveys to
understand the experience of large numbers of college students which do not account for
the entirety of the lived student experience. Therefore, this study sought to better
understand the experience of Students of Color by using campus climate survey results as
a springboard to investigate individual student experience.
Research Method: This was a qualitative study that answered the research questions
using semi-structured interviews (Marshall & Rossman, 2016) and In Vivo and Pattern
Coding (Saldaña, 2016). Participants in this student were nine undergraduate students
who had been enrolled at a public, research university, in the Northeastern United States.
Summary of Findings: Sense of belonging is an important factor in the retention and
persistence of Asian American college students. Yet, while University programs and
initiatives brought students together and created social and educational bonds between
those students, the students did not find the student body welcoming nor inclusive. There
is a heightened need for increased understanding of and addressing the issues faced by
Asian American college students. Additionally, there is an increased need for institutional
leaders to promote and support the success of all college students.
Limitation(s) of Study: The data from this study was collected from a single research
site in the Northeastern U.S. Study results can only be applied to the population being
investigator and should not be transferred to other students or other institutions. This
study invited all college Students of Color to participate yet, only Asian American
students responded which focused the study on their experiences. Results of the study are
also limited by how participants interpreted the interview questions.
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Implications/Significance of Study: Findings from this study indicated that sense of
belonging is a meaningful factor in the college experience of Asian American students
yet sense of belonging and feeling welcome and included were not widespread across
campus nor throughout the study body. Therefore, further research should be conducted
to determine how to better support these students to promote the success of all students.
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Chapter 1: Problem of Practice
Social, Cultural, and Historical Perspectives on the Problem
For decades, institutions of higher education have supported Students of Color
within their communities with the belief that it contributes to the vibrancy of academic
life. A racially and ethnically diverse campus community supports academic
achievement, civic engagement, and the personal growth and development of all groups
of college students (Carnes et al., 2019; Chang, 1999; Frye & Morton, 2016; Wilton et
al., 2015). Yet, barriers exist for many groups of college students that must be examined
and evaluated especially as four in ten college students in the United States identify as
Students of Color (Jed Foundation, 2017). Without addressing these issues, institutions of
higher education continue to perpetuate educational barriers within their communities
that limit the opportunities, access to programs and services open to their students, and
perpetuate social and economic divisions that hamper modern society.
Beginning in the 1970s, colleges and universities in the United States recognized
and attempted to rectify centuries of educational inequity faced by Students of Color
(Smith, 2009). Institutions focused on encouraging and providing access to a higher
education by reserving quotas for Students of Color to be admitted into their incoming
classes. Admissions programs were enacted to affirmatively create well-rounded and
diverse incoming classes of college students based on racial/ethnic background. These
quotas and programs provided expanded opportunity for students yet their use was not
universally accepted. Beginning with the 1978 Regents of the University of California v.
Bakke decision, the U.S. Supreme Court heard multiple cases regarding the merits of
providing structural and systematic opportunities for Students of Color (Fisher v.
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University of Texas, 2016; Gratz v. Bollinger, 2003; Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003).
Debating the opportunities and access Students of Color have with U.S. higher education
have continued regardless of intentional program, Civil Rights, or progressive U.S.
politics. While much has been written on and litigated about enrollment for Students of
Color, these students continue to face significant barriers when arriving to campus and
succeeding.
Sociopolitical events such as the Obama and Trump presidencies, along with the
Black Lives Matter movement and immigration tensions, have redefined experiences of
racial politics (de Novais & Spencer, 2019). An Internet search for news stories regarding
Students of Color in higher education results in headlines such as, “272 Slaves Were Sold
to Save Georgetown. What Does it Owe Their Descendants?” (Swarns, 2016), “How
Donald Trump Changed Yale” (Kitchener, 2017), and an “Epidemic of Racist Incidents”
(Jaschik, 2016) documented racial incidents at institutions including University of North
Dakota, Kansas State University, Quinnipiac University, the University of Mississippi,
San Jose State University, Ohio University, American University, SUNY Brockport, the
University of Dayton, the University of Hartford, Belmont University, Eastern Michigan
University. Data indicate that roughly 25% of incoming first-year students at four-year
colleges and universities believe that “racial discrimination is no longer a major problem
in America” (Hurtado et al., 2015, pg. 127), the highest reported figure in 20 years.
Writing in “The Year When Students of Color Put Campuses on Notice” Gladney (2015),
described the student reactions, through protests, that demanded improved campus
climates and rebuked the reactionary, symbolic, and scripted responses consistently
relayed by institutional leaders when faced with incidents of injustice within and outside
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of their communities. These same leaders claimed race relations to be excellent on their
home campuses and professed continued commitments to diversity yet perpetuated the
historical and systematic models of oppression as business as usual (Gladney, 2015).
When considering the experiences of Asian Americans specifically, among rising
incidents of anti-Asian acts, Tran et al. asked if institutional leaders “take positions in
which they elaborate on what they are going to do to be supportive. As opposed to just a
general thing of ‘Oh we abhor the violence’ and of course ‘We don’t want discrimination
on our campus’” (2021). The current study allows institutional leaders deeper insight into
understanding the student community at the research site.
As social media has allowed stories to be shared broadly and quickly, incidents in
the 21st century are experienced by more people based on humanity’s collective
interconnectedness (Cole & Harper, 2017). College students in the 21st century live
among intersecting environments impacted by race relations, politics, and global society
including those environments experienced at their college or university (Bailey, 2018).
In light of historical and institutional efforts to promote access and opportunity,
college Students of Color in the U.S. continue to face hostile campus environments,
deleterious mental and physical impacts on their health, and barriers to their collegiate
success. Across the U.S., college Students of Color drop out at a rate 20% more than their
non-minority peers (Shapiro, et al., 2017). Xu and Webber (2018) found that social
isolation negatively influenced college Students of Color and significantly contributed to
their increased rates of attrition and dropout. When compared again to their non-minority
peers, college Students of Color suffered markedly more than their non-minority
classmates, especially at predominantly White institutions (Shapiro et al., 2017). For all
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college Students of Color, this data highlights the hostile environment faced by these
students in achieving their higher education goals even after decades-long attempts to
encourage and promote educational access and opportunity.
A 2018 report compiled by the Center for American Progress (Garcia, 2018)
highlighted additional barriers facing college Students of Color. Their study found that
public two-year and four-year institutions in the United States spent more than $1,000
less per year on Students of Color (defined as Black and Latino students) than their White
peers. When considered nationally, these public institutions spend approximately $5
billion less educating Students of Color, in a single academic year, compared to their
White classmates. Garcia (2018) found that Students of Color are more likely to attend a
college that spent less on them than their White peers. While these figures vary by U.S.
state, the barriers to collegiate success Students of Color continue to face are staggering
when considered as a national issue.
The costs of a higher education in the U.S. have also erected additional barriers
that impact Students of Color more than their White peers. The costs of a college
education have increasingly shifted to students and families which limit educational
opportunities and reduces campus diversity at the same time that more Student of Color
have enrolled in public institutions of higher education in the U.S. (Mitchell et al., 2018).
A 2017 review by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities found that Federal Pell
Grants, designed to cover most tuition and fees for low-income students, cover just 29%
of the average costs at public four-year colleges in the United States (Protopsaltis &
Parrott, 2017). Another 2018 report considering the affordability of U.S. higher education
(Huelsman, 2018) illustrated that in the State of New Hampshire, Black families have a -
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23.5% difference in their ability to pay for a four-year college degree, based upon median
income, than White families. According to the New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute,
median household income for People of Color in New Hampshire from 2014-2018 were
approximately $20,000 per year less than White households, where Asian households had
a higher median income (New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute, 2020). In the decade
between 2008 and 2018, tuition at New Hampshire’s public higher education institutions
also rose 41.1% (Mitchell et al., 2019), where students and families shoulder greater
percentages of the cost of higher education. Within the State of New Hampshire, with
rising costs and a great share of college costs shifting onto students and families, these
burdens weigh more heavily on Students of Color and decrease their access to
educational opportunity.
In New Hampshire, the statistics for Black college students’ degree attainment
mirror findings from across the United States. Harper and Simmons (2019) conducted a
national review of U.S. states that compared percentages of Black students enrolled in
each state’s public higher education institutions and compared those enrollment and
graduation percentages alongside the total population of Black individuals (of collegegoing age, 18-24 years old) in each U.S. state. Their findings described drastic inequities
within each state and painted a drastically inequitable landscape for public higher
education across the country. For the 2017 cohort of UNH graduates, their rates of degree
attainment illustrate wide discrepancies in their successfully graduation within four years.
With an overall graduation rate of 68%, there are student demographics that do exceed
that institutional average, including: American Indiana or Alaskan Native students
(100%); White students (70.1%); and Asian students (69.2%). There are also student
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demographics falling below that institutional average, such as: Unknown demographic
(67.6%); Non-Resident Alien (67.5%); Non-Hispanic 2 or more races (62.1%); Hispanic
or Latino (50%); and Black or African American (48.1%) (University of New Hampshire,
n.d.g). Given these national and state-specific figures, public higher education in New
Hampshire has continued to provide inequitable outcomes for college Students of Color
and this study sought to understand why.
In a 2016 national survey, college presidents exhibited a lack of long-term
planning and commitment to inclusion at their own campus and others. The continued
failure of institutional leaders to support college Students of Color disadvantages these
students from the joys and benefits of full and equal participation in a diverse democracy
and global society (Lederman & Jaschik, 2016). These equity and achievement gaps,
specifically in New Hampshire, run counter to the ideals of opportunity and experience
ingrained within U.S. society and actively erode the social and financial viability of the
U.S. and its citizens (Bensimon & Malcolm, 2012).
Building upon research that highlights the importance of sense of belonging to the
successful persistence of college Students of Color (Strayhorn, 2012; Williams, 2013; Xu
and Webber, 2018) this study examined how a sense of belonging impacted the
experience of research participants and contributed to their success as college Students of
Color. This study examined how a sense of belonging contributes to the success and
failure of these students to narrow the gaps in enrollment, persistence, and graduation
rates for Students of Color.
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Local Contextual Perspectives on the Problem
Having explored the inequities faced nationwide by college Students of Color,
there are also known educational inequities and discrepancies facing these students at the
state-wide level in New Hampshire. Yet, college Students of Color are not merely
statistics as their success depends on a community effort for their support. This study
invited all Students of Color to participate but only Asian American students responded
and focused on how Asian American students experienced their collegiate environment at
the research site and how sense of belonging impacted that same experience.
At UNH, a 2019 campus climate survey reported that undergraduate Students of
Color had less perceived academic success than their White peers, they shared personal
stories of race-based hostile conduct, and only 20% of Student of Color respondents
stated they were “very comfortable” with the overall campus climate. In contrast, White
respondents stated they were “very comfortable” 29% of the time (Rankin & Associates,
2019). A 69% difference was also reported between White students and Students of
Color, when asked to report their highest level of comfort at UNH. Roughly 80% of
Students of Color also reported significantly deleterious senses of feeling comfortable
(Rankin & Associates, 2019). With a 9.5% difference in the graduation rate between
White students and Students of Color, the wider statistical discrepancy among students
deserves attention. These statistics only highlight a problem that must be investigated
further by raising up the voices of students who are directly and intimately engaged in the
campus community. While the graduation rate for UNH has a lower discrepancy rate, 9.5% between White students and Students of Color, the reported feelings of comfort on
campus deserve attention (Harper & Simmons, 2019).
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Plymouth State University (PSU) has not listed any publicly available campus
climate data to be considered. Outreach has been made to the Office of Institutional
Effectiveness yet no data or response has occurred. This lack of data is worrisome given
PSU’s -21% difference in the graduation rates of their White students and Students of
Color.
At Keene State College (KSC), Students of Color reported they were less likely to
belong than their White peers, reporting at 72% and 81%; Students of Color also reported
lower perceptions of academic supported compared to their White peers, 77% to 83%;
that Students of Color felt as though Keene State’s messaging about communal respect
was less meaningful, 71% compared to 83% for White peers; and that they “were treated
respectfully by other students (83% vs 73%), faculty (92% vs. 80%), and
staff/administration (92% vs 80%). In responding to open-ended questions, participants
also described experiences of racial prejudice and discrimination (Smeaton & Morris,
2017).
Given the availability of data, the most recently conducted campus climate
survey, and role as the largest traditional institution of higher education in the state, the
University of New Hampshire has been selected as the research site. Given the varied
discrepancies within the data of each institution, this New Hampshire-specific study
examined the campus climate and student data from UNH as the public, flagship,
research institution and complement the state-wide and national data regarding
enrollment and completion rates (Harper & Simmons, 2019) for Students of Color. The
comprehensive national and statewide work of Harper and Simmons (2019) form an
important impetus for this project, yet their analysis is incomplete due to its singular
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focus on Black college students in U.S. public higher education. To provide a fuller and
accurate account of the climate at the University of New Hampshire, this study sought to
broadly understand the lived experiences of Students of Color within the backdrop of
UNH, the State of New Hampshire, and the United States. This study considered the
lived experiences of Students of Color at the University of New Hampshire using Harper
and Simmons (2019) as background context to better understand the nuanced experiences
of college Students of Color in the state.
About the research site
The University of New Hampshire was selected as the research site for a number
of important reasons. As the largest traditional institution of higher education in the state,
UNH has a meaningful opportunity to influence the broadest number of community
members through its programs. This study focused on the main campus in Durham, New
Hampshire with a current total enrollment of 14,784 students (U.S. News, 2021). As
Robert Berdahl, then Chancellor of the University of California Berkeley said in their
1998 convocation address to Texas A&M University, flagship institutions “were the first
public universities to be established in their states” and derived this name from nautical
history meaning the largest ship from which an admiral directs fleet movements (Berdahl,
1998). Public, four-year institutions also help propel middle class upward mobility where
45% of 2018 college freshmen enrolled in a public college or university in the United
States (Reber et al., 2020). UNH plays a meaningful role as the largest institution within
the State of New Hampshire through its sizable student body, role within New
Hampshire’s economic, political, and social fabric, and its increasingly broad influences
beyond the Granite State.
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UNH has experienced a number of incidents within the community that have
increased the conversations regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion on campus. A May
2017 campus incident described numerous White students wearing sombreros and
ponchos for Cinco de Mayo including social media posts of students wearing blackface
(Moon, 2017). In March 2019, the UNH campus hosted a jazz festival where a participant
showed blackface images with others within the same calendar week that a mass shooting
occurred in Christchurch, New Zealand (University of New Hampshire, n.d.c). After
these two events, UNH President Dean acknowledged these painful events and reaffirmed
the University’s commitments to an inclusive and welcoming community. Then in
October 2020, UNH began investigating a White male professor who was accused of
impersonating a woman of color on social media along with their posting sexist and racist
comments (Rosenbluth, 2020). These instances, along with findings from the 2019
campus climate survey, suggest a community is looking to become healthier through
introspection, questioning and affirming commitments to inclusion and evaluating the
spaces they occupy in the social, economic, and political arenas.
With the June 2020 appointment of Nadine Petty as the Chief Diversity Officer
and Associate Vice President of Community, Equity, and Diversity the University is
looking to make concerted efforts to make their environment healthier. This study has
contributed to better understanding the student experience and environment. Dr. Petty has
also collaborated with the researcher to help gain access to speak to UNH students as
study participants. This researcher is motivated by the 2019 campus climate survey
conducted at the UNH campus (Rankin & Associates, 2019) which provided much of the
inspiration and initial inquiry into this topic.
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Leadership Perspectives on the Problem
For decades, political leaders in the United States have championed the
opportunities openly accessible education can provide. Writing in a 1947 Federal report
on U.S. higher education, President Truman challenged educational institutions to
provide access, remedy historical and institutional inequality, and encouraged the success
of college students in the U.S. He wrote:
If the ladder of educational opportunity rises high at the doors of some youth and
scarcely rises at the doors of others, while at the same time formal education is
made a prerequisite to occupational and social advances, then education may
become the means, no of eliminating race and class distinctions, but of deepening
and not solidifying them. (Truman, 1947)
Societal divisions would only deepen, President Truman warned, if these
educational discrepancies continued. Furthermore, U.S. democracy needed a foundation
of educated citizens to function fully and strive to achieve social, economic, and political
goals. Writing more recently, Checkoway (2001) noted that “For democracy to function
successfully in the future, students must be prepared to understand their own identities,
communicate with people who are different than themselves, and build bridges across
cultural differences in the transition to a more diverse society” (p. 267). As early as 1671,
college leaders recognized the potent impact universities had in bringing together
students during an important period in their lives. Harvard’s governing board wrote about
the “advantage to learning [that] accrues by the multitude of persons cohabitating for
scholasticall communion, whereby to actuate the minds of one another” (Toon, 2018, p.
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150). Here we see the positive connections that promoting education and educational
opportunities for all has in supporting U.S. society and democracy.
Numerous studies described the educational and social impact that sense of
belonging has for college students (Johnson, 2012; Johnson et al., 2007; Maramba &
Museus, 2013; Tachine et al., 2017). This study built on this understanding of sense of
belonging to and specifically assessed the experiences of Students of Color when
presented with findings from a campus climate survey at the research site. This review
considered the lived experience of college Students of Color and provided context and
culture through which these students are seeking a higher education. In using the
institutional data as a foundation, this study added further student voice to these findings
so that institutional leaders can understand how to better support these students and more
robustly contribute to society in the U.S. and around the world.
Institutional mission, vision, and diversity statements provide important guidance
and stewardship that shape the context and culture students exist within. Institutional
mission statements support student success when they align all organizational activities
towards the achievement of constituent and organizational goals. Institutional leaders can
use these statements to incorporate and embrace historically marginalized groups
(Museus, 2008). While many institutions have committed to create a diverse, inclusive,
and welcoming environment further study is needed to explore how the entire campus
community interprets, hears, and perceives these messages within their institutional
context (Whitt et al., 2001; Wilson et al., 2012). These statements are often vague, open
to interpretation, and must be examined for the ways in which they guide campus activity
while further recognizing that they are not self-sustaining and require deliberate attention
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for healthy communities to develop (Chunoo & Osteen, 2016; Fligstein & McAdam,
2012). Without deliberate attention to and nurturing of campus climates, institutions may
create and perpetuate environments that promote the success of only portions of their
community and potentially at the expense of other campus populations. This study
situated the experiences of college Students of Color within their campus context to
consider their lived experiences as functions within those environments and seek a
nuanced understanding of their institutional culture.
In their guiding documents, such as mission and vision statements, UNH does not
specifically mention of the value or diversity, equity, or inclusion. PSU states that they
value the rights and dignity of all people in addition to the opportunity to learn from one
another. KSC states that it values all community members, cultural enrichment, social
justice and equity, along with diversity, civility, and respect (Keene State College, n.d.;
Plymouth State University, n.d.; University of New Hampshire, n.d.b). This brief
discussion of USNH institutional mission statements contributes to our understanding of
the context of this research study. It also highlights that this research does not exist within
a vacuum, where the research site even clarifies its own mission and values, and where
diversity, equity, and our inclusion are distinctly mentioned.
When taking all of these factors into account, this study sought to understand the
experiences of college Students of Color to better support their success. Given national
and state-wide contexts, it is imperative to understand the lived experiences of these
students in New Hampshire’s largest institution of higher education due to its broad reach
and potential for improving conditions for as many students as possible. This study seized
an opportunity to present research participants with findings from the most recent campus
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climate survey from the research site (Rankin & Associates, 2019) that provided deeper
insight into the student experience, give greater student voice to the survey results, and
complement the validity of the survey. Additionally, this study helped capture how and to
what extent sense of belonging plays a factor in the collegiate experience of participants
and attempt to account for the numerous social, economic, and political events from the
Spring of 2019 to the Spring of 2021.
Specific Problem of Practice
College Students of Color in the U.S. face numerous challenges to attain a higher
education when compared to their White peers. In 2019, the University of New
Hampshire conducted a campus climate survey to assess their environment where
Students of Color also graduate at a 9.1% lower rate than the institutional graduation rate.
Campus climate surveys are a common tool within higher education to assess institutional
environment and the student experience, yet they cannot and do not capture the entirety
of the lived student experience. Therefore, this study took an additional step to
understand the experience of college Students of Color at UNH by using these survey
results as a springboard for investigating individual student perspectives.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study examined the differences and similarities between the
reported results on a campus climate survey and the lived experiences of Asian American
students at a public, flagship, Research University in the Northeast. Participants were
encouraged to broadly share about their experiences that contributed to or hindered their
successful retention, persistence, and sense of belonging. Using the 2019 campus climate
survey from the University of New Hampshire (Rankin & Associates, 2019) as a
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foundation, this study examined specific findings of this survey through the experiences
of undergraduate Students of Color at UNH.
Research Questions
These research questions guided data collection and analysis to help determine
student reaction and the validity of a set of data points pulled from the UNH campus
climate survey.
•

How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship, Research
University in the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to findings
reported on a campus climate survey?

