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May 27, 2020 | Letter from the Editor
Dear Colleagues, Academics, Students, and Friends:
On behalf of the 2019-2020 Executive Editorial Board, I am proud to present the sixteenth volume of the Journal of
Student Affairs at New York University! We are excited to see growth in the amount of students interested in
publishing and the amount of emerging and seasoned professionals interested in serving as editors. For context:
along with members of the editorial board, there are well over 60 people who have contributed to the completion
of this volume. This volume features 13 journal articles from 17 authors representing 9 universities in the states of
New York, Florida, Illinois, California, Texas, Maryland, and Louisiana. The internal review board consists of 16
graduate student editors, primarily from New York University. The external review board consists of 31 mid to
upper level student affairs, academic affairs, and higher education professionals from 27 institutions across the
country. Lastly, the growth in the amount of students who applied for the 2020-2021 eboard might be indicative of
growing student interest in research and research leadership at least within NYU Steinhardt.
Much of this growth was supported by the 2019-2020 e-board strategic goals. These included the following: 1)
establish legitimacy of JoSA, 2) restructure JoSA systems and processes, 3) increase online presence, and 4)
increase inclusion, diversity, belonging, and equity in all aspects of the journal and the editing team. The first goal
involved increasing awareness of and participation in JoSA starting within NYU Steinhardt and extending to the
broader NYU community and beyond. With this we hoped to diversify the authors featured in the publication as
well as the editing team. A diverse range of voices, representative of our educational community, is essential in
achieving excellence in this publication.
The second goal involved revamping all JoSA materials to provide clarity in the production process and provide
common language around the different stages of the journal’s production. We wanted to improve the way we
communicated with authors and editors to ensure a sense of connection and community in an otherwise fairly
isolated editing process (in order to maintain a double blind review process, there are very little opportunities for
engagement and community building- something we hope may continue to be addressed within future boards).
We also hoped to provide more activities and programming focused on professional development for authors and
editors, a goal which we admittedly fell short on this year. In order to increase our organizational capacity to offer
more professional development opportunities, in addition to increasing overall e-board capacity, the 2019-2020 eboard decided to establish a new board position (Copy Editor 2).
The third goal involves revitalizing our online presence and external communications. As a board, we have worked
towards increasing outreach to the NYU Steinhardt community as well as the broader higher education and
student affairs community (via social media communications). The board has also spent a considerable amount of
efforts in reviving our website as part of a Steinhardt wide website redesign- this involved ensuring the accessibility
of our online content. This is a work in progress even now as we finish the final steps of producing this journal. A
significant accomplishment for our board has been developing an updated official JoSA logo and building our name
brand through external communication and strategic partnerships. A special thank you to our production editor,
Stephanie Martinez who designed the new logo and was instrumental in developing our online presence.
The final goal was one that I personally believed was needed within JoSA. As a board, we made sure to consider
inclusion and diversity as a top priority throughout the editing and production process. Our author recruitment
efforts focused on increasing the range of our outreach, particularly through social media marketing within various
affinity groups. Our editor training highlighted the gap in diversity within traditional academic spaces, especially
journal publications, and how to be mindful of bias within the editing process and how to take an asset based
approach to providing editing feedback to authors. By centering these values in our work, we hope we were able
to provide all authors and editors with the two following things: an equal opportunity to participate in the editing
process and the necessary support and resources needed for a practical, valuable, and meaningful editing
experience. Our board believes that excellence in JoSA is defined by the excellence of our authors, editors, and the
board itself, whose contributions to the journal are shaped by various experiences and backgrounds. We

Page 11

encourage the following board to continue these efforts and to advance JoSA’s role in understanding and
dismantling the ways academia has perpetuated inequities in student research.
As JoSA transitions to a new board and a new group of student leaders, I would like to provide the following as
potential strategic goals for the 2020-2021 year and beyond: 1) develop partnerships with other student
organizations to foster a culture of student research within Steinhardt and other NYU schools; 2) increase
representation of various academic interests, professional backgrounds, institutional types, as well as the
geographic backgrounds of author and editor participants; 3) increase internal and external recognition of the JoSA
brand; 4) establish partnership with the NYU Student Affairs Conference; 5) increase student programming for
internal review board editors including training and professional development as well as ensure the continuity of
student leadership for the succeeding board, and, 6) maintain principles of inclusion, diversity, belonging, and
equity during recruitment, training, the production process, and professional development.
Our progress in meeting these goals could not be without all of the hard work by everyone involved in this volume.
I want to especially highlight my peers on the board. Alexa Spieler, Savanna Ramirez, Stephanie Martinez, and Tara
Hardy joined me at the start of the 2019-2020 board and have greatly contributed to meeting the year’s strategic
goals and meeting a high standard of quality for this volume. I could not have done it without you all. I also would
like to express gratitude to our faculty advisor Dr. Stella Flores, who has supported JoSA in various capacities
throughout the year. Furthermore, Dr. Flores’ role in identifying inequalities within higher education as a faculty
member and avid researcher (at NYU and more broadly) provided inspiration and guidance to our efforts in
addressing inequalities in the editing process and in academia overall. I also would like to thank the Internal
Review Board and External Review Board editors for spending countless hours editing and submitting feedback to
ensure the integrity of the double-blind peer review process. Lastly, I would like to thank our wonderful authors for
their time and commitment to this process. It was apparent that each author was passionate about their
respective topics. We thank you for sharing your insight and congratulate you on being published in this volume.
It cannot be ignored that the latter half of the editing process took place in the middle of a pandemic. Everyone
involved in this volume has faced tremendous changes to the ways they live, work, and learn. They have,
nonetheless, prevailed in completing the final steps of the production process in order to produce this volume. We
are especially grateful for those who were able to provide extra support during this time period.
As I reflect on the future of JoSA, I wonder how the pandemic might shape upcoming volumes. The editing and
production process might not look very different as most of the editing and production process is already done
remotely. There will likely be an increase in research and academic writing related to the pandemic as students
start to make meaning of the pandemic’s effects within their research areas or functional areas of interest. What
will have certainly changed is the higher education landscape as our institutions and our field reacts and responds
to the pandemic’s long term effects. As we make meaning out of this pandemic and look for ways forward as a
field, I look forward to seeing the role of research and academic research in better understanding the pandemic’s
impact on higher education; especially in the case of better understanding and empowering those who may have
been disproportionately affected by the pandemic.
In closing, despite current circumstances, we celebrate the accomplishments of everyone involved in this volume.
We wish you all well as you navigate the rest of 2020 and beyond. We hope for your health and safety as we craft
our new normal as well as a summer of reflection and recentering; especially for those who are emerging within
the field of higher education and will be developing the early stages of their career during this time period. Thanks
once more to everyone.
Sincerely,
Luis A. Cisneros
Editor-in-Chief, JoSA Volume XVI
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If I have seen further
than others, it is by
standing upon the
shoulders of giants.
-Isaac Newton
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Jewish Students in American Higher Education
Alex Katz
New York University