•

How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences, retention, and
success of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a campus climate
survey?

Overview of methodology
This study evaluated the lived experience of college Students of Color by sharing
the findings of their institutional campus climate survey and investigated how, and to
what extent, their experience met, fit, or differed from those survey findings. Through
semi-structured interviews, participants shared their own voices to ground these survey
results in their own experience. Lastly, students shared possible solutions in addressing
differences between the survey data and their experience along with what positive
experiences for students should continue.
Theoretical frameworks
This study utilized and applied the following conceptual and theoretical
frameworks to guide the examination of the problem of practice, data collection and
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analysis, and discussion of the results along with recommendations for practice and
further research. These methods and frameworks guided the research towards a grounded
understanding of prior research in this area and contributed to the gap of literature and
research into the lived experiences of Students of Color and their sense of belonging in
U.S. higher education.
Critical Race Theory
Tate (1997) describes critical race theory (CRT) as the identification and desire to
understand and remedy the impact of race through legal scholarship and activism to enact
change. Understanding and applying CRT requires the moral and situational knowledge
of the law to address broad collective issues that are derived from the lived experience of
individuals. This application boosts the power of individual voices and issues to form a
base of collective experience and knowledge that, when gathered, creates a collective
discourse and momentum for action through the legal process (Tate, 1997). CRT is
applicable as researchers looked to thematically bind the individual experiences of
students together to deduce broader themes, trends, and impacts derived from their
individual experience. This collective voice, gathered from the individual voices, was
then shared in hopes of influencing changes in policy and practice at the research site.
Utilization-Focused Evaluation
Utilization focused evaluation (U-FE) is a method of evaluation that is applied to
consider how everything that is done, within a study, affects its use (Patton, 2008,
2015b). The evaluation process, under U-FE, is focused on the intended use by those who
intend to use the evaluation process. U-FE is valuable in that it works closely with those
responsible for applying the findings of a process to understand how and, to what extent,
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user values frame and affect the process. This closely bound process, working diligently
with users, also increases the effectiveness of the assessment and reinforces the utility of
each step in the review process through the creation of ownership in every aspect of the
evaluation (Patton, 2008, 2015b). In the current study, the researcher collaborated with
institutional leaders and policy makers at the research site to gain buy-in to conduct the
study. Creating this buy-in allowed access to interview students and gauge their lived
experience and sense of belonging and encouraged adoption of the results of the study by
institutional officials, once concluded. U-FE can be best leveraged in this way by
focusing on the goal of providing scholarly and meaningful research to the research site
to improve the experience for all its students.
Social-Ecological Model
Bronfenbrenner’s social-ecological model (1979) is applicable to guide an
understanding of this research seeking to compare an individual’s experience in their
social ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Through this viewpoint, researchers examined
how humans grow and develop within the environment where that growth occurs. This
development occurs best when observed with human subjects existing and interacting
within their natural environment. This model outlines the interplay of influential forces
that play on an individual, their peers, their organizations, their broader community, and
the larger social and political forces they are a part of in their society (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). This study examined the experience of individuals within their context as well as
the specific context itself; this study importantly investigated the interplays that
individuals have on their environment and the ways in which their environment impacts
individuals.
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Equity Mindedness
This concept was created by the Center for Urban Education at the University of
Southern California to illustrate actions that demonstrate individual and institutional
capacity to recognize and address what produces and sustain racial inequities (Bensimon
& Malcolm, 2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015). An equity mindedness perspective calls
attention to the patterns of inequity in student outcomes by race and ethnicity, where
practitioners are willing to assume responsibility (personally and in their institutional
roles) to reduce and eliminate inequity, and focuses on individual and institutional
capacity to make change (University of Southern California, 2020). Equity in higher
education focuses not only on equal access but also to equal outcomes across all racial
and ethnic student groups; when these unequal outcomes occur, discussions usually focus
on the effort students invest in their academics. Such conversations posit that there are
ideal and correct students without accounting for inequities that create educational
barriers for students based on their racial and ethnic identities; equity mindedness, and for
the purposes of the current study, challenges us to examine and break down these barriers
while seeking to support the entire student body. To promote the success of college
Students of Color, the perspective and mindset must be shifted to consider what
responsibility institutions have in supporting the success and outcomes of all students
(Washington, 2010).
Sense of Belonging
Understanding the influence sense of belonging plays in a students’ lived college
experience is important to promoting their retention and persistence within higher
education. Analyzing numerous definitions of sense of belonging and identifying a
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definition to be used through this study is an important guide for this research. McMillan
and Chavis (1986) propose that belonging is a feeling where members of a group matter
to one another, the group, and have a shared faith those members’ needs will be met
through their commitment to be together. Writing more specifically for a collegiate
community, Tovar and Smith (2010) defined sense of belonging as “an individual’s sense
of identification or positioning in relation to a group or to the college community” which
then creates a response for that individual or community (p. 200). Both authors suggest
that belonging should focus on individual and group perspectives and impressions. Where
McMillan and Chavis (1986) describe a commitment among the collective members,
Tovar and Smith (2010) assert that individuals have a position within the group without
identifying any type of commitment; this consideration acknowledges that many
individuals do not commit to a group-specific ideology, yet their sense of belonging is
still impacted. We find Strayhorn’s (2008a) work meaningful to the current study as they
state sense of belonging reflects the “extent to which students feel connected, a part of, or
stuck to a campus” (p. 505). Grounding our definition in a campus context, while
considering individual impressions of the student experience, is an important part of the
current study and supports our reliance on Strayhorn’s work. Strayhorn’s tenets
acknowledge the perspectives of the individual and their collective community while also
outlining specific senses and feelings participants may experience. Strayhorn (2012)
emphasizes factors that are important within the college environment such as perceived
social support on campus, feelings of connectedness, and experiences of mattering,
acceptance, respect, value, and importance to the group or others on their campus.
Defining and applying sense of belonging identified by Strayhorn (2008a, 2012), we
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acknowledge the institutional role in fostering a climate where students feel included
along with the systematic and cultural forces that marginalize some groups within that
context (Hurtado & Ruiz Alvarado, 2015).
Key Terms
Students of Color
Throughout this study, we define Students of Color as namely African American,
Asian American & Pacific Islander, and Hispanic/Latino students (Johnson et al., 2007).
Importantly, as our study is based upon the findings of a report created by Rankin and
Associates (an outside consulting agency to the University of New Hampshire)
acknowledging their research definitions are important to understand. In their 2019
report, Rankin and Associates define People of Color as “people who self-identify as
other than White” (p. 472). In addition, they identify racial identity as “a socially
constructed category about a group of people based on generalized physical features such
as skin color, hair type, shape of eyes, physique, etc.” (p. 472). For the purposes of the
current study, we find the definition described by Johnson et al. (2007) meaningful and
appropriate as it gives voice to acknowledging and naming historically underrepresented
groups and to help counter the narrative of People of Color as being defined as solely
other than White.
These definitions play an important role in the current study and affect the
campus environment at UNH. UNH reports institutional data to the Integrated
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) who follow the racial and ethnic
designations developed by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget (OMB) in 1997.
These designations are used broadly throughout the U.S. Federal Government and
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specifically within U.S. higher education to categorize U.S. citizens, resident aliens, and
other eligible non-citizens. Individuals are asked to designate their ethnicity as Hispanic
or Latino or Not Hispanic or Latino. They are then asked to indicate one or more races
that apply among the following options: American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Black
or African American; Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander; or White (IPEDS, n.d.).
The Common Data set at the University of New Hampshire provides enrollment
figures based upon racial/ethnic category and reports student information using the
IPEDS/OMB definitions. Based on the 2018-2019 Common Data Set for the University
of New Hampshire, the total undergraduate enrollment was 12,782 and a breakdown of
the entire 2018-2019 undergraduate student body can be found in Table 1. Enrollment
figures for the 2018-2019 academic year have been highlighted here as the Rankin and
Associates campus climate survey was conducted in 2019.
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Table 1: 2018-2019 UNH undergraduate enrollment by Racial/Ethnic category.

(University of New Hampshire, 2019).
Of the 6,544 total returned surveys from the 2019 UNH campus climate survey,
59% (3,831) were undergraduate students. Of those undergraduate respondents, 84.4%
(3,233) were White, 7.9% (302) were Persons of Color, 5.9% (226) were Multiracial, and
1.8% (70) had missing demographics or were not listed. A complete breakdown of
respondents by selected demographics can be found in Table 2.
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Table 2: 2019 UNH campus climate survey undergraduate respondents by selected
demographics.

(Rankin & Associates, 2019, p. 352).
Sense of belonging
For the purpose of this research sense of belonging is the “extent to which
students feel connected, a part of, or stuck to a campus” (Strayhorn, 2008a, p. 505). This
definition acknowledged the perspectives of the individual while outlining the specific
and feelings participants could experience. Building from this definition, we also
acknowledged the role that institutions have in fostering a climate where students feel
included (Strayhorn, 2012) and the ways in which, within that same context, historical,
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systematic, and cultural forces marginalized historically underrepresented groups
(Hurtado & Ruiz Alvarado, 2015).
Campus climate
This study used a definition of campus climate defined by Peterson and Spencer
(1990) as “the current common patterns of important dimensions of organizational life or
its members’ perceptions of and attitudes toward those dimensions” (p. 7). This definition
built upon individual perception and incorporates those perceptions into their surrounding
physical and emotional environments. This definition is more complete than that offered
by Woodard and Sims (2000) who focused on “students’ perceptions of their experience
both in and out of the classroom” (p. 540). While being more specific than “a complex
ecosystem of interconnected structural, cultural, human, and political factors that affect
college student learning” (Thomas & Brower, 2018, p. 247) a complete definition would
include individual experience within an institutional context. Peterson and Spencer
(1990) further clarify their definition saying, “Climate, compared with culture, is more
concerned with current perceptions and attitudes rather than deeply held meanings,
beliefs, and values” (p. 7). As this study focused on secondary data previously gathered
from participants, this clarification affirms that Peterson and Spencer’s definition
accurately described the perceptions and attitudes guiding the research project.
Predominantly White Institution (PWI)
This study used Lomotey’s (2010) definition of a Predominantly White Institution
as “the term used to describe institutions of higher learning in which Whites account for
50% or greater of the student enrollment.” Applicable to the current study, Lomotey
further described that “the majority of these institutions may also be understood as
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historically White” (2010, p. 523). Understanding this term is important as a framework
for the current study and in concert with the theoretical framework of Critical Race
Theory. While there is no official race-based designation for PWIs, the U.S. government
does classify Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs), Historical Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs), and Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) (Bourke, 2016). As this
study sought to amplify and highlight the voices of Students of Color, an understanding
of PWIs as “more than a simple institutional label in that the word ‘predominant’ reflects
ongoing social practice according to which whiteness maintains a place of supremacy,
resulting in the continued subjugation of people of color” is important as these
environments “suggests property rights that are inherent to whites” (Bourke, 2016, p. 15).
Summary
This chapter introduced the social, cultural, and historical perspectives on the
problem of practice, described local contexts of the problem, outlined the specific
problem of practice and research questions. Additionally, the theoretical frameworks,
proposed methodology, and key terms guiding the study have been highlighted.
Chapter One introduced the conceptual framework used throughout this study,
presented the specific problem of practice, and the guiding research questions.
Additionally, the purpose and significance of the study are discussed and include the
limitations and assumptions that could impact the study. Lastly, definitions of key terms
used throughout the study are included.
Chapter Two reviewed the existing literature that helped identify the research gap
and current literature on this topic. Historical and legal perspectives were shared to frame
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the importance and meaning of addressing this topic as a function of promoting
persistence and success for students at the research site.
Chapter Three described the research design and methodology developed in order
to gather data in an effort to answer the research questions. The data in this study
provided rich material that raises individual student voices to highlight their student
experience, while identifying commonalities and outliers in those experiences, and
determined how sense of belonging has impacted their college years.
Chapter Four discussed the research findings, explained the coding and themes,
and highlighted major themes and findings. Additionally, limitations, recommendations
for practice and further research, and a summary of the research project are discussed.
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Chapter 2: Review of Knowledge for Action
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the literature as it relates
to the background of the problem, addressing inequities for college students, college
Students of Color in 21st century U.S. higher education, Asian American students in
higher education, a selected history of Students of Color within higher education, the
ways sense of belonging impacts college students, and various aspects of college student
equity. The purpose of this study was to understand more about the lived experience of
college Students of Color and to examine how a sense of belonging impacted their
college experience
Background
In the 2016 U.S. Supreme Court decision in Fisher v. University of Texas, Justice
Kennedy wrote that “it remains an enduring challenging to our Nation’s education system
to reconcile the pursuit of diversity with the constitutional promise of equal treatment and
dignity” (p. 19). This study furthered that reconciliation by examining the lived
experiences of college Students of Color. These students live and learn in environments
where institutions have made commitments to create a diverse, inclusive, and welcoming
environment yet further study is needed to explore how these messages are interpreted,
heard, and perceived by these students within these environments (Whitt et al., 2001;
Wilson et al., 2012). While preparing future leaders has been a responsibility of colleges
and universities, this responsibility is not guaranteed based upon demographic changes,
immigration issues, and political events that demand careful and systematic attention to
preparing college Students of Color for future leadership as well (Hurtado, 2008).

WHAT SURVEYS ALONE CANNOT TELL

28

For decades, institutions of higher education have sought to support racial and
ethnic diversity within their communities as diversity contributes to the vibrancy of
academic life (Carnes et al., 2019; Chang, 1999; Frye & Morton, 2016; Wilton et al.,
2015). This work highlights the contributions that a racially and ethnically diverse
campus community can make to supporting academic achievement, civic engagement,
and personal growth and development of college students. Astin (1993) emphasized that
diverse institutions are better institutions, all students benefit from affirmative action, and
students’ attitudes and behaviors are positively impacted by these environments. Tinto
(1997) also found that student persistence in college increases when they feel connected
to their institution and those connections are bolstered by a sense of belonging.
Historically, institutions of higher education have focused on the admission of a
diverse student body to promote and support diversity on campus. This strategy alone has
proven to be insufficient in supporting success for Students of Color and does not create
instant or automatic senses of belonging. A 2016 report from the National Center for
Institutional Diversity at the University of Michigan, suggested that if the “rising number
of students protesting racial injustices at colleges and universities over the last year is any
indication, institutional leaders will continue to be called on to create campuses that are
more equitable and inclusive of an increasingly diverse population” (Frye & Morton,
2016, p. 4). If institutions fail to consider the experiences of Students of Color on their
campuses, increasingly divisive academic environments will continue leading to
inequitable outcomes for all college students and fail to prepare future leaders for a
diverse world.
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In the 21st century, college students in the U.S. have experienced rises in violent
attacks, ridicule, discrimination, and increased dropout rates based upon their racial or
ethnic background (Bailey, 2018; Cole, 2018; Shapiro et al., 2017; Smith, 2009; Taylor &
Cantwell, 2018). While the modern university is often presented as a welcoming,
inclusive, and diverse environment (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Iverson, 2007; OffidaniBertrand et al., 2019) contradictions exist between the lived experience of today’s college
students and the environments these colleges and universities profess to sustain. The
idealized portrayals from higher education institutions are disconnected from the
experiences of students that create dissonance between the students’ hopes, their realities,
and what their college life is advertised to be. To fulfill institutional goals to support all
students, this study explored this discrepancy between the student experiences within
these environments.
Failure to attend to these issues has perpetuated modern colleges and universities
that “continue to profess the importance of diversity while facing significant internal and
external pressures to create inclusive and equitable campus environments for diverse
populations of students, faculty, and staff” (Frye & Morton, 2016, p. 1). Even with these
commitments lionized in institutions’ ethos (Carnes et al., 2019; Choi & Rainey, 2009;
Wilton et al., 2015), institutions struggle to support diverse students in seeking to create
inclusive environments and support students’ aspirations. Continued failure to address
these issues, has continued to sow divisiveness within institutional communities and
contribute to the civil strife that is seen outside of the academy. These institutional
environments must be critically evaluated to ensure educational opportunities are open
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and accessible to all within higher education. This study evaluated the environment at the
research site through recruiting and analyzing the experiences of participants.
Sources for examining success, persistence, and sense of belonging for college
students relate to several academic disciplines including racial/ethnic identity
development, psychology, management, and higher education. Therefore, a literature
search included journal databases such as Academic Search Premier, Educational
Resources Information Center (ERIC), Google Scholar, and NASPA: Student Affairs
Administrators in Higher Education and used combined search terms such as student
belonging, inclusion, diversity in college, institutional mission statements, racial/ethnic
sense of belonging, student retention, student success, racial identity development, and
inclusion of Students of Color. Current research regarding students’ overall sense of
belonging on campus is spartan in some of these disciplines, where researchers typically
focus on one racial/ethnic group of students within their particularly study, instead of the
broad campus community. Therefore, older sources have been included from leading
authors who are well-known in their fields: Astin and Kuh on collegiate culture and
belonging, Erikson on human development, and Hurtado and Strayhorn on belonging for
Students of Color.
There are many sources that discuss the impact sense of belonging makes for
specific groups of students, yet none have explored the connections and impacts that
collegiate mission statements have on these students. These theoretical connections can
create a robust understanding of the student experience when complemented by granular
data from a given student community. By understanding the lived experience of their
students, higher education leaders can look to help create the communities they promise
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to deliver to all students. This study helped fill this knowledge gap through highlighting
an investigation of the student experience within the context of a campus climate survey
at a public research university.
Review of the literature
A National Imperative to Address Inequity
According to Bailey (2018), U.S. colleges and universities are experiencing a
crisis of racial and ethnic relations. Higher education leaders have struggled to rectify,
balance, and counter the historical impact of structured racism with the demands of
modern society and their students while also seeking to honor the foundational role a
sense of belonging and diversity play in institutional and societal capacity to succeed in a
national and global context (Cole, 2018; Smith, 2009). A 2016 national survey of higher
education presidents exhibits a lack of long-term commitment to inclusion initiatives for
Students of Color at their home campuses and those across the country (Lederman &
Jaschik, 2016). Eduardo Padron, the retiring president of Miami-Dade College, says that
racial inequality in education is concerning and believes that this is a “national security
imperative that the achievement gap is reduced every year until it no longer exists”
(Smith, 2019). Across the U.S., there is a 20-point difference in the collegiate dropout
rates between minority and nonminority students and the stakes are high for institutional
inequalities to spread into further inequalities of student access and outcomes (Shapiro et
al., 2017; Taylor & Cantwell, 2018; Xu & Webber, 2018). In an article written to Chief
Diversity Officers, Abdul-Amin (2017) suggests that amid discussions and debates
regarding race, privilege, and inequity on campus it is time to engage college students
around issues of diversity and inclusion. Given these challenges, we must explore how
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institutions have or have not incorporated messages regarding sense of belonging and
inclusion, and the impacts and consequences of addressing these issues.
Students of Color in U.S. Higher Education.
The crisis of racial and ethnical relations (Bailey, 2018) combined with the
acknowledged power of institutional mission statements (Wilton et al., 2015) coalesce a
call to action for modern higher education administrators. A 2017 study from the
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) shows that minority students have
higher dropout rates than their nonminority peers. The NCES is the primary Federal
entity responsible for gathering, analyzing, and reporting data related to education within
the United States and in other nations. This report draws from multiple data sources
including Federal surveys managed through the Office of Management and Budget
(OMB) and using definitions of racial/ethnic groups as defined by the OMB. Survey data
were gathered from universal surveys (where data is gathered from each member of a
group) and sample surveys (where data is gathered from selected samples within the
larger group). This review of national data from across the United States illustrates that
students of all racial/ethnic groups (White, Black, Hispanic, Asian, Asian-Pacific
Islander, Native American, and multiple races) have increasingly sought to continue their
education by enrolling in college. Yet, this rate of progress has varied for each
racial/ethnic group and persistent differences exist among attainment levels for students
and on indicators of their educational performance (Musu-Gillette et al., 2017).
In 2019, Harper and Simmons published a 50-state report card through the
University of Southern California Race and Equity Center investigating various aspects
of enrollment, achievement, and degree attainment specifically focused on Black
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undergraduates at public colleges and universities in the United States. The authors
combined population statistics from the U.S. Census with quantitative data from the U.S.
Department of Education to measure the access to a postsecondary education of Black
undergraduate students and their persistence and success once enrolled. Harper and
Simmons (2019) reported that at 75% of public colleges and universities in the U.S.,
Black college students were enrolled in fewer numbers than the proportion of the Black
college-age population within that respective U.S. state. Specifically, while Black citizens
ages 18-24 years old represent 14.6% of the U.S. population across all states, they
represent only 9.8% of undergraduates at public institutions in those states. Additionally,
39.4% of Black students completed bachelor’s degrees within six years, compared to
50.6% of overall undergraduates attaining those degrees. Grounded in the national data
identified by the NCES, regarding postsecondary students across all racial/ethnic groups,
and Harper and Simmons’ (2019) findings, we see there are multiple concern gaps
between achievement levels for Students of Color throughout U.S. public higher
education.
In analyzing discourse regarding issues of equity and inclusion on campus,
Hoffman and Mitchell (2016) found that administrative responses regarding issues of
equity and inclusion on campus “create an environment that is inconsistent with stated
institutional values of equity and diversity” (p. 287). These responses and actions, in the
face of 21st century student protest and unrest, reinforced majority culture, placed
systematic problems back onto marginalized populations, and stifled the context to
address students’ concerns. These discrepancies occur throughout various institutional
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classifications and highlight a broader and systematic barrier that must be challenged to
promote student success.
At a systematic level, some institutions have knowingly embraced the challenge
to improve their campus climate to promote all students’ sense of belonging. In a review
of strategic diversity plans, Frye and Morton (2016) reviewed the various ways in which
several Big Ten institutions had strategically incorporated diversity plans into their
institutional culture. In reviewing four public universities, with some of the largest
student enrollments in the United States (University of Maryland-40,521, University of
Wisconsin-43,820, Pennsylvania State University-98,783, Michigan State University50,344), the researchers contacted the Chief Diversity Officers at each institution to
review their diversity plans and schedule campus visits to gather data. This study was
conducted to better inform the activities at the researcher’s home institution, the
University of Michigan, by comparing the activities of peer institutions. For the purposes
of this study, we find it meaningful that the data gathered impacted approximately
233,000 public college students at each of those flagship research institutions. Frye and
Morton (2016) described institutions professing the importance of diversity while facing
internal and external pressure to “create inclusive and equitable campus environments for
diverse populations of students, faculty, and staff” (p. 1). At some of the largest
institutions in the country, this discrepancy and contrast impacts a significant percentage
of the nationwide student body and positive changes at these institutions can provide best
practices through which other institutions may follow. The authors called upon all
institutional leaders to continue creating equitable and inclusive campuses to address the
needs and desires of an increasingly diverse student population. The work of Frye and
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Morton (2016) illustrates that the challenges to creating inclusive campus environments
supporting all students is a broad problem throughout the academy; not relegated to a
specific subset or classification of institutions. Therefore, we find that questioning these
environments and the current study are deserving of attention throughout our local and
regional context as they also fit into research regarding institutions across the United
States.
Historically underrepresented and marginalized groups have experienced
challenges throughout the history of U.S. higher education and as women and Students of
Color enrolled in higher education institutions, they were forced to adapt to academic
institutions that were created during times of intense prejudice against these groups (Cole
& Harper, 2017; Ferguson, 2012). As those students engaged with the campus
community and sought their own success, they forced institutions to adopt new
interpretations and expressions of institutional values. College Students of Color in the
U.S. have forced the academy’s values to evolve, where these same students continue to
encounter educational barriers not experienced by White peers and must work within
them and negotiate the dominant institutional structures that have historical and
systematically oppressed them. As these institutions became more diverse, relationships
between institutions and their students often contradicted one another as institutions both
promoted equality and opportunity while erecting concurrent barriers. At the same time,
students increased their questioning of this environment while recognizing the need to
work within the system to affect change. (Ferguson, 2012). As this research review has
shown, 21st century college Students of Color face significant barriers to achieving a
higher education. Yet, these challenges have not developed in a vacuum, and we must
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explore the historical and legal foundations of inclusion within U.S. higher education to
complement our understanding of these issues. Through a brief historical examination of
these issues, we can better understand how these institutional systems were created and
how we can look to reduce barriers and promote success for Students of Color for years
to come.
Asian American Students in U.S. Higher Education
Asians have experienced complicated and conflicting roles within their facet of
U.S. history. Beginning after the U.S. Civil War and through to the 21st century, Asians
and Asian Americans have faced discrimination, legalized prejudice, and broad injustice
in their pursuit of the American dream. Wang et al. (2021) described numerous laws and
acts restricted the opportunities of Asians in the United State, including: the 1882
Chinese Exclusion Act, Executive Order 9066 (signed by President Roosevelt in
February 1942 ordering the internment of Americans of Japanese ancestry), being
targeted of Senator Joe McCarthy and McCarthyism that swept the U.S. in the late 1940s
and 1950s, and further targeting of Chinese individuals after China entered the Korean
War in November 1950 against the United States.
A 1913 California law titled the Alien Land Law, stated Asians were not eligible
to become citizens nor were they eligible to own land in the state. Kansas repealed a
similar law in 2002, New Mexico repealed its land law in 2006, and Florida voters
removed a similar provision in 2018 from their state constitution (Wang et al., 2021).
Even during the administration of U.S. President Donald Trump and more Asian scholars
were accused of espionage, many Chinese universities were blacklisted from U.S.
collaborations as these efforts contributed to the intensified prejudice brought on by the
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COVID-19 pandemic that began at the end of 2019. Yet, despite a history of exclusionary
laws, forced migration and interment, and high-profile hate crimes against Asians
“patterns of discrimination against Asian Americans remain understudied at the
population level” (McMurty et al., 2019, pg. 1420).
In aspiring to achieve a higher education in the United States, Asian Americans
also face challenges that deserve specific attention. “Asian American students became the
first racialized non-White group to reach and exceed parity and became ‘overrepresented’ on U.S. campuses…however, they have been marginalized from discussions
about racism, diversity, minority student needs, and racial equity” (Wang et al., 2021, p.
iii). Park and Liu (2014) further share that “high numerical representation of Asian
Americans can easily divert institutions’ attention from acknowledging and tending to the
actual unique needs of Asian American college students, leaving Asian American
interests behind” (p. 52). What enrollment and representation do not show are the
perpetuated and persistent experiences of prejudice and discrimination that Asian
American college students continue to face. These students have been blamed for the
COVID-19 pandemic and Zoom bombed with racial slurs along with verbal and physical
assaults; depressions, stress, anxiety, and relationships with other ethnic groups have
been harmed (Wang et al., 2021); expanded incidents of risky health problems such as
substance use, heart health, diabetes, obesity, and high cholesterol (McMurty et al.,
2019); highlighting the use of the Model Minority Myth as “a tool of racial wedge
politics” assisting in the “advancement of a color-blind racist ideology and agenda”
(Poon et al, 2016, pgs. 469-470); and continued reports of a relatively unsupportive
campus racial climate, less satisfaction with campus diversity, and increased feelings of
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experienced racism from faculty (Park & Liu, 2014). Asian Americans are also the least
likely racial/ethnic group to see and utilize mental health services where, according to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, suicide is the 10th leading cause of death in
the U.S. and first leading cause of death among Asian Americans aged 15-24 (Daley,
2021). Just as Asians in the United States experience discrimination across many areas of
their lives, the current study contributed to the literature on the unique needs of Asian
American college students and specifically those in New Hampshire.
A recent report by the New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute (2020) found that
New Hampshire and its workforce are likely to become more racially and ethnically
diverse over time. Yet, this report highlighted that “systematic and persistent inequities
contribute to a lack of access to opportunity for Granite Staters identifying with racial and
ethnic minority groups” (New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute, 2020). Specifically, the
report shared numerous statistics regarding the fiscal realities of various racial and ethnic
groups leading to stratified access to opportunities using data from 2014-2018. During
this time period, the overall poverty rate for individuals in New Hampshire was 7.9%.
For non-Hispanic Whites it was 7.2%, for Hispanics/Latinos it was 17.8%, for
Blacks/African Americans it was 19.8%, and Asians it was 10%. The median household
income in New Hampshire was $74,057 where Asian households had a higher median
income, Hispanic/Latino households were estimated to have 74 cents for every dollar of a
non-Hispanic White household, and Black/African American households were estimated
to have 69 cents for every dollar compared to a non-Hispanic White household.
“Households headed by Black, African American, Hispanic or Latino individuals had
median incomes that were about three quarters of the statewide median income” the
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report stated, “or approximately $20,00 per year less, which provided less purchasing
power within the year and a reduced ability to save relative to non-Hispanic white
households in the state.” (New Hampshire Fiscal Policy Institute, 2020). For the same
time period from 2014-2018, the per capita income between non-Hispanic Whites and
Asians were statistically indistinguishable yet incomes for Black/African American and
Hispanics/Latinos was estimated at $23,000 or roughly 53 cents for every dollar of a nonHispanic White household. As this report highlights bleak realities based on the
economic opportunities for various racial and ethnic groups across New Hampshire, the
discrepancies in educational opportunities must also be assessed in greater detail.
As New Hampshire’s population continues to diversify, this study allowed for
specific findings regarding Asian American students to come to light. Currently, New
Hampshire is one of the Whitest states in the United States reporting that 93% of the
population is White and 3% Asian, despite Asians being the fastest growing population in
the United States (Bionat, 2019). Outpacing the 10% national rate of population growth
between 2000 and 2010, Asian American and Pacific Islander populations grew at 46%
and 40%, respectively. Along with an increased contribution to the U.S. population,
“AAPIs contribute nearly $1.1 trillion to the national economy and AAPI businesses
provide employment to 3.6 million Americans” (Bionat 2019).
When considered on a smaller scale within the State of New Hampshire,
enrollment of Students of Color at New Hampshire’s public colleges and universities has
not kept pace. In the face of a growing national population of Asians within the U.S.,
with an understanding of the historic and current prejudice and discrimination aced by
Asians in their lives, and the economic disparities based upon racial/ethnic background,
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higher education institutions within New Hampshire have struggled to meet their goals.
From 2000 to 2019, the University System of New Hampshire (the public higher
education system for the State of New Hampshire), reported increased enrollment of
Black, Hispanic, and Asian students yet those figures lag behind the overall averages at
degree-granting schools in New Hampshire that receive Federal financial aid. At USNH,
Black enrollment increased from 1% to 1.9% from 2000-2019, where the statewide
average grew from 1.3% to 3.11%; Hispanic/Latino student enrollment increased from
1% to 3.8% with a statewide average growing from 1.5% to 3.4%; and Asian student
enrollment increasing from 1% to 2% with a statewide average increasing from 1.8% to
3.4% (Tran et al., 2021). To complement these figures, Tran et al. explained the difficulty
in recruiting more Students of Color to a predominantly White state where “Universities
are asking students to leave more multicultural environments to live in communities
unaccustomed to interacting with ethnically diverse people” (2021).
Wang et al. (2021) identified that Asian Americans also face three other
pandemics: anti-Asian racism, Sinophobia, and the model minority myth. “This
intersectional harm of multiple pandemics have spread from streets to schools” they
write, “in higher education, Asian students were harassed, and Asian scholars were
scrutinized” (p. iii). Poon et al. (2016) defines the model minority myth as a racial
stereotype that “generally define AAPIs, especially Asian Americans, as a monolithically
hardworking racial group whose high achievement undercuts claims of systematic racism
made by other racially minoritized populations, especially African Americans” (p. 469470). Embracing such stereotypes reflect the collective public ignorance regarding the
diversity of the Asian American community” where “this lack of awareness plays a
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significant role in perpetuating inaction towards different Asian American subgroups’
unique needs within higher education” (Park & Liu, 2014, p. 52). The model minority
myth is often attributed to William Petersen who:
presented socioeconomic success among a select segment of Asian Americans as
an antithesis to African American claims of persistent racial oppressions and
barriers during the 1960s Civil Rights Movement and at the height of the Blackled urban uprisings across the United States…as a tool that exploits Asian
Americans, placing them in a racial bind between Whites and other people of
color. (Poon et al., 2016, p. 472)
Articulating the impact that the model minority plays in the lives of Asian
American and People of Color, Poon et al. suggests that “many scholars have identified
the persistence of the MMM framing of AAPIs in public discourse as a key problem for
this diverse population in higher education” (2016, p. 475). This stereotype contributes to
deleterious effects on Asian Americans, such as mental health issues, stress, anxiety, and
“divides Asians from Black, Latino, and the Indigenous people, making it hard to form
alliances to fight against racism and discrimination” (Wang et al., 2021, p. iv).
Critical Race Theory also guided this study, as a theoretical framework, as “CRT
in education explicitly starts from the premise that race and racism play central roles in
structuring inequality and relationships of power and subordination in education” (Poon
et al., 2016, p. 472). Furthermore, “tenets of CRT commonly applied with education
include the centrality of race and its intersectionality with other disenfranchised identities
(e.g., gender, sexuality), a challenge to dominant ideology or master narrative, a
commitment to social justice, the centrality of experiential knowledge, and an
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interdisciplinary perspective” (Park & Liu, 2914, p. 41). The current study recruited and
highlighted the experience of individual Students of Color in order to describe their lived
college experience at the research site. “By focusing on people’s lived experiences, CRT
scholarship can powerfully expose ‘deficit-informed research and methods that silence
and distort the experiences of people of color” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, as cited in
Poon et al., 2016, p. 473). As the current study seeks to amplify and give voice to
individual Students of Color, CRT is a meaningful and appropriate way to approach this
research.
Lastly, studies suggest that further research and discussion of the experience of
Asian Americans is necessary to understand their unique experience within higher
education. “We encourage future studies on how the unique racial experiences of AAPIs
related to higher education offer a different and important, yet often obscured, dimension
of research knowledge and critical perspective on race and racism in higher education”
(Poon et al., 2016, p. 491). By grounding such research in the lived experience of Asian
Americans through a CRT lens can shed light in supporting these students and disrupting
narratives of White dominance. When considered on institutionally sanctioned
standardized tests and educational attainment data it is often suggested that “AAPIs have
achieved a high-level of well-being in education” (Poon et al., 2016, p. 491). Yet, when
holistic educational experiences are considered, they reveal concerning realities for
AAPIs that suggest “identifying racial disparities in higher education are highly limited in
understanding the range of human experiences and realities among diverse AAPI
population” (Poon et al., 2016, p. 491). Building upon this critique of educational
attainment data, enrollment data is also an insufficient determining of individual, campus,
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and institutional health. Park and Liu (2014) propose that “Asian Americans demonstrate
how numerical representation appears to be a necessary but insufficient condition for
combating the tokenization and marginalization of students of color” (p. 53). To continue
by advocating for an additionally holistic approach, beyond numbers and structural
diversity, that incorporates the campus racial climate, the role of campus culture, and
institutional support for Students of Color a better acknowledgment and understanding of
Students of Color can emerge. “Accounting for the campus racial climate entails that the
state of campus race relations cannot be solely determined by enrollment figures for
students of color” (Park & Liu, 2014, p. 54). Harkening back to our earlier discussion of
the historical, legal, and social barriers, Asians have encountered in the United States,
Park and Liu (2014) conclude that “in light of the challenges that Asian Americans have
faced in higher education, we believe it is imperative to incorporate the non-quantifiable
enhancements of campus racial climate into a revised conceptualization of critical mass
to ensure that critical mass in practice moves beyond a simplified numbers game” (p. 55).
Institutional Commitments to Inclusion/Sense of Belonging
Among our understanding of the higher education academy and specifics
regarding distinct student communities, a brief review of the purposes and impacts of
institutional mission statements added further context to the current study. When formal
statements include mentions of diversity or sense of belonging, they contribute to larger
efforts to promote inclusion, and avoid the deleterious effects of historical and systematic
oppression (Carnes et al., 2019). When racial diversity is effectively managed with
diversity practice, policies, and processes, it is positively correlated to agency
performance and can provide many benefits (Choi & Rainey, 2009). When institutions of
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higher education include these statements, it can be an important indicator to all
community members about institutional commitments. Institutional mission statements
are powerful organizational tools that can advantage some, not impact others, and
negatively impact others still (Wilton et al., 2015). These statements have broad impacts
upon organizational activities, values, and culture that must be understood as influential
and powerful forces within campus communities. Many institutions claim to value
diversity in their missions, yet the marginalization students experience directly contradict
these guiding statements and are often troublesome for student success (Graham et al.,
2017). Reviewing these statements provides audiences and researchers a baseline to
understand the formal stances these institutions take regarding diversity and sense of
belonging, hopefully towards the improvement of the campus community for all students.
Historical and Legal Issues Impacting Students of Color
Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, U.S. higher education recognized the
inequities facing Students of Color and believed that providing access to a college
education would help eliminate these barriers (Smith, 2009). Affirmative action programs
within college admissions were implemented to encourage and streamline the access of
Students of Color to enrolling in college. Yet, these programs faced numerous legal
challenges that attempted to declare these programs unconstitutional. The 1978 decision
in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke upheld affirmative action, declared the
use of racial quotas in admission as unconstitutional, and narrowed the use of an
applicant’s race to be considered as one factor (among many and not the sole factor) in an
institution’s admissions practices. In their decision, the Court sided with those who
wanted to keep affirmative action and those who wanted it dismantled. By disbanding the
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use of racial quotas, the U.S. Supreme Court narrowed the ways in which race could be
considered in college admissions processes, while affirming an institution’s interest in
creating a diverse student body. This decision laid a foundation for future cases where the
U.S. Supreme Court would continue to narrowly define and outline the ways in which
U.S. higher education institutions could support Students of Color and diversity in their
institutions.
In 2003, two lawsuits were filed against the University of Michigan that
challenged admissions practices for undergraduate and law students, respectively. The
U.S. Supreme Court decisions in Gratz v. Bollinger (2003) and Grutter v. Bollinger
(2003) both held that student body diversity was a compelling state interest and was
therefore allowed to be considered in an institution’s admissions processes. Yet, the
Court further narrowed their interpretation of how race could play a part in the college
admissions process. The Gratz v. Bollinger (2003) decision, a case stemming from
undergraduate admissions, held that students must be considered as individuals instead of
being given preferential admissions status based on their membership in an
underrepresented group. Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), a case focused on the University of
Michigan Law School, supported the Law School’s interest in creating opportunities for
underrepresented students to break down prejudicial stereotypes in the nation’s legal
profession and society at large. The Court clarified that consideration of an applicant’s
race, even in seeking admission to a professional graduate school, could be considered
among other factors in admission.
More recently, in the 2016 Fisher v. University of Texas decision, an applicant to
the University of Texas challenged the University of Texas’ admissions program that
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advantaged students in the top ten percent of graduating high school seniors across the
State of Texas and considered race as a factor in their admissions process. Fisher claimed
that this preferential treatment of students within that top ten percentage was
unconstitutional. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the program did pass a strict scrutiny
review and was, indeed, constitutional. Justice Kennedy, writing for the majority in this
decision, lamented, “it remains an enduring challenge to our Nations’ education system to
reconcile the pursuit of diversity with the constitutional promise of equal treatment and
dignity” (p. 19). Here, Kennedy highlights that the goal of equality and opportunity for
all those in the United States has been an elusive one and difficult one to achieve. Even
with the passing of 40 years since Regents of the University of California v. Bakke
(1978), the experiences of today’s college students are still being impacted and affected
by similar discussions and issues regarding diversity, equity, and inclusion in their
collegiate environments.
As these cases have allowed institutions to better describe how diversity is
interwoven into a campus setting, institutions risk the health of their environments and
students when diversity and inclusion programs are considered add-ons to their core
mission (Hurtado, 2007). This study looked to centralize student retention and success by
providing a platform for students to describe their lived experience within their
institutional context based on their understanding of where, how, and why they can
succeed within higher education.
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Sense of Belonging
Importance of Sense of Belonging to Human Growth and Development
Through an understanding of the impact sense of belonging plays within the
success of college students, this study highlighted student experiences that promoted their
success. With a foundational understanding of sense of belonging, this research
challenged students to consider their own experiences within their institutional context
when compared and contrasted with campus climate survey results from their current
institution. Sense of belonging is vital for students’ college success and when institutional
and individual identities complement one another, students can succeed at higher levels
of achievement (Smith, 2009). Colleges and universities can create a powerful learning
dynamic for their students by emphasizing diversity and a sense of belonging for all
students; through such an environment, students can become productive members of
society and compete effectively in the global economy (Williams, 2013). Where
institutions can focus their collective institutional efforts to promote a welcoming
environment for all students, graduates of those institutions are equipped to better lead
and succeed in the 21st century.
Glass and Westmont-Campbell, in a 2014 study of 1,231 undergraduate students
who responded to the Global Perspective Inventory (GPI) highlights that sense of
belonging plays an important role in the success of all college students. They described
institutional leaders who understand the influence and power of this impact can align
their campus environments and policies to ensure student support and success. Their
study, having gathered data from eight research universities in the U.S., shows that a
strong sense of belonging can buffer the negative social, emotional, and psychological
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impacts of discriminatory experiences students can face in a collegiate environment. Both
domestic and international students perceived that their sense of belonging was most
impacted by “the perception that their institution honored diversity” (Glass & WestmontCampbell, 2014, p. 116). This study evidenced that sense of belonging plays a
meaningful and positive role in the lives of contemporary college students. It is relevant
for the purpose of this study as it provided partial inspiration for the need for all higher
education institutions to support sense of belonging as a function of supporting the
healthy development, growth, and success of their students.
Focusing on sense of belonging achieves two ends as it “acknowledges the
institutional role in fostering a climate where students feel included as well as the
systematic and cultural forces that marginalize some groups within that context”
(Bowman et al., 2019, p. 276). This focus allows marginalized students to be integrated
into the established culture while, at the same time, addressing, calling out, and seeking
to reform structural or historical climates that have disadvantaged many of these students.
In this way, all students can benefit from the inclusion and naming of prejudicial
practices with a desire to make meaningful and lasting change. In this context and with
the goal of supporting all college students, the impact of sense of belonging cannot be
understated on campus.
Importance of Sense of Belonging to Growth and Development in College Students
Sense of belonging plays an important developmental role in the lives of today’s
college students. As college is a stressful time for all students, especially in establishing
healthy social and academic routines, institutions that focus on belonging can support the
overall health and vitality of their student body. Sense of belonging for college students
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has proven to be an important facet for college students in the United States and around
the world. In studying 477 undergraduate students at a public university in Turkey,
Civitci (2015) found that sense of belonging encouraged resilience to overcome stress
and promote life satisfaction, which is common in higher education. Civitci (2015)
described sense of belonging as being comprised of the feelings, beliefs, and expectations
related to a group, having a place in that group, or being willing to play an active role in
this group that then allows students greater life satisfaction and less perceived stress.
Sense of belonging was found to be the only moderating factor against stress and that
students with a low sense of belonging struggled to address stress more than their peers
with higher levels of self-perceived belonging. This study suggested an important link to
sense of belonging for college students from around the world and highlight a powerful
role that a high sense of belonging helps college students succeed. Sense of belonging
helps students address and grow through common stresses they experience and
contributes to life satisfaction. As these goals mimic many of those within U.S. higher
education, this study complemented achievement of these shared goals.
These are noble aims, in and of themselves, yet when applied to Students of Color
and White students, sense of belonging plays a divisive role in need of being addressed.
Researchers have noted that higher education institutions within the U.S. participate, and
reinforce, social constructs of underrepresentation and subordination and acknowledged
that sense of belonging for Students of Color, through lack of a supportive environment
and community, affects their academic functioning and psychological well-being
(Harper, 2013; West & Maffini, 2019). This negative impact was felt less by White
students, compared to Students of Color, who when asked about the diversity of their
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faculty members reported that they were satisfied with the level of faculty diversity and
that those faculty represented diversity among their students; Students of Color reported
that diverse faculty were also important, yet did not perceive an academic department
consisting of majority White faculty as welcoming to them (Lee, 2010). Here we see that
sense of belonging in the collegiate environment is known to be beneficial to all students,
yet White students and Students of Color perceive this belonging differently. While
academic performance may be one indicator of college student success, Davis et al.
(2019) found that sense of belonging and academic performance is not correlated nor are
they predictive of one another; when attempting to promote and predict retention, both
must be considered independently. Here we see that an inclusive collegiate environment
reaps benefits for all community members, yet it would be false to believe that high
achieving students feel a strong sense of belonging and succeeded within and through
higher education. With this is mind, higher education leaders must consider how sense of
belonging plays an important role into the success of their campus community and
especially for the success of college Students of Color.
Importance of Sense of Belonging Across Racial/Ethnic Identities
Sense of belonging has been found to play an important role in the development
and growth of college students from many racial/ethnic groups (Cole & Zhou, 2014;
Maestas et al., 2007). White students reported documented growth when challenged to
engage with their own racial development, their sense of racial comfort, and being shown