Introduction
Since the inception of university life in America, Jewish students have endured a complex
relationship with the United States’ higher education system. The group, whose identity lies at the
intersection of ethnicity and religion, has experienced a long history of discrimination and prejudice
from attempts to curb their collegiate participation. Despite the presence of these institutional and
societal barriers, the Jewish population has persevered academically as a result of intrafaith
collaboration methods. Although higher education practices and policies no longer disadvantage Jewish
students, the overall response to hate crimes targeting this group is rarely met with the resounding
support needed to ensure this population feels both safe and valued on campus. In order to survive a
new wave of anti-Semitism infiltrating college campuses, Jewish students must no longer work alone to
combat discrimination and require increased institutional support and inclusion in multiculturalism
discussion.
History of Jewish Student Enrollment in American Higher Education
No systematic effort was made to collect Jewish student enrollment data until after World War I
(Jospe, 1964). However, miscellaneous information has indicated higher education’s clear refusal to
include the population in its early stages. Modeled after England’s prestigious and religiously affiliated
universities, America’s first institutions were designed to prepare students to join the Puritan ministry
(Delbanco, 2012). As a result, Jewish individuals were not initially welcomed to join the pursuit of higher
education (Kolko, 2003). While Hebrew texts like the Old Testament were considered foundational
literature of the traditional curriculum, there is an insufficient record of Jewish involvement in academia
throughout this time period (Kolko, 2003).
Even with the expansion of access brought on by legislation like the Morrill Land Grant Act of
1862, Jewish individuals did not successfully gain access to postsecondary education until the latter half
of the nineteenth century (Jospe, 1964). Once they were finally allowed to enter, enrollment increased
rapidly in regions with strong Jewish populations, particularly in the New York metropolitan area (Kolko,
2003). The population’s wealthy and lower-class factions recognized the power of education in
advancing social and economic mobility, thus putting great emphasis on pushing younger generations to
enroll in college and succeed academically (Kolko, 2003). By 1916, 73 percent of enrollment at New
York City College and 44 percent at Hunter College were made up of Jewish identifying students. This
trend also materialized within the Ivy League system, with 20 percent of Harvard’s class modeling this
demographic uptick by 1920 (Takaki, 2008).
Although Jewish presence continued to persist on college campuses as a result of the group’s
commitment to educational attainment, students were often met with discrimination from their peers,
faculty, and administrators (Jospe, 1964). Even though some had the ability to blend in with their white
classmates, Jews were barred from participating in student organizations and social activities as well as
targeted in varying forms of anti-Semitism (Kolko, 2003). Viewed as unwanted outsiders on campus,
Jews were essentially alienated from all aspects of the college experience beyond academia (Kolko,
2003). As a result, these individuals kept a relatively low profile, focusing more on achieving academic
excellence in their quest to ensure a better future for themselves and their families (Kolko, 2003).
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Noticing a rise of Jewish enrollment despite the implementation of exclusionary campus
practices, United States colleges moved to restrict attendance through justification found within the
Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 (Weschler, 1977). Fearful that Jews were going to “overrun” higher
education, administrators imposed strict limitations on the number of Jewish individuals offered
admission by universities around the country (Weschler, 1977). The ethno-religious community was
unsurprisingly outraged by the new enrollment restrictions, expressing their disapproval through various
complaints and lawsuits filings in addition to the development of intra-community social organizations
and colleges (Kadushin, 2008). After World War II, the quota system was quietly dropped by most
institutions nationwide (Jospe, 1964). Feeling pressure to follow through with the GI Bill’s free tuition
promises and uphold the country’s status as a global leader in education, most institutions removed
biased application questions that concerned nationality, race, and religion (Kadushin, 2008). Schools
shifted admissions practices to focus on academic selectivity over identity—a move that has significantly
contributed to the immense number of Jewish students entering higher education since the end of
World War II (Perlman, 2013). Today, there are 12 times more Jewish than non-Jewish students in the
United States attending Ivy League schools, a feat that suggests the group’s impressive achievement in
accessing higher education and the upward socioeconomic mobility this achievement represents
(Kadushin, 2008).
Jewish Student Persistence in Higher Education
Despite enduring various institutional and societal barriers set up to discourage their
participation, Jewish students have continually persevered and succeeded in their pursuit of American
higher education. This “against all odds” outcome is the result of several collaborative measures taken
within the group itself. As mentioned previously, the religious group quickly recognized the immense
social and economic value of enrolling in higher education when first allowed entrance in the early
1900’s (Kolko, 2003). Living as impoverished Eastern European immigrants in the slums of New York,
Jewish parents put their children in public schools and saw the success of education in preparing them
for a more prosperous future (Kolko, 2003). Since this initial contact period, the Jewish community has
continually pushed each new generation to attend college and instilled in them the importance of
enrollment and academic excellence in achieving upward mobility (Kolko, 2003). It is because of this
group’s values towards academia that they willingly sacrificed social well-being and endured
discriminatory and prejudicial practices brought on by their peers, faculty, and university officials (Kolko,
2003). Despite being forcefully excluded from most of university life, Jews took hold of their chance to
pursue higher education and utilized it to create a more successful future for their community.
The religious group has also achieved prosperity within higher education through the creation of
their own social organizations. Barred from participating in any institutionally established student
groups, Jews were given no space to practice their religion or participate in college social life beyond
classroom activities (Kolko, 2003). While academic performance remained their top priority, Jewish
students sought to develop opportunities that would support their spiritual welfare (Jospe, 1964). Zeta
Beta Tau became the first official Jewish Greek social fraternity in higher education and was designed to
inspire discussions of Jewish culture and history (Jospe, 1964). The Intercollegiate Menorah Association
and various Zionist organizations popped up on college campuses soon after, providing spaces for firstgeneration Jewish students to comfortably explore and express their ethno-religious identity (Weissman
Joselit, 1990). While at first these student-led groups helped improve the college experience for the
community, they often struggled to survive without institutional and community support (Jospe, 1964).
With the graduation of student volunteers and insufficient funding sources, organizations like the
Intercollegiate Menorah Association eventually fizzled out of existence (Weissman Joselit, 1990). These
societies did pave the way for more structured Jewish groups, however. The most popular group, the
B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation, commonly referred to as Hillel, is currently active on over 550 college
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campuses internationally (Hillels Around the World, n.d.). Run by full-time professional staff, the
organization has offered Jewish students various programming activities and support services since its
inception in 1923 (Hillels Around the World, n.d.). Although it now collaborates with the many
institutions in which it functions, Hillel was created by and for the Jewish community during a time of
severe institutional backlash. The existence of these groups ultimately helped Jewish students feel more
at ease during their pursuit of higher education, providing them with the support necessary to
successfully move forward in society.
Beyond the creation of student organizations, the Jewish community also established their own
separate colleges. With the rise of anti-Semitism on campuses after 1920, several rabbis and students
advocated for the establishment of Jewish-centric institutions that would continue to advance members’
socioeconomic statuses (Eleff, 2011). Because of the religious and ethnic intersectionality of the Jewish
identity, the group founded both religious and secular colleges. Yeshiva College, founded in 1928, fell
under the more religiously oriented category. The institution offered a small liberal arts education
specializing in training “a select group of Jewish young men seeking harmonious growth through the
attainment of modern knowledge and Jewish culture” (Eleff, 2011, p. 239). The general curriculum
stressed the humanities while also requiring courses in the subjects of Jewish history, ethics, and the
Torah (Eleff, 2011). While Yeshiva College provided a beneficial learning space for the close-knit
Orthodox community, many feared that its pure rabbinical approach was further hindering Jewish
integration into American society (Eleff, 2011). As a result, several community leaders worked together
to establish a secular institution that would embed overarching Jewish values into its foundation (Kolko,
2003). Serving a student body of both Jewish and non-Jewish students, this new school intended to
assist a broader base of American Jews, allowing them to pursue higher education without having to
worry about the admission quota and anti-Semitism issues running rampant on other college campuses
(Kolko, 2003). With these more secular goals in mind, Brandeis University was established in 1948 in
Waltham, Massachusetts (Kolko, 2003). Tasked with the challenge of balancing non-sectarianism with
its Jewish underpinnings, the school has and continues to foster a positive campus climate for Jews to
comfortably obtain an education without fear of discrimination or prejudice (Fox, 1993). More Jewish
institutions have since been established for both its religious and more culturally focused factions, which
have all contributed to the community’s ability to prevail within the higher education system.
Jewish Students in American Higher Education Today
The significant enrollment of Jewish students in higher education today may suggest the group’s
successful integration and continued commitment to academia. Only 6 percent of these individuals
currently entering college identify as first-generation college students—a statistic that clearly shows the
group’s “above average investment in human capital” (Kosmin & Keysar, 2015, p. 2). With discriminatory
barriers like admission quotas and social exclusion policies no longer practiced, the community should
have less fear of blatant prejudice occurring at the institutional level (Kosmin & Keysar, 2015). Formerly
separate Jewish student organizations like Hillel have been adopted within student activities centers,
and Jewish colleges continue to serve the community’s religious and cultural sects (Hillel Around the
World, n.d.).
With all of these practices in place, higher education is theoretically set up to include Jews,
allowing them to safely and peacefully advance through their college experience. Despite this progress,
Jewish students still encounter incidents of anti-Semitism in college. According to the National
Demographic Survey of American Jewish College Students in 2014, 54 percent of Jewish students
claimed that they had been targeted or witnessed anti-Semitism on their campus (Kosmin & Keysar,
2015). Examples of these incidents typically included name calling, swastika drawings, vandalism, and
other forms of harassment and assault (Kosmin & Keysar, 2015). Although more current data from this
specific survey is unknown, other outlets have revealed an alarming increase in anti-Semitic university
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incidents since 2016. The Anti-Defamation League, a leading national civil rights and human relations
nonprofit group, reported an 89 percent increase in Jewish-related hate crimes on college campuses
from 2016 to 2017 (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). The findings show the largest increase in university antiSemitism seen in one year since the organization began tracking these episodes in 1979 (Astor, 2018).
The dramatic rise in targeted Jewish hate incidents in recent years can be attributed to a variety
of societal, political, and institutional factors. This 2016 increase follows the far right movement’s
mainstream rise during the divisive American presidential election held in that same year (Astor, 2018).
The victory of Donald Trump, whose campaign often spurred messages of hate and prejudice towards
minority populations, is believed to have validated the intolerant beliefs of this group and created an
environment in which acts of bigotry can now prosper without fear of condemnation (Astor, 2018). With
recent reports of a surge in campus anti-Semitism found after the tragic Tree of Life synagogue shooting
in Pittsburgh, the belief that a connection exists between university Jewish life and the current political
landscape does not seem far-fetched (Bauer-Wolf, 2018).
Jewish students have also expressed experiencing anti-Semitism regarding the controversial
Israel divestment movement that has gained momentum on campuses nationwide (Hoover, 2002). The
Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) campaign, which has garnered support from various student
groups, faculty and administrators, calls for universities to boycott Israeli companies in response to the
belief that the country continues to commit human rights violations against the Palestinian people
(Hoover, 2002). With Israel’s strong identification as a Jewish state, the line between anti-Zionist
statements and anti-Semitism is difficult to define (Hoover, 2002). This issue continues to prove
contentious and complex on many college campuses, significantly impacting Jews’ comfort in expressing
their ethno-religious identity (Hoover, 2002). When navigating this controversial topic as a Jewish
student myself, there was often fear of communicating this ethno-religious identity on campus out of
concern that sharing such beliefs would be conflated with a Pro-Israel stance. Further research is
necessary to determine the extent to which the rise of the BDS movement has affected campus
attitudes towards this community and in turn how this has affected the group’s comfortability in
expressing their identity. Nevertheless, these trends reveal that despite positive institutional policy
changes, Jews are still facing societal antagonism within the institutional sphere.
University Support of Jewish Students
The current American higher education system is often seen as a champion for the historically
marginalized, praised for providing a space where individuals can feel included and their culture
celebrated. Despite its courage in promoting a progressive vision of inclusivity for communities of all
identities, the system still struggles in its efforts to support religious-practicing individuals. With the
Jewish population in particular, university outreach has overall proven misinformed and lackluster in
execution. Many students report feelings of discouragement regarding faculty and administrators not
understanding their identity and the problems they face as Jewish individuals (Blumenfeld & Klein,
2009). Jews often struggle with comprehending their ethno-religious identity, as they benefit from white
privilege yet know historically their community has been treated as “racialized others” (Blumenfeld &
Klein, 2009, p.33). Despite higher education’s reputation for supporting self-exploration, little attention
is given to support this group in understanding the complex ethnic, racial, and religious intersections of
their Jewish identity (Blumenfeld & Klein, 2009). The community’s plight cannot directly be compared to
other historically marginalized students as a result of the privileges they are afforded as an invisible
minority group. However, Jewish students still deserve institutional recognition when it comes to
accessing spaces for identity reflection and dialogue.
Higher education’s response to the rise in targeted Jewish hate crimes has also proven generally
weak and haphazard. University statements regarding recent attacks have included tendencies to skirt
around explicitly condemning anti-Semitism and/or universalize tragedies without mentioning their
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Jewish significance (Huangpu, 2018). Even more alarming is when institutions neglect to respond
altogether, as seen with Cornell University in a recent case involving Swastika drawings found in its dorm
buildings (Kakutani & Ghazi, 2018). Institutions’ Hillel foundations often take the lead in appropriately
addressing these incidents by default and are considered the sole support system for Jews to process
such blatant attacks on their identity (Kakutani & Ghazi, 2018). The student organization is also one of
the only campus entities to call out anti-Zionist rhetoric when it begins crossing into anti-Semitic
territory (Hoover, 2002). While it is important that Hillel continues to support Jewish students, it is vital
that the rest of higher education become involved in uplifting this community. A clearly outlined
definition of anti-Semitism must be adopted in order to establish what actions and speech ultimately
cross the line (Kosmin & Keysar, 2014). Anti-Semitic incidents require the same quick, decisive, and clear
condemnation from university officials that targeted hate crimes towards other groups like LGBTQ
individuals and students of color receive (Kosmin & Keysar, 2014).
Beyond employing these combative strategies towards intolerant attacks, higher education must
put more emphasis on including Jewish students in conversations regarding social justice and
multiculturalism. Research has found that non-Jewish students’ appreciative attitudes towards the
ethno-religious population are connected with the following three positive climate factors:
1) informal engagement with diverse peers (e.g., socializing with someone of a different worldview), 2) a
space for support and spiritual expression (e.g., agreeing that the campus is a safe place to express one’s
worldview), and 3) provocative experiences with worldview diversity (e.g., feeling challenged to rethink
one’s assumptions about another worldview) (Mayhew, Rockenbach, Selznick, & Riggers-Piehl, 2015).
It is evident from these results the strong impact intentional institutional support can have in fostering a
more positive reception of Jewish students. If more universities actively facilitate interfaith exchange
and multicultural conversations that include Judaism, the general campus will have a better
understanding of this community and thus allow Jews to more comfortably advance through their
college experience (Mayhew et al., 2015). Jewish students must no longer rely solely on their own
networks to navigate higher education and require institutional assistance in tangibly changing campus
attitudes towards the group.
Conclusion
The Jewish student population has experienced an erratic history with its involvement in
American higher education. From admission quotas to enforced exclusion from social activities, several
discriminatory policies were previously enforced to hinder their participation in university life. Despite
these obstacles, Jews have managed to excel in academia as a result of the community’s academiccentric value system and creation of Jewish organizations and institutions. When looking at this
population today, it is assumed that the disbandment of prejudicial practices has solved all of the
group’s problems regarding their successful navigation of higher education. With the recent rise in
campus anti-Semitism however, it is crucial that universities pay attention to Jewish students, provide
them with the necessary support services, and incorporate Judaism into its social justice framework.
Only through institutional implementation of intentional advocacy efforts will this group feel truly
welcomed, understood, and secure throughout their experience pursuing higher education.
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Abstract
Despite the increase in efforts to recruit Black student affairs professionals in the field to keep pace with
the growing level of Black students entering university doors, Black student affairs professionals are still
heavily underrepresented across campuses in proportion to their White counterparts. This is attributed
to the often subtle, yet constant, barrage of discrimination and discomfort Black professionals are made
to feel within predominantly White and homogenous spaces. Due to discrimination, power hierarchies,
and the continuous lack of adequate support systems, there are high attrition rates of many Black
practitioners, contributing to this concept of the Black Assembly Line. Rooted in the original idea of the
P.O.C (People of Color) assembly line introduced by Browning and Palmer (2018), which addresses the
toxic workplace cultures that bring in professionals of color, overworking and undervaluing them while
also tokenizing and further marginalizing them leading to the attrition of P.O.C professionals, the
conception of the Black Assembly Line seeks to build on Browning and Palmer’s (2018) initial idea of the
systematic treatment of professionals of color within student affairs. Instead of hiring and forcing
another staff of color to endure the cycle of toxic workplace culture, this analysis of the Black Assembly
Line aims to investigate the environmental culture’s impact on the attrition. The narrative of the Black
Assembly Line also is creating a platform to outline the specific experiences of Black student affairs
professionals navigating toxic work environments that impact their presence in the field. Ultimately, the
question remains: how do we combat the Black Assembly Line, in order to solidify and affirm the
presence of Black professionals within the field of student affairs?
Introduction
“Addressing the elephant in the room” can contextualize many situations and scenarios,
regardless of individuals involved, workplaces, and perceptions around controversial interviews, the
elephant in the room trope often refers to the abstract entity that permeates an environment that no
one directly wishes to address or discuss. However, what is this scenario like from the perspective of the
elephant? The narrative could become quite different in the perspective of being the object of
avoidance within a room, requiring attention yet being faced with ignorance. This analogy best mirrors
the experience of many Black student affairs professionals to acclimate and find support within the
various arenas of student affairs without the acknowledgement from their White colleagues. As they
seek support to navigate their environments, many Black student affairs professionals may experience
feelings of isolation, frustration, and, ultimately, apathy.
This trope is not used to indicate that Black student affairs professionals are awkward within
these spaces or take up too much space within higher education. Instead, it is used to draw the parallels
of the awkwardness of the lack of acknowledgement by White and non-Black colleagues of the struggles
many Black student affairs professionals face in the workplace. These racialized assaults range from
constant microaggressions from supervisors to consistently being tokenized within a department as the
foreseen expert on all things related to Blackness which are all connected behaviors of upholding
oppression in higher education (Harro, 2000). These persistent racialized barrages have harmful effects
on Black professionals as they experience a lack of support, mental strain from providing emotional
labor to support students, and struggle to navigate the various systems of performativity when
conducting their work (Quaye, Karikari, Allen, Okello, and Carter, 2019).
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Like code-switching, performativity under these circumstances is nothing new to Black
professionals within the field of higher education (Young, 2009). However, this environment of
constantly subjecting Black student affairs professionals to these behaviors and poor practices can lead
to both burnout and attrition from the field (Quaye et al., 2019). In turn, this leads to a cyclical process
of bringing in other Black professionals to environments already organized for their downfall. This also
serves as an opportunity to acknowledge how this phenomenon is rooted in racism and oppression
while also detailing strategies to dismantle the Black Assembly Line, in order to create environments
where Black professionals can not only survive but thrive within these environments as well.
Theoretical Frameworks
In order to provide adequate context, there are two theoretical frameworks that lay the
foundation to both conceptualize and dismantle the Black Assembly Line. Both theories have
contributed greatly to the development of student affairs literature and practice, but they are inherently
interdisciplinary theories meant to connect multiple bodies of knowledge. Given the nature of these
theories, they provide a larger glance in the various elements of the student affairs work environment,
along with its impact on Black professionals.
The central grounding theory is critical race theory, due to the emphasis on race within the
framework of student affairs and work environments that focus on the Black student affairs professional
experience. Critical race theory (Delgado, 2012) is a branch of critical theories in sociology where the
goal is to investigate phenomena through the lens of race, while acknowledging the existence of racism,
privilege, and oppression within society. The primary reason to utilize critical race theory is the need to
centralize the narratives of Black people within the context of the student affairs workforce, while also
acknowledging racism as a real and integral issue within institutions. This logic can be applied in the case
of Black student affairs professionals as they navigate their environments and make meaning of their
experiences, while also attempting to help students go through similar processes. Within critical race
theory, there is a general acknowledgement that this development is complex because of the inherent
existence of racism within the structure of higher education and the greater society (Jones & Abes,
2013). Because of the existence of racism, Black student affairs professionals must navigate the inner
workings of their jobs while managing the stress caused through racist policies and environments that
target their identities. There is also the inclusive foundation of the intersectionality component
connecting Black identifying individuals with other marginalized identities, which can alter the way they
navigate these spaces. Intersectionality is the overlapping of identities along with the compounded
impact of oppression regarding those intersecting identities (Crenshaw, 1989). In relation to the impact
of the Black Assembly Line, this could lead to compounded stressors and oppressive practices affecting
Black student affairs professionals who also hold other marginalized identities, such sexual orientation,
non-male gender, or disability.
If critical race theory is juxtaposed as the string threaded throughout the conceptualization of
the Black Assembly Line, then systems theory could be positioned as the centerpiece into which it is
woven. Systems theory, a branch organizational theory, explores the internal processes of an
organization along with its connection to the environment (Bertalanffy, 1968; Katz & Kuhn, 1966). While
systems theory was created through interdisciplinary literature and research, the theory is utilized in
major fields of study, such as business and higher education, by providing a lens to better understand
the holistic construction and operation of organizations (Chikere & Nwoka, 2015; Katz & Kuhn, 1966).
Within systems theory, systems can be either opened or closed, depending on whether the inner
processes of the organizational system impact the processes in the system’s environment. For the
purposes of this framework, an open system is the central focus of the framework, due to the inherent
impact environments have on organizational processes in open systems.
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The components of an open system involve inputs leading into a transformative process called
throughputs, and, eventually, leading to outputs which are juxtaposed within a certain environment. It
also includes a feedback loop that connects outputs to inputs as much of the results from the original
production are recycled into future processes (Chikere & Nwoka, 2015). While systems theory uses
certain terminology within its framework structure often utilized in the business industry, it can still be
used to examine student affairs departments given that the theory was holistically created to examine
any form of organization. The theory is also useful for examination of student affairs spaces given that
many universities are utilizing business models within their divisional structures in order to streamline
processes and create efficiency (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018).
In connecting the systems theory to the Black Assembly Line, “inputs” can be viewed as Black
student affairs professionals entering a workspace with the knowledge, skills, and available resources to
perform their work. The throughputs or transformative process are Black professionals completing work
tasks, navigating positive and negative elements of the environment, and learning the dynamics of the
institution (Black et al., 2019). Outputs are the presumed accomplishment of departmental goals and
impact on the student population as well as professional and personal growth of (or lack thereof) Black
student affairs professionals. The feedback loop is viewed as the transitional phase of outcomes related
to the work provided by Black professionals being utilized again to continue building better processes or
outcomes in alignment with departmental goals. All internal processes of the organizational workspace
would then take place within the context of the social, cultural, and political dynamics of the student
affairs workspace along within the environmental context of the institution in question.
Understanding the Nature of the Black Assembly Line
The Black Assembly Line draws its creation from an original term of the P.O.C Assembly Line,
coined by authors Browning and Palmer (2018) as they describe the use of job fitness, as coded and
exclusionary language aimed at keeping professionals of color out of certain positions within student
affairs. Browning and Palmer utilize a critical race theory framework within their chapter which informs
their description of the phenomenon as a means of appealing to institutional diversity standards and
hiring professionals of color as tokens within a white supremacist system (Browning & Palmer, 2018).
Because of this, professionals of color can be brought into taxing work environments that hinder their
development rather than help, and lead to feeling unsupported, overworked, and, ultimately, leaving
the field.
The purpose of this explanation leads to the conception of the Black Assembly Line to highlight
the voices of Black student affairs professionals navigating inside a system with a history of antiBlackness. Centering the Black racial identity allows for the validation of historical origins of exclusion,
discrimination, and current unjust practices that are perpetuated by both White colleagues in the field
and non-Black professionals (Delgado, 2012; Harro, 2000). It is impossible to acknowledge the existence
and silent operation of the Black Assembly Line without also being critically conscious about the
structure of higher education.
To gain a better understanding of the Black Assembly Line outside of the origins of the P.O.C
Assembly Line, it is necessary to view the student affairs organizational environment through the lens of
an open system. The foundation and operation of higher education is inherently racist, elitism, and
orients all student affairs workspaces within a context of a history of exclusion (Thelin, 2011; Harro,
2000). Black student affairs professionals are forced to navigate these environments while also bringing
their past experiences into the space as well. From here, Black professionals must learn to perform the
duties of their role, understand the office and divisional politics, and help foster the success and
development of students while also managing expectations of their role to office diversity. The
outcomes of navigating this situation can be the attainment of office and divisional initiatives, but at the
cost of the development of Black professionals along with potential burnout through lack of support and
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fatigue from racialized experiences in the workplace. This inquiry is further explored in Quaye et al
(2019) account of self-care practices to combat racial battle fatigue in Student Affairs professionals of
Color as it can directly impact their ability to navigate their environments and work for students. This
same phenomenon leads to attrition and lack of motivation to persist for faculty members of color as
well (Hartlep and Ball, 2019).
Due to the nature of this cultivated environment, Black professionals often suffer in silence, as
they make the continuous choice of either navigating the student affairs environment or leaving to
pursue work in a different environment. This workspace, coupled with the high demands of time,
energy, and resources, can lead to burnout of professionals culminating in attrition from the field
(Marshall, Gardner, Hughes, & Lowery, 2016). Long after the Black professional vacated both the
position and environment, there only remains questions and concerns around why they chose to leave.
Reasons, such as fit, lack of developed relationships, or even competence, could be cited as the culprit
of many new professionals struggling and deciding to leave positions (Renn & Hodges, 2007).
Instead of either critically assessing the attrition of the Black professional or the environment,
the department will often make the conscious decision to simply begin a new job search. Thus, the Black
Assembly Line is created and sustained within the system of higher education. It is silently protected by
the racism inherently built into the processes and policies of the institution. Without critical
introspection, this environmental system could be seen as the direct contributor to the attrition rates of
Black student affairs professionals if allowed to silently exist within the walls of the student affairs
workspaces.
Contextualizing the Environment of the Student Affairs Workspace
From its very beginning, higher education has established record of exclusion and discrimination
towards individuals who hold marginalized identities (Thelin, 2011). Despite touting the tenets of equity
and social justice in high regard, student affairs is not exempt from this history due to its position of
being a small cog within the larger higher education system. Because of the ever-present nature of
racism, student affairs practitioners must engage in constant practice of unlearn and relearn practices
that actively dismantle oppressive systems.
In the terms of the workplace’s open system, it is necessary to acknowledge the larger
contextual environment of the workforce within the United States (U.S.) and then scaling down to
individual institutions in order to under the holistic impact the environment can have. For example,
when the percentage of workforce labor is aggregated by race, it is estimated Black Americans comprise
only 12% of the workforce population in the United States, as of 2016 (Black et al, 2019). This aligns with
the workforce numbers within higher education, but with student affairs, it is necessary to analyze
percentage of student affairs professionals in a ratio comparison to number of students.
For comparison within student affairs across institutions in the United States, White students
are the largest portion of many universities’ student populations, at 54%, while Black students comprise
approximately 15% of student populations (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). In relation to the percentage
of student affairs professionals, White professionals overwhelmingly consist of 71% of all student affairs
positions with White women leading at 51% while Black professionals are only represented at 15%
across all student affairs positions (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). Although it is easy to surmise that the
percentages of Black students to Black student affairs professionals are proportional, Black professionals
are still overwhelmingly underrepresented in comparison to their White colleagues. This data also does
not account for hiring patterns or retention rate of Black professionals in relation to their White given
the composition of the field. In fact, regardless of industry, Black professionals are more likely to face
discrimination in the workplace than other racial minorities given discrimination of Black employees has
yet to decline within the last 25 years despite showing decline for other racial minorities (Quilian, Pager,
Midtboen, & Hexel, 2017).
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Understanding this data, which creates a picture of the workforce environment holistically, the
creation of the Black Assembly Line within higher education is plausible, given the context of
discrimination and oppression of Black professionals. Along with this evidence, hiring managers are
more likely to hire employees who are racially similar to themselves, regardless of the hiring manager’s
racial identity, yet White professionals are more likely to be managers in a workspace making it more
likely to create homogenous, White workspaces (Black et al., 2019). This creates an environment that
favors White professionals and can isolate Black student affairs professionals, resulting in the toxic
environment, which facilitates the Black Assembly Line.
The Black Assembly Line is further sustained within the student affairs workspace, due to the
lack of critical inquiry into the construction of the space. Without this inquiry, Black student affairs
professionals often find difficulty in securing positions in certain spaces and find less than supportive
environments if they do enter those spaces. Thus, the space can create more barriers within the daily
struggles to achieve personal and professional goals, while also navigating organizational politics and
racialized emotional labor. By critically assessing these challenges, it is easier to understand the nature
of the Black Assembly in order to further understand the implications of this phenomenon, such as the
exit of quality Black student affairs professionals from certain positions or institutions.
Turning Off the Assembly Line
Much like an assembly line in a car manufacturing plant, the Black Assembly Line operates by a switch.
This means just as it can be turned on, it can also be turned off, stopping production. However, to turn
off the Black Assembly Line, educators and practitioners need specific and strategic tools that can
counteract the development of the oppressive environment that harms Black student affairs
professionals. Combining this blueprint with an understanding of student affairs organizational
environments, student affairs can create radically affirming and supportive workplaces.
Culturally Relevant Supervision
Developing supervisors who have culturally relevant leadership, knowledge, and skills is the first
step to breaking down the Black Assembly Line. As new professionals navigate their new roles and work
culture, supervisor relationships are one of the most influential factors (Renn & Hodges, 2007).
However, there is not often enough inquiry concerning how identity impacts the supervisor-supervisee
relationship. There must be a recognition of identity within the context of their supervision style and
philosophy in order to support the Black supervisees, especially in supervisor relationships where White
professionals hold the higher positionality. Lack of this awareness greatly amplifies the power of White
supervisors given the statistics in which White professionals are more likely to be managers in
comparison to their Black colleagues (Black et al, 2019).
Ideally, supervisors are likely to have the power and social capital to advocate for their
supervisees particularly in spaces where certain voices are not given equitable volume to express
concerns or are not take seriously. In the open system, supervisors can be a part of the transformative
process, throughputs, where Black student affairs professionals are supported or hindered by their
contributions, which in turn directly impacts outputs of the system (Black et al, 2019; Chikere & Nwoka,
2015). Simply, supervisors have an actualized and perceived hierarchical power within the supervisorsupervisee relationship.
Because of this power imbalance, supervisors must be more conscious of their power and use
this power to advocate for their team. As co-creators in the supervisory relationship, Black supervisees
can seek to benefit from voicing their needs to their supervisors and showing initiative of the
supervisory relationship (Shupp & Arminio, 2012). However, these actions must not be misconstrued
that Black professionals should bear the sole responsibility of voicing the issue of harmful, exclusionary
practices, as it is the role of the supervisor to advocate and share the emotional labor of combating
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racism in the workplace. The advocacy and support by the supervisor must also be, at its roots,
intersectional, in order to recognize the variant needs of the various populations within the Black
community (Jones & Abes, 2013). For example, Black women comprise a larger percentage of student
affairs positions (10%) in proportion to student populations in comparison to Black men (5%), but this
does not negate the lived experience that Black women encounter must navigate both sexism and
racism in the workplace (Pritchard and McChesney, 2018) . With this in mind, White and non-Black
supervisors must be cognizant of how to support Black women, while also actively disrupting the
oppressive system.
In order to combat the Black Assembly Line, White and non-Black supervisors must educate themselves
on how they can actively disrupt the system which harms many of their Black colleagues and supervisees
in order to create spaces to which they can be fully supported. Whether it be through connecting their
Black supervisees to Black faculty and staff networks, or simply connecting them to other professionals
who share similar identities, supervisors with privileged identities can take actionable steps to ensure
the success of their colleagues and supervisees. Another example is holding conversations surrounding
critical issues that affect students of color and specifically Black students, and how their office can best
create actionable support for these student populations. With strategic and critical inquiry, supervisors
can utilize their positionality to foster the professional and personal growth of their supervisees, while
also facilitating a workspace allowing for the successful accomplishment of office goals.
Disrupting White Normativity in Hiring Practices
Since racism is embedded within every institution of our society, it is inherent that every
structure created within the institution of higher education orients Whiteness as the standard through
which all subsequent variables are measured. This conception of Whiteness as a construct must be
acknowledged as a dangerous entity that privileges certain groups over others in order to be actively
dismantled to create spaces that affirm Black student affairs professionals. This can be especially true in
hiring practices as there can often be hidden biases against Black candidates and candidates based on
historically White or oppressive social norms.
The privilege and value of Whiteness places Black candidates at an unfair disadvantage through
having to navigate spaces through performativity and ascribing to White social norms in order to be
seen as viable candidates. As recounted by Ashlee (2018), Whiteness is silently whispered as the
standard for hiring. Other coded terms, such as job fitness, professionalism, and qualifications, are used
to justify hiring decisions. These words are used throughout the hiring process by countless hiring
committees or hiring managers, despite no definition or criteria for them (Ashlee, 2018). Because of this,
Black professionals can doubt both their abilities and self-worth despite being reputable candidates, as
they are forced to navigate an exclusionary field. Critical conversations and introspection can counteract
this phenomenon to create equitable hiring practices and understand the harm this has within the field.
Outside of conversations, practitioners must also engage in the process of interrogating biases within
hiring committees through bias training, as well create policies reflect the student affairs organizational
value of and commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion.
There is also a driving need to center race within hiring processes and office environmental
construction in order to highlight the negative experiences of Black student affairs professionals, while
also working to dismantle the oppressive systems that keeps them out of student affairs (Palmer &
Browning, 2018). The operation of oppressive systems, like the Black Assembly Line, can go unnoticed
for long periods of time leading to large impacts aimed directly at many Black student affairs
professionals' career paths. Given the large disproportion of White professionals compared to Black
professionals, there must be active inquiry in the form of empirical research, counternarratives, and
policy change to better uplift the voices of Black professionals in order to enact social change.
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Strategic Utilization of Human Resources
For Black student affairs professionals, finding affirmation and success within student affairs
workspaces requires a progressive view of diversity, inclusion and equity by the institution. Much like
faculty members, student affairs professionals are disproportionately represented with regard to the
diverse student populations (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). In order to have equitable representation,
the institutional outlook of diversity must advance past quantitative representation and move towards
the viewpoint of which diversity is an institutional value, inserted into the fabric of the mission and goals
of the institution alongside equity and critical support for individuals who have historically been
marginalized.
There cannot be success in equitable representation without strategically utilizing and aligning
human resources with the mission to transform Black student affairs representation on college
campuses. Realignment requires shifting the mission and function of human resources away from
merely legal compliance to address discrimination, actively counteracting the systems of oppression
through implementing equitable practices and practices which target the root of discrimination. Many
companies and organizations are beginning to observe that diversity creates more innovation and
competitive employee performance (Black et al., 2019). One method many organizations are
implementing is strategic human resources management, which seeks to align diversity and equity
within the organization’s goals and mission to make human resources a part of the strategic planning
process (Black et al., 2019).
For institutions, the strategic human resource management approach can be an effective
methodology in moving towards equitable representation when operationalized within the framework
of critical race theory. The approach can create space for human resource managers to collaborate with
student affairs in order to intentionally recruit Black professionals to institutions, while also combating
the Black Assembly Line through actively creating and maintaining resources for professionals to be
successful in their environments (Black et al., 2019). Human resources can become a more integral
element to reshape the operations of student affairs and to recruit and retain Black student affairs
professionals. This restructuring can take the form of intentional enhanced trainings for non-Black
professionals to understand allyship to Black professionals, creating spaces for community and
mentorship around racial identity, and shifting the organizational lens to the organizational perspective
of integration & learning at the core of the organization’s goals (Black et al., 2019). This approach can
also denote an intentional investment into diversity, equity, and inclusion by institutions through
actively creating spaces for critical introspection with the goal to dismantle oppression and create more
access for Black student affairs professionals, providing more representation to the student populations.
Conclusion and Implications for Practice
Despite the intentions and promises of diversity, student affairs still has a long journey towards
equity within colleges and universities. The experiences of Black professionals consistently forced into a
cycle of navigating microaggressions, lacking support, and being overworked, only to matriculate out of
the field, is nothing new (Browning & Palmer, 2018). In order to observe legitimate progress, there must
be critical introspection into the leadership practices and environments Black student affairs
professionals endure, despite the harmful impact it can have. This analysis must include building
culturally competent supervisors, acknowledging White Normativity, and reforming hiring practices.
Implications of this paper include further research into the Black Assembly, while incorporating
the intersectionality component of how holding both Black and other marginalized identities can affect
how support needs to be garnered for these professionals. There is a need for research centering the
experience of Black student affairs professionals, including counternarratives. With this, there can also
be further introspection into how change can take place to dismantle the Black Assembly Line and other
cycles of oppression to create spaces for success of Black professionals. Given the constant
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discrimination Black student affairs professionals’ encounter in hiring processes, there must be more
contribution to dismantling oppressive practices within human resources in order to progress towards a
point of equitable representation. Student affairs cannot hope to expand beyond mere numbers to
account for diversity without critical inquiry, resource allocation, and policy change to effectively recruit,
support, and retain Black student affairs professionals.
As student affairs practitioners, Black professionals are responsible for the development and
engagement of all students on college campuses similar to their White counterparts and fulfilling an
additional obligation of helping Black students navigate the system of higher education while having to
navigate it themselves. As a profession, there must be a line in the sand drawn to acknowledge the harm
the Black Assembly Line has caused to Black professionals and actively dismantle it to allow for the
liberatory success of Black student affairs professionals.
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“The Choice Is Yours — You Can Get with This, or You Can Get with That”: The
Geospatial Relationship of School Choice and Educational Attainment in New
York City
Estefanie America Lliguichuzca
New York University
Introduction
School choice is an umbrella term that describes an array of policies offering alternatives to
publicly provided schools. This paper focuses on New York City’s high school choice policy through the
empirical strategy of identifying the top two and bottom two community districts in terms of
attainment, first at the secondary level then at the postsecondary level, in order to examine the
geospatial relationship of school choice and educational attainment.
Literature Review
Throughout the history of American education, various school choice policies have been devised
to accomplish different goals. Prior to the Civil Rights Act of 1964, southern school districts implemented
so-called “freedom of choice” plans in which Black and white students were free to choose which school
they would attend, in theory (Stancil, 2018). However, in practice, “freedom of choice was adopted
within the existing superstructure of segregation” (Liu & Taylor, 2005, p. 793) where white children
almost exclusively chose to continue attending the segregated schools, while very few Black children
chose to attend white schools knowing they would face discrimination and hostility. If families made no
choice, they were assigned to schools in their geographic catchment area. Since most neighborhoods
had long been segregated, Black children tended to live near and attend all-Black schools, and vice versa
(Wells, 1993). Then, in the era of school desegregation between the latter half of the 1960s through the
1980s, various school choice options were introduced to do the exact opposite, namely, to promote
racial integration and diversify schools (Logan, 2018).
More recently, popular school choice options—including charter schools, voucher plans, as well
as intra- and inter-district open enrollment programs—have been enacted in many states (Logan, 2018).
These plans are designed to infuse neoliberal, free market-based principles into government-funded
schools and thereby foster laissez-faire innovation through greater competition (Roda & Wells, 2013). In
other words, the modern school choice movement views education as a private good. Consumers and
demanders of education (students and parents) enter the education marketplace to maximize their
satisfaction, while suppliers of education (schools) desire to maximize monetary profits. Their symbiotic
supply-and-demand interaction is believed to yield a more efficient and academically successful
education system than the underperforming underfunded public schools.
The majority of empirical studies on school choice have focused on evaluating the outcomes of
these policies by examining various indicators, such as the academic achievement of students in choice
programs compared to those in non-choice public schools (Buckley & Schneider, 2005; Martinez,
Godwin & Kemerer, 1996). Evidence on the effects of school choice in each of these areas is highly
contested because it doesn’t provide a holistic overview of external factors. Scholars are pursuing new
and increasingly sophisticated ways to measure the association between school choice and other
variables, such as student achievement and equity and even gentrification (Buckley & Schneider, 2007;
Corcoran, Jennings, Cohodes, & Sattin-Bajaj, 2018; Jordan & Gallagher, 2015; Nathanson, Corcoran,
Baker-Smith, 2013; Ross, 2005; Saporito, 2003 Sattin-Bajaj, 2009, 2014a, 2014b, 2015). Decades of
research has also shown that, on average, students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds enroll in
choice schools at higher rates than their lower socioeconomic peers. Studies in districts with open
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enrollment plans, voucher programs, magnet school options, and inter-district choice have long
concluded that there is a “creaming effect” (Sattin-Bajaj, 2014a, p. 8) where children of higher educated
parents with more material resources are more likely to exercise school choice (Goldring & Hausman,
1999; Armour & Pieser, 1998; Wells & Crain, 1997). But this large and growing body of research seldom
looks at the geospatial relationship between school choice and educational attainment. For example,
high school graduation and matriculation rates coupled with college persistence and completion, which,
ultimately, may be different and of greater consequence than a single indicator in and of itself, such as
only high school graduation rates.
Empirical Strategy
One of the most fertile grounds to examine school choice policies is New York City (NYC), home
to the largest public school system and high school choice program in the nation, where no
neighborhood-school default option exists. Since 2004, all NYC eighth graders—over 80,000 children—
have been required to select, rank, and apply to up to 12 preferred high school programs out of more
than 700 options (Sattin-Bajaj & Jennings, 2020). The NYC Department of Education then matches each
student with a school based on their preferences and other criteria depending on the school’s admission
method. But not all families and students are aware that there are so many high school options for them
to choose from. These are the same families and “students from poor neighborhoods [who] are more
likely to ‘choose’ schools with high concentrations of other students from poor neighborhoods” (Lewis &
Burd-Sharps, 2016, p. 9). Accordingly, the question at hand is not about whether one exercises school
choice, but rather how they exercise it and what factors play a role in their decision-making process and
outcomes.
The goal of this paper, then, is to explore the geospatial relationship of school choice and
educational attainment in NYC. Do where students live mediate the kinds of school choices they make
and are aware of? To what degree do disparities in educational attainment exist between the variations
in students’ school choice? To shed light on these questions, this paper draws upon triangulated data
from Lewis and Burd-Sharps (2016) and Nathanson et al. (2013), as well as data published by American
Community Survey (ACS). Based on the extant literature, this paper hypothesizes that students living in
less affluent community districts apply to schools that are less selective, lower-performing, and more
disadvantaged than those to which students living in more affluent community districts apply (SattinBajaj, 2014). Furthermore, students living in less affluent community districts will not only graduate high
school, matriculate into, persist, and graduate from college at lower rates, but also the community
districts that they come from will have lower mean incomes than their counterparts living in more
affluent districts.
Secondary Attainment
In 2004, NYC Department of Education (DOE) implemented its high school choice policy because
on-time graduation rates were disastrous. Just 46.5 percent of students who graduated high school in
2005 completed their degrees in four years, compared to 70.5 percent of those who graduated in 2015
(Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016). Although the on-time high school graduation rate has increased, lowperforming students attend lower-performing high schools and reside in impoverished neighborhoods
where schools are under-resourced and underfunded. A direct correlation exists between
socioeconomic status and school quality. For example, the top two community districts, Manhattan
community districts 1 and 2 (Mn 1&2), which consists of Battery Park City, Greenwich Village, and SoHo
had 95.1 percent on-time high school graduation in 2014. The bottom two community districts, Brooklyn
community district 16 (Bk 16), which consists of Brownsville and Ocean Hill, and Bronx community
district 5 (Bx 5), which consists of Morris Heights, Fordham South, and Mount Hope, had 61.4 percent
and 60.9 percent on-time high school graduation, respectively (Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016). Lewis and
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Burd-Sharps also indicate that Bk 16 and Bx 5 also had higher child poverty rates, higher numbers of
households participating in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, and lower amounts of adult
educational attainment.
Secondary attainment is important because earnings over the lifespan for high school graduates
are greater than high school dropouts and General Education Diploma holders. Therefore, it is
concerning that school choice benefits households with the cultural capital to navigate applying to
selective high schools. The knowledge, power and status that cultural capital grants allowed these
households to be aware that the process requires a significant time investment that ranges from a bare
minimum of 25 hours to upwards of 72 hours. This calculation is likely a profound underestimate for
families aspiring toward the most competitive schools, many of whom will invest much more time than
the high-end 72-hour figure (Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016). Time and flexibility are scarce commodities for
the working poor. Navigating the high school choice process worsens for students from immigrant
families who face language barriers, rely on communal networks, and choose schools that are close in
proximity to their homes, many of which are in impoverished neighborhoods that’s in correlation with
their socioeconomic status. NYC DOE tasks middle school counselors to address these discrepancies
without outlining how to do so.
The NYC High School Directory refers to middle school counselors as the premier source of
information in applying to high schools. The reality is that middle school counselors in impoverished
community districts cannot dedicate all their energy to this process. Rather their work focuses on the
social issues affecting students such as Administration for Children’s Services cases, learning disabilities,
trauma, poor health, hunger, etc. Overall, counselors have high caseloads, but they vary substantially
across schools; 40.9% have 301 or more students, while 31.8% have 100 or fewer students (Sattin-Bajaj
& Jennings, 2020). The absence of action-guiding advice from counselors is associated with students
being admitted to schools with lower graduation and college-going rates (Sattin-Bajaj, Jennings,
Corcoran, Baker-Smith, & Hailey, 2018). Middle school counselors are defined by three categories:
directional, generic, and procedural. Generic and procedural counselors provide basic overview of the
high school process and recommend high schools based on their biases. Directional counselors are
hands-on and involved in the process. These latter counselors recognize the cultural capital needed to
navigate applying to high schools and take it upon themselves to level the school choice policy field in
order to achieve some sort of equity (Sattin-Bajaj, Jennings, Corcoran, Baker-Smith, & Hailey, 2018).
The purpose of NYC school choice is for public education to be equitable in a segregated school
system; however, based on the four-year graduation rate at first choice and matched schools in 2011,
58.6 percent of low-achieving students graduated from their first choice schools compared to 52.7
percent from matched schools (Nathanson et al., 2013). Selectivity is based on screenings, admissions
tests, and auditions. Screened programs tend to require high academic grade point averages in core
subjects, competitive seventh-grade standardized tests, interviews, contingencies on open house
attendance, or portfolios if applicable. Admission to specialized high schools is solely based on passing
the Specialized High School Admissions Test (SHSAT), which disadvantages students who cannot access
test preparation services thus, enrollment of low-achieving students is scarce (Tortoriello, 2016).
Performing arts high schools or programs require auditions and thus, attract students from families with
income capital to afford private lessons in the arts, attend middle schools with strong performing arts
programs, or both.
Socioeconomic status determines one’s residence, which in turn establishes the quality of
schools low achieving students have access to in community districts. A majority of low-achieving
students are male and Black or Hispanic. They are also more likely to be English language learners or
receive special education services (or both) than their higher-achieving peers (Nathanson et al., 2013).
Therefore, the social issues faced by low-achieving students results in them attending lower-performing
high schools, which are largely composed of other low-achieving students with similar socioeconomic
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backgrounds. Despite the attempts of NYC’s school choice policy to desegregate its public high schools
and give each applicant the right to select the best school for them, it fails to graduate low-achieving
students in high numbers compared to their high-achieving peers (Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016). Lowachieving students are falling through the cracks, which brings our focus to a larger systematic issue.
School choice does not necessarily equate to secondary attainment for low-achieving students despite
NYC’s overall on-time graduation rate increases. Instead, the cycle of poverty and lack of educational
attainment is perpetuated.
Postsecondary Attainment
The American Community Survey (ACS) is a substantive body of data that policymakers across
the nation use to inform their decisions on how to allocate over $675 billion dollars in federal and state
funding distributed each year. It is also used to learn more about the population by assessing labor force
and job trends, trends in educational attainment, homeownership market trends, as well as other topics
to better plan for future spending allocations (U.S. Census Bureau, 2004). The ACS publishes its data in
one-year or five-year datasets. The benefits of using multi-year datasets is that it increases the reliability
of the data, particularly for smaller subsets of communities—like the ones investigated in our research
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).
In order to frame the arguments asserted in this paper, we used the 5-year ACS Public Use
Microdata Area (PUMA) data to assess the levels of educational attainment of individuals 25 years of age
and over. We analyzed this data for Mn 1&2, Bx 5, and Bk 16—the top two and bottom two performing
community districts in NYC in terms of high school graduation rates (Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016).
Utilizing the ACS 5-year estimate data from 2013-2017, we assessed the levels of educational attainment
of these communities to measure the relationship between community districts, high school choice, and
ultimate educational attainment. Particularly looking at persistence at the postsecondary level. We
further triangulated this data with mean income from the ACS PUMA database not only to highlight the
correlation between educational attainment and earned income capacity, but also to illustrate the
correlation between access to quality education and how that translates to the (in)ability to accumulate
intergenerational wealth. Ideally, this paper will highlight the need for policymakers to dig deeper in
their analyses of ACS data to better understand the nuances of how school choice policies are exercised
in real time, and how that translates into social (im)mobility for communities in NYC in starkly different
ways.
Table 1 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Table 1 shows educational attainment data for the percentage of populations 25 years of age
and over in Bx 5, Bk 16, and Mn 1&2. The graph highlights the stark differences in educational
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attainment between these community districts. Paying particular attention to the concentration of the
population in Bx 5 and Bk 16, whose highest level of attainment is a high school diploma and those who
completed one or more years of college but did not earn associate or bachelor degrees (Lewis & BurdSharps, 2016; MacLeod, 2009). We assert that families in these districts lack the resources, academic
preparation, cultural capital, and the deep understanding necessary to navigate not only the high school
choice process but also institutions of higher education. While high school graduation rates and college
enrollment may be increasing overall, folks in these communities are not persisting through degree
completion at the rate of their more affluent peers in Mn 1&2. MacLeod (2009) highlights how the
concentration of poverty in a neighborhood can also contribute to the regulation of aspirations of lowincome youth. While we have limited data on the rates at which the students in Bx 5, Bk 16 and Mn 1&2
are exercising school choice to select better-resourced, higher-performing schools, we posit that
MacLeod’s (2009) theory could also be a contributing factor to the reduced rates in quality high school
choice. Ultimately leading to reduced post-secondary aspirations among low-income students as
detailed by Lewis and Burd-Sharps (2016).
In contrast, we note that students from Mn 1&2 have a higher likelihood of having one or more
parents, siblings, or friends who attended college. 44 percent of individuals 25 years of age and older
have at least a bachelor's degree in Mn 1&2 compared to 9 percent and 10 percent of the same age
group in Bx 5 and Bk 16, respectively (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). We thus assert that families in Mn 1&2
have a higher likelihood of exercising quality school choice; that is to say, selecting and gaining entrance
to the better resourced, more selective high schools across NYC. Thereby increasing the likelihood of
their being prepared for and attending more selective colleges, persisting, and graduating with
postsecondary degrees and higher incomes as a result (Duncan & Murnane, 2014).
Table 2 and Table 3 below highlight the differences in mean income and the concentration of
poverty between Bx 5, Bk 16, and Mn 1&2 . It is important to note that families in Bx 5 and Bk 16 with
two or more working individuals earned less than one third of the income of similar families in Mn 1&2
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Annually, families in Bx 5 and Bk 16 with two or more working individuals
earned approximately $65,000 and $92,000, respectively, in comparison to families in Mn 1&2 with
similar labor market participants who earned approximately $376,000 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019).
Furthermore, comparing the percentage of populations in these districts that receive public assistance
(52 percent for Bx 5 and 44 percent for Bk 16 compared to 4 percent in Mn 1&2) with the percentages of
populations who earn income from interest, dividends, and rental income (36 percent in Mn 1&2
compared to 6 percent or less in Bx 5 and Bk 16) highlights the concentration of poverty versus the
generational wealth capacity.
Duncan and Murnane (2014) would attribute the disparities in educational attainment between
these districts to the income and wealth disparities between them. They assert that “changes in the
ways that families at different ends in the income spectrum use their money and time have helped
transform income gaps into achievement gaps” (p. 2). This explains how families in Mn 1&2 leverage
their cultural capital, resources, and academic achievements to perpetuate the centrifugal accumulation
of substantial opportunity and access for their children that ultimately leads to their increased capacity
to accrue generational wealth.
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Table 2 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Table 3 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013-2017 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