the realities of contemporary racism (Cabrera et al., 2016). Ethnically/racially diverse
women in STEM majors, Black students, Latino/x students, Filipino students, Native
American students, and Asian Pacific/Islander students all reported varied sense of
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belonging, when considered in a collegiate environment (Johnson, 2012; Johnson et al.,
2007; Maramba & Museus, 2013; Tachine et al., 2017). Student’s sense of belonging
across racial/ethnic identities fluctuated within social and academic realms that often
asked them to negotiate their own expectations to fit into their environment (Samura,
2016). These findings are important to consider when we find that many flagship
institutions, themselves PWIs, are seeking to enroll increasingly diverse student bodies
yet many students come from homogenous environments created by racial segregation
throughout outside social and political factors (such as housing and education) (Hurtado,
2008). This is an issue that impacts students of all racial/ethnic backgrounds to better
understand this belonging uncertainty and support all students including those who feel
marginalized at the fringes of campus life (Stephens et al., 2012; Strayhorn, 2008b).
Impacts of Mission Statements on Campus Culture
In addition to sense of belonging, the role of institutional statements, missions,
and values must be considered for their impact in shaping collegiate environments. Kuh
and Hall (1993) assert that institutional mission statements “provide the frames of
reference for interpreting the meanings of events and actions on and off campus” and
acknowledged the
collective, mutually shaping patterns of institutional history, mission, physical
settings, norms, traditions, values, practices, beliefs and assumptions which guide
the behavior of individuals and groups in an institution of higher education. (p. 2)
A mission statement therefore sets the tone for all institutional activities at a
college or university and is the point through which all organizational activities originate
and defines its purpose for existence (Kopaneva & Sias, 2015; Malbašić et al., 2018).
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Yet, the mere presence of these statements does not create an environment or
membership that is aligned with those values, goals, and priorities. When individual
values and actions align with institutional values, as outlined in many mission statements,
the entire organization and all individual members can maximize the benefits and results
to which they aspire (Malbašić et al., 2018). When U.S. colleges and universities learn to
accentuate their mission statements to support the belonging of all students, they can
achieve higher levels of effectiveness, student growth, and success for all stakeholders.
Institutional mission statements provide guidance and guidelines to understand
what higher education institutions seek to be and having clear messaging is important to
broadcast those goals and outcomes to all constituents. These statements are often
intentionally vague, are not written equally, and are frustrating to interpret in practice
(Chunoo & Osteen, 2016). While these statements guide the broad outcomes and goals of
the organization, faculty, staff, students, and stakeholders interpret these statements
differently, which affect the daily business and operations of these organizations. The
mission statement serves as a compass to guide all organization activity and provides the
philosophical support for all the meaning-making activities that are at the heart of the
college experience, for all constituents. Success in achieving the goals of the organization
is uncertain when these messages are not clear, open to the interpretation of the multitude
of institutional stakeholders, and where those meaning-making activities can operate in
contrast to larger community goals. Even when these messages, symbols, and functional
units are working in concert, success is not certain; therefore, clarity of these statements,
alignment of strategy, and supporting resources provide for an environment where all
members are working towards the same ends (Chunoo & Osteen, 2016). Understanding
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the power and influence these statements have in their environment is vital when
comparing how these messages establish a tone for their campus communities, including
inclusion and sense of belonging.
Integrating diversity and diverse viewpoints into an organization are important
given shifting demographics, work policies and practices, and a more diverse and global
sense of interconnectedness (Simons & Rowland, 2011). When institutions of higher
education incorporate diversity into their mission statements, they can indicate a
recognition of their obligation, need, and commitment to better serve all students; those
in majority groups and those who have been historically underrepresented or
marginalized. Inclusion of the benefits of diversity and sense of belonging for all
acknowledges the need and desire to reach out to marginalized groups of students and
leverage the power of the organization toward positive change within the institution
(Wilson et al., 2012). The power that is drawn from these mission statements creates
spoken and unspoken influence on the organizational culture, the student experience, and
the working environment for employees. The positive benefits to all community members
cannot be understated when institutions harness this influence and use it to bolster the
values, priorities, and expectations for a diverse learning community for all (Blimling &
Whitt, 1999). While examining these specific statements is outside the scope of the
current study, this brief acknowledgement of the impact these statements can have
continued to shape the environment where this study is being conducted and should be
noted as a complement to the current study.
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Integrating Sense of Belonging Within Institutional Mission Statements
Understanding the importance of sense of belonging and knowing the importance
that institutional mission statements can play in creating and maintaining healthy campus
communities, we must next examine to what extent these statements discuss inclusion
and belonging for all college students. In a 2010 national study of 100 private
baccalaureate colleges, Taylor and Morphew (2010) discovered that institutional
communication regarding sense of diversity and belonging were vague, suggested
legitimacy, yet eluded a precise definition. Their findings noted sense of belonging was
open to interpretation of the audience and it was not tied to racial/ethnic diversity. In
searching for statements on diversity and belonging, Taylor and Morphew (2010) propose
that these institutions gained credibility with their students and appeared to be broadly
appealing to different types of students yet allowed individuals to apply and create their
own meanings of what belonging and diversity looked like and meant to them. While this
study may not be broadly applicable for all institutional types, it does raise alarms for
higher education as all policies, practices, programs, and services flow from and are
grounded in the mission of a higher education institution (Kuh et al., 1991). While not
representative of the entire spectrum of higher education institutions in the U.S., this
review is alarming for its lack of mention of diversity and its ambiguous definition that
could apply to everything and nothing, at the same time.
The current research affirms the importance that alignment of mission statement
with personal values and perspectives has in creating a vibrant higher education
community that is working together to achieve its stated goals. Yet, even with this
understanding, these statements continue to be fractured and vague which lead to various
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outcomes, initiatives, and lack of goal achievement for many organizations. Each
institution exists within its own social context and its statements and activities do not
exist in a vacuum; the organization exists within a mélange of social and political
influences and in a broader social, economic, and political realm. While these mission
statements and daily policies and practices may have worked in years prior, such
practices are not self-sustaining and require continual reproduction and reinforcement
within their community to be successful (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). This study
challenges higher education institutions to acknowledge the power of these statements
and nurture their statements to provide guidance and support to all institutional activities,
especially student success.
These mission statements can set a powerful tone through their institutional
community, identifying what is important to the organization, and serve as a guide for all
organizational activities. Earlier in the 21st century, Hurtado (2003) implored higher
education and diversity researchers to consider how an engaged campus, that integrates
diversity as central to its mission, can make a strong connection between institutional
rhetoric, institutional practices, and diversity outcomes. Hurtado (2003) went on to
propose that students make progress on educational outcomes when campus practices
facilitate student interaction with diversity through promoting the development of
cognitive, social, and democratic skills.
Kuh and Hall (1993) report a connection between institutional mission and
individual membership as they assert institutional values flow from an institution’s
mission and “serve as a basis on which members of a culture or subculture judge
situations, acts, objects, and people” (p. 6). Institutions must consider the power their
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statements have in promoting an inclusive, welcoming, and diverse environment given
the meaningful ways in which their statements shape the higher education cultures these
statements guide. These statements must be carefully crafted and maintained as the
messages that higher education administrators send to constituents is not always
congruent with whether diversity is an enacted institutional value within their
organization (Museus, 2007). If institutions want to succeed into the 21st century, they
must identify and harness the linkage between mission and the space they occupy to
increase their effectiveness and goal achievement (Fugazzotto, 2009). They have an
important responsibility to create statements that guide organizational activities, support
the development of all students, and then take care to attend to how these statements are
enacted in daily life to continuously improve their environment. In this literature, we find
that many have written on the importance of institutional mission statements, the power
they have to shape and guide an institutional practice, the experience of all stakeholders,
and how the alignment of institutional culture with institutional statements is not a
certainty.
While authors have written that diversity and sense of belonging should be
included as a primary educational goal and key part of the institutional mission (WadeGolden & Matlock, 2007), this emphasis is not widely understood or adopted. In
considering the impact this lack of emphasis has, Museus (2008) proposed that if college
administrators wanted to facilitate the engagement of Students of Color in mainstream
cultural activities then they “must understand how the values of their institution might
create feelings of devaluation among members of historically marginalized groups” (p.
211). Couple with this call for administrators to better understand how they can leverage
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their campus environments, and as framers of organizational mission, vision, and values,
Museus (2008) continued to suggest that students’ perception of how their institution
valued diversity as “an intricate function of their own experience, their knowledge of
other minority students’ experiences, institutional action and inaction to incidents of
racism and discrimination, their knowledge of campus environments, and so on” (p. 211).
What we begin to understand is the existing gap between institutional leaders and
students acknowledging the power that culture plays in a college or university, how that
culture is driven by the mission statement, and without a focus on diversity and sense of
belonging, all students are left on their own to make meaning regarding their campus
community. Institutions can solidify their commitments to equality of opportunity and
student experience in their formal statements and in their actions to support and promote
inclusion and diversity for all students (Williams, 2013).
Given the historical and social factors that have created divisiveness among racial
and ethnic groups, this meaning making disadvantages students who are socially or
politically subordinated to Whites and reinforces institutions that perpetuate division and
inequity. Writing even before the landmark affirmative action cases of Gratz v. Bollinger
(2003) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), Whitt et al. (2001) encouraged researchers to
further explore what students hear regarding institutional messages and how they
perceive the institutional environment. This study followed this suggesting by providing a
forum to explore the lived experiences of college Students of Color.
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Sense of Belonging for College Students
Sense of Belonging Contributions to Health and Development
Examining students’ sense of belonging in U.S. higher education is an important
task to undertake and not something that can be taken for granted. We are reminded that,
even in 2016, Justice Anthony Kennedy writing in the Fisher v. University of Texas
(2016) decision noted that the U.S. still grapples to balance the goals of diversity with
equal treatment and dignity. Sense of belonging and diversity play an important part in
the academic and social environments of higher education that support students’
development into successful and healthy members of society. Writing in the early 1990s,
higher education leaders Alexander Astin (1993) and George Kuh (1993) noted that
diverse institutions provide vast benefits for all students, not just Students of Color. An
institutional emphasis on sense of belonging throughout all its campus forms, through
formal and informal messages, greatly impacted student development and supported a
diverse learning community (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 1993). Recently, administrators,
educators, and professional education associations argue that diversity provide a wealth
of benefits to students, their institutions, U.S. society, and the world when engaged in an
educational environment (Milem & Umbach, 2008). Specifically, meaningful sustained
engagement with diversity and a sense of belonging promotes desirable student outcomes
such as higher levels of cognitive development, self-confidence, motivation, intellectual
and civic development, aspirational attitudes, cultural awareness, and openness to
diversity, and commitments to equity (Museus, 2008). What we see are the multiple
academic and social ways students can benefit from the impacts of diversity and a sense
of belonging. Additionally, psychologists have known for decades that engaging with
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those who are different than ones’ own reaps great benefits to healthy and positive human
development.
Erikson’s foundational studies (1946, 1956) extolled the power and impact that
humans can experience when seeking to identify and develop their own self-identity. In
their exposure to different social roles and identities of others, Erikson found that when
humans become older adolescents, they began to explore their identity and the identity of
others and started to solidify their own understandings of who they are and how they
interpret the world (1946, 1956). As humans become older adolescents, they also
traditionally begin enrolling in higher education, where colleges and universities can
provide the arenas for students to test this exploration, especially when allowed to
explore and interact with a diverse student body (Erikson, 1946, 1956).
Allport (1954) also proposes the contact theory as an intentional way to reduce
prejudice and understand and explore the benefits of diversity. Their theory suggests that
when the relationships between three campus elements are considered (the institutional
diversity commitment, campus climate, and the realization of the benefits of diversity)
educators and students can then affect the reach and effectiveness of these conditions on
their campus. This theory highlights the importance of understanding how these factors
impact one another, how they fit together in the give-take relationship of a campus
community, and how they can be leveraged to maximize positive contact between groups
of students. When these forces are understood, opportunities to engage among diverse
peers can occur and with further and sustained contact, predetermined prejudice can be
reduced through the knowledge and understanding created between these interactions
(Allport, 1954). In combining the positive academic impacts with the healthy
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developmental impacts that sense of belonging and diversity have on the college student
body, we can see the need to ensure these environments are created, maintained, and
sustained.
Consequences for Inattention to Sense of Belonging
As the positive impacts of diversity within higher education have been known,
scholars have also accumulated a wealth of information regarding the negative impacts of
college students who lack a sense of belonging. All students suffer when their sense of
belonging is impacted, yet Students of Color suffer markedly more than their White
classmates (Xu & Webber, 2018). Adjustment to college life and persistence through
college is impacted by a lack of sense of belonging (Keels et al., 2017) which also widens
discrepancies between White students and Students of Color (Shapiro et al., 2017). At
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), social isolation is a major contributor to higher
levels of attrition and dropout rates for Students of Color (Xu & Webber, 2018). While
the United States has enshrined social values that uphold equality of opportunity and
experience, given the history of race in the U.S. many institutions of higher education are
failing students of all kinds, especially Students of Color (Jaymes, 2017; Washington,
2016; Williams, 2013). The equity gaps experienced between White students and
Students of Color within U.S. colleges and universities run counter to the ideals of
opportunity and experience and are unacceptable in their active eroding of social vitality
and financial viability of the U.S. and its citizens. (Bensimon & Malcolm, 2012).
Yet, cultural and social forces within higher education may not be entirely to
blame as pre-college sense of belonging, or lack thereof, can form in students prior to
enrolling in college (Yeager et al., 2016). While we must consider these influential forces
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experienced before their college going years, we cannot ignore the impact campus
environments have on students which extol the virtues of belonging while creating active
environments where that belonging is felt different throughout different groups of
students. In a review of the mental health of college students, the Jed Foundation (2017)
found that Students of Color are less likely to seek help than their White peers. Indeed,
even with good natured and well-intentioned faculty and staff members, institutions and
student affairs staff frequently fail to adequately prepare students to participate in a
diverse democracy; this is further alarming given these institutional and oftentimes
personal commitments to the social preparation of students (Harper & antonio, 2008;
Lederman & Jaschik, 2016). Given this myriad of direct negative impacts and the
consequences of not addressing these issues, we must ensure to mitigate these negative
effects and promote positive and healthy senses of belonging within higher education
institutions.
Addressing Sense of Belonging in Higher Education
Consequences of Inaction to Promote Sense of Belonging
If institutions fail to address this problem, long-lasting and detrimental effects will
remain throughout U.S. higher education, experienced by students, and within the global
society. A 2016 survey of college and university presidents’ illuminated concerns that
these institutional leaders had regarding long-term commitments to diversity and
inclusion initiatives within these institutions. Lederman and Jaschik (2016) found that
presidents rated their own institutional commitments to diversity favorably (with 84%
reporting they were excellent or good) and they rated national race relations as only 24%
good and 75% fair or bad (Lederman & Jaschik, 2016). A 2020 survey also found
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similarly contradictory results in asking respondents to rate their perceptions of race
relations on their campuses and through higher education, overall. On their campuses,
respondents gave an averaged rating that race relations were 65% excellent or good. In
contrast, only 17% of respondents rated race relations as excellent or good when
considering higher education (Jaschik, 2020). A 2017 report also found that Black college
students are more than twice as likely as White students to say their campus racial
climate is poor (Jed Foundation, 2017). It is also concerning that these leaders charged
with the stewardship of their institution, rate themselves so highly yet their national peers
significantly more poorly. This statistical discrepancy indicates work is needed regarding
sense of belonging and diversity across the U.S. These organizational leaders have a
responsibility for their entire community as they shape the general work climate and
expectations concerning diversity, recruitment, and retention of all their students (Vick et
al., 2018).
This deepening of race relations would persist so long as education throughout the
U.S., especially higher education, did not seek to educate all students equitably and given
equal access to opportunity. In response to these incidents, students began demonstrating
and demanding change yet those calls have been met with reactionary, symbolic, and
scripted responses from those same institutional leaders professing the race relations to be
excellent or good on their home campuses (Gladney, 2015). Institutional leaders quickly
return to business-as-usual mindset in perpetuating their campus environments while
professing commitments to support for Students of Color; going back to this business as
usual continues a model of higher education forged in an era that promoted racial
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hegemony in contrast to the environments these leaders espouse to promote (Gladney,
2015; Lederman & Jaschik, 2016; Vick et al., 2018).
Here again, we see a gap where this study investigated the discrepancy between
the stated values of inclusion and sense of belonging for students paired against the
experience of students within those campus communities. As Museus (2007) outlines
clearly, and what is supported by other researchers, the messages that university
administrators send to external constituents is not always congruent with whether
diversity is actually an enacted institutional value (Museus, 2007). To counter these
negative effects, we must study these institutional environments, gain a baseline of
knowledge regarding their current state, and hear from students regarding their
experience within the environments that profess to be supportive of all students.
Sense of Belonging as a Key Structure for College Student Success
Throughout this research we can see the importance sense of belonging can play
for all students in the U.S. higher education environment. By acknowledging the
importance that sense of belonging plays within this environment, identified through the
powerful psychological, social, and academic impacts belonging and diversity can have
(Allport, 1954; Astin, 1993; Chang, 2009; Erikson, 1946, 1956; Glass & WestmontCampbell, 2014; Milem & Umbach, 2008) and coupled with knowledge about the place
and impact of institutional mission statements (Carnes et al., 2019; Museus, 2008; Taylor
& Morphew, 2010; Whitt et al., 2001; Wilton et al., 2015), we can understand how
institutions can support all of their students. Consideration of structured interventions,
that support positive peer interactions and a sense of community among all students, are
critical to a positive campus racial climate and the heterogeneity of the campus (Park,
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2009). Through this study, the gap left between the stated goals and values of the
institutional mission statement when compared with the student experience regarding
sense of belonging that is felt within the community is examined. By analyzing the lived
experiences of college Students of Color, these gaps were explored and possible solutions
suggested.
Campuses that integrate diversity and belonging as central to its mission cements
strong bonds between institutional rhetoric, practices, and diversity outcomes for all
community members (Hurtado, 2003). This study built upon the emphasis for structured
and unstructured interactions among diverse groups of students that benefit campus
communities. This research created and drew connections between what educational
barriers students experience in attempting to grow and maintain a sense of belonging.
This discrepancy between stated values and lived experience create formal and informal
barriers to education that impact all students and create uncertainty about their future. In
seeking to support student belonging, interventions can reduce this uncertainty and,
especially for Students of Color, can reduce barriers to academic and social success in a
college environment (Yeager, et al., 2016). The power and emphasis of spoken and
unspoken messages regarding the development and maintenance of a diverse learning
community is meaningful when considering the development of college students in the
U.S. (Blimling & Whitt, 1999). Deliberate and intentional care must be taken to ensure
modern institutions critically examine their environments to ensure they promote and
response to the success needs of all students. The current study contributed to that
intentional nurturing and care.
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Student Equity in Higher Education
The current study broadly considers sense of belonging as an elemental factor that
contributes to student success in college. This study contributed to the current research on
sense of belonging, on college student success, and consider sense of belonging as an
important measure for the persistence and graduation rates of college Students of Color.
As this study focused new light on sense of belonging as a measurement of the impacts
and extent college can have on students’ success, it contributed to an established
literature base regarding the accreditation of higher education. From this review, the
connections between the current study as it fits into the framework of higher education
accreditation and examined where and how the current study contributes to the continued
development of accreditation for more colleges and universities. We considered
accreditation within the United States, its historical underpinnings, the importance and
positive potential of accreditation, and how equity as a student learning outcome is
driving accreditation in the 21st century.
Accreditation
Beginning in the 1970s, higher education in the U.S. relied heavily upon a
patchwork of oversight and accountability to help ensure institutional quality. This took
various forms such as accreditation, state control through institutional charters and
professional licensing, and Federal control through Title IV of the Higher Education Act
(Klasik & Hutt, 2019). This oversight and controls attempted to balance the country’s
open approach to regulating colleges and universities with the need to protect students
from low-quality institutions while also respecting the rights of those institutions, states,
and the Federal government. From this mélange of competing interests, accreditation
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aimed to provide students information about college quality, help ensure those
institutions met specific standards, and as a spur to institutional improvement (Hegji,
2014). Accreditation fit a variety of needs and desires, that included: uniformity across
institutions, emphasizing student completion and employment outcomes (Institute for
Higher Education Policy [IHEP], 2019) and largely evolved into the means of “quality
assurance for higher education” in the U.S. where none had existed before (Ewell, 2012,
p. 16). In the 21st century, accreditation has taken on four primary roles: quality
assurance, as a gatekeeping function to Federal and state funds, enabling private sector
confidence in higher education, and facilitating the transfer of academic credit between
institutions (Fuchko, 2019). Accreditation plays an important role within higher
education as it creates institutional and nationwide benchmarks to understand specific
and broad trends and standards in colleges and universities.
Accreditation is a gatekeeper for Federal financial aid money through the
adherence to specific requirements that guard and guide the allotment and dispersal of
these funds (Flores, 2018). Every year, the U.S. Department of Education distributes
roughly $130 billion in taxpayer money, mostly in the forms of grants and loans, to 13
million students attend more than 6,000 institutions of higher education (Office of
Federal Student Aid, 2016). This funding provides access and opportunities for
institutions and their students to achieve their dreams of a higher education and advance
within U.S. society. Access to this wealth of Federal money, as perhaps the most
important facet of accreditation, imbue these accrediting agencies with the responsibility
to ensure student consumers are attending high-quality institutions and that the
investment of the Federal government, college students, and U.S. taxpayers, is a sound
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one (Flores, 2018). Yet, this system does not treat institutions nor students fairly. In
determining institutional quality, accreditors must ensure that “students of color and
students from low-income backgrounds benefit from high levels of postsecondary
quality—just as their white and wealthier counterparts” (IHEP, 2019, p. 13). Yet, even
with a focus on equity, the U.S. system of higher education suffers from broad gaps in
student degree attainment along with high volumes of student loan debt and loan default,
often based upon racial identity and incoming (Flores, 2018). As these accrediting
agencies wield great power to address institutional quality, especially considering their
dispensation of Federal financial aid monies, they have begun to address inequities as a
function of their accreditation and quality control mission. Whenever an inequity in
student outcomes exists, agencies such as those responsible for accreditation must play a
role when evaluating the quality of institutions, the informed choices students make as
college consumers, and when providing billions of dollars of taxpayer money.
Equity in student outcomes
This study considered the experiences of equity for college Students of Color at
the research site, so too have accreditors begun to focus on equity when considering their
standards for student outcomes (Bauer-Wolf, 2020). Numerous authors and foundations
have found that modern accreditation should address concerning issues of equity (Klasik
& Hutt, 2019); accreditation as it relates to desired student outcomes (Kuh et al., 2015);
institutional quality and equity as interlinked and necessary (Lumina Foundation, 2016).
These sources highlight a system of quality control where it is too easy for an institution
to continually receive accreditation when their students are not successful, regardless of
or in the face of, student outcomes that don’t improve (Flores, 2018). This criticism of the
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accrediting standards and agencies has led to increased calls to focus on market-driven
and outcomes-based accountability (Spellings, 2006). According to IHEP (2019), only
two of the seven regional accrediting agencies explicitly mention equity in their standards
and policies complemented with the concern that “the current accreditation system is too
lax and may give a pass to some schools…even when the school is providing students
with low-quality education opportunities and providing taxpayers with high-risk
educational investments” (Klasik & Hutt, 2019, p. 454). These authors and reports bear
out that equity in the experience of college students should be emphasized within the vital
functions and processes that accreditation impact. This informs the current study, in its
own exploration of the equity of the college student experience and aligns this study with
emerging conversation within the broader higher education community.
The challenge faced by U.S. higher education considers focusing student success
that “rightfully centers in part on closing equity gaps between low-income students and
students of color and their peers ensures that student from all backgrounds have a genuine
opportunity to thrive in and after college” (IHEP, 2019, p. 3). Henning and Lundquist
(2020) suggest that with a focus on assessment of equity, within higher education,
practitioners and leaders can illustrate and break down historical and structured
oppression. The current study contributes to such an assessment of equity by examining
the experiences of college Students of Color in the context of their lived experience at the
research site. These authors highlight the holes within the current accreditation system
along with the desire and possibilities to include and accurately assess equity as a student
outcome to improve student success.
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Student Success Culture
As higher education leaders have raised questions regarding student equity
outcomes (Bauer-Wolf, 2020; Klasik & Hutt, 2019; Lumina Foundation, 2016) the
current study must consider the context within which higher education institutions
promote and support their students. Even with the high value proposition of higher
education, student outcomes and graduation rates are uneven, below average, and
disproportionality impact students from marginalized backgrounds. Students from
marginalized backgrounds are enrolling in higher education in increasing numbers
(McNair, 2016) which further fuels the need to evaluate inequitable outcomes for an
increasingly larger portion of the college student population. Acknowledging higher
education as a “student-ready college” is a 21st century shift in perspective and mindset
grown out of the historical ways in which institutions have addressed their
responsibilities to their students. In adjusting to shifting student demographics, where
Students of Color compromise more than 40% of the study body, 52% are firstgeneration students, 51% are low-income students, and 42% of students represent a
minority (McNair et al., 2016) higher education leaders must consider new educational
models to support their students. Reviewing the historical growth and evolution of
student support provides higher education leaders a foundational knowledge to better
address the emerging student-ready college mindset. Through this historical review,
leaders can see the need for current study to examine individual student perceptions of
their environment based on the commonly used tool of the broad campus climate survey.
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In loco parentis
Within the first 300-year existence of higher education in the United States,
roughly 1650 to 1960, the mindset of institutions’ work with students focused on in loco
parentis translated as “in the place of parents”. In their seminal work outlining the history
of higher education, Thelin (2004) described this mindset infused across all aspects of
student life; in lieu of parents, professors were the experts in academic maters along with
proper student etiquette, expectations, social customs, and student discipline.
Prior to the American Revolution, students lived and learned under submissive
relationships to their professors who acted as masters within the classroom and took on
the role of parents; during this time, many parents believed their students would be better
educated at their college than at home in all matters, academic and otherwise. Colleges of
the time not only gave students a classical education yet educated them in contemporary
social expectations, determined what was expected of students, and how students could
achieve those same broad expectations. Students and their families often received, and
further expected a greater education than purely that of an academic nature but one that
would contribute to the emergence of the modern United States.
During the American Revolution, around 1765-1783, the submissive relationship
between students and professors strained as the 13 British Colonies debated and engaged
with Republican ideas of egalitarianism, where rhetorical and political fervor became
widespread (Thelin, 2004). Students became active subjects in their learning and their
political activities, they debated, they discussed, and they adopted and advanced much of
the political discussion that defined the period. While in loco parentis remained in place
for the next 200 years, the political and social ideals of the American Revolution showed
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that college students had a meaningful impact within their society and could exercise
immense power within the emerging country.
The age of student-consumer rights
From the 1960s to the 1990s, U.S. campuses and students began advocating for
expanded individual and group rights while grappling with the influences of
consumerism, marketing, and a desire for increased consumer protections (Thelin, 2004).
Beginning with a 1979 case, Bradshaw v. Rawlings, in loco parentis began to be
dismantled as the case established a legal foundation that began to distinguish and
separate an institution’s responsibility and duty to its students. In their opinion the U.S.
Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit declared that “the modern American college is not
an insurer of the safety of its students”, and in breaking from the in loco parentis
traditions held since the inception of U.S. higher education, held that the “rights formerly
possessed by college administrators have been transferred to students. College students
today are no longer minors; they are now regarded as adults in almost every phase of
community life” (Bradshaw, 1979, p. 4). This case is a meaningful and significant
departure from the earliest foundations of higher education in the United States and
contributed to the transformation of the student support culture. This decision helped end
decades of commonly held belief about which duties and responsibilities owed to their
students and the shifting expectation students could count on receiving from their chosen
institution.
Writing in 1992, Pavela noted that the Federal and state governments desired to
protect student privacy, heighten transparency around college services, and sought to
curb abuses and mismanagement within higher education. During this period, students
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and institutions faced increasing competition against one another seeking to get the best
value from one another through unethical or deceptive practices; similar to the
deregulated business environment of the 1980s. Federal and state governments assigned
more stringent standards on higher education institutions while seeking greater
institutional information for students to make more informed educational choices. Kaplin
and Lee (2014), in their foundational text of higher education law, wrote that the doctrine
of in loco parentis “fell out of favor when the age of majority for students was lowered to
eighteen, making virtually all college students ‘adults’ in the eyes of the law” (p.102).
Through campus revolutions, legislation, and case law, responsibilities and social
interests were dramatically reassigned where “students vigorously claim the right to
define and regulate their own lives…” where they “demanded and received satisfaction of
their interest in self-assertion…and have vindicated what may be called the interest in
freedom of individual will” (Stamatakos, 1990, p. 485). This evolution of in loco
parentis, as a shift from institutional responsibility to resting that responsibility upon
individual students, has complicated our understanding of working with college students
in the 21st century. Understanding the historical evolution of shifting responsibilities
between institutions and students has created a patchwork of differing experiences and
perspectives in working with and support today’s college students, based upon
institutional culture, student desire, and understanding of the history of U.S. higher
education. Within modern higher education, increasing levels of responsibility were
shifted onto students where the greater educational burdens placed on them forced
students to conform their aspirations and behaviors to the expectations of their college
community. With the dawning of the 21st century, higher education institutions in the
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U.S. had been grounded in a mindset enforcing that they set the expectations for success
in their communities and that students must conform themselves to those community
expectations. Yet, as this study explored, the success identified through a campus climate
survey is not as robust as when the individual lived experiences of students are further
explored. From this historical review of U.S. higher education, we can see that the
success of college students has not been equal across student demographics and the
current study provided insight into the experiences of Students of Color who have been
historically and systematically oppressed within these environments.
Emergence of the “student-ready college”
In the 21st century, numerous sources began calling for a new perspective to better
support student success. A 2010 study investigated declining graduation rates from 1972
to 1992 and found that the preparation of students for college success was only part of the
issue (Bound et al.). The authors found that while “More students with weaker
preparation are being induced to attend college” (Bound et al., p. 130) it was further
found that “increased college enrollment generated shifts in the kind of college students
attend and in the resources available within those institutions” (p. 131). As late as the
1990s, researchers found cause to question the responsibility institutions had for the
success of their students. Declining completion rates, having been blamed on the
academic preparedness of students, began to be better understood as a function of the
higher education environment. Institutions believed students to be the problem needing to
be fixed with interventions that created inadequate approaches and an orientation to work
with students that saw them as deficient (Kezar, 2020). Around the same time, these rates
were also being examined as an issue of equity within the student experience (Bauer-

WHAT SURVEYS ALONE CANNOT TELL

74

Wolf, 2020; Kuh et al., 2015; Lumina Foundation, 2016) and laid the groundwork for the
emergence of a shift in the culture of student success.
A 2016 book titled Becoming a Study-Ready College (McNair et al., 2016) has
become an integral reference to evaluate the student success culture of 21st century higher
education in the U.S. While the value proposition of higher education remains high,
student success outcomes and degree attainment rates remain uneven, below average, and
disproportionately affect traditionally underserved students who are attending higher
education in larger numbers (McNair et al., 2016). The organizational structures of higher
education were not built to accommodate and support these emerging student
demographics, as most institutional policies were created when those same institutions
were not diverse and sought to create exclusive communities instead of inclusive ones
(Kezar, 2020). McNair et al. (2016) challenged institutional leaders to reconsider their
efforts lamenting for different students while only providing for marginal, if any
supports, for those already enrolled. This challenge fuels the current study in its
examination of the supportive environment for college Students of Color and their
experience in an increasingly diverse student population in a campus environment not
originally built to promote their success.
The current study acknowledges the power of this emerging shift in student
success culture and seeks answers to understanding the experience of college Students of
Color in modern U.S. higher education. The modern student success culture
acknowledges the philosophical development regarding how institutions considered
students and combines numerous facets of contemporary higher education that impacts
the current study. Namely, this research shows that the U.S. system of higher education
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doesn’t work well for everyone (McNair et al., 2016); increased resources are allocated to
institutions serving fewer and fewer underrepresented students and disadvantaged
institutions who typically serve those students (Bound et al., 2010); and higher education
has made minimal progress to improve the retention and success of underserved and
underrepresented students (Kezar, 2020). This work made a meaningful contribution to
promote a 21st century student success culture that acknowledges the systematic
inequities that marginalized Students of Color have experienced and the cultural,
political, and philosophical forces shaping their experience.
Conclusion
Colleges and universities must reconcile and address the connections and gaps
between their stated commitments and what their students experience, regarding feelings
of being welcome, being included, and belonging. This is especially vital for Students of
Color who have been historically disadvantaged, prejudiced against, and targeted in
pursuit of a higher education. Institutions can promote retention and persistence for
Students of Color through a historical understanding of the legal implications for these
students on campus, and acknowledging the impact institutional commitments to
welcome environments have on their students. The success of all students within a
collegiate environment depends on educators and administrators understanding the
powerful impact that sense of belonging has within the student experience. Additionally,
the power of institutional mission statements on sense of belonging must be further
explored as a powerful tool to understand what messages are being communicated to
institutional constituents as a function of support for student sense of belonging. At this
critical time in the growth and development of college-aged students, we must address
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this knowledge gap to create a healthier environment for the success of those students and
community. Focusing attention on these connections is pivotal in students’ successful
aspirations to achieve their goals while creating and maintaining a vibrant and welcoming
community for all.
Institutions have failed to make long term and sustainable plans to perpetuate
these environments and inspire academic achievement and opportunity for all. This
discrepancy is being lived by the students within these institutions to the detriment of
their educational, developmental, and social achievement that a college education can
afford. Decades long commitments to diversity and inclusion have recruited students to
higher education institutions to enroll in institutional environments that have failed to
create healthy, positive, and diverse environments. This inattention is fundamentally
unfair given these institutional commitments. When combined with the positive effects
that a racially diverse student body has on educational outcomes for college students, this
inattention must be addressed (Chang, 1999).
From this literature, we can see there is a gap in what students experience in their
higher education experience when compared with what colleges and universities espouse
in their mission statements and what is known to support student success. Specifically, a
discrepancy exists between the sense of racial/ethnic belonging for all students when
compared against the inclusive and welcoming environments institutions seek to
promote.
At the target institution, the most recent campus climate survey data was
reviewed, with select findings drawn from the results, and presented to the study
participants for their reactions, impressions, and thoughts. This study investigated the
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lived experience of current students within their institution and allow nuanced student
voice to be heard to augment and complement the survey results. In bringing additional
focus to these survey results, students provided their perspective in a personal and
individual fashion that was unavailable during the original survey and allowed students to
share data on social, economic, and political forces impacting their lives between when
the survey was conducted and the current research project. The research participants
provided rich data that shares a nuanced understanding of the survey findings and suggest
areas of the University that are effectively promoting success for Students of Color and to
discover new areas that should be investigated and considered by the institution. Without
the enhanced understanding of the campus climate, divisions between the experiences of
students can continue to create unequal and unfair student experiences within the same
environment. The results of this study served as a call to action for all campus
stakeholders to examine their cultures and use the identified recommendations to create a
truly inclusive environment where all students can succeed in a welcoming, inclusive,
and fair atmosphere.
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Chapter 3: Methods and Design for Action
This chapter considers the research design used to answer my research questions:
1) How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship, Research University in
the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to findings reported on a
campus climate survey?
2) How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences, retention, and success
of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a campus climate survey?
In this chapter I explain the semi-structured interview methodology I utilized. In
addition, I explain the rationale for the selection of the research design, Institutional
Review Board and University of New Hampshire approvals, participant selection, data
collection, data analysis, as well as limitations and trustworthiness of the study.
Research Design
A qualitative research approach was selected for this study because qualitative
methods are especially well-suited to discovering the meaning that people give to the
events that they experience (Merriam, 1998). A phenomenological method was applied to
best understand how participants make meaning of the phenomenon being studied; that is
their reactions and lived experiences compared to the 2019 UNH Campus climate survey.
Phenomenology is most effective when studying a small number of participants, nine
participants in the case of this research study, to help identify the core of their
experiences with the phenomenon (Creswell, 2003) and in seeking to identify patterns
and relationships of meaning between participants that can build and synthesize new
understanding and knowledge (Moustakes, 1994). The qualitative research methods used
for this study are described in greater detail below including descriptions of purposive
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sampling, snowball sampling, the semi-structured interview protocol, and data collection
and analysis procedures.
Institutional Review Board
Prior to data collection, I received Plymouth State University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval for this study (see Appendix A). As this study involved research
participants from the University of New Hampshire, I also received permission to locate
my study at UNH with their students. Part of the IRB application for approval included
how I would protect the anonymity of research participants. Each participant chose their
own pseudonym as a fictional name that are often used in research to protect the
anonymity of participants as required by ethical review boards such as an IRB (Given,
2008).
Research Site Approval
As this study was conducted at a site where the researcher was not affiliated,
getting approval from the research site was necessary to gain access to study participants.
In order to identify possible participants, initial outreach was made to Nadine Petty, Vice
President & Chief Diversity Officer, to discuss the project and seek support in
outreaching to UNH students (see Appendix B). An initial Zoom conversation with VP
Petty was held on Tuesday, March 9, 2021, where the history, purposes, and goals of the
study were discussed and VP Petty agreed to provide their support in participant
recruitment, pending Plymouth State University IRB approval. On March 10, 2021, the
Director of the Aulbani J. Beauregard Center at UNH, provided their approval and
support to pass along any recruitment materials to interested students through their Center
and on their social media pages (see Appendix C). These approvals were provided to the
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Plymouth State University IRB to highlight the participant access and support that had
already been granted to the research from the targeted research site.
Participant Details
All participants had been undergraduate students at the research site. There was a
total of nine participants for this study. I had participants representing the following
academic years in college that included two rising sophomores, four rising juniors, one
rising junior who transferred to another institution, one rising senior, and one May
graduate from the Class of 2021. Each participant chose their own pseudonym to protect
their identity, which is frequently done in research (Given, 2018). Out of the nine
participants, five participants (Alex, Aliya, Gabrielle, Jackie, and X Hershey) were outof-state students, meaning they lived outside of the U. S. state where the research site was
located. None of the participants stated that they were international students. All nine
participants identified themselves as being Asian (Alex, Aliya, Emma, Gabrielle, Jackie,
Jill, Margaret, Tu, and X Hershey). More information about the participants can be found
in Table 3.
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Table 3.
Participant Information
Pseudonym Race