We highlight these correlations as contributing factors to perpetuating inequalities in the
secondary and postsecondary attainment of students in these community districts. Contextualizing the
data using the theoretical framework of social reproduction theorist Pierre Bourdieu (1977), it becomes
apparent that the lack of cultural and social capital of the families in Bx 5 and Bk 16 on one end, and the
abundance of cultural and social capital of the families in Mn 1&2 on the other end is the result of
disparities we see in the divergent kinds of high school choices students make and their consequent
educational attainment. Cultural capital is what is needed for these students to successfully navigate the
high school choice process and persist in postsecondary institutions if and when they do make it to
college (Lewis & Burd-Sharps, 2016; MacLeod, 2009).
Conclusions, Policy Implications, and Recommendations
Students in New York City residing in less affluent community districts apply to schools that are
lower performing, less selective, and more disadvantaged than those who live in more affluent
community districts. This paper explored the geospatial relationship between school choice and
educational attainment, and also presented data to support how location of residence mediates the
kinds of school choices made. Students in high-poverty community districts are less likely to graduate on
time from high school and are less likely to attend higher education institutions than those from lowpoverty community districts. Resources are not as easily accessed in the high-poverty community
districts, and students tend to not know how or what to choose. This results in more undermatching in
both high school and higher education, lower mean incomes in those high-poverty community districts,
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and a continuation of low educational attainment for generations. More research is needed to further
improve the school choice process and the benefits of students being able to choose where they attend
school.
Despite evidence pointing to components of school choice being a driving factor in the
improvement and rise of student outcomes, many students are still unable to practice quality school
choice due to many barriers. For example, although NYC DOE produces a 600+ page directory to assist
students with the school choice process and it’s offered in many languages, what happens to the
parents who want to help their children but can’t read? An informational intervention utilizing a “fast
facts” sheet—which displayed 30 high schools within 45 minutes away of the target middle school and
that had graduation rates above 70 percent—has shown that low-income students who received these
custom lists were significantly more likely to gain acceptance to their first-choice high school, especially
students in non-English speaking households (Corcoran et al., 2018).
We recommend providing all middle school students, across NYC, an informational fast facts
sheet. These sheets have shown to be very helpful for students who are applying to high school, and
every student should benefit from these sheets if we truly want every student to succeed as per the
2015 Every Student Succeeds Act. Corcoran et al. (2018) state that both disadvantaged and advantaged
students who used their sheets to make high school choices that allowed students to match to better
(and to more) schools, and the likelihood of undermatching was less prominent. If providing a simplified
and customized fact sheet to middle school students increases the quality of school they match with,
this needs to be done on a larger scale. Students are able to see what schools are higher performing, but
also the schools that they have a higher chance of being admitted to. One thing to think about with this
recommendation is that if both disadvantaged and advantaged students have access to these sheets,
they will both be benefiting, and it may not necessarily reduce inequality in education. However,
providing students with these resources will support them in the path to higher educational attainment.
Those who graduate high school are seen to have higher lifetime earnings than those who do not
complete high school. Therefore, helping students find high schools where they will thrive is important
to their overall success.
The informational fast fact sheet should ease the confusion between community and school
districts. For example, NYC DOE divides the city into 32 school districts across the five boroughs, which
helps determine where students attend school prior to high school. Each borough is further divided into
community districts; twelve in Manhattan, twelve in the Bronx, eighteen in Brooklyn, fourteen in
Queens, and three in Staten Island. These district divisions are very different especially when you look at
maps comparing the two. A single school district can contain multiple community districts, which is
confusing for readers unsure of which type of district is being analyzed. Why is NYC divided in two
different ways, and what are the benefits of these divisions being different?
Mn 1&2, Bx 5, and Bk 16 represent the top two and bottom two performing community districts
in NYC when looking at high school graduation rates. Looking at the makeup of these four districts, we
see that those in the bottom two community districts, Bx 5 and Bk 16, whose highest levels of
attainment are high school diplomas or some college, earn less and lack cultural capital to help them
navigate high school and higher education choices. The mean income difference between these top two
and bottom two community districts highlights the large inequality between families in each district.
Bourdieu’s (1977) theoretical framework of social reproduction best explains this disparity. Families in
Bx 5 and Bk 16 lack predominant cultural and social capital, as they bring other cultural and social capital
with them depending on their lived experiences, and those in Mn 1&2 have an abundance of cultural
and social capital. This is seen when middle school students choose higher-performing high schools
because cultural capital is necessary for students to successfully make high school choices and
eventually higher education choices.
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We believe that this paper opens the door for more research to be done on these community
and school district lines. Would it be beneficial for students to make the community and school district
lines similar? Or would this further hurt their educational attainment? Making the lines similar could
pose many positives but also negatives for students in the long run. One block can make a difference in
many things in NYC, not just schooling. Your neighbor across the street could be in a different district
than you, and their district may have higher test scores and better school choice practices than yours,
but what can you do about it? Making these districts similar may allow students to further their reach
when it comes to schools, but it could have the opposite influence as well. There is a risk of further
concentrating poverty when making districts similar, due to neighborhoods still being segregated. The
only way to know what would happen, or what might happen, is to further research this idea.
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Abstract
According to Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, safety is the second most basic need, before love
and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization, that humans require in order to be motivated. When this
theory is placed within the context of higher education, one could argue that in order to reach their full
potential, students must first feel safe in their environment. If students feel unsafe, they will not feel
motivated to achieve personal or academic success. It should be noted that the concept and
measurement of student success is an integral aspect of higher education and student affairs. In this
context, student success will not only refer to retention rates and grade point averages, but also other
factors such as campus involvement, activeness, and overall happiness/satisfaction. This study examined
the relationship between campus safety and student success at York College of Pennsylvania. In order to
assess how physically safe the campus was, we gathered crime rate data from various national and
institutional resources. Student success was determined by the institution’s retention rates and overall
grade point average over a time frame of 16 years. There was a strong negative correlation between
crime rates and overall grade point average, meaning as crime rates decrease on campus, the overall
grade point average of students increases. These findings suggest that there is a relationship between
campus safety and student success. However, all data in the present study is correlational and therefore,
further research needs to be conducted in order to determine causation.
Introduction
The concept of student success is a topic of growing interest within higher education and
student affairs. Student success can be defined as having a high-grade point average, being involved on
campus, being satisfied with life, and staying healthy both mentally and physically. However, as the
world of higher education continues to evolve, student success factors are being studied through a
different lens. For example, grades are no longer regarded as the most important determinant of college
student success because there are other factors that affect a person’s ability to alter and shape their
own life (Aydin, 2017). There are many psychological theories that can be used to describe this idea of
student success and in turn, have become the framework that researchers base their work on. For the
purposes of our research, we utilized Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a framework to further understand
the correlation between campus safety and student success at a small to midsize college campus.
Literature Review
Factors pertaining to student success are now being thought of differently because of the overall
belief that each individual person has autonomy over their own life. The perceptions, actions, attitudes,
and values that one has towards their academic success are factors that differ as a result of one’s
personal experiences (Aydin, 2017). One of these internal factors of student success may be described
as self-efficacy, which can be defined as one's ability to succeed. However, academic self-efficacy refers
to the competency level of students in achieving academic responsibilities (Aydin, 2017). Students’ belief
in their own skills is highly correlated with higher grades in college, academic adjustment, longer

Page 38

persistence, satisfaction, and retention (Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim, & Wilcox, 2013; Farruggia,
Han, Watson, Moss, & Bottoms, 2016; Aydin, 2017). This relationship can be due to the fact that when
people believe they are able to achieve something, they tend to put in more work to succeed. This
concept is similar to the expectancy theory of student success where academic motivation is a driving
force in how a student may actually achieve all goals (Farruggia et al., 2016).
Although studying and attending to academic responsibilities is an important part of the college
experience, research also shows that making time for extracurricular activities enhances student success
as well (Aydin, 2017). Extracurricular activities are another way that one can describe involvement,
which can be defined as the amount of physical and psychological energy that a student puts into their
experiences within a campus community (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). This includes devoting time to
clubs/organizations (i.e., Greek life, Student Senate, Sports teams), spending time and participating in
events on campus (i.e., bingo/trivia nights, concerts), and interacting with faculty members and other
students (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). Research shows that college students who are involved within
a campus community and are engaged in social activities experience specific advantages around campus
(Aydin, 2017), which are directly related to success. Based on the Student Involvement theory, learning
is increased when there are more academic and social involvement aspects within the student’s
collegiate life (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). Engagement in social activities on campus is related to
both a higher retention rate and higher-grade point average (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013). This
reinforces the concept of social involvement theory; if students are more involved socially, they will also
perform better academically.
Additionally, studies show that engagement in extracurriculars also increases student
satisfaction which is related to success (Aydin, 2017). Student satisfaction is explained by using various
parts of campus life and academic life (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013; Aydin, 2017). Students’ feelings
about faculty, programming, activities, and campus environment as well as the students’ personal
degree of interest in their education and emotional health are all related to how satisfied they feel
about life (Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013; Aydin, 2017). Evidence has shown that students who are
emotionally satisfied with themselves and with the college they attend achieve more academic success
(Aydin, 2017). This can be due to the fact that they are most likely attending classes and events and
therefore, are learning more and receiving higher grades.
Another aspect of satisfaction and success is campus resources. Overall, the most important
campus resources are the location of the university and the type of community or town the campus
resides in (Zhang & Aasheim, 2011). This is all related to one important factor that is not readily
discussed in the literature but is still a determinant of student success: campus safety.
While the practice of looking at student success on a more individualized basis as opposed to a
collective is very progressive, many universities and colleges are neglecting to consider campus safety as
a main factor. Throughout the years, many traumatizing events have occurred on college campuses,
impacting students all over the country. School shootings, hate crimes, and sexual assault are plaguing
universities and instilling fear in many students. This is concerning because in order to truly succeed in
and outside of the classroom, students must feel safe in their environment. Additionally, it is important
to reiterate that the concept of safety being one of the most important needs for humans is not a new
notion; Maslow introduced this idea in the 1940s within his theory of motivation (Aanstoos, 2018).
However, it may be difficult for students to feel motivated to achieve academic and personal success if
they do not feel secure on campus.
Research shows that crime and acts of violence can have many effects on student success. These
effects can be divided into two sections: direct and indirect. Direct effects may be caused by incidents
such as sexual assault or robberies and can lead to serious psychological trauma or physical injuries.
Indirect effects can be caused by the overall fear of crime; when students fear crime, they may also
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experience other issues such as anxiety or alienation, which have a negative impact on their level of
engagement (Schuck, 2016).
Although crimes and acts of violence, regardless of how egregious they are, have negative
impacts, research suggests that utilizing a student code of conduct to address the smaller offenses is
beneficial to student achievement (Schuck, 2016). Many of the student conduct systems that are
implemented within higher education focus on helping students learn and understand appropriate
behavior, as opposed to ensuring that the individual is punished for their wrongdoings. As a result,
students can learn how to take responsibility for their actions and more importantly, understand how
their actions affected others (Schuck, 2016). A study done by Karp and Sacks revealed that a student
conduct system based on determining and solving the issue at hand was linked to student responsibility
and a stronger connection to the university (Schuck, 2016).
Ensuring campus safety is a shared responsibility, and student affairs professionals and faculty
are not the only members of an institution that are accountable for achieving this goal. In fact, 95% of
college campuses have their own law enforcement, and 68% of these schools have at least one officer
that has full arrest powers (Schuck, 2016). Although campus police officers are supposed to support
student success by ensuring overall safety, this is not always the case. The issue lies in the fact that many
of these officers maintain zero-tolerance policies, which are enacted through arrests (Schuck, 2016).
These arrests are done in lieu of referring the student to a conduct office on campus. The negative
effects of this include embarrassment, missed classes, and the financial burden of trying to be released
from jail (Schuck, 2016). All of these effects significantly impact the student’s engagement on campus,
which in return, affects student success. Therefore, it should be noted that student conduct systems
may be more effective in ensuring the safety and success of students in some, but not all, cases.
One way that colleges and universities can ensure that they are creating safe environments is by
assessing the overall perception of campus safety through surveys. In 2011, a study was conducted at a
liberal arts women’s college in Pennsylvania to determine how faculty members, staff, and students felt
about the campus’s safety. The survey consisted of four sections that asked questions pertaining to their
beliefs and attitudes about campus safety, instances of victimization, and utilization of their own safety
precautions (Baker & Boland, 2011). While most students and faculty members reported that they
generally felt safe on campus and considered the school’s safety features to be satisfactory, many
respondents identified as victims of violent acts, such as racial slurs, inappropriate gestures, emotional
abuse, stalking and other offenses (Baker & Boland, 2011). In some cases, the percentage of faculty
members experiencing certain offenses (such as stalking and break-ins) was higher compared to
students (Baker & Boland, 2011). If faculty members do not feel safe or are experiencing harmful events,
then they will not be able to effectively perform their job, and as a result, the quality of a student’s
education may decrease.
Additionally, participants in the survey were asked what action they took after an incident
occurred. 51.8% of students reported that they tried to ignore the violation (Baker & Boland, 2011). This
is an alarming statistic, and student affairs professionals must be aware that it is possible that many of
the students they encounter or work with may have experienced (or are currently experiencing) some
sort of issue that they have decided to keep to themselves. Students may decide to keep these offenses
to themselves for fear of being victimized in the future, which also has negative impacts on student
success. The survey also revealed that more faculty members than students filed informal and formal
complaints with the university (32.8% vs 17%) (Baker & Boland, 2011). Therefore, campus officials must
be able to recognize warning signs in order to ensure that students feel safe on campus because they
are less likely to report these instances.
The majority of the literature that discusses student success fails to consider the effects that
campus safety may have on students. The present study aims to explore the importance and necessity
of campus safety by analyzing how crime rates have affected the success of students attending various
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universities across the United States. Based on previous literature, one can assume that campus safety
(or the lack thereof) may have an effect on student success because crime affects many aspects of a
student’s life, which can in turn, affect their success.
Methods
The present study aimed to examine the relationship between crime and student success by
analyzing total crime rates at York College of Pennsylvania to the overall campus grade point average
and retention rates from the years of 2001 to 2016. York College of Pennsylvania is a small to midsize
campus with a population of about 4,000 undergraduate students. The gated campus is located in the
middle of the City of York and is open to the community during the day but has security after 6pm. The
study focuses on the crime rates within the boundaries of the campus itself and does not take into
consideration the surrounding area. The researcher then examined which specific crimes were most
impactful to student success. This was done by analyzing the rates of sex crimes, robberies, assaults,
burglaries, and car thefts and their impact on retention rates and overall grade point average. The data
for this study came from various sources. The information on campus crime that was collected for the
years 2014 to 2016 came from the York College of Pennsylvania 2017 Annual Security and Fire Safety
Report. The data for years 2001 to 2013 came from the Campus Safety and Security Data Analysis
Cutting Tool, maintained by the US Department of Education. This study defined crime as the number of
sex crimes, robberies, assaults, burglaries, and car thefts that occurred over the reported years. The
information on York College’s retention rates was gathered from the Integrated Postsecondary
Education Data System (IPEDS), which is the National Center of Education Statistic’s main data collection
program that maintains annual information on a variety of data, which includes retention and
graduation rates, enrollment, and financial aid (Shuck, 2016). All information about overall campus
grade point average was retrieved from York College of Pennsylvania’s institutional records.
Results
A Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between York College of
Pennsylvania retention rates and rate of total crime on campus. A weak positive correlation that was not
significant was found (r (14) = .414, p = .110). Therefore, there is no relationship between retention and
crime at York College of Pennsylvania.
A significant Pearson correlation coefficient was calculated for the relationship between York
College of Pennsylvania’s overall campus grade point average and the rate of total crime on campus. A
strong negative correlation was found (r (12) = -.771, p = .001), indicating a significant relationship
between the two variables, meaning as crime rates decrease over time, students’ grade point averages
tend to increase.
In order to examine the relationship between grade point average and specific York College
crimes, including sex crimes, robberies, assaults, burglaries, and car thefts, a Pearson correlation was
calculated. As shown in Table 1, there were no significant correlations between these crimes and grade
point average, except for the strong positive correlation for sex crimes (r (12) = .664, p = .010), indicating
a significant relationship between the two variables. This means that as sex crimes on campus increase,
so do campus grade point averages. The strong negative correlation between burglaries and grade point
average (r (12) = -.849, p < .001) indicates a significant relationship between the two variables, meaning
that as the number of burglaries decreased, the campus grade point average increased.
Discussion
The intent of this study was to explore the relationship between campus safety and student
success. Previous research suggests that student success may be related to campus safety due to the
fact that safety, as a whole, may influence a student’s satisfaction with life, anxiety levels, and
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involvement, which are all factors of student success. The results of this study indicate that there may
be a relationship between campus safety and student success.
Although there was no relationship between crime rates and retention rates, there was a
negative relationship between crime rates and overall grade point average, meaning that as the rate of
crime went down, the overall grade point average went up. The relationship between overall crime rates
and grade point average encouraged the researchers to look further into this relationship by analyzing
how specific crimes are related to grade point average. The crimes examined were sex crimes,
robberies, assaults, burglaries, and car thefts. There was a relationship between burglaries and grade
point average; as the number of burglaries decreased, the student’s grade point average increased.
Essentially, as a campus became safer, students were able to perform better academically.
Although this study was correlational and no causation can be determined, one can speculate that this is
due to students feeling more secure within their campus community, thus becoming more involved,
which is related to success. Another explanation can be that students are focusing more on their studies
and perform better in class because they are not concerned about the safety of their environment.
Interestingly, there was also a relationship between sex crimes and grade point average. Unlike
the relationship between burglary and grade point average, there was a positive relationship for sex
crimes and grade point average, suggesting that as sex crimes increased on campus, so did students’
grade point averages. This relationship was not one that was expected; however, it can be due to the
growing education surrounding sex crimes and the resources available to students. In 2014, York College
of Pennsylvania started a campaign to encourage women to be empowered and report incidents of
sexual misconduct. Over the years, it has been more acceptable to report crimes of this nature.
Therefore, there may not be necessarily more sex crimes taking place, rather the number of people
reporting these crimes is increasing.
Although the results of this study mirrored previous research, there were many limitations that
could have had an effect on this study. Data was only collected from York College of Pennsylvania and
data from the surrounding area of the campus was not taken into consideration. The area that is directly
next to campus may also have an effect on students and their success, especially because students also
have to walk through the residential areas between York College Campuses. Another factor that was not
taken into consideration that may be an area for future research is how crimes are handled at York and
how students feel about safety. Students’ opinions on safety can play a huge role in student success.
While this study was limited to examining the actual numbers, student perceptions of campus safety
may not reflect the number of crimes that occur on campus.
This study was conducted to help students, faculty and staff understand the importance of
campus safety and how it may be related to student success. It can be concluded that there is a strong
negative relationship between the two variables. However, more research needs to be conducted to
consider causation of the relationship. This study can help campus administration focus on what
resources students need that would help support their academics and achieve success. Campus safety is
essential to college students’ mental and physical health. If students feel safe and secure on campus,
then they can focus more on their personal/academic goals and less on outside factors that may hinder
their overall success.
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Introduction
“We get so much run around during our lives in the military, constantly being sent to multiple
people for one issue. At school, I want to be able to meet with one person or in one office to accomplish
most of my needs” (M. Beck, personal communication, December 16, 2019). The words of this veteran
convey a sentiment shared by many in the veteran community, and they speak to a major challenge
facing student veterans: transitioning into and navigating higher education both confusing and
frustrating. This frustration leads to retention issues and a lack of degree completion within this
particular population of students. With enrollment numbers for student veterans continuing to rise,
following a decade-long pattern, easing the transition is a challenge that needs urgent attention.
Scholarly research written on the student veteran population agrees that this particular group of
students face unique challenges, especially those who have seen combat in both Operations Enduring
and Iraqi Freedom (Campbell & Riggs, 2015; DiRamio et al., 2015; Gonzales & Elliot, 2016). This paper
will analyze the demographic makeup of student veterans and the unique challenges they face during
their postsecondary education before formulating pragmatic, on-campus solutions to assist this
population in achieving their educational goals.
The Student Veteran Population
Veteran Demographics
The student veteran population is comprised of a diverse group of people that are often
considered members of other sub-populations within the collegiate student body, including those who
are racially minoritized and nontraditional students. The demographic data demonstrates an average of
63% Caucasian, 17% African American, 14% Hispanic, with the remaining 6% being naturalized American
citizens (American Council on Education, 2014). They joined the military for wide-ranging reasons
including the call to serve one’s country to provide for their families to attaining an affordable education
(“Women Warriors: Supporting Female Student Veterans”, 2011). As the ethnic diversity of the armed
forces has expanded over the past decades, the population has also witnessed a concurrent drive
toward gender equality through the expansion of job opportunities.
Within the last seven years, women serving in the armed forces have seen their roles broaden
and shift toward this notion of equality in ways that no previous generation of female veterans have
experienced. Having long served in the United States military, female veterans have faced restricted
career options with positions as aids, secretaries, and medical personnel being the only ones available.
Their career prospects changed in 2013 when the ban on women serving in combat roles was lifted by
the Secretary of Defense, opening up thousands of positions on the "front lines" and in elite units
(DiRamio et al., 2015). At 21% of all student veterans, female veterans have emerged as a significant
portion of the population with their representation projected to increase as more career fields are made
available to them (American Council on Education, 2014). In conjunction with the increase in diversity,
research is also projecting that this student population will continue to increase in sheer numbers, giving
institutions not only more challenges but also opportunities to offer more solutions on campus.
The Global War on Terror and, within it, the conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, have directly
influenced not only the amount of personnel in uniform, but also the number of veterans who have
access to educational benefits. By 2010, over 2 million military members had served in these ongoing
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conflicts with 1.09 million of them separating and receiving veteran status (Campbell & Riggs, 2015).
These numbers continue to increase with a projection of over 5 million service members expected to
transition out of active service by 2020 (American Council on Education, 2014). While these statistics
paint an optimistic picture for colleges and universities looking to attract this group of students, they do
not necessarily translate into successful degree completion.
Veterans as Nontraditional Students
Amongst such a diverse and large student body, there is comradery in their military service as
these students struggle together to ascertain their place on college campuses. The one position they
occupy that is agreed upon by researchers within higher education is that of the nontraditional student
due to the fact that student veterans deviate from the educational track of traditional students in
several ways (DiRamio et al., 2015; Ford & Vignare, 2015; Lim et al., 2018). These deviations include
deferred enrollment or breaks in their education, being older than their peers, the presence of
dependents, financial independence, and a more career-focused outlook (Osborne, 2016; Pelligrino &
Hoggan, 2015; Campbell & Riggs; 2015). According to the American Council on Education (2014), the
average student veteran does not begin their postsecondary education until the age of 25. While 42% of
them are working a full-time job concurrent with their college education, 52% also have dependents
with many occupying a place in both of these categories (American Council on Education, 2014). A
literature review by Ford and Vignare (2015) demonstrates that student veterans are similar to their
peers within the nontraditional student community in not only their choice of institution but also the
factors that influenced these choices. For example, student veterans enrolled in either two-year
community colleges or private for-profit institutions more often than traditional undergraduate
populations due to factors pertaining to affordability, location, flexible scheduling, online options, and
available degree programs (Ford & Vignare, 2015). These factors can be causally linked to the dynamic
nature of military life, leaving little doubt as to the nontraditional nature of these students.
Student veterans, while sharing many traits with other nontraditional peers, come with their
own set of unique challenges that student service professionals need to understand. Some of these
challenges stem from combat and other trauma directly related to their military service. If these
challenges are going to be taken on with the intention of improving the educational experience of
student veterans, then an analysis of them is necessary to enhance the services for this group.
Modern Warfare Creates Educational Challenges
Warfare has drastically changed in the 30 years since the last major war the U.S. was involved in
which was Desert Storm. These changes are responsible for the challenges that many current student
veterans face. The concept of "front lines" has all but disappeared from modern warfare which has
necessitated a change in decades-old military tactics (DiRamio et al., 2015). The change in tactics boils
down to one essential fact: "that military personnel are experiencing high levels of combat exposure…"
(Campbell & Riggs, 2015, p. 473). Those serving in the military are being sent into combat zones more
often and for long periods of time in those zones (Campbell & Riggs, 2015). This heightened exposure
can leave students with mental and physical injuries that might challenge their success as students. Due
to their combat deployments, veterans serving in our current wars are twice as likely as their nonveteran peers to experience mental or emotional disabilities (Kinney & Eakman, 2017). These disabilities
are varied and can include physical injuries, traumatic brain injuries, and mental health issues. These
can manifest themselves in an assortment of ways including concentration and memory problems,
depression and anxiety, apprehension about how their peers will react to an altered physical
appearance, and uneasiness about sitting in a crowded lecture hall (Gonzales & Elliot, 2016). These
challenges need to be examined on an individual level as each veteran’s experience is unique, and
therefore, so is the disability they may experience.
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M. Kakuk, a former student veteran who served in the Army, experienced many of these
challenges on a daily basis. While serving for eight years, this student spent much of his time on a
Special Forces team that led to an increased amount of combat exposure. During his two official and
four unofficial tours, he experienced multiple injuries including a traumatic brain injury and almost lost a
limb to an Improvised Explosive Device (IED). The effects of combat exposure directly affected his
experience as a student through challenges with information retention and the anxiety that comes from
sitting in a crowded classroom. The student added that he found it difficult to discuss his military service
with non-veterans because they will not understand the struggles that veterans are going through (M.
Kakuk, personal communication, July 11, 2018). K. Harris, a former student veteran, served multiple
tours in Iraq with the 101st Airborne Division during his time in the Army. Although he did not struggle
with crowded classrooms or discussing his service, this student experienced difficulty during video
activities that included combat footage and often asked to be excused (K. Harris, personal
communication, July, 2019). These two examples demonstrate only a fraction of the numerous effects
that deployments and combat tours can have on a veteran’s ability to succeed in an academic
environment.
In light of this, it is not surprising that many student veterans struggle with finding their place
amongst their peers in the classroom as well as with the faculty members that are teaching their
courses. This struggle can impede their willingness to enter a classroom (Gonzalez & Elliot, 2016). They
perceive themselves as unwelcome in this environment with the belief that faculty and staff do not
understand military culture and view them as traumatized or dangerous. This leads to low facultystudent interactions and can influence completion (Osborne, 2016; Pelligrino & Hogan, 2015). In
addition to affecting classroom and faculty interactions, military service often has a negative effect on
veteran enrollment patterns due to the unsettled nature of the lifestyle.
Enrollment Challenges
With veterans experiencing "stop-outs" or breaks in their enrollment due to deployments,
relocations, or other events with the intention of returning to complete, many struggle with
reintegration with their peers upon returning (Alschuler & Yarab, 2018, p. 52). One veteran’s story
published in the ASHE Higher Education Report demonstrated this common problem. While attending
college, this veteran was issued deployment orders, thus creating a gap in her education and forcing her
to re-enroll. She found herself back in a classroom with peers whose lives had not drastically changed
while she was in a war zone. In the classroom, when she attempted to comment on her personal
experience with war, she felt silenced and her expertise invalidated while her professor remained silent
(“Women Warriors: Supporting Female Student Veterans”, 2011). M. Beck, a former student and retired
Air Force veteran, experienced breaks in his education and the process of re-starting firsthand. After
starting his postsecondary education in 2011, the student experienced two interruptions in his
education due to a deployment to Afghanistan and a year-long tour to South Korea. He cited his
deployment to Afghanistan as the reason he now primarily chooses online or hybrid courses because he
feels uncomfortable sitting in a crowded classroom (M. Beck, personal communication, July 11, 2018).
While the examples given are not an exhaustive list of the obstacles student veterans face, they do paint
an accurate picture of what these students experience as they attempt to make this transition. Luckily,
there are advocacy groups, both on campus and within the community, that are ready to assist both
institutions and students in bridging the gap.
Advocacy for Student Veterans
Several organizations and agencies are leading the way as advocates for student veterans within
campuses and communities nationwide. On the front lines of student veteran support is the Student
Veterans of America organization. They are a coalition of student-led chapters located directly on
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college campuses (Student Veterans of America, 2016). The SVA supports a network of over 1,300
schools where they empower student veterans to be informed participants in higher education to
optimize their transition (Student Veterans of America, 2016). They offer scholarships, networking
opportunities, and leadership workshops to student veterans to assist in their success in the civilian
world (Student Veterans of America, 2016). Aside from on-campus advocates, there are several groups
within the off-campus community that support student veterans.
The American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) are two organizations that are
well-known for their support of veterans in education as well as other aspects of their daily life. The
American Legion implemented a Veterans Career Center on their website to aid veterans in their goal of
finding meaningful employment. They promote job fairs, tips and advice for completing an interview,
and an online military skills translator for a better understanding of how veteran's military skills can
translate into civilian jobs (The American Legion, 2018). The VFW, like the American Legions, gives
support to veterans who have fought in foreign wars during their transition. While their priority in
recent years has not been solely on education, the organization is focusing on assisting veterans in
accessing their benefits as a whole including those pertaining to education. Considering that working
with the Department of Veterans Affairs can be complicated and time-consuming, the VFW offers free
assistance to veterans to expedite this process. In 2017, the VFW of the United States was awarded a
financial grant from the Wounded Warrior Project applied to assist veterans with their disability claims
(Veterans of Foreign Wars, 2017). This level of support is critical to the success of student veterans and
can be translated into on-campus solutions with proven success.
Practical On-Campus Solutions
There are many solutions that, if implemented, could assist student veterans in completing their
educational goals. The central theme of these solutions should be the focus on creating a veteranfriendly environment that aids them as they take on the role of college student. Improving services
dedicated to student veterans by taking their unique challenges into account can be a daunting task.
The question that many colleges and universities ask themselves is whether or not this will be a valuable
endeavor at their institution. Appealing to this block of the student population will be a worthwhile
endeavor and pay off in the long-run considering the number of veterans pursuing a college education is
only projected to grow and bring with assets that can benefit postsecondary institutions.
Fifty-six percent of student veterans receive federal funding by using their GI Bill’s education
benefits (American Council on Education, 2014). They possess a self-starting and disciplined mentality
from their time in the military that can be carried over into their academic work. At institutions that
have developed on-campus support services for veterans, they have excelled, and, at times, outpaced
their peers in similar age groups and life situations. Research has shown that student veterans hold
themselves to a more rigorous standards earning an average GPA of 3.35 which is considerably higher
than the national average of 2.94 (Student Veterans of America, 2017). Student veterans are more
career-focused than their peers who have pursued a more traditional route to their education due to
their career-related experience in the military, with 20% of student veterans expressing interest in STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering, & Mathematics) fields (American Council on Education, 2014;
Osborne, 2016). When considering the benefits outlined within current research that student veterans
can bring to postsecondary education, creating pragmatic solutions for this population is something that
colleges and universities can implement with success to the benefit of the students and the institutions
they attend.
On-Campus Veteran’s Center
One solution that can benefit student veterans is the implementation of a Veteran's Center on
campus that concentrates on the needs of these students from a holistic approach and provides a
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variety of services in one location. Colleges have used this type of plan on non-veteran student
populations with success, such as the program implemented at the Community College of Baltimore
County. In 2014, they piloted a program called Career Communities, which applied a "wraparound"
approach for new students in career areas including STEM, liberal arts, and business. They are assigned
advisors that coordinate services based on student need. These services include academic advising, help
with financial issues, career advocacy, and counseling for personal problems (Pierce, 2015). A Veteran's
Center built on this model will provide services including academic advising, assistance with receiving GI
Bill benefits, career advocacy, and informed counseling for veteran-specific disabilities. This concept has
been proven successful at such institutions as San Diego State University by improving student veteran
graduation rates.
San Diego State University is a four-year public institution that is attracting student veterans in
high numbers in contrast to the enrollment statistics gathered for student veterans as a whole.
According to the American Council on Education (2014), student veterans gravitate toward two-year
institutions at the rate of 38% while only 19% enroll in public, four-year colleges. San Diego State
University has challenged this trend not only by attracting over 800+ student veterans but also by
achieving a 75% graduation rate for these students, which is almost double the national average. In
contrast, San Diego Mesa College, a nearby two-year institution, only managed a 1% student veteran
graduation rate (Marcus, 2017). The success seen at San Diego State University ties directly to the
services provided to the veterans recruited for enrollment. They have created a one-stop-shop within
their Veteran's Center, providing solutions for the challenges that student veterans face as well as a
place where they can socialize, organize study groups, and develop mentorship opportunities (Marcus,
2017).
Participants in an online survey conducted by Heitzman and Sommers underscored the value of
veteran peer guidance and suggested it would help new students acclimate to campus, connect with the
veteran community, and gain an understanding of the services available from someone with the same
background (2015). J. Alston, a student veteran interviewed for a similar study, corroborated the need
for peer mentoring programs for veterans on campus. He suggested creating a work-study program
where veteran upperclassman – those more familiar with the services available – serve as mentors for
the new student veterans on campus (J. Alston, personal communication, June 13, 2018). Experienced
student veterans possess firsthand knowledge about the transition these new students are experiencing
and can put them at ease during this process because of their shared experiences as veterans.
The results of the survey align with and corroborate the research presented in this paper;
however, the research does have limitations when it comes to the types of institutions presented as
successful examples. These institutions are often found in urban areas, Baltimore or San Diego, for
example, and therefore have vastly different resources than those in more rural parts of the United
States. The availability of resources and funding is a weakness between institutions that cannot be
ignored as all institutions are not created equal. In light of these differences, a feasible alternative is to
designate one or two staff members within a larger department to focus solely on veteran assistance
when a full-scale Veteran's Center is not feasible. Dyersburg State Community College has succeeded as
a smaller institution in this respect by incorporating veteran’s lounges within larger student success
centers and providing veteran academic success coaches at these locations (Dyersburg State Community
College, n.d.) By incorporating services and workshops into one location, whether it is a single staff
member or a center, colleges will demonstrate that not only are they taking the needs of the student
veteran population seriously but also that they are a welcome and essential part of the campus
community. Positive steps in this endeavor by college administrations are essential and space made
available in the budget to accomplish it.
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Creating a Collaborative Learning Community
If institutions are serious about creating a campus community that welcomes student veterans,
they must look beyond student services and emphasize a change in a more practical aspect of attending
college: classroom interaction. Implementing curriculum and materials using different modalities
demonstrate that faculty members are willing to adapt courses to the various challenges student
veterans face within the classroom, thus creating solutions for the challenges that student veterans face
in the classroom (Gonzales & Elliot, 2016; Barnard-Brak et al., 2011). One solution to improve veteranfaculty relationships could be the creation of a professional development training module focused on
interacting with and instructing student veterans. This solution has the potential to encourage dialogue
between faculty and veterans, therefore creating a safe and healthy atmosphere within the classroom.
Research on faculty-veteran interaction and increasing positive exposure in the classroom is present, but
much of it is more than four years old. A push for up-to-date scholarship will greatly advance this idea
and consider more modern solutions, including the use of technology and universal design to
accommodate these students.
Providing Non-Academic Support
In addition to college-oriented services that can assist student veterans, the creation of nonacademic solutions is equally as important to student success. Veterans might have family and work
responsibilities to contend with that run congruent with, and sometimes take precedence over, their
academic studies. Pelligrino and Hoggan’s (2015) study of two female veterans who transitioned into
the role of college student support this concept. Their positions within their families as wives and
mothers were just as significant, if not more, than their roles on campus. Research conducted by
DiRamio et al. (2015) proposed a possible solution to take on the problem of childcare by providing
childcare services through the Early Childhood Development Departments on campus. Instituting a form
of drop-off childcare service will benefit both student populations by providing students within the Early
Childhood Development programs practice hours and enabling student veterans to fulfill both their role
as parents and as students easily. These two articles, while presenting timely research and a viable
solution, limit their focus to female veterans with children rather than addressing the needs of the
broader community in terms of non-academic support. Broader research is needed that focuses not
only on non-academic support outside of childcare but services applied to the community at large.
Implementing accessible student services, improving classroom interaction, and offering
childcare are only three of numerous possible solutions that could drastically improve the performance
of student veterans at colleges and universities nationwide. These solutions are supported by
contemporary student veteran-focused research and make sense if colleges are serious about improving
the successful completion rates of this population, but more could be done. Postsecondary institutions
need to be proactive in their creation of veteran-centric solutions if they intend to grow the population
within their campuses.
Conclusion
With the student veteran population continuing to grow, it is essential to recognize their
increasing contributions and impact to the postsecondary environment. While this paper presents
practical first steps that can be utilized by colleges and universities to assist student veterans, these
solutions merely scratch the surface of what is needed to encourage this population of students to not
only enroll in secondary education but also complete it. More research is needed in areas involving
faculty development, student veteran orientation, military work experience transference, and classroom
design that aids veterans who are suffering from combat-related disabilities. By addressing the
weaknesses in the academic record of this topic, the solutions presented in this paper could start the
process of aiding student veterans feel welcome and encouraged to complete their educational goals.
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An Analysis of Factors Relating to Students’ Perceptions of a Supportive
Environment at a Comprehensive Midwestern University
Kaytee Johns
Illinois State University