Academic Year

UNH
College/School
Rising Sophomore COLA

In/Out-OfState
Out-of-State

Alex

Asian, nonHispanic

Aliya

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Junior

COLA

Out-of-State

Emma

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Junior

CEPS

In State

Gabrielle

Asian, nonHispanic

May 2021
graduate

CEPS

Out-of-State

Jackie

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Senior

CEPS

Out-of-State

Jill

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Sophomore COLA

In State

Margaret

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Junior

CEPS

In State

Tu

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Junior

COLA

In State

X Hershey

Asian, nonHispanic

Rising Junior,
transferred

COLA

Out-of-State

CEPS: College of Engineering and Physical Sciences
COLA: College of Liberal Arts
(University of New Hampshire, n.d.a)
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Participant Recruitment
A study recruitment email was drafted and provided to various UNH offices and
student organizations with high levels of contact and involvement with undergraduate
Students of Color. These offices including the Beauregard Center, Housing & Residential
Life, Athletics, the McNair Scholars Program, TRiO/Upward Bound, the CONNECT
Program, and the Memorial Union & Student Activities. Vice President Petty had also
provided a contact list of emails for student organization with an affinity, focus, and/or
purpose of working with Students of Color. This recruitment email contained details
about the study, detailed an incentive for participants who joined the study, and
encouraged interested participants to contact the research to join the research project.
This method was minimally effective and the researcher shifted to snowball sampling to
maximize participant recruitment.
In order to identify more participants, the research project evolved to use
snowball sampling to gain more study interest. Snowball sampling begins with an
information-rich person and then asks that participant for “additional relevant contacts
who can provide different and/or confirming perspectives” (Patton, 2015a, p. 270). This
study relied upon purposefully sampling Students of Color who had been or currently
were, undergraduate students at UNH where “researchers intentionally select (or recruit)
participants who have experienced the central phenomenon or the key concepts being
explored in the study” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 173). As the sole investigator in
this study, the researcher conducted all of the recruitment, outreach, and interviews for
the study participants.
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Once participants expressed an interest, each was invited to join in the study via
email that included a copy of the Informed Consent Form for this study. Before joining
the study, participants were required to review and return a signed Consent Form where a
Zoom interview would then be scheduled with each participant, individually. As a part of
the email invitation, each participant received information regarding the purpose of the
study, the anticipated time commitment, the benefits and risks of the study, and
information on the provided incentive for research participants. Participants were
accepted to the study on a rolling basis if they met the criteria of having been, or
currently being, undergraduate students at UNH during or after the year of the 2019
campus climate survey (Rankin & Associates, 2019). Participants could agree or disagree
to join the study by responding to the initial email request along with submitting their
completed Informed Consent Form. This process was guided by Lincoln and Guba’s
proposition of informational redundancy, where sampling can be terminated when no
new information is elicited by sampling more participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Information power, that suggests the more information power the sample provides, the
smaller the sample size needs to be, was also applied to the participant recruitment
process (Vasileiou et al., 2018). As this study focused on theoretical categories of data
analysis being developed, grounded theory saturation becomes clear when “gathering
fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of your
core theoretical categories” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 113). The accuracy of the study sample
was assured through careful adherence to these protocols.
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The confidentiality of the participants was ensured through the use of
pseudonyms participants chose for themselves to protect their identity. as also explained
in the Informed Consent Form in Appendix D.
Data Collection
Data gathering within this study sought to provide rich data that identified and
described students’ perceptions and lived experiences when compared to data points from
the most recent institutional campus climate survey. The study consisted of semistructured interviews as the primary data gathering strategy due to its focus on capturing
“the deep meaning of experience in the participant’s own words” (Marshall & Rossman,
2016, p. 102). Semi-structured interviews were recorded via Zoom and transcribed. The
semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Appendix E. The data was gathered
by interviewing individual participants via Zoom between May 28, 2021, and July 27,
2021. As the researcher, I also kept notes on the interviews that were conducted. All
personally identifiable information (PII) was removed from the transcripts and notes to
protect the anonymity of participants. Per IRB requirements, all data was stored in a
locked environment or were digitally encrypted.
Interviews
The interview protocol and questions were developed based on selected findings
from the 2019 campus climate survey conducted at UNH by Rankin & Associates. Each
question was included to touch upon a specific aspect of the survey and known factors
related to sense of belonging for college students. Five questions were specifically tied to
the 2019 that presented participants with a data point from the survey and asked for their
experiences and reactions to the following five categories: 1) experiences of hostile
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conduct based on race/ethnicity; 2) feeling values by peers in the classroom; 3) feeling
valued by peers outside of the classroom; 4) faculty prejudging a students’ abilities and 5)
sense of belonging. Each question was developed in consultation with my faculty
Dissertation Chair, Dr. Kathleen Norris, in order to establish the validity and accuracy of
the 2019 survey results and to gain a deeper understanding of the students’ nuanced
experience. Participants were also asked to answer questions unrelated to the 2019 survey
results such as 1) encouraging them to share about themselves and their identities; 2)
what aspects of the UNH community has changed, if at all, since 2019 to present, and 3)
is there anything further participants wanted to share as a result of this interview.
These interviews were held over Zoom and lasted between 45 and 60 minutes.
The interviews were recorded on the Zoom platform where the researcher then
downloaded a text transcript of each interview. After each interview, the researcher
reviewed each transcription along with the Zoom cloud recording to ensure accuracy of
diction and syntax. The transcripts were kept as originally spoken by the participants
where colloquial terms, pauses in speech, and pauses in thought were kept true to the
participant’s usage. If participants used acronyms, such as the names of student
organizations or UNH Colleges they were a part of, those acronyms were spelled out in
their first usage by the participant and thereafter kept as an acronym. Once the interviews
were transcribed and verified, they were forwarded to the participant for memberchecking. When participants were provided their interview transcripts, they were
informed that they would have one calendar week from receiving their transcription in
order to provide any further comment or clarification to the researcher.
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Participants who completed the interview process also received either an Amazon
gift card or UNH Bookstore gift card in the amount of $20.00.
Trustworthiness
Several steps were taken to increase the trustworthiness of this study, thereby
increasing
the validity such as:
•

Member Checking

•

Acknowledging my positionality as a researcher
I acted to eliminate assumptions and researcher bias by having participants join in

member checking, a form of participant validation (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013).
As a part of this process, I provided participants an unredacted copy of their interview
transcript and gave them the chance to clarify their comments and provide further
information. Participants were informed that any clarifications and further comments
would not replace their original statements but would be added as a complement to their
original interview transcript.
I also sought to acknowledge my positionality as a researcher in order to increase
the validity of my study. As the researcher, it was important to note my involvement with
Students of Color, the institution where the study was conducted, and other connections
to the current study. As a student affairs professional it has been important to me that all
students feel welcome and that they belong at their chosen institution of higher education.
Throughout my career up to this time, I have felt a passionate and positive affinity to
each institution I have worked for yet I consistently hear anecdotes from Students of
Color describing their lack of fit, their lack of sense of belonging, which can lead to their
questioning their position within the institution as a whole. This questioning can also lead
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to feelings of imposter syndrome, where individuals question their achievements and
success as a function of their own internalized failure (Weir, 2013). As I found numerous
scholars making arguments about the interplay of financial equity between students and
their institutions (Bauer-Wolf, 2020; Henning & Lundquist, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2019), I
also reflected on my own work experience seeing College Students of Color struggle to
belonging in their chosen campus environments. This helped inspire me to want to
improve and change those environments to promote the success of all college students.
Data Analysis
Selection of the research site
One consideration for selecting the research site was its feasibility. I benefitted
from having lived and worked in New Hampshire for nearly five years and understanding
the state demographics. While never having worked at UNH, my sister is a UNH
graduate where I also know a number of other graduates along with friends and
colleagues who work there. I had also worked at Keene State College and Plymouth State
University where I felt as though I understood the University System of New Hampshire
and attended a competitor, public, flagship, research institution for my own
undergraduate degree. I wanted to examine and explore sense of belonging for a campus
community and UNH was the USNH institution that had conducted the most recent
campus climate survey being held in 2019. Using those survey results as a foundation,
along with my knowledge of the institution, and the recent news articles about racial and
social justice incidents on campus, I felt as though this was an appropriate time to better
explore the UNH environment and the nuanced student experience.
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Limitations
It is acknowledged that this study had limitations. Firstly, the study data were
collected from a single research site consisting of a public, flagship, research institution
in the northeastern United States. The study results only applied to the population being
investigated and should not be transferred to other students or institutions. Secondly,
while this study invited all Students of Color to participate only Asian American students
responded and focused the study on the experience of those students at the research site.
Study results are limited by how participants interpreted these interview questions. This
study also yielded two delimitations that describe this narrowness of this study (Creswell,
2003) that include: 1) the purposeful sample included nine college Students of Color who
volunteered to participate in the study; and 2) qualitative data collection techniques
included semi-structured Zoom interviews.
Conclusion
This study applied the methodology of a qualitative study in order to answer:
1) How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship, Research University in
the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to findings reported on a
campus climate survey?
2) How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences, retention, and success
of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a campus climate survey?
This chapter explained the research methodology used within this study. The
participants, data, trustworthiness, researcher positionality, analysis, and research design
were discussed. The following chapter will discuss the analysis and findings from the
semi-structured interviews.
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Chapter 4: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions
The interview questions in this study were created to present participants with a
specific fact drawn from the 2019 UNH Campus climate survey and then participants
were asked for their reactions, impressions, and experiences related to each topic and data
point. Data analysis of these interviews have been broken down by themed responses to
each of these data points and for the open-ended questions at the beginning and closing of
each interview. Participants were presented with the following five topics: 1) experiences
of hostile conduct based on race/ethnicity; 2) feeling values by peers in the classroom; 3)
feeling valued by peers outside of the classroom; 4) faculty prejudging one’s abilities;
and 5) lack of sense of belonging. To open each interview, participants were also asked to
tell the researcher a little about themselves and what the researcher should know about
their identities. To close the interview, participants were asked about changes they’ve
seen in the UNH community from 2019 to the Summer of 2021 and also asked if there is
anything further about their experience that the researcher should know or that
participants would like to share. The following analysis exposes and describes themes
related to each of the five topic areas in question and themes from the open-ended
questions asked of participants.
Research Questions
Two primary research questions guided this study:
1. How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship, Research University in
the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to findings reported on a
campus climate survey?
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2. How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences, retention, and success
of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a campus climate survey?
Research Results
To complete this research, I interviewed nine undergraduate students including
one student who transferred from the University of New Hampshire. All nine of the
participants identified themselves, in some fashion, as Asian and the focus of this study
has been narrowed to better account for their lived experience at UNH.
Participant interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher. The
verbatim transcriptions were then shared with participants to increase the validity of the
interviews and to add further context to the transcripts. I utilized inductive and pattern
coding to make sense of the data (Saldaña, 2016). I read the transcripts multiple times
and coded twice; first utilizing the in vivo codes found and secondly, using themes that
were found. The interview protocol asked each participant to respond to nine distinct
questions and the results of this study are organized by the responses to each of these
questions. Additionally, results include discussion of broader themes that span throughout
the participant interviews and across the interview questions. The following chapter
explains participants details, the coding process, resultant themes, and how these themes
linked to the research questions.
Participant Descriptions
For this study, I interviewed nine students who were undergraduate students at the
University of New Hampshire. All participants had completed at least one academic year
as enrolled undergraduate students and were able to give their perspectives about the
2019 campus climate survey results conducted at UNH. Research participants chose their
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own pseudonyms for this study and provided space for ownership and authorship in their
contribution to the research project. One participant (Onni Guerrero) was excluded from
the interview coding and thematic analysis to allow for the research study to narrowly
focus on the experience of Asian students.
Participant Vignettes
Aliya
Aliya self-identified as an Asian American and specifically as a Chinese
American. Aliya also stated that they were an adoptee to an all-White family. At the time
of the interview, Aliya had just completed their sophomore year and was entering their
junior year. Aliya was an out-of-state student and enrolled in the College of Liberal Arts
at UNH.
Alex
Alex was an out-of-state student who identified themselves as a biracial student,
specifically as both Korean and Ukrainian. At the time of this interview, Alex had just
completed their first year and was entering their sophomore year. Alex was enrolled as a
student in the College of Liberal Arts at UNH.
Emma
Emma self-identified as an Asian American. Emma had just completed their
sophomore year and were entering their junior year. Emma stated that they were an instate student being from New Hampshire and, at the time of the interview, were enrolled
in the College of Engineering and Physical Sciences at UNH.
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Gabrielle
At the time of their interview, Gabrielle had just graduated from UNH in May
2021. Gabrielle self-identified as Asian American and specifically Chinese. They stated
they were an adoptee and an out-of-state student. When they were an undergraduate, they
were enrolled in the College of Engineering and Physical Sciences at UNH.
Jackie
Jackie identified as Asian American. At the time of the interview, they had
completed their junior year and were heading into their senior year. They stated they
were an out-of-state student and were enrolled in the College of Engineering and Physical
Sciences at UNH.
Jill
Jill identified as Asian American, specifically Indonesian. They had just
completed their first year at UNH and were heading into their sophomore year. Jill stated
they were an in-state, residing in New Hampshire, and were enrolled in the College of
Liberal Arts at UNH.
Margaret
Margaret identified as Asian American, specifically Chinese. They stated they
were adopted and had an all-White family. They had just completed their sophomore year
and were heading into their junior year. Margaret stated they were an in-state student, as
a New Hampshire resident, and were enrolled in the College of Engineering and Physical
Sciences at UNH.
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Tu
Tu self-identified as Asian American. They had just completed their sophomore
year at UNH and were entering their junior year, academically. Tu stated that they were
an in-state student and were enrolled in the College of Liberal Arts at UNH.
X Hershey
X Hershey self-identified as Asian American, specifically Filipino. At the time of
the interview, they had just completed their sophomore year at UNH and were
transferring to another institution of higher education for their junior year. During their
two years at UNH, they were an out-of-state student and were enrolled in the College of
Liberal Arts.
Coding and Themes Explanation
Once the participant data was gathered and data saturation was reached (Charmaz,
2006), I began to analyze the research data. This was an important step in the research
project to help determine how to categorize and organize the ways in which the
participant interviews would be analyzed. Within the interview protocol, each participant
was asked the same series of questions during their research interview. This provided a
broad understanding of the perspectives of each participant yet it only spoke deeply about
their individual experience across a number of topics. Due to the nature of the research
questions, I decided to organize my data analysis around each interview question instead
of the individual experience of each participant. Gathering and analyzing the data in this
way allowed for individual experiences to rise through the data while also providing a
broad understanding of each interview question and their associated data point pulled
from the 2019 campus climate survey (Rankin & Associates, 2019). Before formal
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meaning making of the data began, I organized participant responses under the headers of
the interview protocol questions. From there, I began a two-cycle coding process to
explain the discovered data.
To make meaning of the data, I went through two rounds of coding utilizing
inductive and pattern coding (Saldaña, 2016). Inductive coding is also commonly known
as In Vivo Coding and “refers to a word of short phrase from the actual language found
in the qualitative data record” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 105). In Vivo Coding is an appropriate
first cycle coding method for qualitative studies and for those that seek to highlight and
honor participant voice. This type of coding is also appropriate for action and practitioner
research as a primary goal of the genre is to use terms and concepts taken directly from
the participants to capture and categorize the meaning of participant experience (Saldaña,
2016) more accurately. Within each question that was asked of participants, I coded each
response for verbatim phrases that were meaningful to participants. Once this process had
been completed for each participant, I repeated this process a second time to help ensure
the participant perspective was accurately captured.
After completing the first round of coding, using In Vivo Coding, I utilized
pattern coding. Pattern coding allows for the grouping of summaries from first cycle
coding to be grouped “into a smaller number of categories, themes, or concepts” that
“pull together a lot of material from first cycle coding into more meaningful and
parsimonious units of analysis” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 236). This type of coding is
appropriate for developing themes from the data, searching for causes and explanations
within the data, and investigating patterns of and within human relationships (Saldaña,
2016). After the first cycle of coding, participant interviews were already organized based
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upon their research interview question and were kept organized in this fashion through
the second cycle of coding. Responses to each interview question were then coded using
pattern coding that drew out that themes described in the coming pages.
Saldaña (2016) provides a visual representation of the developmental process
from raw research data into meaningful codes, categories, themes or concepts, and
ultimately into theories. While this research study does not seek to suggest a theory
(based upon the collected data), this visual representative is helpful to describe the coding
and data analysis process for visual learners and researchers. See Figure 1.1