Abstract
How students perceive their campus environment is affected by a multitude of factors. Some of these
include interactions between students and faculty, faculty teaching practices, demographic
characteristics of students and students living arrangements. While some research has contributed
meaningful findings related to which students see their environment as supportive and why, much of it
is outdated, or does not truly consider the campus environment as a critical factor to student success.
Students are constantly engaged in the campus environment, which is why it is critical that there is more
research to flesh out how a supportive environment is made and upheld at colleges and universities. The
goal of this proposed study was to build on the previous research and find which factors relate to
students’ perceptions of a supportive environment at a mid-size, comprehensive Midwestern university.
This study used survey data from first-year and senior students provided by the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) and found that student/faculty interactions, the quality of interactions on
campus, and gender were significantly correlated with students perceptions of a supportive
environment.
Keywords: campus environment, supportive environment, student engagement
Introduction
Prior research indicates that one of the most significant indicators of post-secondary student
satisfaction is their perception of the campus environment as supportive (Johnson, Edgar, Shoulders,
Graham, & Rucker, 2016). In broad terms, as defined by the National Center on Safe Supportive
Learning Environments, a supportive environment can be defined as an environment that fosters safety,
promotes academic engagement, and encourages maintenance of respectful and trusting relationships
in and out of the school community. Understanding if and/or how a campus functions as a supportive
environment has in recent years become increasingly critical information pertaining to retention rates.
Previous research has shown that how students perceive their campus environment relates to student’s
intentions of returning to campus and in turn impacts retention rates (Johnson, Wasserman, Yildirim, &
Yonai, 2014). In the United States, attrition rates have remained anywhere between 30-50% for the
average post-secondary institution, which is higher than many other comparable industrialized countries
around the globe (O’Keeffe, 2013). According to the Academic Affairs Office at the comprehensive
midwestern university in this study, the institution maintains a higher than average retention rate (84%),
but is seeing some of its lowest retention rates in almost 20 years. As such, the purpose of this study is
to build on the previous research, and to find which factors relate to students’ perceptions of a
supportive environment at a mid-size, comprehensive Midwestern university.
Literature Review
Student-Faculty Interactions
One prominent finding in the literature related to campus environment is how students interact
with faculty on campus. Cotten and Wilson found that a higher frequency of interactions with faculty is
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associated with students feeling more satisfied with their college experience overall (2006). Multiple
studies have also found that frequency and quality of interactions with faculty have a positive effect on
students’ perception of a campus as supportive (Belcheir, 2003; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005). This was
especially true when faculty interacted with students about course-related matters. Students who
received frequent feedback from faculty both in the classroom and outside the classroom were more
satisfied with their experiences with faculty and had better relationships with faculty (Belcheir, 2003;
O’Keeffee, 2013). These connections with faculty and staff not only foster a sense of belonging and
connectedness, but they also contribute to the larger perceptions of the campus environment (Umbach
& Wawrzynski, 2005). In turn, these feelings of connection can significantly and positively impact
students’ decision to remain at a college or university (Dwyer, 2017; O’Keeffee, 2013).
Quality of Interactions
For interactions between students and faculty, Cotten and Wilson found that while students
perceived the benefits of interacting with faculty to be beneficial, they hardly ever took the time or
could find the time to interact with faculty in and outside of the classroom (2006). However, when
students did interact with faculty, specifically outside of the classroom, they felt more comfortable with
the faculty inside the classroom (Cotten & Wilson, 2006). Students also cited other benefits from
positive interactions with faculty like gaining knowledge about job/internship opportunities and
achieving higher grades (Cotten & Wilson, 2006).
Another study done by Meeuwisse, Severiens, and Born found that the impact of quality
interactions varies between racial minority and majority students (2010). Minority students felt more
comfortable at their institution with more formal interactions with faculty and peers while majority race
students felt more comfortable with more informal interactions, specifically with other students
(Meeuwisse et al, 2010). For majority students, these interactions also had a positive effect on their
study progress, with students who had more informal interactions with peers earning more credits
(Meeuwisse et al, 2010).
Taken together, these studies allude to the conclusion that taken with the frequency of
interactions, the quality of interactions on a college/university campus is an important predictor for
students’ sense of climate and community on campus (Cotten & Wilson, 2006).
Discussions with Diverse Others
Although the discussions with diverse others variable in the NSSE takes race/ethnicity,
socioeconomic status (SES), political views, and religion into account, most of the research in this area
tends to center around differences in race/ethnicity and SES. One study that combined race and SES
found that having a more racially diverse student body in high school, as well attending a more
socioeconomically diverse post-secondary institution were associated with students interacting more
with diverse peers at college/university (Park, Denson, & Bowman, 2013). This may suggest that the
frequency with which students interact with diverse peers may have more to do with opportunity than
purposeful interactions. Another study found however, that neither the diversity of the campus nor the
amount of interactions with diverse others is related to how students view the campus environment
(Pike & Kuh, 2006). Thus, it appears that the quality of interactions with diverse others rather than the
quantity may affect how students perceive the campus environment.
Academic Class
One study found that juniors and seniors compared to freshmen and sophomores, understood
more of the importance behind forming relationships in faculty, and in turn students who had more
interactions with faculty reported improved levels of satisfaction with their college experience (Cotten &
Wilson, 2006). On the other hand, Belcheir found that younger students (primarily freshmen and
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sophomores) felt that the campus did more to support them socially compared to older students (2003).
This could be due to the higher level of first-year programs and other related activities put on by
campuses to help students form initial relationships and find opportunities to be involved in clubs,
sports, and other activities.
Even though the research related to this variable was sparse, it is interesting to note that
between these two studies, it seems that the age or academic standing of a student may affect what
kind of support they feel they are getting from a college/university campus.
Living Arrangements
Residence halls are one area of interest given that so many students live on college campuses
and are required by some states to live on campus the first year because of the many benefits. In
example, one study found that living in a campus residence hall increases the likelihood of campus
involvement in a variety of social activities (Lei, 2016). This involvement in the campus community can
help build student’s self-esteem and comfort in a campus environment. Housing can also be a way to
promote diversity and inclusion on campus. In one qualitative study, LGBTQ+ students felt that special
interest housing allowed for more inclusivity and gave them the chance to engage in community
building (Kortegast, 2017). Universities that utilize living-learning communities, which group students
together based on their interests or majors, also see benefits. Students who live in living-learning
communities tend to have more positive perceptions of their residence hall climates and their campus
diversity climate (Inkelas, Vogt, Longerbeam, Owen, & Johnson, 2006).
Despite where on campus they may live, Li, Sheely and Whalen found that students who choose to live
on campus at any point, whether they are required to by their university or not, feel that they have
better access to things such as leadership opportunities (within the residence hall and through other oncampus organizations) as well as academic support (2005). Likewise, Graham, Hurtado & Gonyea found
that overall, living in residence halls compared to living off campus fosters a positive correlation with the
perception of a supportive environment (2018).
Gender
Our outward expressions of gender have important implications given that we still live in a
society that focuses so strongly on a dichotomy between men and women. In terms of how gender
impacts how students perceive their college or university campuses, research shows that men see a
campus environment and their relationships as less supportive compared to women (Inkelas et al, 2006;
Nelson Laird & Niskodé-Dossett, 2010). This was found to be true for both white women, and women of
color (Locks, Hurtado, Bowman, & Oseguera, 2008). These findings could relate to the fact that most
college campuses are comprised of mostly women, or that societal expectations prevent or inhibit men
from reaching out for help or guidance. Similarly, other research also suggests that women feel a greater
sense of belonging to the campus environment than men (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017). For students
who do not identify as a man or woman, on-campus experiences can be much more difficult compared
to their cisgender counterparts. According to Garvey and Rankin, students who identify on the transspectrum had the lowest perceptions of their campus climate and classroom climate compared to all
other groups in their study (2015). While in recent years, many colleges and universities have been
working towards making their campuses more inclusive for trans-spectrum students, certain policies and
practices still make the campus environment difficult to navigate. For example, students who wish to
have their gender and name changed on official documents can find it to be a difficult process, and one
that may not be accessible to all students depending on the laws and policies in each state and at each
institution (Beemyn, 2005).
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First-Generation Status
How first-generation students experience the college/university campus has been a trending
topic in recent years given that first-generation students typically have higher dropout/lower retention
rates. Studies have found that first-generation students not only have lower academic outcomes and
social integration, but they also are more likely than continuing-generation students to see the campus
as less supportive (Pike and Kuh, 2005). Additionally, Stebleton, Soria, and Huesman found that firstgeneration students reported lower ratings of a sense of belonging and satisfaction (2014). There are
many reasons why first-generation students may feel like they do not belong in the college/university
environment including financial pressure, lowered family support, and lack of confidence in academic
skills (Smith & Lucena, 2016).
However, one study found that students who are more involved in curricular and cocurricular
activities felt more accepted and connected to the campus community (Demetriou, Meece, Eaker-Rich &
Powell, 2017). This finding suggests that first-generation students can find a sense of belonging and
connectedness to the campus environment, they may just need extra help finding activities and
resources on campus or a push to be more involved and engaged.
Sexuality
While most of the research related to sexuality and the campus environment relates to how
LGBTQ+ students feel about “coming out”, or being out at college/university, recent studies have still
yielded important findings. In general, research shows that students who identify as heterosexual versus
gay, lesbian, bisexual, asexual, etc. feel more comfortable on campuses, but the important findings are
best understood in how LBGTQ+ students perceive the campus climate through their own experiences,
rather than in comparison to heterosexual students (Tetreault, Fette, Meidlinger, & Hope, 2013;
Woodford and Kulick, 2015). For LGBTQ+ students, poor perceptions of the campus environment were
most strongly related to factors including having experienced unfair treatment from faculty, and not
being open about their sexual orientation (Tetreault et al, 2013). Along those same lines, Woodford and
Kulick found that perceptions of whether LGB people could be open about their sexuality had a positive
association with feelings of acceptance on campus (2015). It seems that if students perceive their
campus environments to be inclusive of different sexual identities, students feel more comfortable and
supported in those environments. Going one step further, Garvey and Rankin found that higher levels of
outness for LGBQ women was associated with better campus and classroom experiences (2015).
Race/Ethnicity
Nelson Laird and Niskodé-Dossett found that there were small, but insignificant differences in
how students of different race/ethnicities perceived the campus as a supportive environment (2010).
However, when looking at qualitative studies that examine how students of color perceive their campus
environments, we see a slightly different picture. A study done by Maramba in 2008 found that students
who identified as Filipino/a at a university in southern California felt that overall campus services lacked
sensitivity to their needs and felt a lack of connection or community. Similarly, Inkelas and colleagues
found that African American and Asian Pacific American students were less likely to engage with peers
and faculty, probably due to general distrust of a historically racialized environment (2006).
As in the case of Maramba’s study, one would assume that students of color living in a more diversely
populated state and campus would foster a stronger sense of belonging and community (2008). But, an
NSSE study found that contrary to rationale for affirmative action, a diverse student population did not
correlate to more positive perceptions of campus environment (Pike & Kuh, 2006). This could in part be
due to institutions of higher learning still promoting cultural norms centered around Whiteness
(Tachine, Cabrera, & Bird, 2017).
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Theory
After reviewing the literature and its findings, utilizing a sense of belonging framework is useful
in understanding the outcomes and implications of this research. Sense of belonging can be best
understood as “[the] perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, the
experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the
group or others on campus” (Strayhorn, 2012). Previous research supports the idea that when students
feel connected to their campus and that their institution cares and supports them, they feel more
committed to the institution, and therefore have better retention and graduation rates (Brown,
Morning, & Watkins, 2005).
This framework will help support the main research question for this study: Which factors relate
to students’ perceptions of campus as a supportive environment? It will help to understand which types
of students feel cared for, supported, and connected to their campus, and this will help to understand
which students feel like they belong on campus and relate to those who students do not. This overall
understanding of which students are more likely to feel like they belong can help to create interventions
and strategic planning that addresses the needs of students who do not feel like they belong in the
campus environment.

·

·

·

·
·
·
·
·
·

Hypotheses
H1: Students who have more interactions with faculty will report the campus environment as more
supportive compared to students who have less interactions with faculty (Belcheir, 2003; Umbach &
Wawrzynski, 2005).
H2: Students who rate their interactions with faculty as higher quality will report the campus
environment as more supportive compared to students who have lower quality interactions with faculty
(Cotten & Wilson, 2006; Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005).
H3: Students who have more discussions with diverse others will not report the campus environment as
more supportive compared to students who have less discussions with diverse others (Pike & Kuh,
2006).
H4: Students who are of a higher academic class will report the campus environment as more supportive
compared to students of a lower academic class.
H5: Students who live on campus will report the campus environment as more supportive compared to
students who live off campus (Graham, Hurtado, and Gonyea, 2018).
H6: Women will report the campus environment as more supportive compared to men and students of
other gender identities (Inkelas et al, 2006; Nelson Laird & Niskodé, 2010; Garvey and Rankin, 2005).
H7: First-generation students will report the campus environment as less supportive compared to
continuing-generation students (Pike and Kuh, 2005; Stebleton, Soria, & Huesman, 2014).
H8: Students who identify as LGBTQ+ will report the campus environment as less supportive compared
to heterosexual students (Tetreault, Fette, Meidlinger, & Hope, 2013).
H9: Students of color will report the campus environment as less supportive compared to white students
(Inkelas et al, 2006).
Data and Methods
Data and Sample
For this research, secondary quantitative data from the National Survey of Student Engagement
(NSSE) was used. The NSSE was developed and is administered by the Indiana University Center for
Postsecondary Research. The NSSE is administered only to first year and senior students at participating
universities to gauge student participation and engagement at a university (Nsse.indiana.edu, 2019).
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Measures
Dependent Variable
The DV in the study is supportive environment which is the sum of eight engagement indicators
as defined by the NSSE. The NSSE defines supportive environment as measuring “students’ perceptions
of how much their campus emphasizes services/activities that support their learning and development.”
The dependent variable is comprised of 8 questions. The questions in this index include, “How much
does your institution emphasize the following...”, 1) providing support to help students succeed
academically; 2) using learning support services; 3) encouraging contact among student from different
backgrounds; 4) providing opportunities to be involved socially; 5) Providing support for your overall
well-being; 6) helping you manage your non-academic responsibilities; 7) attending campus activities
and events; 8) attending events that address important social, economic, or political issues.
Independent Variables
The self-reported independent variables (IV) in this study include gender, race, sexual
orientation and first-generation status, and living situation. Other IVs included student-faculty
interactions, quality of interactions, and discussions with diverse others which were indexed variables.
The student-faculty interaction IV measures how both formal and informal interactions with
faculty, as defined by the NSSE, “model intellectual work, promote mastery of knowledge and skill, and
help students make connections between their studies and their future plans.” This variable consists of
four index questions. The questions include: “During the current school year, about how often have you
done the following...” 1) Talked about career plans with a faculty member, 2) Worked with a faculty
member on activities other than coursework (committees, student groups, etc.), 3) Discussed course
topics, ideas, or concepts with a faculty member outside of class, and 4) Discussed your academic
performance with a faculty member.
The quality of interactions IV measures which individuals on campus students have positive,
supportive relationships with. This IV consists of five index questions. The questions ask students to
indicate the quality of your interactions with the following people at the institution: 1) Students, 2)
Academic Advisors, 3) Faculty, 4) Student services staff (career services, student activities, housing, etc.),
and 5) Other administrative staff and offices (registrar, financial aid, etc.).
Discussions with Diverse Others is the last IV. It measures the relative frequency with which
students interact across differences in and out of the classroom. This IV also includes four index
questions. These questions included asking students during the school year how often they about
discussions with people from the following groups: 1) People of a race or ethnicity other than your own,
2) People from an economic background other than your own, 3) People with religious beliefs other
than your own, and 4) People with political views other than your own.
Results
Descriptive Statistics
Dependent Variables
Referring to Table 1, the mean for the supportive environment index was 22.01. With a variable
range of 8 to 32, with a higher mean representing more support, means that on average students felt
that the support from their institution was quite high. This mean also represents that students on
average answered that their institutions emphasized support in various areas between “some” and
“quite a bit” of the time.
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Independent Variables
Illustrated in Table 1 are the demographic characteristics of the students who took the NSSE in
2017 at a comprehensive university in the Midwest. Looking at this data, what is most interesting is that
almost two-thirds of the sample (66.7%) identified as first-generation. The First Generation Foundation
conducted a study in 2010 that reported nationally about 50% of students in college, and 30% of
incoming freshmen are first-generation.
Other notable characteristics of the students included that over two-thirds identified as female,
and over 90% identified as White, and heterosexual. Given the location of the university and Midwest
culture, these are not unusual findings, but they may have important implications for this project given
previous literature.
Looking at the indexed variables in Table 1, both quality of interactions and discussions with
diverse others yielded interesting results. Quality of interactions had a range of 5-35, with an average of
26.52. This means that on average, students felt the quality of their interactions were in the average to
slightly above average range, and that students were having many high-quality interactions on campus
overall. The mean for discussions with diverse others was 10.94. This means that on average students
reported the frequency with which they had discussions with people of differing identities and
experiences was between “sometimes” and “often” during the current school year. This is particularly
interesting given the homogeny of the campus.
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics.

Table 1 description: Table provides “valid percent/mean” for descriptive statistics.

Bivariate Correlation
Referring to Table 2, bivariate analysis showed that six out of the nine variables hypothesized to
be associated with supportive environment were correlated. Of those six, four had a significant
correlation including quality of interactions, student-faculty interactions, discussions with diverse others
and gender. The most interesting finding in this table however is the academic class variable. While this
correlation was weak, it showed that Freshman viewed the campus as more supportive compared to
Senior students. While this finding parallels previous literature, it is interesting to note how this
institution may not be providing enough resources to Senior students to help them feel more cared for
and supported by the campus.
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Table 2. Bivariate Correlations.

Table 2 description: Table provides “Pearson’s R” for bivariate correlations.

Multivariate Analysis
As shown in Table 3, linear regression was conducted to analyze the relationship between the
dependent variable, supportive environment, and the independent variables. The ANOVA test for the
model indicates that overall, there is a significant relationship between supportive environment and the
independent variables (sig.=.000). Therefore, we can reject a null hypothesis that would state all B
values are zero. The adjusted R squared for the model indicates that 19.8% of the variation in supportive
environment can be explained by the independent variables. The analysis shows that four out of the
nine independent variables presented are significant. These were: gender, student-faculty interactions,
quality of interactions, and discussions with diverse others. In the analysis, three out of the four
presented significance at the p<.001 level which were the three indexed independent variables: studentfaculty interactions, quality of interactions, and discussions with diverse others.
Table 2. Bivariate Correlations.

Table 2 description: Table provides “Pearson’s R” for bivariate correlations.
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Table of Hypotheses Outcomes
Hypothesis 1 (Student Faculty Interactions)

Data Supported: p<.001

Hypothesis 2 (Quality of Interactions)

Data Supported: P<.001

Hypothesis 3 (Discussion with Diverse Others)

Not Supported

Hypothesis 4 (Academic Class)

Not Supported

Hypothesis 5 (Living Situation)

Not Supported

Hypothesis 6 (Gender)

Data Supported: p<.05

Hypothesis 7 (First-Generation Status)

Not Supported

Hypothesis 8 (Sexual Orientation)

Not Supported

Hypothesis 9 (Race)

Not Supported

Discussion
While previous research has begun to examine factors relating to perceptions of supportive
environments on college campuses, very few studies have used a supportive environment variable as a
test variable rather than a control. This study specifically used a supportive environment variable
comprised of 8 index questions from 2017 NSSE data to see what factors relate to a supportive
environment at one comprehensive midwestern university. While not all of the IVs were significantly
related to the dependent variable, there are a few notable takeaways from this study.
For student-faculty interactions, students who had more frequent interactions with faculty
reported higher scores for the supportive environment index questions. This is not surprising, since it
was found that when students are able to make better connections with their faculty, they feel more
comfortable in the classroom and in their overall surroundings, which in turn make them feel more
comfortable and supported on campus (Umbach & Wawrzynski, 2005). Following the theory guiding this
study, this suggests that when students feel a sense of belonging on campus they feel more supported.
Multiple studies have confirmed these findings, stating that students who had more frequent
interactions with faculty had perceptions of their college campus as more supportive and a more
positive college experience overall (Belcheir, 2003; Cotten and Wilson. 2006; Umbach & Wawrzynski,
2005).
Quality of Interactions was another variable which had the research hypothesis confirmed.
Specifically, the higher that students rated the quality of their interactions with others on campus, the
more they perceived the campus environment to be supportive. While the research on quality of
interactions is scarce, one study by Cotten & Wilson concluded that quality of interactions is just as, if
not more important, than the frequency of interactions (2006). However, just because interactions are
frequent, does not mean they are positive. It is important to understand how students perceive their
interactions to be positive or negative because as a sense of belonging theory states, much of the sense
of belonging that students feel is related to the social area of their lives. If students are feeling valued,
respected, and supported in these interactions, they will in turn feel more connected to their campus
and feel that their campus cares about them (Brown, Morning, & Watkins, 2005). This finding also
resonates with Schlossberg’s (1989) mattering and marginality theory which outlines that in their higher
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education environment, students need to feel like they matter in order to become involved and invested
in the campus.
Discussions with diverse others was also significantly related to perceptions of a supportive
campus environment. Contrary to the research hypothesis, this study found that the more that students
had discussions with others from different races, backgrounds and socioeconomic class, the more they
perceived the campus environment as supportive. Pike and Kuh originally found that neither the
diversity of the campus nor the amount of interactions with diverse others was related to how students
view the campus environment (2006). However, relating these findings to sense of belonging theory, it
could be postulated that when students interact with diverse others, they feel that others from diverse
backgrounds encounter some of the same experiences as them, which makes them feel more accepted.
They may also feel a sense of diversity, respect, and value for other lived experiences which gives them a
better feeling of belonging and community.
The last variable significantly related to a supportive environment was gender. Supporting the
research hypothesis, women rated the campus environment as more supportive compared to men and
all other gender identities. These findings align with previous research which has found that men see a
campus environment and their relationships as less supportive compared to women (Inkelas et al, 2006;
Nelson Laird & Niskodé-Dossett, 2010). It is also consistent with the findings that women feel a greater
sense of belonging to the campus environment than men (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 2017). The findings of
this study could suggest that women feel a stronger sense of support and belonging on campus because
they are surrounded by others like them, and that college campuses are moving in directions that
further give women equal rights and opportunity. They could also point to the experiences on campus
for men as well, meaning that men may experience societal pressures that inhibit them from seeking
help or support, leading them to feel less supported compared to women.
Originally in the bivariate correlations, living arrangements were significantly correlated to a
supportive environment, but after running a multivariate analysis, it seems that the relationship is a
spurious one. One confounding variable that may mediate this relationship is academic class. Since
students at the university where this data was taken from requires first-year students to live on campus,
unless they have family within a thirty-mile radius, it may be that since freshmen are more than likely to
be on campus, and residence halls try to foster more interaction and engagement, they receive more
support since it is more accessible to them. However, when a preliminary analysis was run to compare
freshmen to senior students who live on and off-campus, the sample sizes for freshmen living offcampus and seniors living on-campus was not large enough to accurately measure any valid relationship
if there was one. Had the sample sizes been bigger, the linear model could have explored the research
hypothesis regarding living arrangements in the preliminary analysis to find if students who live on
campus (freshmen in this case), would find the campus environment more supportive (Graham, Hurtado
& Gonyea, 2018).
While there were some interesting findings from this study, there were some variables which
were hypothesized to have a relationship with the dependent variable but did not. These were firstgeneration status, sexual orientation, living arrangements (as discussed above), and race/ethnicity.
Given the wider breadth of literature findings on demographic factors like sexual orientation and
race/ethnicity, it was interesting to find that these variables did not have stronger relationships with
supportive environment. Like the sense of belonging theory suggests, students feel like they belong on
campus when they are supported, cared for, accepted, valued and respected. Since all the test groups in
the variables studied only compromised a small percentage of the samples (e.g. only 5.5% of all students
identified as non-heterosexual), it was surprising to see that these variables did not have any significant
effect on supportive environment in the analyses. This could mean that the campus provides adequate
academic, social, and emotional support for these groups of students. However, given the research, it
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seems more likely that with a campus as homogenous as the one in this study, there was more likely an
issue with the underrepresentation and sample size.
Even though there are important findings from this study, there are also some important
limitations. First, given that the data used was only taken from one university, the findings cannot be
generalized to all universities across the country. They may be used for practice at this specific university
and universities similar in geographic location, size and demographics, but given the unique
characteristics of this university, we cannot generalize the findings to other institutions. Second, the
sample size for some of the groups (non-heterosexual students and non-white students) was just large
enough to use as a comparison. With such a small sample size, it can be hard to claim any relationship
between these variables and the dependent variable. Third, the NSSE was only administered to
freshmen and senior students. On college campuses, particular attention is paid to how first-year
students transition into college, and how senior students transition out. When excluding sophomore and
junior students, we may miss important findings that demonstrate how a large portion of the student
population that is in a critical midway point of their higher education experience feel they are being
supported by their college/university. Lastly, the analysis techniques used for this study required
recoding variables. When recoding variables as dichotomous, it can over-simplify the categories which
could miss important information that could differentiate the differences between how students who
identify as male, or gender queer for example may experience the supportiveness of the campus
differently.
Conclusion
Taken together, these findings have important implications for the campus used in this study, as
well as other campuses that are similar in size and composition. First, campuses should encourage and
provide students more opportunities to meet and interact with faculty, staff, and others from diverse
backgrounds given the findings. Students only answered on average that they “sometimes” had
interactions with faculty in and outside the classroom, that the quality of their interactions was only
slightly above average, and they “sometimes” had discussions with diverse others. This means that
campuses need to put more weight into examining these areas of student interaction.
While often it can be hard to encourage more contact among students with faculty/staff and
diverse others, the findings from this study make it clear that universities need to institute more policies,
practices, and/or activities that allow for more positive and productive interactions for students with
different groups around campus. If campuses can work to encourage and facilitate more of these
interactions, they could foster a more supportive environment for students, which would make students
less likely to withdraw from university (Johnson et al, 2014).
How colleges and universities implement strategies for greater, more positive contact among
students and faculty and students with diverse others does not have to be complex to make an impact.
For example, one study done by Fuentes, Ruiz Alvarado, Berdan and DeAngelo found that first-year
students who had interactions with faculty had more meaningful interactions with faculty throughout
their college career and received greater faculty mentorship (2014). In practice, this could mean that
colleges/universities require first-year students to meet with faculty and/or other staff on campus
multiple times throughout their first year to help them through their transition into university.
Interactions with faculty and staff are particularly important because they can also provide forms of
capital from Yosso’s (2005) theory on Community Cultural Wealth, such as navigational, social or even
linguistic capital. This capital from faculty and staff can help not only first-year students but also firstgeneration students, students of color, students from low income backgrounds, students with
disabilities and historically marginalized and oppressed groups of students in obtaining knowledge about
their environment, such as how to utilize campus resources or what resources may even be available to
them to help them feel more comfortable and familiar with their environment.
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As in the case on the campus where this data was collected from, students are not required to
meet with any faculty, only academic advisors when a student is undeclared. If they are undeclared,
they meet with a general academic advisor. In this instance, it would be useful for faculty and staff to be
required to ask students questions beyond class sign-up such as asking about their general well-being, if
they are having any sort of problems/conflicts, or if they can get them connected with other staff on
campus regarding changing/declaring majors, participating in an internship, or maybe a study abroad
experience. While some faculty and staff may already take it upon themselves to ask these questions
from students, it is not required. Therefore, requiring this quality of interaction could greatly benefit
students’ well-being and sense of belonging.
The findings and implications of this study suggest that there is still more research needed in
this area of higher education. There is very little research that looks specifically at how a supportive
environment is a specific outcome of interactions with other variables on a college campus. From this
study we see that there are clear relationships that describe how various interactions and demographics
affect how students rate the campus environment as supportive. If colleges and universities wish to
increase their retention and graduation rates, examining how students feel supported will be an
important variable to consider. When students feel like they are being supported, valued, and cared for,
they feel like they belong to the environment which is important not only for student academic
outcomes, but also for students’ well-being and intentions to continue with their higher education
(Brown, Morning, & Watkins 2005).
References
American Institutes for Research. (n.d.). School Climate. Retrieved from
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/safe-and-healthy-students/school-climate
Beemyn, B. G. (2005). Making Campuses More Inclusive of Transgender Students. Journal of Gay & Lesbian
Issues In Education, 3(1), 77-87.
Belcheir, M. (2003). The Campus Environment as Viewed through the Lens of the National Survey of Student
Engagement (Rep. No. BSU-RR-2003-01). Boise, ID: Boise State Univ., Office of Institutional Assessment.
Brown, A. R., Morning, C., & Watkins, C. (2005). Influence of African American Engineering Student
Perceptions of Campus Climate on Graduation Rates. Journal of Engineering Education, 94(2), 263–271.
Cotten, S., & Wilson, B. (2006). Student-faculty Interactions: Dynamics and Determinants. Higher Education,
51(4), 487-519.
Demetriou, C., Meece, J., Eaker-Rich, D., & Powell, C. (2017). The Activities, Roles, and Relationships of
Successful First-Generation College Students. Journal of College Student Development, 58(1), 19-36.
Dwyer, T. (2017). Persistence in higher education through student-faculty interactions in the classroom of a
commuter institution. Innovations in Education & Teaching International, 54(4), 325-334.
Fuentes, M., Ruiz Alvarado, A., Berdan, J., & DeAngelo, L. (2014). Mentorship Matters: Does Early Faculty
Contact Lead to Quality Faculty Interaction? Research in Higher education, 55(3), 288-307.
First Generation Foundation. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.firstgenerationfoundation.org/
Garvey, J. C., & Rankin, S. R. (2015). The Influence of Campus Experiences on the Level of Outness Among
Trans-Spectrum and Queer-Spectrum Students. Journal of Homosexuality, 62(3), 374-393.
Graham, P., Hurtado S., & Gonyea, R. (2018) The Benefits of Living on Campus: Do Residence Halls Provide
Distinctive Environments of Engagement? Journal of Student Affairs Research and Practice, 55(3), 255269.
Inkelas, K. K., Vogt, K. E., Longerbeam, S. D., Owen, J., & Johnson, D. (2006). Measuring Outcomes of LivingLearning Programs: Examining College Environments and Student Learning and Development. JGE: The
Journal of General Education, 55(1), 40–76.

Page 63

Johnson, D. M., Edgar, L. D., Shoulders, C. W., Graham, D. L., & Rucker, K. J. (2016). Relationship between
Engagement and Satisfaction among Seniors at a Mid-South Land Grant University. College Student
Journal, 50(3), 335–346.
Johnson, D., Wasserman, T., Yildirim, N., & Yonai, B. (2014). Examining the Effects of Stress and Campus
Climate on the Persistence of Students of Color and White Students: An Application of Bean and Eaton’s
Psychological Model of Retention. Research in Higher Education, 55(1), 75–100.
Kortegast, C. A. (2017). “But it’s Not the Space that I Would Need”: Narrative of LGBTQ Students’
Experiences in Campus Housing. Journal of College & University Student Housing, 43(2), 58–71.
Lei, S. A. (2016). Institutional Characteristics Affecting the Educational Experiences of Undergraduate
Students: A Review of Literature. Education, 137(2), 117–122.
Li, Y., Sheely M. C., & Whalen D.F. (2005). “Contributors to Residence Hall Student Retention: Why Do
Students Choose to Leave or Stay?” Journal of College and University Student Housing, 33(2), 28–36.
Locks, A. M., Hurtado, S., Bowman, N. A., & Oseguera, L. (2008). Extending Notions of Campus Climate and
Diversity to Students’ Transition to College. Review of Higher Education, 31(3), 257-285.
Maramba, D. C. (2008). Understanding Campus Climate through the Voice of Filipina/O American College
Students. College Student Journal, 42(4), 1045-1060.
Meeuwisse, M., Severiens, S. E., & Born, M. P. (2010). Learning Environment, Interaction, Sense of Belonging
and Study Success in Ethnically Diverse Student Groups. Research in Higher Education, 51(6), 528-545.
Museus, S. D., Yi, V., & Saelua, N. (2017). The Impact of Culturally Engaging Campus Environments on Sense
of Belonging. Review of Higher Education, 40(2), 187–215.
Nelson Laird, T. F. & Niskodé-Dossett, A. S. (2010). How Gender and Race Moderate the Effect of Peer
Interactions across Difference on Student and Faculty Perceptions of the Campus Environment. The
Review of Higher Education, 33(3), 333-356.
Nsse.indiana.edu. (2019). NSSE Engagement Indicators. [online] Available at:
http://nsse.indiana.edu/html/engagement_indicators.cfm [Accessed 15 Feb. 2019].
O’Keeffe, P. (2013). A Sense of Belonging: Improving Student Retention. College Student Journal, 47(4), 605–
613.
Park, J. J., Denson, N., & Bowman, N. A. (2013). Does Socioeconomic Diversity Make a Difference? Examining
the Effects of Racial and Socioeconomic Diversity on the Campus Climate for Diversity. American
Educational Research Journal, 50(3), 466-496.
Pike, G.R., & Kuh, G. D. (2005). First- and Second-Generation College Students: A Comparison of Their
Engagement and Intellectual Development. Journal of Higher Education, 76(3), 276-300.
Pike, G. R. & Kuh, G. D. (2006). Relationships among Structural Diversity, Informal Peer Interactions and
Perceptions of the Campus Environment. The Review of Higher Education 29(4), 425-450.
Schlossberg, N. K. (1989). Marginality and mattering: Key issues in building community. New Directions for
Student Services, 1989(48), 5–15. doi: 10.1002/ss.37119894803
Smith, J. M., & Lucena, J. C. (2016). Invisible innovators: how low-income, first-generation students use their
funds of knowledge to belong in engineering. Engineering Studies, 8(1), 1-26.
Stebleton, M. J., Soria, K. M., & Huesman, R. L. (2014). First-Generation Students’ Sense of Belonging, Mental
Health, and Use of Counseling Services at Public Research Universities. Journal of College Counseling,
17(1), 6–20.
Strayhorn, T. (2012). College students’ sense of belonging: A key to educational success for all students. New
York, NY: Routledge.
Tachine, A. R., Cabrera, N. L., & Bird, E. Y. (2017). Home Away From Home: Native American Students’ sense
of Belonging During Their First Year in College. Journal of Higher Education, 88(5), 785-807.
Tetreault, P.A., Fette, R., Meidlinger, P. C., & Hope, D. (2013). Perceptions of Campus Climate by Sexual
Minorities. Journal of Homosexuality, 60(7), 947-964.

Page 64

Umbach, P.D. & Wawrzynski, M.R. (2005). Faculty do Matter: The Role of College Faculty in Student Learning
and Engagement. Research in Higher Education, 46(2), 153-184.
University of Wisconsin- La Crosse. (n.d.). Student Success: The Role of Instructors. Retrieved from
https://www.uwlax.edu/academic-affairs/student-success/#tab-retention
Woodford, M. R., & Kulick, A. (2015). Academic and Social Integration on Campus Among Sexual Minority
Students: The Impacts of Psychological and Experiential Campus Climate. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 55(1/2), 13-24.
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural wealth.
Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91. https://doi.org/10.1080/1361332052000341006

Page 65

Gender Disparities in Ghana’s Tertiary Education System
Kimberly Christel
New York University