Figure 1.1 A streamlined codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry (Saldaña, 2016,
p. 14).
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Introduction
Before exploring the answers to the research questions posed in this study, the
participant’s perspectives are important to share. After this introduction, each research
question and relevant findings will be highlighted.
The primary driver for participants to attend UNH was financial. Both in-state and
out-of-state students shared that they chose UNH because, as Jill shared, it “was the
cheapest college option.” Alex noted that UNH “wasn’t my top choice school, at first, to
be completely honest. I went there because the money that they gave me was really
good.” Gabrielle noted that finances were a motivating factor for low-income students as
well. She stated that “low-income students choose UNH because they’re low-income,
they [the students] didn’t want to, but finances motivated them.”
Students also cited secondary factors for choosing UNH such as friends who were
matriculating or the University’s proximity to their home. “I think it was just kind of on a
whim” Jackie stated when they described how they came to UNH. “I had a few friends
that were going to UNH” Jackie continued and “funding wise or money wise, they
[UNH] were a little bit cheaper than some of the schools I wanted to go to.” Margaret
noted that “being a New Hampshire kid, [UNH] being my state school, it was the best
price, and so I knew about it growing up. My mom went there, all my friends wanted to
go there, so I applied.” Yet, going to UNH wasn’t as easy a choice for Margaret. “To be
honest, it wasn’t my first choice and I genuinely wanted to go somewhere with more
diversity but it ended up being that UNH was the better practical choice.” Emma noted
that their choice of UNH was due to the University being “really cheap and was really
close to home.”
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Understanding what motivated Students of Color to matriculate at UNH is
important to begin examining their overall student experience. Prior to matriculating to
UNH, many participants shared they knew the University was a Predominantly White
Institution (PWI) and yet still were surprised by the lack of diversity as they moved
through their campus experience. Jackie knew that UNH was a PWI and she wanted to
try out the campus environment and feel as a student. In choosing UNH, Jackie shared
that their friends were worried Jackie may “change their culture” due to being in a PWI
environment. Jill also knew that UNH was a PWI and figured that going to UNH was
going to be “like high school again” (as their high school was also predominantly White).
Gabrielle’s understanding of diversity and its impacts may have evolved during their time
at UNH as they shared that they grew up in a predominantly White town “so I never
thought about diversity when looking at colleges.” Jill described their familiarity with
living and learning in predominantly White spaces and commented that “People of Color
at UNH know they’re going to a PWI.”
Participants described contrasting views to how UNH portrayed itself and how
they perceived the institution. In their initial impression of UNH, X Hershey described
the University to be an inviting campus and very friendly. When Alex toured the campus,
they remembered the University’s diversity being specifically highlighted. As an in-state
student, Margaret received publications from UNH that featured Students of Color but
she knew this published image was not accurate to New Hampshire nor to UNH.
However, her initial impression of UNH was negative and wanted to go somewhere more
diverse.
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Despite their understanding of UNH as a PWI and their prior experience as a
minority in predominantly White places, they still described feeling shocked when they
encountered the larger student body at UNH, composed of mostly White students. For
example, Alex remembered moving into the residence hall and seeing only one other
minority student among hundreds of White students. As Alex experienced more of the
campus, they realized the diversity that been promoted on the campus tour only existed in
smaller spaces and wasn’t widespread. Aliya shared a similar concern at the start of the
semester. “Oh, this is what UNH is really like” they remembered, when seeing so many
White students. X Hershey, who initially stated UNH appeared to be an inviting campus
was shocked to see so many White students amidst a large student body. X Hershey
shared that UNH employees were inviting and friendly, yet they didn’t feel as though
they fit in with their UNH peers. Alex shared a similar concern and described difficulty in
how they navigated not seeing people who looked like them at their college. As Jackie
moved around campus, they noted that other UNH students thought Jackie was an
international student who could not understand things due to Jackie’s identity. Jackie
concluded that “I do, at points, regret coming to UNH.” Many UNH students come from
smaller communities than the UNH environment which likely contributed to their feeling
dismayed at both the size of the community and the size of the community of White UNH
students.
Participants found community and connection in nuanced aspects of their UNH
experience such as with other Students of Color and in distinct affinity groups. Margaret
was impressed by the number of student organization affinity groups and discussions of
pronouns and identities they encountered. Aliya described the positive impact of the
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Beauregard Center and shared that outside of the Center, Students of Color at UNH felt
isolated and defeated. Jackie made friends from their home state, who helped them
acclimate and understand the issues facing Students of Color. Jill noted it was easy to
make friends with other Students of Color as they shared common connections of shared
experience at UNH. Jill stated this mindset of looking out for one another was broadly
shared among Students of Color at UNH due to their minoritized status on campus.
Having come from smaller environments, let alone overwhelmingly White
environments, the experience of moving to such an overwhelmingly White environment
shocked many students. Participants from diverse areas were also shocked at the extent of
the White environment at UNH. This shock and dismay, felt by individuals and by the
community of Students of Color, impacted the totality of their student experience in
positive and negative ways that this study explored.
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Research question 1: How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship,
Research University in the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to
findings reported on a campus climate survey?
Participants shared a number of ways that their lived student experience at UNH
was impacted by being a Student of Color. They described personal experiences, the
experiences they witnessed or heard about involving their peers, and the ways in which
the institutional culture and climate influenced their undergraduate experience.
Throughout their responses, they shared that no one singular experience is typical or
routine in living and learning as a Student of Color at the University of New Hampshire.
When prompted by the findings from the most recent UNH campus climate survey
(Rankin & Associates, 2019) these participants provided a detailed pattern of information
about their lived experience.
Experiences and stories of hostility, including microaggressions, emerged as a
theme when participants described their lived college experience at UNH. Participants
expressed shock, disappointment, discouragement, and a resigned lack of surprise when
hearing about their peers’ experiences of hostility at UNH. Jackie, Tu, Margaret,
Gabrielle, and Jill all expressed concern about these experiences. Only one participant,
Emma, expected the rate of reported hostility to be higher.
X Hershey, Gabrielle, Jackie, Aliya, and Alex shared that they hadn’t experienced
any hostility in their student experience, yet knew that hostility existed, had seen hostility
against peers, or had heard stories about peers’ experiences. Alex shared that they felt
lucky to not have experienced any hostility yet and, when asked about their use of the
word yet, they explained an awareness that these incidents occur and expected hostile
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things to them due to prior experience. Jackie discussed an issue that impacted
international students where some of them chose UNH because they expected to be able
to practice their English at a PWI. Immersing yourself in an English-speaking
environment would seem to be an ideal learning environment and, instead of being able
to practice English, U.S. “students don’t want to even speak,” to international students
according to Jackie. Additionally, nearly every participant reported experiencing
microaggressions such as being asked “where are you really from?”, hearing racial slurs,
being stared at, and feeling distant from their peers.
Two participants, Gabrielle and Alex, recalled specific hostile incidents which
stuck with them as meaningful in their student experience. Gabrielle described an
incident from March 2021 where an Asian friend had been walking on a UNH sidewalk
with a group of White friends, when people in a passing car had thrown and hit them with
a snowball. Alex recalled being told by friends who are Students of Color that UNH had
used pictures of them in promotions and advertisements for the University. Alex was
concerned that these images were often years old and were used to portray the UNH
environment that differed from the reality of campus.
Participants noted that being singled out in class and feeling burdened by White
voices had negatively affected them as students. As the only Student of Color in many of
their classes, Aliya described the pressure they experienced as peers looked to them “to
have all of the answers about diversity.” Aliya often felt a greater share of responsibility
in class because “if you say just one wrong thing then it’s like you’ve misrepresented the
entire Asian community.” They lamented that they had “come to college to be a student
and sometimes you’re asked to be an activist or you’re going to be asked to be a
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representative for your entire race.” Gabrielle and X Hershey noted the impact of White
voices in class where Gabrielle shared that White students were trying to appear as allies
and to show that they thought deeply about race oftentimes by dominating classroom
discusses of race. They felt as though this incessant speaking didn’t come across as
genuine and often created a dynamic where White students could speak whenever they
wanted and Students of Color questioned whether they were speaking too much.
Numerous participants described ways in which their peer community outside of
class supported them. Emma knew their time in the UNH environment was only
temporary and their resisting derogatory remarks or attempts to educate peers would end
soon. Alex summarized their feelings about their peers when they noted that “When the
issue isn’t related directly to them then it’s not necessary for them [UNH peers] to show
up.” Alex described a May 2021 event called the Stop Asian Hate rally (University of
New Hampshire, n.d.d) they helped plan, had a small number of attendants, and even
fewer White attendees, where Alex concluded that “it’s not always convenient for people
to show up and be supportive.” Jill, Gabrielle, and Emma shared similar feelings about
the presence of their peers that “they’d come for the free food but not for the lives of
Students of Color.” Gabrielle believed this feeling was broadly representative of the
UNH student body. Emma reiterated that this “feeling of not wanting to be at racial,
ethnic or diversity events definitely comes from the student level.” Commentary on being
present for Students of Color wasn’t relegated just to the UNH student body. Jackie
described feeling as though the UNH administration’s response to issues and discussions
of racial tension and violence “come out so late and feel hollow.” Jackie didn’t “see
anything coming from the upper UNH administration,” felt these statements were
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impersonal and that they “could come from any institution.” Similarly, Aliya shared that
“UNH is patting themselves on the back more than they should be when they send out
announcements after a tragedy” and that these efforts are counterproductive and harmful
to the campus community.
Older Students of Color were described as having helped younger students
navigate the campus climate at UNH. Jill stated older students shared stories of hostility
and derogatory experience with younger UNH students in attempts to look out for them.
“Our friends tell us about it as a warning” Jill said, “to look out for this.” These were
constant topics of conversation within friend groups as a caution against their White
peers, specific employees, or aspects of the University to be avoided. This sense of
guardianship was an extension of Jill’s high school experience as they further shared that
“I’ve learned to look out for these things [experiences of prejudice] all of my life. I’m
preparing myself to deal with it in a college setting cause it’s happened before.” Prior
experiences of prejudice and violence impacted the experience of participants in the
current study where they often expected similar incidents to occur to them in college.
When considering the lived experiences of college students, this study found
Jackie’s perspective meaningful and significant as the only rising senior who would be
concluding their UNH career in the upcoming academic year. Jackie expressed regret in
choosing UNH as they were “seeing friends at more diverse schools have the life I
wanted.” They described the impact of seeing so few Students of Color on the UNH
campus, specifically Asians, when they remembered “I thought a bigger school would be
better to have more diversity but it’s hard only seeing a few Asians around campus.”
They described meeting many Students of Color who struggled with a sense of
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belonging, meeting peers among the student body, and in understanding and accessing
UNH resources.
Perspectives from younger students also informed the ways in which students
perceived their experience in contrast to what UNH aspired to provide. Participants
broadly noted a distrust and skepticism with the University’s self-image it portrayed
compared to what students saw and experienced. “UNH misleads students on campus
diversity” Gabrielle shared. While Tu believed that the University has a bigger
responsibility to promote sense of belonging and student engagement. Regardless of their
academic year at UNH, participants felt as though UNH should be doing more to support
Students of Color. X Hershey suggested that they “don’t know if they [UNH] care
enough to help” and Gabrielle emphasized that “UNH puts up a front” and attempts to
mislead the community. Margaret perceived UNH efforts in a different way when sharing
that “UNH does have their hearts in it…yet they don’t know how to execute those
initiatives or know what to do.” This appeared to be providing the University some
understanding of their efforts regarding race, climate, and belonging on campus yet these
efforts could be detrimental as Margaret concluded that “when UNH tries to do things it
appears performative rather than actually helpful.” Similarly, Alex shared a balanced
view of institutional efforts. “I think they’re trying to work on issues” they said, “but I
can’t clearly see anything they’re working on or towards.” Tu shared their concern
directly when stating “UNH has not really been taking care of students.” Participants
commonly expressed that they felt UNH was working on issues that were important to
Students of Color, yet these efforts had not worked and were not solving the problems
faced by Students of Color.
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Participants rarely blamed their experiences on the overt actions of peers. Instead
they attempted to understand the cultural and atmospheric forces at UNH that allowed
these incidents to occur, that created barriers to the success of Students of Color, and
looked to the University to improve the climate. Many believed that greater awareness on
racial issues and the experiences of Students of Color was happening on campus due to
the Stop Asian Hate rally, the Black Lives Matter movement, and other campus protests
and vigils.
Emma, X Hershey, and Jackie described a sense of the unknown, feeling that
UNH doesn’t know how to support Students of Color which caused feelings of frustration
and anger towards the University. “They’re asking the wrong people how to improve the
climate” Emma shared. X Hershey believed that UNH shows some supportive action “but
it’s not enough.” “It’s not up to Students of Color to know what UNH should do” they
continued, “as they should know.” Similarly, to Emma and X Hershey, Jackie believed
that “I don’t think they [the UNH administration] really care that much.” These students
evidence an understanding that UNH is attempting to address the issues experienced by
Students of Color yet those efforts and attempts are not working or they’re not working
well enough.
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Research question 2: How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences,
retention, and success of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a
campus climate survey?
Sense of belonging and feeling valued was a meaningful part of the experience of
many participants. Tu, Gabrielle, Alex, Jill, Jackie, and Aliya all noted that their voices
were heard, they did feel valued, and they agreed that faculty had not prejudged their
academic abilities in class. Margaret suggested that due to their physical identity “I feel
like it is safe to assume that professors may see me as just another Asian face” as they
had that exact experience in high school as well. Gabrielle suggested that prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Asian community at UNH wasn’t discriminated against and
that sense of belonging would likely be lower for Black or African American students at
UNH. Aliya offered a caveat as well and suggested that being valued in class may have
nothing to do with their identities, it may be because they are smart, engaged in class, and
answer questions their classmates didn’t want to. One participant, Alex, shared that while
they felt valued and a sense of belonging that they “definitely felt like the Model
Minority in the past” and went on to say that their friends had felt similarly.
While participants broadly felt belonging and value in the classroom, participants
did note that these feelings were not institution-wide nor universal in all academic spaces
at UNH. In fact, some suggested that specific academic pockets of the University were
prejudicial and discriminatory. Jill suggested that in the prior 2020-2021 academic year,
peers likely couldn’t see their face on Zoom as Jill could easily turn their camera on and
off at will. Jackie shared that their major requires significant individual work where
students interact infrequently and at a higher academic level where peers are focused on
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academics instead of those around them. Emma described that outside of CEPS, their
academic college, they feel heard and valued in their COLA and COLSA classes. They
reported that CEPS students are not as accepting as those in COLA and COLSA and
would make racist and derogatory remarks. Aliya reiterated the differences students
experience across academic colleges. “Results of this data would vary depending on the
academic college at UNH” they said. Aliya described COLA as having “more open
minded and liberal people.” Margaret elaborated on this point in saying that they “feel
like certain majors and programs attract certain personality types…prejudice comes from
centralized areas of UNH” and that “as a female in STEM [Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math] I’m fortunate to feel included.” Students of Color did not
experience belonging as a given at UNH and shared nuanced examples of where they did
and did not feel they belonged. These experiences spanned academic settings, out of class
experiences, living on campus and in local neighborhoods, and when interacting with
peers, employees, and the greater UNH community.
Participants also described their upbringing and socialization as a factor that
impacted their sense of belonging and success at UNH. Margaret shared that, for them
personally, they did not have to worry as much about fitting in with their peers. Margaret
self-identified as an adoptee, having been adopted by a family that was entirely White,
and described themselves having “learned about socialization within White spaces and
how to be comfortable in the presence of not having people who look like me.” Margaret
shared that their experiences as a Student of Color may be easier for them at a PWI such
as UNH as they had grown up knowing how to be palatable for White identities. They
stated that their cultural assimilation, as an adoptee into an all-White family, made their
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transition to college easier than those had by other UNH Students of Color. These
feelings were complicated as Margaret went on to note feeling like an outsider, that they
felt this way when coming to UNH, even if they felt comfortable knowing how to make
friends and be accepted.
Participants consistently mentioned the Connect Program as a positive influence
in their UNH student experience. Tu, Gabrielle, Alex, Aliya, X Hershey, and Jill
referenced the impact of the Connect Program and its importance to their experience and
those of their peers. Alex described Connect helping to create a home on campus for
them amongst their peers. They contrasted Connect with the remainder of their student
experience by saying “outside of Connect and other organizations, it does feel difficult to
feel welcomed on campus.” Aliya noted that Connect provided the roots of belonging
when students first arrived to campus. They stated that being involved in the Connect
Program was “a reason why so many Students of Color stay at UNH and haven’t left.”
Jill further supported the positive impact of the Connect Program in helping them feel
more connected to campus and described the impacts on Students of Color who did not
join the program. “Many Students of Color who didn’t join Connect thought about
leaving UNH” Jill stated, “because they didn’t have that sense of belonging.” They felt
fortunate to be in this program and described a friend who had transferred from UNH
who said if they had known about that program and engaged with it, that friend would
have likely remained at UNH. The CONNECT Program made contributions to the
individual success of numerous participants in this study and was a physical and mental
space where Students of Color could build relationships and belonging to help achieve
collegiate success.