Introduction
This paper will examine gender disparities in Ghana’s tertiary education [1] system and make the
case that, while a great deal of progress has been made, gender inequality remains an issue that must
continue to be monitored. The author of this paper had the pleasure of participating in a short-term,
faculty-led, study abroad experience in Ghana in March of 2019 as part of a 3-credit course that
examined global perspectives in higher education. The purpose of the course was to learn how higher
education is structured in Ghana and some of the challenges and innovations surrounding higher
education. During this study abroad course, the author, along with a group of their peers, visited five
universities – two public, one technical (also public), and two private. The author and their classmates
met with administrators to learn about the administrative processes and challenges in tertiary education
in Ghana and also had opportunities to speak to students.
During their time in Ghana, the author decided to examine women’s issues, particularly gender
disparities that exist in tertiary education. This was inspired by some research the author found prior to
the trip that focused on gender-based affirmative action, a lack of female figures as faculty, and the
phenomenon of treating sex for grades as a quid pro quo. The purpose of this paper is to present a
review of literature synthesized with the author’s observations and experiences visiting universities in
Ghana. While the author’s observations are subjective and limited by their own paradigm and biases, it
is nonetheless worth including alongside the literature, as a way of complimenting the limitations of
research. For example, despite the claims in research that women face many disparities in tertiary
education, the author met several women in high, administrative positions, such as deans and directors.
The author also spoke to a few female students who shared their own positive experiences attending
tertiary education. Certainly, the few interactions the author had with students and administrators
cannot accurately represent tertiary education in Ghana, nor should it be used to refute any of the
existing literature. However, the decision to include the author’s experiences may help to give a fuller,
more holistic interpretation of gender disparities in Ghana.
This paper will first, briefly explore the sociocultural factors that affect women’s participation in
tertiary education in Ghana. It will then discuss the problems women face when they enter tertiary
education, how different types of institutions are serving women, and the progress that women have
made. This paper will end with an overview and predictions for the future.
Background: Sociocultural Factors that Affect Women
Before examining tertiary education, it is worth briefly exploring the larger roles women play in
Ghanaian society. Women in Ghana have largely participated in more traditional gender roles, such as
childrearing, cooking, and maintaining the home, while men have been viewed as The head of the house
and are expected to work and provide for his family. However, it should be noted that despite this
traditional role imposed upon women, they do not just stay home, but are “highly visible in activities
involving sales or trading and constitute 89 percent of workers in this sector” (Prah, 1996, p. 412).
Indeed, the author saw many women wading through traffic to sell pastries and other street foods, and
visited a few markets in which many women were selling art, textiles, and household supplies.
Although women are largely present in the market and are considerably powerful players, this
does not mean that they have achieved equality or that they could not benefit from tertiary education.
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In “Women’s Studies in Ghana” Mansah Prah (1996) discusses the need for women’s studies in tertiary
education, pointing to the status of women in Ghana as one reason:
Ghanaian law recognizes women’s rights to their separate property and their freedom to enter
into transactions of their own. Yet this de jure equality does not reflect reality for the majority of
Ghanaian women. Compared to men, women in Ghana suffer heavier time burdens and enjoy fewer
productive resources…Because they lack education, training, and skills, the majority of women remain in
agriculture and selling. Women in Ghana are disproportionately concentrated in the informal sector of
the economy, where they are generally self-employed (p. 412).
What Prah describes highlights the obstacles women have faced in the workforce. However,
since 1996, there have been some changes. For example, Bosak, Eagly, Diekman, & Sczesny (2018)
discuss the changing of social and labor force trends based on gender. Between 1960 and 2010,
women’s participation in the labor force has increased from 54.5% to 70% (Bosak et al., 2018). In
addition to changes in the labor market, perceptions of gender roles and stereotypical traits have been
shifting as well. There has been a noticeable shift in women’s adoption of masculine personality and
cognitive traits and a small shift in men’s adoption of more feminine personality and physical traits
(Bosak et al., 2018). These changes are important to note and suggest that the role for women in tertiary
education is also changing. In fact, the percentage of women who have never attended school has
decreased significantly from 83% to 28.3% (Bosak et al., 2018). Despite the increased participation in the
labor force and tertiary education, gender disparities still exist, and they have an impact on women’s
access to and experience in tertiary education. The next section of this paper will illustrate such
disparities by examining how women are accessing education and who is being left behind.
Women in Tertiary Education: Who has Access and Where?
Women in Ghana have historically had less access to tertiary education than their male
counterparts; it is such an issue that the government and universities have tried to intervene with
policies and programs specifically catered to women, as Francis Atuahene (2014) explains:
Realizing the existing gender-based disparities, successive governments, in collaboration with
universities, have put in place several affirmative action policies to increase female participation
at the tertiary education levels. For example, public universities have introduced affirmative
action policies to close the gender disparity gap by relaxing admissions standards for female
applicants. However, this policy has encountered considerable degree of opposition from
individuals, who believe that relaxing admission standards for women gives the negative
impression that female students are not academically as competitive as their male counterparts.
Some groups of students have also expressed their opposition to the policy viewing it as
reinforcing reverse discrimination. Regardless, the objective of this policy is to bridge the gender
representation gap that has existed for several years (p. 227).
Atuahene (2014) further explains that although gender parity has not been achieved, there is
data that shows that gender-based affirmative action has contributed to an increase in female
participation rates in tertiary education.
Upon the author’s visit to University of Ghana (UG), the administrators stated that they practice
gender-based affirmative action. When the author asked for more information on affirmative action,
they were told that the goal is to admit 50% men and 50% women; however, it was not explained how
close they were to achieving such a goal, nor were more details about the process given. Despite the
efforts of public universities such as UG, the reasons behind the gender disparity in access are complex.
In addition to the traditional gender roles placed on women, factors such as the quality of high schools,
geographic location, and socioeconomic status (SES) play a large role in access. Only 15% of high schools
in Ghana manage to send their students to universities (ASHESI Counseling and Coaching team
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members. (2019, March 21) Personal Presentation). From the author’s observation at UG, it appeared
that students from well-endowed high schools were more likely to attend than those from less endowed
high schools, despite university efforts to accept students from less endowed schools. In addition, upon
asking a group of students why they chose UG, two answers emerged as a general consensus: reputation
and location.
In regards to reputation, the prestigious University of Ghana is often viewed as the university to
attend. Being the first university established in Ghana and offering a large number of programs in
sciences and humanities, UG is the elite, Harvard of Ghana. Although the author did speak to students
from other universities who expressed preference in attending their university over UG, it was not
uncommon for UG to be mentioned when discussing university selections. In regards to location, UG is
fairly easy to access for those in the populated capital of Accra. A few students shared that UG was the
best option for them due to living in close proximity to the school. For a student living in a rural region
outside of Accra, the reality of attending UG would strongly depend on their test scores for entry (which
may also depend on the quality of their high school and how well it can prepare them) or their ability to
pay fees, which would depend on their SES.
For students from a lower SES, they would not have to pay tuition to attend a public school such
as UG; however, they would still need the financial resources to travel to their selected university and
afford general living expenses. For students from a higher SES, even if they don’t have the highest test
scores, they could still gain admittance as fee-paying students. In summation, students who are
attending public universities are mostly coming from privileged backgrounds, or have the right test
scores and live in close proximity to their university. It is clear that despite the increase in the number of
women attending universities, only a select group of the Ghanaian population are accessing tertiary
education[2].
The role private universities serve in providing women access to tertiary education is a
complicated one. Although public universities are much sought after due to their reputation and free
tuition, they simply do not have the capacity or financial resources to serve the population that is
seeking tertiary education. Private universities, therefore, can serve as another option for students who
are not granted access to public institutions or are simply looking for a different experience. During their
time studying in Ghana, the author was able to visit two private universities: Central University (CU) and
ASHESI University. These two universities stand out for providing different experiences than public
universities.
Central University, for example, is a private, religious, open university. As an open university, it
will not turn away students because of low test scores. Anyone can attend so long as they can afford the
tuition[3] or qualify for scholarships and payments plans. In this case, a student from a less endowed
school who did not receive high test scores and may come from a lower SES may be able to attend CU
with financial aid. CU also offers a different classroom experience than a large, public university such as
UG. A group of architecture students shared with the author that CU is the only other school (besides
UG) that offers an architecture program. What the CU students appreciated about this architecture
program, in comparison to UG, is that they get to attend small classes where they feel comfortable
approaching professors when they do not understand the material.
Although CU has qualities that make it attractive to some students, the university also has many
limitations which may still turn away a number of students, and therefore does not solve the issue of
gender inequity. It should be noted, for example, that CU is categorized as a Christian school. While it is
not a requirement for students to attend church or participate in prayers, and while the university does
have a number of Muslim students attending, such an environment may be a deterrent for students who
do not identify as Christian or do not want to attend a religious institution. For this reason, CU may only
appeal to certain students, and therefore, may not be serving much more of a wider population of
women than public universities such as UG.
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When it comes to other private institutions, such as ASHESI, access may be even more limited.
Founded by Patrick Awuah, who spent a considerable amount of time in the U.S. [4], ASHESI is a very
uniquely Americanized university that caters to the elite. Upon entering the campus for the first time,
the author was immediately impressed by the facilities; the small grass quad in the center of campus cut
with walkways, the stone ledges, and the academic buildings with large windows all were reminiscent of
a small, American, liberal arts college. During the tour of the campus, the author and their peers were
informed of the campus-wide green initiative to ban Styrofoam, use solar panels, and provide reusable
water bottle filling stations. The author was informed by administration that ASHESI emphasizes career
development with a 4-year career curriculum, complete with job shadowing, internships, and resume
workshops. ASHESI was also the only school the author visited that discussed a mandatory health
screening, as well as optional sex education which included providing condoms and having
conversations about sexual harassment. Indeed, ASHESI stood out with its facilities, curriculum, and
Westernized language.
While all of these services would do well to close the gender gap, ASHESI is not as accessible as
the other universities the author visited. With tuition costing approximately $4,900 per semester,
ASHESI appeals to and is more accessible for the elite. In regards to financial aid, ASHESI, with the
assistance of outside funding, is able to provide some scholarships that cover full tuition or partial
tuition, such as 80% and 50% of tuition. The administrators mentioned that there is an effort to recruit
students from more rural areas as well. It is, therefore, quite possible for women from a lower SES to
receive considerable financial aid to attend ASHESI and reap the benefits of the university, including
career advisement that could lead to social mobility. However, ASHESI is a very small school of only
1,000+ students. With public schools already not having the capacity to take in all Ghanaians seeking
tertiary education, ASHESI is hardly filling the gap in providing more access.
In review, while public and private universities do provide some balance in access to tertiary
education, women who come from more privileged backgrounds are more likely to obtain access.
Gender-based affirmative action has made a difference, but there are still disparities. However, access is
only one issue for women. When women do enter universities, one must ask what their experiences are
like. Do they face challenges that their male counterparts do not face?
Now What? What Issues Do Female Students Face and What Progress Has Been Made?
During the author’s brief, one week stay in Ghana, it was difficult for them to notice any gender
disparities. When they visited universities, they met women in positions of power in administration,
such as the dean at Central University, and they met female students who seemed content and
competent in their academic environment, forming bonds with their male and female peers. However, it
can be difficult to recognize inequities within a country during such a short visit. Unfortunately, despite
the positive roles the author witnessed women participating in, gender inequalities do exist in Ghana,
just as they exist in other countries around the world, such as the United States. Louise Morley (2011)
discusses gender-based issues in Ghana and Tanzania in the form of sexual harassment. “The most
common form of sexual harassment cited was the quid pro quo or sex-for-grades exchange in which
some male lecturers considered that they had a droit de seigneur, or patriarchal entitlement to the
sexual favours of their female students” (Morley, 2011. P. 103).
When the author spoke to one of the students at University of Ghana about the experiences of
female students, the topic of sex for grades did come up. The student told the author that sex for grades
was almost an issue of the past. Although there may still be isolated incidents occurring, the student
believed that such incidents could be reported at UG and that the administration would not stand for
such behavior. It is encouraging that this student believed in the UG administration and felt that sex for
grades was a very rare issue at her university.
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However, it is hard to say if this one student’s impression of this form of sexual harassment is
accurate or reflective of most students’ experiences. Unfortunately, Morley (2011) points out that issues
of sexual harassment are not always apparent and administration may be unresponsive to it:
Sexual harassment can involve both actual and symbolic violence, but is often hidden, silenced
and displaced. Difficulties with disclosure and the ongoing existence of sexual harassment raise
questions about how gender continues to be formed and reformed in the discursive, spatial and
temporal context of higher education. Management can often be complicit or dismissive, with
sexual harassment simultaneously recognized and ignored. Practices still appear to be
institutionalized despite the global policy architecture of gender mainstreaming – a strategy that
purports to make women’s and men’s experiences an integral dimension in the design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes (p. 103).
Morley (2011) further extrapolates that the lack of women in senior positions in tertiary
education contributes to a masculinized environment that fosters patriarchal entitlement. As
mentioned, the author of this paper did meet women in high positions in administration; however, they
hardly met any faculty during their time there, and they do not recall meeting any female faculty
members. According to Morley’s own research on faculty, “women professors are below 10% and
executive heads are below 5% in both countries [Ghana and Tanzania] (Singh, 2008)” (2011).
Although sexual harassment and an absence of female authority figures are serious issues in
Ghana’s tertiary educational system, governmental and institutional initiatives (in addition to affirmative
action) are being made. According to Prah (1996), Ghana has had a National Council on Women and
Development (NCWD) since 1975, and the University of Ghana has had the Development and Women’s
Studies Program (DAWS) at their Institute of African Studies since 1989. The University of Cape Coast
Women’s Caucus (UCCWOC) proposed the establishment of a women’s and gender studies center in
1995 as well (Prah, 1996). Although the author did not get to learn much about women’s studies when
visiting UCC or UG, it is important to note that these initiatives were started decades ago. One may
wonder if these initiatives contributed to some of the positive experiences current, female students
shared with the author.
Conclusion
More women have access to tertiary education in Ghana than ever before, and this may largely
be due to the changing of gender stereotypes and governmental and institutional initiatives such as
gender-based affirmative action and women’s studies. While they cannot represent the entire student
experience, the author met several female students who were optimistic about their experiences in
tertiary education, and they met confident, female administrators. Despite the progress that has been
made, tertiary education in Ghana is most accessible to women from a higher SES, a well-endowed high
school, or a central location in which a university is close by. While public and private schools may cater
or appeal more to different women and offer benefits such as free tuition or scholarships and lower
admissions standards, underprivileged women are still being largely underserved by universities in
Ghana. Although the author did not get to meet many faculty, according to Morley (2011), here is a lack
of female faculty. Sexual harassment, especially in the form of sex for grades, may still be a large issue
that is difficult to measure due to the silence of victims and the response or lack thereof from
administration (Morley, 2011).
These issues are rather similar to issues in higher education in the United States. According to
the U.S. Census Bureau (2018), women still make up the majority of the college, student population;
however, issues of sexual assault on campus remain a continually discussed, topic of contention, and
men continue to outnumber women in full-time, faculty positions (National Center for Education
Statistics, n.d.). The author predicts that Ghana will follow a similar pattern as the U.S.; women have and
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will continue to make progress in tertiary education. As more progress is made, gendered issues will
continue to arise in different forms. Gender equity may never be fully attained, but women in Ghana will
continue to make great strides in tertiary education which will lead to changes in their society. It is
important that we continue to examine tertiary education in Ghana to see if such progress is made.
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Footnotes
It should be noted that in Ghana, higher education is referred to as “tertiary education,” so this term
will be used.
[1]

[2]

The information from this paragraph is a summary of what was provided by various speakers at UG.
(University of Ghana administrators and students, (2019, March 18). Personal Presentation and
discussions.
[3]

Tuition at CU varies by each program. Some examples of approximate tuition per semester include
Business -$400, Sciences - $700, Law - $700, and Theology - $400 (Chief Finance Officer, (2019, March
19). Personal Presentation).
[4]

Patrick Awuah, founder of ASHESI University, received his Bachelor’s from Swarthmore College, his
MBA from U.C. Berkeley’s Haas School of Business, and also worked as the Program Manager for
Microsoft (ASHESI Foundation. (n.d.). retrieved from https://www.ashesi.org/about/our-teams/patrickawuah-biography/).
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Conflicting Opinions: Speech Rights and Student Protests on College Campuses
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Introduction
College students have a widespread history of exercising their rights to free speech through
protest as a means of expressing displeasure with the status quo. While some administrators consider it
a disruption to academic learning on college campuses, extensive research has found that student
activism as a form of involvement on campus lends itself to the development of leadership qualities that
contribute to being an agent of social change and higher levels of civic engagement (Biddix, 2014;
Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Kezar et al., 2017). In recent years, we have seen an increase in student
activism with the influx of Generation Z students (born between 1995 and 2010) on campus, much of it
geared toward the subject of the speech itself (NACAC, 2018; Seemiller & Grace, 2016; Selingo, 2018). In
the wake of heightened tensions in the country’s current political atmosphere, more students are
actively participating in activism and protests on campus, especially those geared toward social justice
and inclusion (NACAC, 2018). Students' speech rights have gained notoriety as controversial speakers
have been shouted down by student groups who classify the messages as hate speech. Some scheduled
events have even escalated to violence or canceled in advance to avoid that possibility at all (Darnell,
2018).
In response to these reactions, several institutions are working to balance speech protections
while maintaining an inclusive environment for students. Some states and universities, however, have
implemented or revised policies to protect freedom of expression regardless of its content in order to
uphold students’ First Amendment rights. Speech rights are actively debated by college administrators
and policymakers across the country in response to the increase in campus demonstrations and have
garnered attention from all sides of the political spectrum (Selingo, 2018). Though the First Amendment
provides the framework for the right to free speech, there is a divide on where the line, if any, should be
when it comes to protecting the freedom of speech on college campuses that is considered hateful or
offensive. The purpose of this article is to provide an overview of the conflicting opinions around speech
rights on college campuses and offer recommendations to higher education administrators working to
maintain a safe environment for students while complying with sanctioned free speech guidelines at
their respective institutions.
Protections Under the First Amendment
The concept of free speech seems simple when expressed as one succinct statement in the First
Amendment. In practice, it is one of the most intricate and contested rights on college campuses,
disputed among university administrators, governments, and even students themselves. Protections
under the First Amendment have been in place since the development of the U.S. Constitution:
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. (U.S. Const.
Amend I)
It is imperative to first define what is and is not protected under the First Amendment, which
broadly defines the right to free speech and protest, as well as peaceful assembly. While it permits
interpretation of time, place, and manner restrictions to speech for matters such as public safety,
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limitations cannot be made in response to the content of the speech itself (Combs, 2018). For example,
this means that an institution can prohibit a demonstration that blocks a public roadway but cannot
refuse a speaker on campus based on the content of his or her speech, even if it may be considered
hateful (Darnell, 2018).
Legally, very few types of speech are not protected under this amendment: threats, harassment,
and the incitement of illegal activity (Chemerinsky, 2018). Outside these restrictions, all speech is
protected by the U.S. Constitution. However, within higher education, it is important to note that First
Amendment rights are limited to state actors, which include public colleges and universities, but do not
include private universities that are not bound to uphold First Amendment rights. This means that a
private institution is well within its rights to impose speech codes, ban certain types of speech, and
prohibit student activism on their campuses in ways that public institutions cannot (Kaplin & Lee, 2014).
For the purposes of this article, discussion will be limited to public institutions unless otherwise noted.
It would be easy to categorize opinions regarding First Amendment rights under two schools of
thought: those who agree that free speech should be limited or restricted when it is considered hate
speech, and those who do not. Yet even the definition of hate speech is contested. Hate speech is
commonly considered as inflammatory or offensive language toward a specific person or group based
on identifying features such as race, sexual orientation, or religion (Harris & Ray, 2014). However,
because offensive language is subjective, this loose characterization is interpreted differently from
person to person. Legally, “hate speech” has no definition, but has repeatedly been upheld as protected
speech under the First Amendment, which does not prohibit derogatory language (Hobson, 2017).
A Brief History of Student Activism on Campus
While campus demonstrations shouting down speakers voicing hateful or offensive speech have
recently gained visibility, free speech has been a topic of conversation on campus for decades. One of
the most prominent examples of student protest was the Free Speech Movement of the 1960s, which
began at the University of California (UC), Berkeley in 1964. These protests stemmed from students’
disagreement with the UC Berkeley administration closing the free speech zone near campus that
students had utilized to recruit students to speak out against civil inequality during the civil rights
movement. After students’ speech rights were stifled in September, thousands of UC Berkeley students
staged a sit-in on campus to protest the administration’s decision. Peaceful protests by students
continued through December of that year while university leadership failed to compromise on their
decision to end the free speech zone. Finally, after more than 800 students had been arrested for nonviolent demonstrations on campus, the governing body at UC Berkeley agreed that “the content of
speech or advocacy shall not be restricted by the university” on December 8th, 1964 (Cohen, 2015, p.
306).
As the largest act of campus protest at the time, the Berkeley Free Speech Movement was a
significant win for the students at UC Berkeley, demonstrating that protest could be utilized to protect
students’ values and affect change (Cohen, 2015). The events of the movement have inspired college
students across the country to exercise their freedom of speech to protest issues from anti-war
sentiments, to tuition hikes, to gun violence. During apartheid in South Africa in 1985, students at
Columbia University protested the institution’s investments in South African companies that supported
the country’s segregation policies. Over three weeks, hundreds of students staged protests, hunger
strikes, and blockades to garner the attention of Columbia’s administration and convince them to divest
from South Africa. Ultimately, Columbia severed ties with stocks related to apartheid and became the
first major university to fully divest from South Africa. Not only was this a win for the student protestors,
but it brought attention to apartheid across the country and motivated dozens of other divestment
protests at institutions nationwide (Lee, 2016).
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Today, students continue to exercise their right to free speech by protesting policies and
principles that go against their values. The students of the free speech moments of the 1960s were
largely early baby boomers who grew up in the aftermath of World War II when the red scare loomed,
and Jim Crow laws were actively upheld. The students of today live in a world with similar social parallels
to those of the 1960s and continue to speak out against administrations - and even people - whose
values do not align with their own. However, there is a striking difference between this generation of
activists and those of the 1960s free speech movements: in some cases, students are even speaking out
against the speech itself (Selingo, 2018).
Free Speech Today: The Generation Z Experience
Research shows that there has been a marked generational shift in how the First Amendment,
and particularly, hate speech, is viewed (Eagan et al., 2016; Kueppers, 2016; Poushter, 2015). A 2015
poll by the Pew Research Center found that 40 percent of Americans aged 18-34 believe the
government should be able to limit offensive speech as compared to their Gen X (27 percent) and baby
boomer (24 percent) counterparts (Poushter, 2015). In just one generation, support for restricting hate
speech nearly doubled. In their 2016 book, Generation Z Goes to College, Corey Seemiller and Meghan
Grace discuss this new generation of students who began entering college around 2013. Generation Z is
considered the most racially diverse generation, and soon will be the largest living generation (Seemiller
& Grace, 2016).
Generation Z has grown up in a world where significant pieces of legislation like the Civil Rights
Act, the Voting Rights Act, and the Americans with Disabilities Act have always existed. They have
watched the racial makeup of the country continue to diversify, witnessed the nationwide legalization of
marriage equality, and watched more women and minorities advance to leadership roles. Generation Z
has been referred to as the “activist generation” who are more engaged with civic service and social
justice causes than their earlier peers (Jacoby, 2017). In the wake of a tragic shooting at their high school
in 2018, several Parkland High School students spoke out in favor of gun control and garnered
international attention around an urgent cause that directly impacted them, all before ever going to
college (Beckett, 2019). As digital natives with constant accessibility to news and current events, this
generation has grown up seeing how issues like immigration, gun and police violence, and policies that
affect marginalized communities impact the world around them. Generation Z is highly socially
motivated and cares deeply about equity and inclusion, which can be attributed both to the availability
of information about inequality and the diverse makeup of the generation itself (Seemiller & Grace,
2016). This, paired with nearly constant access to information, lends itself to an early introduction to
activism.
Politics and Student Speech
With the rise of political tensions in the country, students have become increasingly more
divided on the issue of free speech and how it should be protected on college campuses. According to a
2016 survey by the Knight Foundation of over 3,000 college students, 70 percent agree that free speech
should be protected, but that margin has narrowed since previous distributions of the survey (2016).
Additionally, 73 percent of college students indicate that policies should be put in place restricting the
use of intentionally offensive language (Knight Foundation, 2016). The 2016 survey even found that
protests regarding matters of diversity and inclusion are more frequent than demonstrations protecting
free speech (54 percent versus 22 percent, respectively) (Knight Foundation, 2016).
Students’ political leanings have also changed. A 2015 survey of over 140,000 incoming college
freshmen analyzed by the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California, Los
Angeles found that fewer students categorized their political leanings as “middle of the road” than in
the half-century history of the survey (Eagan et al., 2015, p. 4). This apparent political polarization
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parallels a surge in student activism. Additional data analyzed by HERI in 2016 notes that 8.5 percent of
students plan to participate in campus activism, which was identified as the highest rate of intended
activism in decades, outnumbering even the students surveyed in the height of political activism of the
late 1960s and 1970s (Eagan et al., 2016, p. 7; Kueppers, 2016). Other data have found similar increases
in student activism. The National Association of College Admissions Counselors (NACAC) issued a survey
to high school counselors in 2018 and found that over half have seen an increase in activism by their
student body (NACAC, 2018). Though there is no definitive evidence that explains this increase, nearly a
quarter of students indicated that political engagement was “very important” or “essential” to them
(Eagan et al., 2015, p. 9).
This collection of data indicates that not only have we seen an apparent shift in students’ values
but that we could see an increase in students speaking out against what they consider to be hateful or
offensive speech. This generation of students expects more than mere tolerance and fights for inclusion
(Seemiller & Grace, 2016). According to Seemiller and Grace (2016), Generation Z “believe[s] that
diversity is not only an asset but an essential factor in solving the world’s problems and... bringing
together different perspectives, experiences, and cultures makes a stronger society” (p. 87). These
students’ strong desire for equity and diversity may be an influential factor in their desire to speak out
against what they feel goes against their values.
Conflicting Attitudes Toward Speech Rights on Campus
A major learning objective of attending college is preparing to engage with democracy and being
introduced to opposing views and challenging ideas. College campuses should be designed for open
debate and discussion as civil discourse is imperative to the development of critical analysis and the
capability to meaningfully argue a position. Faculty and administrators must expose students to difficult
material to maximize their understanding of a subject, even if that subject is sensitive or uncomfortable,
if they wish to graduate students equipped with the ability to engage with disconcerting concepts
(Whittington, 2018). In many cases, students agree. The 2016 Knight Foundation survey found that most
college students still acknowledge that colleges should create an open learning environment where
students are exposed to all types of speech and viewpoints (2018, p. 9). Despite this, students are
standing up against what they consider to be hate speech and many do not agree that it should be
protected under the First Amendment (Knight Foundation, 2018). Because of the commitment to social
justice and equity by this generation, the rise in student activism geared at shutting down hateful and
offensive speech is not that surprising. UC Berkeley remains a key player in campus activism. Today,
however, many student demonstrations at the university are aimed at speakers and speech they find
offensive rather than for unbridled speech rights. Recently, students have protested the speeches of
speakers with whom their values do not align, including conservative commentator Ben Shapiro and
right-wing activist Milo Yiannopoulos, whose speech at Berkeley was canceled after violence broke out.
Before Yiannopoulos’ scheduled speech at UC Berkeley, masked agitators interrupted a group of
students protesting Yiannopoulos’ appearance, setting fire to campus and throwing fireworks at police
officers. The university was then forced to call off the speech to ensure the safety of students and
campus guests, though administrators regretted that they were forced to restrict free speech on a
campus that aims to uphold First Amendment speech protections for all (UC Berkeley, 2017).
Attitudes toward speech rights have shifted in this generation of college students, but legal
protections under the First Amendment have not. Even as students place less value on unrestricted free
speech, its place on campus has repeatedly been upheld by administrations and governments and
championed by groups founded to protect free speech. Because the First Amendment does not define
nor restrict hate speech, and public colleges are bound to uphold constitutional rights, campuses are
obligated to maintain speech rights on campus. Apart from the legal implications, there are strong
arguments for protecting free speech on campus. In her article on the importance of speech rights on
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campus, LaQuasha Combs (2018) argues that restricting free speech, regardless of content, is dangerous
because it may deter students from speaking their opinions at all. This may lead to a lack of civil
discourse and stifled learning outcomes in college (Combs, 2018).
Some university systems have adopted rules to protect speech regardless of its content. At the
University of Wisconsin, students are obliged to follow a “three strike policy” where they can be
suspended or expelled for disrupting the free expression of another student or speaker on campus
(University of Wisconsin, 2017). The University of North Carolina system, the state of Arizona, and
others have also put legislation in place to protect speech on their public college and university
campuses (State of Arizona HB 2563, 2018; University of North Carolina, 2017). Interestingly, the
University of Chicago, a private institution not subject to comply with the First Amendment, has
established one of the most stringent free speech policies in the country, stating that “concerns about
civility and mutual respect can never be used as a justification for closing off discussion of ideas'' (Stone
et al., 2014, p. 1). It is not to say that these policies seek to protect one type of speech over another;
after all, protesting a protestor is also a protected speech right. However, advocates of unrestricted free
speech on campus claim that disciplining those that disrupt speakers and free expression on campus will
decrease the likelihood that a campus demonstration will escalate to violence like at the event at UC
Berkeley (Combs, 2018).
In contrast, many colleges have implemented speech codes, or restrictions on speech by
location or by content, in order to maintain a safe environment. Proponents of speech codes argue that
these restrictions are necessary to protect students’ well-being while upholding speech protections
(Langford, 2006). Nearly one-tenth of all U.S. institutions have implemented free speech zones that
restrict free speech to a specific area on campus (Ceci & Williams, 2018). However, these speech codes
are often challenged as being unconstitutional when impeding the content of speech protected by the
First Amendment (Harris & Ray, 2014). In an effort to restrict hate speech on campus, the University of
Michigan has twice attempted to implement limitations on speech that demeans others on the basis of
race, gender, religion, and sexual orientation (Ceci & Williams, 2018). Their efforts were struck down
both in 1989 in Doe v. University of Michigan, and more recently, after they were sued by Speech First, a
civil liberties watchdog (Ceci & Williams, 2018; Slagter, 2018). The Foundation for Individual Rights in
Education (FIRE), an organization whose mission states that they “defend and sustain the individual
rights of students and faculty members at America’s colleges and universities,” publishes a yearly speech
code report that reviews the speech rights at more than 400 colleges and universities across the country
(FIRE, n.d., para 1). According to their most recent report, 28.3 percent of the 466 colleges analyzed
impose speech codes that infringe upon students’ rights to free speech, though this number has
decreased from the previous year’s report by 4 percent (FIRE, 2018-a., para 1). As of 2018, the University
of Michigan has earned a “red alert” by FIRE, which claims that the institution has at least one policy
that restricts the speech of students on campus (FIRE, 2018-b.).
Recommendations for Higher Education Administrators
Despite the pushback on campus speech codes, there are institutions still working to ensure
speech protections while maintaining an inclusive learning environment for students. Many articles offer
advice to college administrators and student affairs professionals about this delicate balancing act. For
example, Barbara Jacoby (2017) argues for “brave spaces,” which she defines as “environments where
there [is] trust and belief that students...can take the risks to share their views and explore big complex
questions openly and authentically” (p. 5). She claims that brave spaces are lines of communication
where meaningful learning occurs, and students are encouraged not only to share but to listen to each
other’s viewpoints (Jacoby, 2017). True development requires both challenge and support, and too
much of either is detrimental to students. According to Jacoby, brave spaces can exist as an equilibrium
for challenging opinions and allowing for inclusivity to coexist on campus (2017).
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Other suggestions include doing more to teach students about the value of free speech
beginning as early as freshman orientation and requiring seminar classes where students role-play or
write arguments for multiple sides of a controversial free speech argument to reflect on diverse
perspectives (Ceci & Williams, 2018). In their article, Ceci and Williams question why many institutions
expect incoming students to take pre-enrollment alcohol and sexual harassment awareness assessments
but most fail to touch on issues of racism or discrimination and the meaning of free speech on campus.
They argue that bringing speech protections - and their impact - to the forefront of discussion early in a
student’s college career will enhance speech rights “within the context of an inclusive, diverse
community,” (Ceci & Williams, 2018, p. 299). While these recommendations will likely not solve the
divide on speech protections, they may open a door to constructive communication that enhances,
rather than impedes, critical development and learning outcomes.
Campus administrators must recognize that student activism is a healthy, active form of
participation on campus. In their seminal 1993 article on student activism, Chambers and Phelps
highlight abundant research on the impact participation in extracurricular activities has on students’
personal development in college. Using the framework of Astin’s theory on student involvement, which
states that a student’s involvement on campus positively impacts their self-esteem and educational
satisfaction, Chambers and Phelps (1993) stress the importance of recognizing that student activism is a
form of involvement that supplements a holistic college experience.
In additional research, Klar and Kasser (2009) found that student activists reported higher life
satisfaction than non-activists, concluding that activism is positively associated with interpersonal
contentment and leads to stronger intrinsic motivation. This penchant for self-motivation found in their
study is significant as it reconfirms Astin’s theory that students who are actively involved in their own
development in college will seek out opportunities that lead to interpersonal growth (Astin, 1984, as
cited in Chambers & Phelps, 1993).
As previously stated, colleges should promote open communication where civil discourse can
help facilitate critical learning development. Handling hate speech on campus is no exception. Richard
Cohen, president of the Southern Poverty Law Center, spoke before the Committee on the Judiciary
United States Senate about hate speech in 2017. In his testimony, he agrees that colleges are obligated
to uphold First Amendment rights, but they are not bound to silence nor must they compose a neutral
response to hate speech on campus. In response to the political polarization on campuses and uptick in
student activism against white nationalism and hate speech, Cohen (2017) proposes that it is the
responsibility of everyone from campus administrators to elected officials to “repair the social norms
that are being frayed” (para 6). He argues that while viewpoints and the right to express them are
constitutionally protected, schools can and should take steps to respond against speech that goes
against the mission of the institution. He adds this advice for colleges:
We tell them to speak up, to draw attention to hope rather than hate. We suggest creating an
alternative event, to provide an open and accepting space for those who want to promote unity
rather than divisiveness. We tell leaders that it is their obligation to communicate to their
community that they stand for the values of inclusion, pluralism, and respect. (Cohen, 2017,
para 15)
For students that fundamentally defend values promoting inclusivity and social justice, this
condemnation of hate speech endorses the safe campus environment they seek. It does not eliminate
the existence of protected hate speech on campus, but it supplies a platform for institutions to exercise
their rights to free speech to speak out against that which goes against their values. With these findings
and recommendations in mind, campus administrators and student affairs professionals must help
facilitate positive learning outcomes for students by creating campus climates that encourage civic
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engagement and dissent while educating students about the critical impacts of both speech and
activism.
Conclusion
Speech protections on college campuses remain a controversial issue as the right to free speech
continues to be debated between students, administrators, and policymakers alike. Currently, there are
no definitive solutions as to how hate speech should be handled, if at all, on college campuses. The right
to practice free speech does not imply that hate speech is not offensive or repugnant. However, because
the First Amendment does not legally define nor restrict hate speech, and public colleges are bound to
sustain constitutional rights, campuses must uphold free speech on campus. The principles behind free
speech are a fundamental part of a university’s mission, which, in its most basic form, is to disseminate
knowledge (Whittington, 2018). An institution is not upholding its duty to students if it stifles the speech
of some, and ultimately, providing a disservice to its graduates if they are unable to engage with difficult
ideas.
Based on survey data surrounding students’ increased awareness and interest in activism, it is
unlikely that we will see a decrease in campus protests in the foreseeable future (NACAC, 2018). We
have seen a marked generational shift in how the First Amendment is viewed. Students appear to have
less attachment to unrestricted free speech rights, but protections under the U.S. Constitution are still
upheld. As speech protections remain an active issue on college campuses across the nation today, it is
reasonable that we will continue to see how this generation’s commitment to social justice impacts the
future of speech rights on campus.
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Introduction
There is a widespread belief that tertiary education in Ghana can meet the needs of national
development and, as such, higher education leaders should consider the needs of the labor market to
ensure alignment between college offerings and workforce needs (Bingab, Forson, Mmbali, & BaahEnnumh, 2016; British Council, 2016; National Council for Tertiary Education, 1998). For this reason, it is
of great interest to understand the relationship between tertiary schools and the Ghanaian workforce
and labor market. Understanding labor market outcomes for Ghanaian college graduates is also of great
benefit to Ghanaian students who hope to enter the workforce with increased economic gains after
graduating from college.
Tertiary education in Ghana is positioned to support the development of broad national needs,
such as social, health, economic, and infrastructure needs. Given the young history of liberated Ghana,
there is not a large enough workforce educated with the skills or knowledge needed to maintain or
develop their own infrastructure. The history of education in pre-liberated Ghana, under colonial rule,
consisted of learning low-level skills or professions in order to create a dependency on importing highlyskilled professionals to maintain the country’s infrastructure (as well as maintaining dependency on
colonial rule), according to Nat Nunoo Amarteifio, former mayor of Accra (N. Amarteifio, personal
interview, March 16, 2019). Currently, according to Amarteifio (2019), the mission of tertiary education
is to develop a workforce that can maintain or develop infrastructure. This is evident in programs like
University of Ghana’s Transform My Community and Ashesi University’s Leadership Seminar series,
where students identify community needs and collaborate with the non-educational sector to develop
infrastructure (N. Amarteifio, personal interview, March 16, 2019).
This paper conducts a review of the available research on Ghanaian tertiary education. Tertiary
education in Ghana is relatively new, compared to other tertiary education systems, with the first
university established in 1948 (Atuahene & Owusu-Ansah, 2013). Ghana has seen many developments in
higher education since its establishment but, like with any other system, Ghanaian tertiary education is
evolving to the needs of Ghanaians and Ghanaian society (Atuahene & Owusu-Ansah, 2013).
As a relatively new educational system, the mission of Ghanaian tertiary education has focused
greatly on economic advancement of Ghanaian graduates and therefore the Ghanaian workforce. This
research paper will review the role of Ghanaian tertiary education in the career development and
economic opportunities of its students by considering how academic programs are selected, what type
of career support students receive, and what work prospects students have upon completing college.
Research Methods
This paper pairs existing research with observations from my one week visit to Ghana during
spring of 2019. During the visit to Ghana, I interviewed students and administrators at several colleges,
universities, and tertiary education organizations. Interviews include constituents from University of
Ghana, Central University, Ashesi University, University of Cape Coast, Accra Institute of Technology, as
well as the Association of African Universities. Recurring themes observed throughout review of the
research and my interviews include the availability of academic programs and the way students enter
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particular programs, how students are prepared for entering the Ghanaian workforce, and what it is like
to navigate the Ghanaian workforce upon completion of a tertiary degree.
I visited Ghana with a diverse group of over 20 master’s students from a large, private, research
university. Before visiting, we read many articles about Ghanaian life, culture, and customs as well as
research on Ghanaian tertiary education. While we felt prepared to engage with Ghanaian students and
educational professionals during our visit, it is unclear whether we were prepared to process the
information we were collecting and whether we were prepared to make meaning of this information.
This being said, it is important to recognize the potential for this research to include assumptions or
expectations that are based on my engagement with American higher education. Efforts have been
made to ensure any claims or connections made throughout this paper are based on scholarly research
by Ghanaians or Ghanaian tertiary education experts as well as the thoughts and opinions of the
Ghanaian students and educational professionals who so willingly shared with our visiting group.
Another important aspect of my research relates to my role as an insider and outsider as I
conducted my research. Bourke (2014) explained the importance of positionality in conducting research
of groups of people with different social and personal identities than that of the researcher. At times I
felt like an insider, sharing similar personal and social identities as some of those with whom I
interviewed (Bourke, 2014). As a first-generation college student from a low-income background, who
also desires increased economic opportunity as the result of my studies, I felt a connection with many of
the students with whom I spoke. As an aspiring higher education administrator, I also felt a connection
with many of the educational professionals we interviewed. However, I also recognize my status as an
outsider was probably the most evident to those we interacted with as I was a foreigner from a
prestigious globally recognized university with the resources to participate in a study abroad trip. My
role as an outsider, however, may have contributed to an excitement and eagerness to share on behalf
of the students and staff with whom we interacted (Bourke, 2014). Many students were excited to share
about their educational experiences, staff were eager to share what worked (as well as what didn’t work
as well) within their schools, and many administrators expressed pride in the institutions that make up
Ghanaian tertiary education.
Students and staff were eager to share both the good and bad sides of their experience. The
good seemed to come from a sense of pride for the hard work of individuals as well as the collective
efforts of institutions and the country’s educational governance. Sharing of negative experiences at
times seemed to come with an expectation for acknowledgement and validation (of their negative
experiences), such as when students at Accra Technical University led me on a tour of their science labs
and highlighted the lack of resources they had available. Sharing of negative experiences at times also
came with an invitation to offer support and advice. For example, when staff and administrators spoke
of enrollment issues, they also invited us to stay in contact to become partner schools. It is my hope to
elevate and encourage further study of the many areas of opportunity within Ghanaian tertiary
education within this paper as identified through these interviews and review of the literature.
Entering an Academic Program
Ghanaian institutions of tertiary education are caught in a balancing act of both providing a
high-quality curriculum and educational setting for students while also contributing to local and regional
development (Abukari & Corner, 2010). This has implications for the types of programs and services
available to students, particularly when the focus of Ghanaian tertiary education is guided by Ghanaian
social and structural needs. As a relatively new nation, having gained its independence in 1957, much of
the nation’s primary focus has been on developing social needs, such as providing healthcare or
structural needs like developing roads and public utilities. It is evident that even the development of
Ghana’s tertiary education system is based on meeting these social and structural needs, as will be
reviewed in the following paragraphs.
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Academic Subjects in Ghanaian Tertiary Education
Tertiary schools in Ghana offer a diverse range of academic subjects. The University of Ghana
houses colleges of Health Sciences, Basic and Applied Sciences, Humanities, and Education (University of
Ghana, 2018). Ashesi University offers various degrees within their departments of Humanities and
Social Sciences, Business Administration, Computer Science and Information Systems, and Engineering
(Ashesi University, n.d.). The University of Cape Coast lists over 100 undergraduate programs through six
different colleges (University of Cape Coast, 2019). Various other institutions increase the diversity of
academic subjects available in Ghana.
Research and policy on academic programs in Ghana’s tertiary schools, however, places a great
amount of focus on STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) programs. Ghana has a
national target of enrolling students into science and humanities programs at a ratio of 60:40,
respectively (Owusu, Essel-Anderson, Kwakye, Bekoe, & Ofori, 2019). However, in the 2012-2013
academic year, the ratio was at 32:68 at public universities and 28:72 at private universities (Owusu et
al., 2019). One reason for this mismatch is the general belief in Ghana that the science field does not pay
well (Owusu et al., 2019). Additionally, parents and other educators perpetuate this belief and
encourage young students to pursue business careers as they pay better (Owusu et al., 2019). The
mismatch between desired and actual enrollment trends within STEM majors means greater efforts
should go towards making these programs more accessible, rigorous, and well-enrolled.
Ghanaian interest in increasing STEM programs and graduates is evident in the development of
tertiary schools with a primary focus on STEM. The Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and
Technology (KNUST) was one of the first universities to be established with an obvious focus on science
and technology. Between 1961 and 1992, KNUST was one of three tertiary school options available in
Ghana (Atuahene, 2014). Other science- and technology-focused universities include the University of
Mines and Technology and the University for Development Studies (Atuahene, 2014). In 1993, the
University for Development Studies was charged with the creation of academic programs that
functioned to develop the agriculture and industry sectors (National Council for Tertiary Education,
1998).
Many other universities have seen the development of technical and STEM programs alongside
the government’s priority of increasing graduates with STEM degrees and technical training.
Collaborations between universities and outside industries in the form of curriculum development have
been encouraged in order to align academic programs with industry needs. These collaborations have
led to development of such technical programs as insurance, tourism, and the book publishing industry,
which require more technical and task-specific knowledge (National Council for Tertiary Education,
1998).
Polytechnic Institutions
In addition to the establishment of new STEM focused universities, existing polytechnic
institutions faced an accreditation change to meet the need for STEM graduates. Polytechnics were
originally considered institutions of vocational training until the Polytechnic Law of 1992, which
established that polytechnic institutions can officially grant college degrees (Mohamedbhai, 2017). The
development of polytechnics into official degree-granting colleges is another reflection of governmental
interest in developing a workforce with a greater background in STEM. Eventually, in 2016, a majority of
the polytechnic colleges in Ghana were converted into universities. These schools focus on professional
studies, including technical- and middle-level management, and serve technical education to meet the
needs of Ghana’s workforce (Mohamedbhai, 2017).
Polytechnics have often been considered inferior to universities, given the decreased amount of
academic rigor and academic standards for admission. The degrees granted at Polytechnics were
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considered sub-degrees, further contributing to the move towards converting them to degree granting
institutions and then universities (Mohamedbhai, 2017). The concern with changing and potentially
eliminating this institutional type is the fact that the newly converted Polytechnics are no longer
producing technicians or middle management supervisors. Mohamedbhai (2017) referenced a ratio of
engineers to technicians as 1:1, whereas the desired ratio is 1:5, indicating a saturation of graduates in
advanced technical fields, leading to underemployment of these graduates.
Admission to Programs within Ghanaian Tertiary Education
While academic programs receive a great deal of attention, student services seem to be less of a
priority at a policy level or at an institutional level. Based on observations, academic advising and career
advising was spoken of little during visits to various universities in Ghana by either administrators or
students. This is supported by the limited published and available research on either services. In a study
of online distance learners enrolled through the University of Ghana (with over 700 online students
surveyed from four regions in Ghana including Ashanti, Greater Accra, Northern, and Central), over 70
percent of students disagreed or strongly disagreed that their academic advisor provided information
regarding how their degree can lead to a particular career field (Arhin, Wang’eri, & Kigen, 2017).
Students in the study perceived that academic advising was not accessible and not relevant in
supporting them with their challenges (Arhin et al., 2017). Similarly, advisors and counselors perceived
they did not have enough time to provide adequate student support (Arhin et al., 2017).
With minimal support from academic advisors, many students entering tertiary schools in Ghana
who do not know what they want to study are often times placed into an academic program that is
determined by the school itself (British Council, 2016). Although, even when students identify a field of
interest, they are often pushed into other programs because their original program of choice had been
filled. This was evident through interviews with students in Ghana who expressed feeling a lack of choice
when applying for schools when the likelihood of being accepted into their desired program was low
despite their qualifications. These students also expressed disinterest in the courses in which they
ultimately enrolled, but felt the need to continue in these classes in order to receive a college degree.
Many students at the prestigious and preferred University of Ghana talked about how they were not
accepted into their top choice program and felt forced to enroll in whatever program the school
assigned them. One student said “the alternative would be to try to get into the program [that is my top
choice] at a different school” (University of Ghana Student, personal interview, March 18, 2019). Such
an alternative may not be feasible given the limited number of college choices available and the limited
number of colleges with the same level of prestige as the University of Ghana.
Mr. Emmanuel Baidoo, secretary of College of Basic and Applied Sciences at University of Ghana,
explained this student was referring to University of Ghana’s admissions policy where programs are
prescribed based on first, second, and third choice programs (E. Baidoo, personal interview, March 18,
2019). Students whose top choices coincided with the university’s most popular programs (business,
law, medicine, dentistry, engineering, biochemistry, or nutrition and food science) might be reassigned
to, and thus have to settle for the university’s least popular programs (history, languages, archeology,
religion, or sociology) or be faced with the decision to attend a less prestigious school where they can be
accepted into their top choice (E. Baidoo, personal interview, March 18, 2019).
Due to the challenges in being accepted into their desired program, Ghanaian students would
benefit from having a better understanding of which academic programs they can or should pursue prior
to applying for tertiary school. Learning about academic programs earlier on can increase the likelihood
of students entering the program they are most interested in by being more prepared for the
application process. For those who are uncertain of what to study, it could be helpful to learn earlier on
the implication of selecting any particular program of study on their direct job prospects after
graduating. This implies the need for greater college preparation at the secondary level as students need
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to be certain of their program of study before ever having access to academic advisors or career
counselors at the tertiary level. For Ghanaian students, the stakes are high when it comes to picking an
academic program as it can have strong implications on their economic opportunities after graduating. It
can also have implications on every other aspect of students’ college experience, especially if they are
subject to studying an academic program in which they are not strongly interested. This leads to the
following section regarding career advising and preparation for Ghanaian students.
Career Advising and Preparation
Institutions of tertiary education are encouraged by government policy to collaborate with
professionals in outside industries to be best informed regarding the needs of those industries and how
to prepare students to enter those industries (National Council for Tertiary Education, 1998). This is
particularly important given the high rate of unemployment among university graduates due to a
misalignment of academic programs and job availability (National Council for Tertiary Education, 1998).
A common theme in visiting with various administrators in Ghana was the need to provide academic
programs that would be aligned with the needs of the workforce. Ebenezer Oduro Owusu, vice
chancellor of University of Ghana, said “we cannot be an island, operating in silos,” referring to a need
for collaboration with other sectors (Ebenezer Oduro Owusu, personal interview, March 18, 2019).
Career Services
Participating in internships has long been considered an important part of training students to
meet national development needs (National Council for Tertiary Education, 1998). Many universities
throughout Ghana offer community programs where students are encouraged to live in communities
other than their own for several weeks to make connections between theory and practice by applying
their knowledge to issues in these communities. This collaboration between universities and
communities can be helpful in strengthening students’ understanding of their academic content as well
as helps to develop those communities (Gyamera, 2015). The University of Development Studies’ School
of Medicine and Health Sciences (UDS-SMHS) in Ghana integrated community-based learning directly
into their program curriculum to foster a relationship between students and their communities and to
develop community partnerships that can potentially lead to more practical health care innovations
(Amalba, Abantanga, Scherpbier, & van Mook, 2017).
The University of Ghana offers various programs and career services. Dr. Bridget Ben-Naimah, a
counselor in the Career and Counseling Center at University of Ghana, mentioned the importance of
these programs due to the fact that many students still do not have an understanding of what they want
to do even after completion of their college diploma (B. Ben-Naimah, personal interview, March 18,
2019). Dr. Ben-Naimah (2019) highlighted various programs including Professional 360, which consists of
semester-long course modules, including a Career Development Program and Leadership Academy that
teach students necessary skills and knowledge to attain work or be a standout prospective employee (B.
Ben-Naimah, personal interview, March 18, 2019). These programs are well known, easily accessible,
low cost, and seemingly popular as students are generally interested in participating. The downside to
this type of programming is that it only accommodates a small percentage of students due to limited
capacity of the center (B. Ben-Naimah, personal interview, March 18, 2019).
Job Placement after Graduating
Regarding job placement after graduating, Dr. Ben-Naimah (2019) said “it is not as easy as
graduating and applying for a job and that’s it… it is not enough to complete a degree.” She was
referring to students having to do extracurricular activities to stand out. The career center provided such
extracurricular activities, including participating in Enterprise Zone and Dare 2 Start, which provide
students the opportunity to identify business ideas that can develop into legitimate business proposals
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(B. Ben-Naimah, personal interview, March 18, 2019). Dr. Ben-Naimah explained how some students
create their own jobs by assessing community needs and finding ways to meet these needs. Job creation
and community service are cornerstones of the Transform My Community program. Through this
program, students live with a host family within a particular community where they can identify an issue
or need and develop solutions which can then be pitched to businesses or other organizations that can
sponsor the solutions they propose (B. Ben-Naimah, personal interview, March 18, 2019). This program
places emphasis on entrepreneurship and innovation and celebrates students who are able to turn the
extracurricular opportunity into employment.
When speaking with students, they seemed to understand and accept that completion of a
college degree is not enough. They understood that it is necessary to explore leadership and
entrepreneurship, particularly within other disciplines, in order to find employment. When discussing
with a group of students and faculty at Accra Technical University, it was evident they were conscious
that their college education would only provide part of what they need to gain economic prosperity.
Students at Accra Technical University took pride in their hands-on education. When asked if they
thought they were building the country’s infrastructure and service centers, they all agreed that they
were playing an important role in creating jobs or developing social services to address issues or needs
within their communities. They explained that a large issue would be obtaining funding to implement
their ideas but they were encouraged to build partnerships with outside organizations that can invest in
the work they feel is needed to develop their country (Accra Technical University Student, personal
interview, March 19, 2019).
An extensive conversation where students asked about networking, community partnerships,
and how to begin establishing relationships with outside organizations indicated that these students
were not learning much through their school regarding career preparation. College staff at this
university, including guest faculty and administrator speakers, seldom mentioned student services and
students themselves made reference to a lack of resources and student services outside of their
academic courses. The existence of resources for Ghanaian students seemed evident in how they felt
about entering the Ghanaian workforce.
Entering the Ghanaian Workforce
There is a big concern in Ghana regarding the affordability and accessibility of tertiary education,
especially for those from poor, farm-working backgrounds. Ghana’s public universities simply cannot
accommodate all those who are eligible to enter tertiary education, leading to a large increase in the
privatization of tertiary schools. Even so, tertiary schools only serve approximately 300,000 students
which is concerning given that secondary schools serve approximately one million students (British
Council, 2016). Though this is a concern, it is also perhaps not in Ghana’s best interest to drastically
increase college access when many college graduates remain unemployed. It seems a greater concern
than college access is increasing the utility and value of a college degree.
Employment Prospects
One of the largest issues related to Ghanaian tertiary education is the high rate of
unemployment among college graduates. The rate of employability of Ghanaian college graduates is
alarming when considering the unemployment rate of graduates is higher than the national
unemployment rate (5.9 percent compared to 5.2 percent; Owusu et al., 2019). The rate of
unemployment has been partially attributed to a high volume of students entering programs in the
humanities (such as business, considered a humanities topic in Ghana) when the Ghanaian workforce
demands science and technology skills (Owusu et al., 2019). A slow economy and weak economic
growth is another reason for high rates of unemployment (British Council, 2016). In 2016, there were
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200,000 unemployed college graduates, and with an estimated 71,000 new graduates every year, there
is an oversaturation of college graduates in Ghana’s workforce (British Council, 2016).
The Ghanaian labor market consists of approximately 10 percent formal sector jobs and 90
percent informal sector jobs. Informal jobs (such as street vendors) are not subject to taxes or
government regulations resulting in job and wage insecurity and poor working conditions (British
Council, 2016). While Ghanaian college graduates typically aspire to enter the formal sector, which is
characterized by greater job security, only 2 percent of college graduates actually find employment
within the formal sector (British Council, 2016). The decrease of college graduates in the formal
economy, and the high levels of unemployment, might also be attributed to a mismatch between the
skills and knowledge students are getting in tertiary schools and the skills needed by Ghana’s economy
(British Council, 2016).
Addressing high unemployment of graduates is critical in order to develop the skilled, talented,
and innovating workforce that Ghana seeks and that its economic development needs. For those
students who enter tertiary schools, complete rigorous programs, and leave college with a strong set of
skills and competencies, they are often in a predicament where they are unable to obtain high paying
work commensurate with the investment of time and money that went into developing their expertise.
This inability of the Ghanaian labor market to absorb its own college graduates leads to the country
losing these graduates to other countries where the students can find better economic opportunities;
this is referred to as “brain drain” and is currently a large issue in Ghana (Effah & Senadza, 2008).
Job Creation and Meeting Societal Needs
While not frequently referenced explicitly by Ghanaian tertiary education administrators,
meeting Ghanaian social and structural needs seems to be a priority based on the types of career
services mentioned in the previous section, the encouragement of college staff and administrators
towards entrepreneurship, and students’ own inclination towards meeting needs in their communities.
Since Ghanaian students are not easily absorbed by the current labor market, those who are able to
create their own employment might be at an advantage. Job creation is mentioned in various policies as
a desired skill or competency sought after by employers (British Council, 2016).
Many of the universities visited highlighted students who were able to take an internship or
community project and turn it into employment. At Ashesi University, Abdul Mahdi, Dean of Students
and Community Affairs, spoke about a particular student who developed a community service program
through their Leadership Seminar Series (A. Mahdi, personal interview, March 22, 2019). This student
created a program in collaboration with local secondary schools in Ghana where he found students who
never used computers. This student taught programming through manipulating robots to secondary
school students from rural areas. The student applied for a school grant from the Ghanaian government
that equaled 1,000 US dollars. While the project ultimately did not move forward, the student gained
very valuable knowledge that he could not have gotten through traditional coursework. This student
later on went to apply for the equivalent of 20,000 US dollars in government funding for an agricultural
program and now brings in a profit equal to 45,000 US dollars (A. Mahdi, personal interview, March 22,
2019).
Of all the tertiary schools visited, Ashesi University was the only school that explicitly referred to
itself as a change agent. Dean Mahdi clearly stated that a goal for Ashesi University is to “transform this
country” (A. Mahdi, personal interview, March 22, 2019). Dean Mahdi explained some of the needs of
tertiary education in Ghana as well as some of the country’s own developmental needs and how tertiary
schools have the ability to address some of those needs. He recognized that the African continent is
expected to double its population by 2050, which will lead to “bigger markets to sell to and an increase
in need for human resources” (A. Mahdi, personal interview, March 22, 2019). This, according to Mahdi
(2019), could be addressed only if tertiary education in Ghana “moves into the twenty first century.”
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Some staff at Accra Technical University also expressed a recognition that their students have a
role to play in impacting Ghana’s development but claimed students do not have the resources to
achieve the levels of innovation and entrepreneurship of other schools. Students at Accra Technical
University conveyed an interest in creating their own employment via developing their own businesses,
fashion, or medical innovations. One student, who was interested in health and was studying to become
a medical technician, said he had an idea for a procedure that can organize the inflow of patients at a
medical center, which could decrease wait times for patients (Accra Technical University student,
personal interview, March 19, 2019). Many other students shared their ideas for projects or innovations
that can help build systems, structures, or improve services. They all spoke about the need to create
their own jobs rather than depend exclusively on being given a job after completion (Accra Technical
University students, personal interviews, March 19, 2019).
Discussion and Conclusion
While the National Council for Tertiary Education, along with university administrators and
many researchers, call for students to enter STEM programs (in order to be more employable and to
meet national development needs), it is a difficult charge to meet when tertiary schools are not
equipped to provide adequate, let alone rigorous, science and technology education (National Council
for Tertiary Education, 1998). This is a similar concern at some secondary schools that also lack proper
facilities, thus decreasing the amount of students who receive foundational science and technology
training, and decreases the amount of students who then feel prepared and confident in pursuing
advanced science and technology academic programs at the tertiary level (National Council for Tertiary
Education, 1998). Furthermore, students who are not given the opportunity to study science at their
secondary school are not likely to be accepted into science programs at the university (Owusu, EsselAnderson, Kwakye, Bekoe, & Ofori, 2019). While the Ghanaian government depends on tertiary schools
to produce a highly trained workforce, they would need to increase the level of funding in order to
adequately train these individuals.
Given that Ghanaian secondary students are highly influenced by their secondary school
counselors in identifying a potential career pathway (Amoah et al., 2015), it would be important for
secondary counselors to be aware of the job prospects and that they are relaying that information to
their students. Given the narrow window of opportunity to select an academic program in Ghanaian
universities, and limitations in switching majors, it is crucial students are well informed about their
career options while they are still in secondary education. This is especially important given the high rate
of graduate unemployment due to a lack of jobs associated with certain academic fields. Furthermore,
secondary education counselors, as well as teachers, can assist in carrying out government priorities
around increasing the ratio of students moving into STEM related fields (Ministry of Education, 2012).
Collaboration between tertiary schools and secondary schools can potentially help increase
students’ understanding of academic programs and potential career fields. A study by Amoah, Kwofie,
and Kwofie (2015) demonstrated the important role of secondary education counselors in helping
Ghanaian students pick a career pathway. Three of the most important services secondary education
counselors provided include guiding students into particular career pathways, helping students identify
career goals, and providing information on career opportunities (Amoah et al., 2015). This finding aligns
with findings from the National Council for Tertiary Education (1998) that found enrollment patterns
were dictated by student demand which in turn is influenced by staff at their secondary schools. The
National Council for Tertiary Education (1998) recommended that secondary schools be highly informed
of labor market demands so university administrators can encourage students into academic programs
at the tertiary level that are more likely to lead to employment.
It is important to note the disconnect between Ghana’s tertiary education and its national
development and governmental interests. Given the limited amount of government investment and
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developmental guidance, universities in Ghana have to balance meeting the needs of its students and
Ghanaian society at large with meeting its own financial needs. At times, these universities act more like
businesses with more elaborate marketing strategies than student support or research development
strategies (Abugre, 2017; Gyamera, 2015). Such is an apparent characteristic of westernization, a
common trend among tertiary education in capitalistic societies, which draws attention away from
national needs to individual institutional needs (Gyamera, 2015).
Referring to the balance Ghanaian tertiary schools have to find, especially regarding their role in
internationalizing Ghanaian tertiary education, Gifty Oforiwaa Gyamera (2015) says “though money is
essential to emphasise [sic] activities that will encourage intercultural learning, this economic aspect
should not be the main goal [of the institution]” (p. 125). Ghanaian tertiary education serves to build the
country in a way that tertiary education has served to build certain sectors or industries in other
countries. With further financial investment, strategic planning, and addressing of some of the
previously mentioned issues, Ghana’s tertiary education system can serve as a role model to other
African countries and as a shining example of community service and citizenry even in further developed
countries.
Future research should continue to focus on the relationship between Ghanaian tertiary
education and Ghanaian economic, social, and workforce needs. This is an area which could benefit
from expanded research, as less recent research focuses on the link between policy and education (as
noted in some of the older references used within this study). As Ghana strives to be an educational
leader within Africa, it is important to conduct further research and gain a better understanding of
student outcomes for those that participate within Ghanaian tertiary education. A particularly
interesting topic to further research includes the relationship between Ghanaian tertiary education and
Ghana’s placement among other educational leaders across the globe. Furthermore, with a strong focus
on STEM, it would be interesting to better understand Ghana’s position within the ever-growing global
information economy. Just as importantly, when considering all of these topics, is the need to
understand student experiences, perceptions, and interests. This includes understanding which students
are and are not represented within Ghanaian tertiary education, and how to increase equitable access
and equitable student success outcomes.
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In Search of Community: The Experiences of Black Queer Women in College
Rasheeda R. Bradley
Tulane University