WHAT SURVEYS ALONE CANNOT TELL

109

Participants broadly discussed their sense of belonging and connection to the
University with some going so far as to question and wonder aloud, why they had
matriculated. As the sole participant who chose to transfer from UNH, X Hershey noted
that “I didn’t feel a sense of belonging enough to stay.” They hoped the urban institution
they chose to transfer to will be more diverse compared to the rural setting of UNH.
Gabrielle noted that the feeling described by X Hershey is so common that they “know a
lot of first-year students who consider transferring because they don’t realize how White
UNH is.” Emma, Alex, Aliya, Jackie, and X Hershey each described experience related
to their sense of belonging. Emma noted still not feeling welcomed or included, even as a
rising junior and felt as though they are alone. When Alex arrived to UNH, they did not
feel the most comfortable and questioned if they belonged on campus. Aliya also
described feeling intimidated and exasperated that “I have to figure out all of this on my
own.” Aliya was personal and direct in sharing that “I don’t know why I’m at UNH.”
They noted “feeling outnumbered and figuring things out for yourself.” This self-reliance
also impacted their feeling connected to the broader University. Aliya described that “I
stayed at UNH due to relationships I cultivated, not a connection to the larger
University.” Jackie similarly shared they thought about leaving UNH even into their
junior year. For them, they stated that “a lot of driving points for UNH are the finances
and if it weren’t for the money, students wouldn’t be there.” As the only student who
transferred from UNH, X Hershey remembered that they “tried to find ways to belong at
UNH” but could not and did not find them, which contributed to their choice to leave.
Students of Color across all grade levels were impacted by sense of belonging as this
construct played an important factor in their persistence and success at UNH. Feelings of
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belonging helped individual students succeed, belonged helped peers succeed, and helped
groups of students feel supported in their aspirations at UNH.
As difficult as it was for participants in this study to find their own personal sense
of belonging, they also described the challenges they saw their fellow UNH Students of
Color experience. Gabrielle described the difficulty for Students of Color to attend UNH
“especially from a diverse high school when their own culture isn’t represented on
campus [at UNH].” Aliya noted the barriers that new students faced when they said “it’s
difficult for first-year Students of Color because they don’t know if others will accept
them based on their identities.” As a residential student, Emma shared that they
themselves and other Students of Color felt isolated from White groups and their peers.
Broadly, participants didn’t feel a personal connection to UNH. X Hershey stated
that they felt grounded within the student organizations they were a part of yet not
connected to the broader University. “I’m not going to be the person screaming they went
to UNH” Aliya said. They continued by saying they didn’t feel connected or stuck to the
larger University other than the communities they built themselves. Margaret described
themselves as not connected much to the University as “they brought connections with
them and created connections on their own.” Jackie reiterated this lack of connection to
UNH and described their experiences in transactional terms when reflecting on the prior
three years of their college career. “If my entire relationship with UNH was
transactional” they described, “than it would’ve been a little boring but I would’ve made
it…If I was gone” Jackie said, “I don’t think it would matter.” They went on to say “I
definitely would not recommend UNH and I would tell them [prospective students] to go
somewhere else.” When thinking ahead to their future as a rising senior, Jackie stated that
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“I wouldn’t mention UNH in my educational history unless it was required.” As Jackie
took stock of their experience heading into their culminating year of college, they
described a feeling that “College was something that happened at UNH but it could’ve
happened anywhere else…if it wasn’t for the internships and connections, I would’ve
left.” They concluded that they didn’t have an emotional connection to UNH and were
“not really proud of anything on my campus.” While Students of Color commonly found
bonds and connections on an individual scale and within groups, many didn’t feel a
strong connection to UNH as an institution.
These responses support the current literature and research that has found sense of
belonging to play a meaningful factor in the success of college students. Through the
participants in the current study, a new voice has been raised up and accentuated which
better describes how sense of belonging impacted the participants as undergraduate
college students at UNH. Their examples suggest that sense of belonging is a complex,
intertwined, and multifaceted network that is both personal and community oriented, that
it is guided and driven by both internal and external factors, and it can make or break an
individual’s college experience. In the next segment, we will explore major findings from
this research study and dive in deeper to the experience of research participants.
Discussion
Introduction
In the preceding chapters of this research study, I explained the literature
surrounding sense of belonging for college Students of Color, a brief history of Students
of Color in higher education, experiences of Asian Americans in U. S. higher education,
the methodology used in this research project, and the results of my study. This study was
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bound by participants having been, either active or former, undergraduate students at the
research site. There were a total of nine participants in my study.
The purpose of my study was to understand the lived experience of Students of
Color compared to the reported results of the most recent campus climate survey
conducted at the research site. My study was guided by the following research questions:
1) How do undergraduate Students of Color at a public, flagship, Research University in
the Northeast describe their lived experience in relation to findings reported on a
campus climate survey?
2) How does a sense of belonging play a factor in the experiences, retention, and success
of Students of Color in relation to findings reported on a campus climate survey?
In this concluding chapter, I explain the limitations of my study, its major findings,
recommendations for practice, and recommendations for future research.
Limitations
As with any qualitative study, there were limitations to the current study. A
research study of this magnitude was new to me as a researcher. Secondly, because my
study was qualitative, I interpreted all of my research data. I did not use a software
program nor professional service to code or interpret the participant interviews I
collected. I conducted my own interpretation of the data which was important for me to
understand the data holistically and deeply I collected and the experiences of my
participants. I relied on and expected participants to be truthful, open, and honest in their
interviews. As they shared their experiences, I also took their word as the truth when they
were expressing their thoughts, memories, and opinions. The perspective of an additional
interview participant was excluded so that the results of this study narrowly focused on
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the lived experience of Asian American students. Lastly, this research study was
conducted at a single institution and the study focused solely on undergraduate students.
These findings are only applicable at the research institution. This research study was
specifically conducted at the research site to leverage its most recent campus climate
survey results.
Major Findings
Firstly, this research study provided an in-depth opportunity and a forum for
undergraduate Students of Color to share their lived experiences while enrolled at the
research site. Additionally, participants highlighted how, and to what extent, sense of
belonging played in their collegiate experience. After analyzing the data, I deemed
several themes found throughout the research to be significant. The themes found
throughout the data analysis found both affirmation and contraction of select findings the
2019 campus climate survey (Rankin & Associates, 2019) conducted at the research site.
It was also found that participants did describe the positive role that having a sense of
belonging played in their college experience and contrasted that with the lack of a sense
of belonging made participants feel alone, isolated, and more likely to consider leaving
their institution.
Impact of the CONNECT Program
Throughout the research interviews, participants described the positive impacts of
the UNH Connect Program. Every participant, except Margaret, described personal and
direct experiences within the program and the program was mentioned in two thirds of
the other interview questions. Begun in 1994, the Challenging Ourselves in a New and
Nurturing Environment by Coming Together (CONNECT) Program is designed to “help
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students that have been historically excluded from higher education populations (People
of Color, first-generation and/or high financial need) thrive in their transition from high
school to college” (University of New Hampshire, n.d.e). Participants described that
many of them had found their closest friends and community through their involvement
with the CONNECT Program. With a stated goal to “support students as they complete
their undergraduate degree through providing academic support, social programs, and
collaborations with key UNH resources” participants built upon these relationships as a
support for their success as students. Alex shared that the CONNECT Program is “a
reason why so many Students of Color stay at UNH and haven’t left.”
As supportive as this program was to participants, it also exposed contrasting
experiences faced by Students of Color at UNH. Participants broadly described that the
relationships established through CONNECT helped them transition into UNH yet also
gave a false sense of the racial/ethnic composition of the University and the student body.
Aliya described this contrast when saying that students:
go to campus a week early where they can get a lay of the land, get different
orientations, so that way when school starts they already feel like they have their
feet on the ground…it was sort of like a mirage, doing the CONNECT program,
because here you have this concentration of not only first year students, but first
year predominantly People of Color and it was like ‘Wow, this is awesome.’ Like,
‘I have so many people here that look like me, that have similar experiences, this
is great.’ And then, when the school year started, when the rest of the students
started coming in, it was like ‘Oh, this is what UNH is really like.’…I think that
alone can be isolating.
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While nearly all participants described the benefits they received from
interactions and supports within the CONNECT Program, they also noted the impact of
the program within the broader Student of Color community at UNH. Aliya shared a
similar perspective that Jill shared in describing:
there have been stories from other CONNECT students have told me that a lot of
PoC (People of Color) who didn’t join Connect have thought about transferring
and leaving UNH because they didn’t feel like they had a sense of belonging.
Personally, I know a friend who did got to UNH and he didn’t do CONNECT and
ended up transferring out to [an urban institution] and I told him I was in the
CONNECT Program and he’s like ‘Oh yeah, if I had joined CONNECT and did
it, I probably would have stayed at UNH.’
Participants highlighted a complicated role the CONNECT Program plays on the
UNH campus and in their personal experiences. Participants broadly shared that
CONNECT supported their social connection with fellow UNH Students of Color yet
also often created misleading impressions of the entirety of the campus community.
Connection to the University
When considering their connections to and within the University, participants
shared they felt closely connected to their fellow Students of Color, communities they
had established on their own, with few suggesting they felt connected to the broader
University.
Jackie, speaking as the only rising senior to join in the research study, highlighted
their overall connection to UNH as a transactional experience where UNH delivered the
education it promised without creating a personal connection with Jackie:
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I think I got what I paid for…at the end of the day, it helped out a lot for like
some aspects…but if I had to go like transactional to complete the whole
university, like four years, I think I would have been fine. It just would have been
a little boring…it would’ve been a little lonely but some students face that.
Jackie continued by saying:
I’ve thought about this a lot like if I were to become successful…if people were to
ask me for advice and ask about school and all that, I definitely would not
recommend UNH. I would tell them to pursue somewhere else…I don’t think I
would ever mention UNH in like my educational history. It’s stuff that happened
at UNH but I feel like it could’ve happened anywhere else and it wasn’t too big of
a deal where it came from, just the fact that it came from a university.
Aliya suggested their connections within the UNH community arose from
relationships they had found and built themselves, without involvement from the broader
University. During their interview, Aliya wondered “’Why am I even at UNH?’” and
continued to explain that their choice:
kind of came down to honestly, the community, my work, my professors that I
feel I can confide in, and I can have those strong relationships with cause it wasn’t
because of like students, it wasn’t because of like feeling a sense of belonging in
the greater University, it was about those very specific, very intentional, very
meaningful relationships that I built…those relationships absolutely are what kept
me here…After I graduate I’m definitely not going to be that person that screams
and tells everyone that I meet ‘Yeah I went to UNH.’
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Participants shared that their connections to various student organizations fueled
their personal connections yet still drew distinctions between these organizations and the
broader University. Gabrielle, X Hershey, Tu, and Alex each noted the positive impact
these organizations had in their college experience yet differentiated their experiences as
distinct from those connected to the University. As an in-state student, Margaret shared a
unique perspective that they were not connected much to UNH as they had previously
established relationships with peers who were also enrolled as UNH students. “Many of
my connections I don’t associate with UNH because I had them before”, Margaret stated
where they also went about creating connections on their own upon arriving to campus.
Perceptions of UNH
An important theme that emerged from this research project were the various
ways that participants perceived their UNH peers, the campus climate, and institutional
support for initiatives that were meaningful to Students of Color.
Numerous participants noted that they knew UNH was a PWI prior to their
enrollment. In acknowledging this fact, Jackie shared that they wanted to test out and
experience this environment as something new and different than their high school
experience. Jill shared that they were also aware that UNH was a PWI where Jill
described that their college experience was going to be similar to what they experienced
in their high school, as a PWI institution. Margaret described understanding that UNH
was a PWI and that they were familiar with these environments as they had been in
similar settings their entire lives. They shared their pre-enrollment impressions in saying,
“So being a New Hampshire kid…it being my state school…I knew about it growing
up.” and they elaborated that:
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I did have the typical assumptions about a PWI but it wasn’t anything new for
me…I did receive a personally written postcard from them after I applied…I
don’t know if it was like a diversity initiative or for an actual organization and I
thought ‘That was really nice that they did that” but I do know UNH has an issue
with tokenizing its Students of Color. So I was both encouraged to hear from
another student but also discouraged that they were tokenizing them on like
different pamphlets and like on this postcard as well.
They concluded their thought by emphasizing that “since I’m from New
Hampshire I knew ‘This is not a realistic picture” so it was more just like a ‘That’s not
really accurate, but okay’ like they’re just trying to pull me in because I am a Student of
Color.” Alex also remembered that campus diversity was promoted when they first
toured campus. X Hershey noted that UNH appeared to be an inviting campus and
specially noted employees that were inviting and friendly.
Participants also spoke out about their campus impressions once they began their
collegiate career which offers numerous contrasts to their impressions prior to their
enrollment. Contrasting the experience Margaret shared about their impressions before
enrolling, they also noted these impressions continuing when they arrived on campus.
When they saw promotional pictures of Students of Color on campus posters or UNH
websites they highlighted that “then when you look around the actual campus, it’s not
proportional.” Alex also shared that they had friends who are Students of Color who had
their picture taken by UNH and were being used in promotional materials. When Alex
moved into their residence hall, they remembered seeing just one other Student of Color
moving into their building. As they began to move around campus, Alex realized that the
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diversity that the University promoted, was not widespread at UNH and could be found
in much smaller community spaces. X Hershey shared that while employees were
inviting and friendly, they did not feel like they fit in when they saw other UNH students
and was shocked to be surrounded by so many White people having come from a high
school with a lot of Students of Color.
As a general perception of UNH, participants noted a feeling that the University
does not care about the lives or experiences of Students of Color. Aliya shared that UNH
is not kind to its minority students and that “When you just want to be a college student,
you may also be asked to be an activist and representative of your whole race and your
whole identity.” Various participants described a hesitancy to speak out about issues
impacting their experience because of this concern that Aliya noted. Participants also
described numerous instances of peers asking, “where are you from?” which participants
believed were an indication that they were not from the United States. Jackie also shared
that during the COVID-19 pandemic that it “was hard being an Asian student here last
year. There were many microaggressions, many students being actively aggressive, or
just not feeling safe on campus.” They continued to describe a feeling that there was no
institutional support for the Asian community during that time.
Jackie also shared that when the University would communicate after incidents of
racial tensions or tragedy, a common experience in the 2020-2021 academic year, that “it
was hard to see these emails come out so late and feel hollow. I don’t see anything
coming from the upper UNH administration….these email blasts from UNH about racial
incidents could come from any institution. I don’t think they really care that much.”
Emma, X Hershey, Alex, and Aliya each shared a similar perspective in wanting more
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from the University in supporting Students of Color and suggesting that UNH did not
know what they could or should be doing to be supportive. “I think they’re trying to work
on issues but I can’t clearly see anything they’re working on or towards” Alex suggested
where Aliya took a starker tone in saying that “UNH is patting themselves on the back
more than they should be when they send out announcements after a tragedy.” Tran et al.
suggests that “one of the ways (to be more attractive) is by demonstrating and marketing
the kinds of things you do to support healthy diversity on your campus. Many campuses
spout clichés very easily…they’re not very precise about the ways they (promote
diversity)” (2021). “UNH puts up a front…It’s not up to People of Color to know what
UNH should do” X Hershey stated, “as they should know.”
Inconsistent Experiences Across Campus Culture
Through their interviews, participants often described inconsistent and contrasting
experiences when engaging with the UNH community and their peers. All of the
participants self-identified as either COLA, COLSA, or CEPS students and widely noted
that they felt comfortable within their classes as most students and professors were open
minded. Emma, Aliya, and Margaret specifically noted that fewer and less severe racist
and prejudicial incidents involve students and professor within those academic colleges.
Margaret highlighted that they believed prejudice stems from centralized areas of the
University such as the Peter T. Paul College of Business, fraternities, and sororities. Jill
described a specific concern when they shared:
What I’m a little worried about is that I’m a [COLA] major. So, I don’t know
about other PoC [People of Color] and [COLA major]…I wouldn’t really say that
major is like male dominated, like White male dominated, but like I just have like

WHAT SURVEYS ALONE CANNOT TELL

121

this event that could possibly happen that I made up in my head that like
somehow I’m put in a class with these overly opinionated White men and
somehow I’m going to get hate crimed. I just think about that sometimes and I
worry about it and that’s one thing that I’m scared about going to in person.
Participants also expressed mixed relationships and interactions with their peers
including other Students of Color and their White peers. With other Students of Color,
participants shared that there is a broad sense of students looking out for one another. “I
feel ok myself, but older students have told me stories about slurs being said to them.” Jill
remembered. “I guess all of the time we’re talking about that stuff. Our friends tell us
about it as a warning to look out for this. They’re sharing this to protect us as they know
it’s our first time on campus, so it’s a warning they give us.” Attending vigils, rallies, and
protests is affirming for other Students of Color, Jill shared, as other Students of Color
know what they are going through yet it is “also an issue because it’s mostly PoC [People
of Color] in attendance.” Aliya and Emma reiterated that it can feel isolating outside of
communities that include Students of Color; Aliya shared feeling that it can be isolating
outside of the Beauregard Center and Emma noted that they only feel a part of a group
when “there’s at least one non-White or non-male person in the group.”
As participants described consistent racially insensitive experiences with their
peers, such as slurs and microaggressions, they also suggested that many of their White
UNH peers did not know the impacts or understand the intent of their words. “Many
times in class you're the only PoC [Person of Color], so it can be difficult because people
will look at you and expect you to have all of the answers about diversity, expect you to
speak for your whole community.” Aliya noted, “If you say just one wrong thing then it's
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like you've just misrepresented the entire Asian community.” Jackie, Alex, and Gabrielle
described a sense of wanting more from their White UNH peers as Jackie assumed that
hearing slurs would have gone away by the time they came to college; Alex suggested
that when it is convenient for White peers to show support, that they often do not and that
when issues are not directly related to White peers they do not seem to care; Gabrielle
recognized that even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and at the present moment their
fellow students would “come [to an event] for free food but not for the lives of People of
Color at vigils or rallies or protests.” When referring to their White peers, Emma
concluded that the “majority of campus has no idea what’s going on because they’re in
their White groups. The feeling of not wanting to be at racial, ethnic, or diversity events
definitely comes from the student level.”
While some participants did not experience prejudice directly, a few participants
suggested they were preparing to experience prejudice in the future. Jill spoke about this
distinctly when reflecting on experiences of faculty prejudice against students. “This
experience [of prejudice] will be inevitable” they stated, “as a Person of Color, I’ve
learned to look out for these things all of my life. I’m preparing myself to deal with it in a
college setting cause it’s happened before.” Margaret wondered if their being a strong
student fit the “stereotype of Asians doing well in and reinforcing any potential
stereotype” and felt “like it is safe to assume that professors may see me as just another
Asian face cause that had happened to me in high school.” Alex noted that they
themselves, including their friends, had felt like the Model Minority in the past and that
“I feel kind of lucky that I haven’t experienced anything like that [hostile conduct] yet.”
When asked about their use of the term “yet”, they continued by explaining:
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Yeah I guess that's interesting to know. Um I guess I do expect it to happen just
because in the past it's even like in high school. Incidents like that have always
happened. So I don't know, I guess it's not that I’m like expecting them but also
like not expecting them. Just that they’re around.
These varied instances highlight the complicated and nuanced world that Students
of Color at UNH experience and the complex world the research participants live in.
Faculty Prejudging Students
From the most recent campus climate survey conducted at UNH, Rankin &
Associates (2019, p. 276) found that 54% of students strongly agreed or agreed that
faculty prejudged their abilities based on their perceptions of their identity/background.
Participants in the current study broadly rejected these findings and suggested that they,
in almost all cases, had positive interactions and experiences with their faculty.
Six of the nine participants highlighted positive experiences with their faculty or
noted that they did not feel or experience any prejudice. Some shared nuanced
perspectives about the reported percentage to say that they expected the percentage to be
lower, that they were not surprised by the 54%, and also that one participant expected the
percentage to be higher. Participants broadly shared that their interactions with UNH
faculty and staff were positive, welcoming, open, and inclusive. One participant
suggested that the COVID-19 impacted their in-class experiences with so much college
learning happening on-line. “Most of last year was on Zoom” Jill remembered, “so I
could turn my camera off and no one really knew what I looked like.” This theme is
specifically highlighted as it is the starkest contrast between what the campus climate
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data suggest (Rankin & Associates, 2019) and the lived experience of participants in this
research study.
Recommendations for Practice
While participants were able to describe their lived experience when compared to
the campus climate survey results and note how a sense of belonging factored into their
experience, there remain areas where improvements can be made. Based on the findings
of this research, the experience for undergraduate Students of Color at UNH can be better
supported, their challenges and barriers identified and reduced, and the campus
community can be more accurately assessed to create a welcome and inclusive campus
for all community members.
I recommend an evaluation of the CONNECT Program as a way to identify,
promote, and resource this program as a cornerstone for the campus community.
Participants broadly highlighted the positive interpersonal connections this program
fostered, the welcoming and inclusive connections with staff, and the opportunities for
established students to mentor newly arrived students and help them acclimate to college
life and UNH. This evaluation could also build upon findings from this research that
describe a false sense of the diversity of the UNH student body compared to CONNECT
Program participants. Participants described a dissonance between the community of
Students of Color they could build within the program contrasted within the broader and
predominantly White University. Hopefully CONNECT staff and campus leaders can
find ways to continue fostering interpersonal connections among participants while
acknowledging and helping all students better acclimate into the broader UNH
community.
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Institutional leaders should also critically assess and determine responses and
communications regarding incidents of hatred, injustice, and prejudice that meet the
needs of the entire UNH community. For many Students of Color in this study, they
described UNH’s responses and behaviors after acknowledging these incidents appeared
performative while lacking substance, were believed to be out of step with the campus
community and could have come from any higher education institution, and included a
sense that the University does not know how to show support nor who should show that
support. With the appointment of a Chief Diversity Officer, hopefully this is an
institutional signal about the University’s commitment toward addressing these supports
yet this research makes clear that the student community wants more.
Lastly, I recommend the Chief Diversity Office and University leadership
consider how, why, and to what extent diversity, belonging, and inclusion should factor
into the student experience at UNH. “It’s important for the commitment for all people on
campus or at least all of the leaders on campus” Tran et al. says, “to not only be
supportive of diversity, but be involved in showing their support in very tangible ways”
(2021). Participants in the current study noted continued varied examples of
microaggressions, slurs, and derogatory terms being said either directly to them, their
friends, or used in everyday conversation. As the University has invited students from
around the world to join its community in Durham, it also has a responsibility to provide
a welcoming and inclusive community for every single student. Many of the research
participants described prior experience in PWIs (mainly in high school) which suggested
a level of familiarity living, working, and learning in majority White spaces; students
from more diverse backgrounds often noted greater shock and surprise at the size and
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scale of the White community at UNH. With institutional leadership taking up the
challenge to create a welcoming community for all students, it is hoped that every student
will be encouraged to rise to their potential as Wildcats.
Overall, this study provided a chance for participants to describe their lived
experiences beyond the data points captured by the most recent campus climate survey
conducted at the research site. Unique, nuanced, and individual insight into those
experiences were able to be gathered, highlighted, and then assessed for contributions to
the mosaic of the broader University community. With more intentional assessment,
planning, and implementation the entire campus community can become a healthier and
more positive living and learning environment. Sense of belonging, as a function and
predictor of college student success, is meaningful to participants in their college
experience.
Recommendations for Future Research
While this study did reveal results that answered each of the research questions,
additional and further study could contribute to the literature in this area. A similar study
could be conducted to include a broader range of Students of Color at the research site.
As described in Chapter III, participants were chiefly recruited through snowball
sampling where the majority of participants who were interviewed self-identified as
Asian American. Throughout this research, the term Students of Color was broadly used
to describe Black, Indigenous, People of Color, Asian & Pacific Islander, and Latinx
students. As the focus of this study was guided by the participants who chose to be
interviewed, additional research may find results germane to other student identities.
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Throughout the interviews, participants also widely shared that Students of Color
represent 8% of the undergraduate student body at the research site. For the Fall 2021
semester, the research site enrolled 11,339 full time enrolled undergraduates and, of that
number, 1,322 identified themselves to be of a race/ethnicity other than White
(University of New Hampshire, n.d.f), for a total percentage of 11.7% undergraduate
Students of Color. A similar study conducted at a comparator institution or another
public, research, flagship could be conducted. This would allow researchers an
understanding of sense of belonging at other institutions who may attract a study body
different than at the current research site. Results could then be compared across
institutions, throughout the ways in which students identify themselves, as a way to
inform the practices of institutions of higher education who serve large populations of
college students.
Finally, a longitudinal study considering sense of belonging for a cohort of
Students of Color would be conducted. A similar study could be replicated and conducted
as a longitudinal study to assess how a sense of belonging impacts a UNH student
throughout their collegiate years. This could help understand their experiences from when
they arrive to campus, include a mechanism to capture their pre-enrollment impressions
(similar to pre=enrollment responses gathered from participants in the current study),
through their engagement in the campus community, and (hopefully) the successful
completion of their undergraduate degree. I noticed varied experiences and discrepancies
in how students experienced their campus community and how sense of belonging
impacted them depending on their years of experience within the UNH community and a
study of this kind could shed further light into these issues. Following participants in this
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longer study would provide additional information on how sense of belonging plays a
factor, what contributes and what dampens a sense of belonging, and how does a student
make meaning of those experiences within a college setting.
Summary
This chapter reviewed and summarized the significant findings of the study.
Through my data analysis, greater individual student voice was shared in describing
participant reactions and experiences related to their experiences as Students of Color at
the research site and in responding to selected campus climate survey findings.
Additionally, highlights and themes emerged from participants’ descriptions of how
sense of belonging impacted their college experience at the research site and affirmed
sense of belonging as a positive contributor to student success. The limitations of the
study were also discussed. The major and significant findings were explained within the
bounds of the research and findings were further linked to the theoretical frameworks
guiding this research project. Lastly, recommendations for practice and further research
were discussed.
This study concluded that students experience a broad range of perspectives,
opportunities, and challenges that cannot be easily measured through a campus-wide
assessment of climate. The students in this study clearly identified how their experiences
contrasted, affirmed, and provided nuanced experience to the most recent campus climate
survey results conducted at their campus. Additionally, they described how sense of
belonging impacted their student experience as either a supporting factor for students
who did feel as though they belonged and a hindering factor for students who did not feel
as though they had a sense of belonging. This finding expands upon sense of belonging as
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a known indicator for the success of college students and sought to understand how
Students of Color at the research sight experienced and were impacted by sense of
belonging.
This study should also serve as an insightful and meaningful challenge to modern
institutions of higher education. Throughout this project, it was discovered that
participants at the research site felt that their institution appeared to be trying to address
the issues faced by college Students of Color, yet those efforts and initiatives were often
not enough or failed to meet the needs of these students. Clearly, more work is needed at
the University of New Hampshire to support Students of Color. Hopefully this study
helped illuminate that need to the UNH administration, while highlighting areas where
Students of Color report belonging and areas of the institution where they can thrive. Yet,
additional attention is necessary to support these students. The entire UNH community
should consider how to better respond to microaggressions, numerously stated throughout
participant interviews, and aggressions and incidents of prejudice that are more public,
overt, and systematic. While the results of this study may be limited to the specifics of the
University of New Hampshire community, hopefully institutional leaders and campus
communities will bring the lessons and principles of the current study to better
understand and improve their own campus environments. Through these efforts, such
leaders can acknowledge the lived experience of students within their communities and
work with them to promote success and persistence throughout every campus.
This study filled a void in the research regarding sense of belonging for College
Students of Color and Asian American students specifically. Hopefully, this study is only
the start of a series of ongoing research projects that examine the lived experience for all
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college students that seek to empower and raise up the voices of historically marginalized
groups. Additionally, this study shed light on the use of campus climate surveys as a
common tool within higher education and one can be augmented to allow the time and
space for greater individual student voice to be considered. The future success of U.S.
higher education rests of collegiate environments that seek to promote the success of all
students in their aspirations for a higher education.
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