Chapter 1: Background
Historically, educational institutions have ensured the future for wealthy, religious, heterosexual
white men (Gordon, 2013). But as time has progressed and education has become more accessible, the
types of students that institutions served have changed. White, wealthy, heterosexual men were no
longer the default identities of all students as students became more diverse (Gordon, 2013). Since the
conception of higher education There has been an increase of diversity amongst students. According to
the William Institute (2018), 11% of the LGBT population is African American, and out of the African
American LGBT population in America, 57% are female. While there is not an exact statistic on the
number of Black queer women on campus, the above statistic allows us to infer that there is a significant
population that may need support. This study examines what community looks like and how it is created
for black queer women on college campuses using both intersectionality and queer theory frameworks.
For the sake of this study, “queer” is being used as the umbrella term that encompasses the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender (LGBT) community (Rogers, 2017). Additionally, this study will use
“Black” to describe all people of African descent. This study uses semi-structured interviews to further
explore what it means to be a Black queer woman in college by answering the following question: What
are the experiences of black queer women on campus?
Statement of the Problem
Over the last few years, many college campuses have worked to create an environment that is
inclusive of queer people (Fine, 2012). Despite campus efforts to create spaces that are more queerfriendly, some of the diverse communities within the LGBT community, including Black queer women,
have been excluded (Patton & Simmons, 2008). Queer resources can become more inclusive by
deepening their understandings of queer students who hold multiple marginalized.
Black women are becoming more present on college campuses therefore, the diversity amongst
them is increasing (Bailey & Miller, 2015). Even though queer women of color encompass many types of
women, this study will only focus on Black queer women due to the aforementioned increases of black
women on campus, because the number of Black women in postsecondary education is increasing and
the. The aim of this study is to further provide insight in to the ways in which black queer women at
PWI’s experience college and how they make community.
Purpose and Significance
Given the lack of data, this study presents a significant contribution that can better inform
practices and help researchers explore varied aspects of life for queer women of color. The study can
further the use of intersectionality to explore black women in a higher education context. The increasing
prevalence of intersectionality in higher education allows professionals to look at students more
holistically.
Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter will provide empirically based knowledge and research on the Black queer women
experience. To do this, the chapter starts with a brief overview of the history of queer people in
America. The section will continue on by discussing whiteness and queer people of color, followed by a
discussing queer students of color. The second part of this chapter is focused on Black queer everyday
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experiences, by gathering an understanding of systematic barriers and exploring Black queer
womanhood in higher education.
Queerness People of color and whiteness

Queer people of color have always been a major part of queer history, but the whiteness of the
queer experience has continually been the main narrative (Hillstrom, 2016). Despite the important role
that people of color played in many queer movements, the typical narrative of queerness in America
often excluded them. Current trends put white people as the most prominent race of queer identities,
however this may be incongruent with data and reality. In fact, many people color prefer not to selfidentify using queer identities for many reasons including lack of language and cultural beliefs (Ward,
2008). However according to data white people statistically make up a larger part of queer people
compared to black queer people who make up 12% of the queer population (Williams institute,2019)
While the statistics are important they do not account for age group difference, resource utilization, or
the way the way white supremacy prevents people of color from identifying as a part of the queer
community. One of the more prevalent acts of white supremacy that these centers uphold is the false
equivalency that gayness or queerness is equivalent to whiteness (Ward, 2008). Many narratives of the
queer experience are white normative (coming out the closet and sexual identities) because these
narratives were created from a white European lens that did not include the experience of queer people
of color; this white normativity further centers whiteness in the queer community (Ward, 2008).
Centering whiteness even extends to college campus.
For queer students of color, there are certain barriers that cause difficulties during their
educational journeys. For example, in a review of literature by Duran (2018), suggested that some of the
issues that queer students of color are experiencing are coming out and finding support; campus climate
and navigating singular identity spaces; lack of resources and representation; and individual
complexities. For this study, it is particularly important to consider campus climate, the navigation of
singular identity spaces, and the lack of resources and representation due to the known impact that
these elements have on student success. Additionally, Duran (2018), reveals that campus queer spaces
often do not provide resources that consider the intersecting needs of queer students of color and could
benefit from having more staff members of color.
Due to the lack of resources queer students of color usually take on draining activist roles (Renn,
2007). According to Miller and Vaccaro (2016), these standards from leadership also separate queer
students of color and cause difficulties with friendship and relationship-making. Building relationships
with other queer students of color is important because bonding with like-minded persons can help
queer students navigate institutions. But for queer students of color, that can be hard because of the
lack of visibility on campus paired with lack of an engaging campus environment (Pastrana, 2014;
Hudson, 2015). Thus, it becomes difficult for queer students of color to connect with one another.
According to Vaccaro (2012), it is the duty of the higher education professional to ensure an
affirming and engaging queer experience for all queer students, including queer students of color. In
queer centers specifically, professionals and students have employed a tolerance approach to diversity.
According to Ward (2008), in order for centers to be better engaged with racially diverse people, centers
must first ensure that the management reflects racial diversity as well. While Ward’s (2008) study was
not conducted in a higher education setting, the same idea could benefit queer spaces on college
campuses. For example, many of the people interfacing with students are the student workers. Centers
would benefit if all staff were at least knowledgeable about intersectionality in order to ensure that the
center is racially accepting (Tillapaugh & Castellano, 2018). According to Duran (2018), problems created
by a lack of not belonging were less prominent if students had formalized institution-sponsored events
and programming. This is especially the case for students with multiple marginalized identities like Black
queer women.
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Queer Black Women
While this study specifically looks at the needs of queer Black women attaining higher
education, it is important to understand their experiences as a population in a non-educational setting
to further contextualize this study. Black queer women often need support relating to situations related
to their gender, race, and queer identity (Patton & Simmons, 2008). Due to the overwhelming whiteness
in queer spaces, finding that support can be difficult. In order to be fully inclusive of the needs of Black
queer women, queer spaces need to be cognizant and address the issues that many Black queer women
face.
One of the issues that many Black queer women faces is harassment by men trying to “coax
them out” of homosexuality and convince queer women of their straight identity (Brooks, 2016). As
Black woman’s queer identity becomes more visibly expressed their chances of harassment increase. For
example, in 2014, a young Black queer woman named Brittany Cosby was killed because of her
masculine appearance and her refusal to have sex with a man (Isoke, 2013). Black queer women are
often forced to conform or hide their sexual orientation out of fear. The idea of hiding your queerness is
important to consider when thinking about what prevents community formation for black queer women
and the one may mange their identity.
A study by Szymanki and Meyer (2008) examined the way racism and heterosexism correlate
with psychiatric distress in 91 women who identified as African American whose sexuality was
marginalized; the study intentionally examined distress in a disaggregated manner. The study measured
racist events, heterosexist events, internalized racism, and internalized heterosexism, and found a
positive correlation between racist events, heterosexist events, internalized heterosexism, and distress.
Szymanki and Meyer (2008) also found that conversation and awareness of intersectional identities may
benefit Black queer woman clients by allowing them to talk through some of the issues related to their
identities. This study provided an explanation of the way multiple marginalization may greatly affect a
Black queer woman’s mental health and wellbeing.
Currently, there is not enough research about the Black queer woman college experience. The
research that is available does show that the needs of black queer women are unique. One of the
available studies has shown that their needs, experience, and barriers are all due to the interplay of
their multiple minority identities (Fine, 2004). According to Winkle-Wagner (2015), studies often look at
Black women's experiences solely through the lenses of race, gender, sexual orientation, or academic
success. This approach does not account the way intersecting identities can affect the student or
institution type.
Black queer women attending predominantly white institutions (PWI) may be able to explore their
sexual orientation more easily than those at historically black colleges and institutions (HBCU), but they
still might have issues related to support (Bailey & Miller, 2015). At PWIs black queer women might have
to deal with racism, homophobia, and sexism while still focusing on academics (Fine, 2004). Black queer
women at both PWIs and HBCUs struggle to find community and support (Bailey & Miller; Fine, 2004).
For Black queer women, finding support and community difficult because of the lack of practical
understanding of how race, gender and homophobia impacts they experiences. On campus, cultural
centers often disempower Black queer women by forcing them to pick between their queer identity and
their black identity, thus encouraging Black queer women to find other means of support (Worthen,
2018). Black queer students will create support systems or peer groups if those systems are not put in
place by campus (Means et al., 2017).
By first looking at the experiences of Black queer women generally, this section highlights some
of the issues that Black queer women are dealing with and the resources that they need. This section
also looked at the experiences of Black queer women in college. While there is still not very much
research on Black queer women in college, this chapter provides an overview of their experiences and
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needs. To further understand these experience queer theory and intersectionality are used to expand on
participants experiences.
Theory
Queer theory allows researchers to further explore the connection between sexual orientation
and gender (Halperin, 2008). This study uses queer theory to better understand the ways in which
participants create meaningful relationships and understand their queer identities. However, queer
theory alone cannot depict complete experiences of Black queer women in college. By using both
intersectionality and queer theory, we can gain a fuller understanding of their experiences. According to
Crenshaw (1991), intersectionality is the idea that multiple identities extend over one another to create
a new identity that differs from singular identities. This concept allows researchers to look at people as
complex individuals with multiple identities that affect one another. Using an intersectional approach
explores the complexity of intragroup issues. By looking at the participants’ experiences with an
intersectional lens, we will be able to better understand their meaning-making, experiences, and needs.
Chapter 3: Methods
As stated above, the goal of this study is to further understand community for queer Black
women at a PWI by answering the following question: What is the current state of Black queer women
in college? To do this, both an intersectional framework and queer theory are used as theoretical lenses.
This study uses a phenomenological approach to analyze the data and to create the research design. The
aim of phenomenological research is to encourage participants to further explore personal experience
using an individual perspective ((Braun & Clarke, 2014). This approach is used in this design to provide
participant the opportunity to expound upon their experiences.
Research Design
This study aims to comprehend the experiences of the participants by allowing the researcher
and participants to reflect and make meaning of experiences together. Therefore, this study uses a
qualitative method that allows the participants to discuss and expand on what it means to be Black and
queer at a PWI while exploring their experiences. This qualitative study uses a phenomenological
research design. This study uses a phenomenological approach because phenomenology allows the
participants to give detailed accounts of their lived experience (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009).
The study took place at a large research one university with approximately 47,000 students. Five
voluntary participants were compensated for their time with a gift card at the end of the study.
Participants were over the age of 18 and a matriculated student at the institution for at least one year.
After IRB approval, participants were recruited using purposive snowball sampling via posters in the
cultural centers and through word of mouth. The identity of the institution is hidden from readers, and
the participants chose pseudonyms as a way to protect their identities. After completion of this study all
transcriptions and recordings were properly disposed of.
Table 1: Participant Demographics
Pseudonym Age Major
Years on campus/ Graduate (G) or
Undergraduate (UG)
W
20
Public Health 6/UG/G
Kara
24
Social Work
2/G
Naomi
21
Business
3/UG
Angela
19
Drama
3/UG
Jai
30
Communication 1/G
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Sexual
orientation
Lesbian
Bisexual
Pansexual
Lesbian
Lesbian

Identity
Black Afro-Latina/ Mixed
Black/ Afro- Caribbean
Afro Caribbean
Black African American
Black

Data Collection
Recorded interviews were approximately one hour. The researcher uses an interview protocol
to further ensure reliability. Participants were encouraged to expand on their answers and provide
follow-up when needed. Participants reflected on identity in terms of acceptance, discrimination, and
understanding of their dualistic identities by answering question such as what can the institution due to
provide you with community and what does community look like for black queer women? The flexibility
of semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to further explain and expound on all of their
experiences and answer the questions fully (Braun & Clarke, 2014). Interpretive phenomenological
analysis (IPA) is used to interpret the data This study uses IPA to make connections between the
participants and their experiences.
Limitation and Positionality
The biggest strength was my positionality because of my identity as a Black queer woman. My
proximity to the participants encouraged honest engagement. Additionally, the interview protocol was
open-ended and was created based on insight from both queer theory and intersectionality.
Traditionally, IPA lends itself to a smaller sample size to allow the researcher to thoroughly engage with
the data (Braun and Clarke, 2014).
A limitation of this study is that it is not generalizable. However, the information gathered in this
study can be used to inform educators and as a base for furthered research. A final limitation is the cisgendered focus of this study. The experience of queer Black trans women should be explored in the
future.
Trustworthiness
I reviewed the transcripts several times to ensure understanding of participants experience.
Also, the use of purposive sampling allowed for easier replication of the study methods due to the
descriptive nature of the population. In addition to purposive sampling, the sample group was diverse in
perspective, which enhances credibility despite a small sample size.
Chapter 4: Analysis and Discussion
This chapter will analyze and discuss the findings as well as explore opportunities for future
research. Then, it will discuss implications for both research and higher education as a whole. This
chapter ends with concluding thoughts and researcher notes.
Discussion
While the participants of this study are varying and unique, there were a few key themes that
connect them, which will orient discussion about our findings. The themes seem to be consistent with
current research on the experiences of Black queer woman in college and provide more insight into the
experiences of the target population.
Three thematic areas define each discussion of the finding:
1.
Isolation
2.
Community
3.
Barriers to community
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Isolation
According to Bailey and Miller (2015), finding other queer Black women on campus is an issue
for all Black queer women in a higher education institution; this remained true for the participants of
this study. Angela further described the idea of isolation by saying, “It is so hard finding them, literally
finding queer people on campus is almost impossible. It is like no one wants to be (pause) Black and
queer. So, no one identifies which means there is no community”.
Isolation has many negative implications, including social issues and struggles related to mental
health and positive peer relation (Formby, 2017). Participants of this study felt isolated from the Black
community due to their queerness and from the queer community due to their Blackness, which
presents deepened feelings of isolation. Black queer women must be able to establish peer relations
with those who have similar identities.
Community
Due to social isolation, participants either struggled to find community or had to create their
own community. According to Means et al. (2018), Black queer students often create community to fill
social needs. In explaining her experience with community, W spoke to the community,
I don’t really know queer Black women there aren’t really a lot. But I was able to find queer
people of color. But queer Black women are hard to find... I can find queer women, and if there
was a community of queer Black women they are not out.
Participants who were unable to create community with black queer women often tried to code
as heterosexual in order to utilize the established Black community. However, participants of this study
were apt to create community among other queer people of color. They viewed this self-created
community as their main source of support. According to Johnson (2001), Black queer theory articulates
the social issues that related to the of lack of communal support for Black queer individuals,
emphasizing the importance of communal support for Black people in general. While participants
created communities based off shared queer and of color identities, they also expressed the isolation
felt due to having multiple marginalized identities. That created community often excluded the use of
the single identity cultural centers on campus. Kara went on to explain major flaws in single identity
spaces,
Many times, I have felt like I had no one, but in single identity spaces I really see how much of an
outsider I am. I can’t find a community of people. I wish it was easier to find more Black queer
women so I can have more people. It would help to have other people who understand what I
am going through and what it is like to be Black queer and a woman.
Despite the flaws of singular identity spaces, they remain present on campus. In recent years,
many campuses have worked to ensure that their LGBT resources and centers are inclusive to the needs
of students with varying identities (Fine, 2012). While the institution in which this study was conducted
has done work to ensure inclusive LGBT spaces, many of the participants felt the campus still lacked
adequate resources. This deficit makes peer support important for queer women of color because it
often fills in the resource gaps in cultural centers and campuses as a whole (Guyton & Mcgaskey, 2012).
In order to ensure adequate support and resources Angela suggested,
They [cultural center] should center link up like host an event together. But would people really
come out to that. They need to make their spaces more accepting. Or make themselves more
inviting [to queer Black women] so we can meet each other.
While many LGBT services may not use queer theory as a program guide, they tend to focus on
disassembling the establishment of heteronormativity (Reid-Pharr, 2002; Fox & Ore, 2010). According to
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Dill and Zambrano (2009), a holistic approach to practice is consistent with the tenets of
intersectionality. Accordingly, the centers on campus must further ingrain the needs of the multiple
perspectives of Black queer women.
While the ideas of identity and intersectionality have been woven throughout this study, the
importance of identity and the influence of identity were mentioned several times by both participants
and in the research question. Participants reflected on identity in terms of acceptance, discrimination,
and understanding of their dualistic identities.
Barriers to Community
In order to participate in this study, the participants had to affirm their identity as a Black queer woman;
however, the way they made sense or explored their identities varied from person to person. According to the
participants, one of the biggest risks associated with coming out as queer had to do with the way that non-queer
family and community members might respond. The idea of coming out is often associated with antiquated
Eurocentric ideals of the LGBT community; Many students of color prefer not to come out for many reasons
including out of fear of losing their safety and support (Duran, 2018). Study participants felt pressure to come out
because of current queer norms and often describe the act as a form of self-acceptance. While coming out is a big
theme within the LGBT community, participants of this study also mentioned struggles maintaining queer identity
as a Black woman. In general, the idea of coming out is common in LGBT research but multiple marginalized
identities complicated the narrative of coming out. Naomi explained that coming out and being queer was a
greater barrier for her because of her Afro-Caribbean background.
Being gay in a Black group or area it almost sometimes it can be equally as isolating, but in a sense, you
can still feel that solidarity because you still have that one thing in common which is being Black. But
sadly, I didn’t feel any of that because I am also Caribbean that also a different underlying thing that
divides me from people because most people identify as African American or African. But just being gay
feel like people don’t even want to talk to me because I am queer or the simple fact, they might think I
have a crush on them. It is like I have to hide two part of me to be Black.
Due to both their queer and Black identities, they often felt a disconnect between those identities.
According to Reed and Valenti (2012), Black queer women often try to pass as heterosexual to protect themselves
from discrimination, which can create further isolation. The idea of wanting to pass as heterosexual is consistent
because participants discussed dealing with the perception of being heterosexual. In queer spaces, participants
were not able to hide their Black identity, thus increasing the likelihood of isolation due to their blackness. Though
their dual identities did provide them with instances of isolation and stress, they emphasized the beauty of Black
unity shared by those on campus. This unity often centered the African American experience and no other Black
diasporic identities.
The multiple identities interacting and affecting one another is intersectional in nature due to the
heightened awareness of the way multiple systems of oppression and privilege affect people experiences. This
adequately describes the participants feeling of isolation and communal support. While intersectionality as a
concept aims to avoid prioritizing one identity over the other, it also allows for these intersecting identities to
create the assumption of prioritization (Bowleg, 2008). Additionally, intersectionality provided an understanding of
how institutions and space can further affect identity. Often, cultural centers on campus take a single identity
approach, which often leaves students with multiple marginalized identities left out or unable to fully develop their
identities (Harris & Patton, 2017). Traditional queer theory does not allow for a broader understanding of the
interplay of multiple identities, but Black queer theory does work to effectively consider the interplay of these
identities and the way they may affect a queer person of color (Harris & Patton, 2017). Participants of this study
were aware of - and accustomed to - the interplay of their identities and how at times these identities made them
feel both hyper visible and invisible at the same time

Chapter 5: Implications
This study provides PWIs with insight into the higher education experience of Black queer women.
Additionally, this study provides specific suggestions on how the institution can further improve the experience of
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not only Black queer women but queer people of color as a whole. In addition to benefiting higher education, this
study provides guidance for all LGBT centered and Black centered spaces.
Most importantly this study provides insight into Black queer woman experience. Considering and
acknowledging the needs of all students including Black queer women benefit the student as well as the institution
(Reynolds, Sneva, & Beehler, 2010). Lastly colleges should further look into the current structure of cultural centers
and LGBT programs from other campuses that are similar to them. Participants, in general, valued the cultural
center, but they also noted that cultural centers can be isolating.

Future Research
This study looked at small sample from a specific population. Future research should look at further
experiences of Black queer college women in general. As mentioned earlier, this study only included cis women;
future research including transwomen and/or non-binary students would provide a fuller understanding of the
black queer woman experience on campus. Also, it would be imperative to replicate this study with a larger sample
size with participants from many institutions. Doing so will provide more details about the experiences as well as
account for institution specific issues. Finally, studies should focus on research looking at the academic experience
for Black queer women.
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Providing the Knowledge and Empowerment for Post-Secondary Advancement
Among Teen Mothers
Rosa Neidin Hernandez
University of California, Merced

Abstract
A mixed-method study is used to measure the effectiveness of specialized classroom guidance lessons
designed for teen mothers to increase knowledge of higher education while also encouraging the
empowerment of teen mothers to pursue higher education. Empowerment here is defined as the
process of gaining control of one’s circumstances in life. Classroom guidance lessons were designed to
provide information not offered in the past to assist students in making decisions regarding higher
education. Pre and post-assessments will showcase whether or not students increased their knowledge
of higher education. Themes that arose from the interviews will provide a better understanding of the
relationship between empowerment and the pursuit of higher education. Data collected by the study
will indicate possible effective interventions to offer programs for teenage mothers interested in
pursuing higher education.
Keywords: teen mothers, teen mom/s, knowledge, higher education, classroom guidance lessons,
empowerment
Introduction
Teenage mothers face difficult challenges in completing high school and even more so when
pursuing higher education. This study aims to enhance the educational potential and empower teenage
mothers working to obtain their high school diplomas and pursue higher education. Through a series of
five classroom guidance lessons, we assess whether students gained knowledge on how to navigate the
higher education system and felt empowered to do so. In this study, a teen mother is defined as a young
adult who has given birth at the age of 19 or younger. Empowerment is defined as “the process by
which those that feel powerless, gain greater control over the circumstances of their lives. It includes
both controls over resources and over ideology”. (Kishor & Subaiva, 2008). The classroom guidance
lessons designed for this population will identify numerous resources beneficial for teen mothers to
complete high school and enroll in college. The goal of this study is to implement strategies that
encourage and empower teen mother to pursue higher education.
The guidance lessons were held at an alternative school under the Juvenile Court and
Community School system. As of August 2018, about 80% of students at this site were pregnant or
parenting mothers. Each student was working to obtain a high school diploma. Of the participants, there
were 27 Seniors, 10 Juniors, 6 Sophomores, and 1 Freshman. At the start of the school year, and with
the request of the San Diego County Office of Education, each student submitted a Personal Learning
Plan (PLP). The results of the PLPs revealed that 66% of the students were interested in attending
college tours and obtaining college information. The PLPs also indicated that 80% of these students
wanted assistance on college applications and financial aid resources. Of those interested in pursuing
higher education, 75% were interested in earning an associate’s degree and 25% desired a bachelor’s
degree.
Review of the data collected from the PLPs initiated the option to offer knowledge of the higher
education system and help empower students to pursue higher education. The classroom guidance
lessons were conducted during the school’s “Parenting and Life Skills”; an elective course held during 5 th
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period. Findings will highlight how classroom guidance lessons can increase knowledge of higher
education and empower teenage mothers pursuing their high school diploma.
Research Question:
Will conducting classroom guidance lessons regarding life after high school and coordinating
empowering activities tailored to teen mothers help prepare them to pursue higher education?
School Demographics
San Diego Unified is the second largest district in California and serves over 121,000 students
from pre-school through grade 12. San Diego Unified has 117 traditional elementary schools, 9 K-8
schools, 24 traditional middle schools, 22 traditional high schools, 49 charter schools, 13 atypical or
alternative schools, and 5 additional program sites. 46.5% of San Diego Unified students identify as
Hispanic, 59.4% are eligible for free or reduce meals and 1.5% are Foster youth (Demographic Data,
2019).
The San Diego County Office of Education’s (SDCOE) Juvenile Court and Community Schools
(JCCS) provides a variety of services for students who are formerly incarcerated, are pregnant or
parenting, in foster care, expelled, chronically truant, in drug treatment centers or group homes, and
experiencing homelessness. Each year, an estimated 5,000 students are assisted through JCCS across 24
sites in San Diego County (SDCOE, 2019).
The site of the study is one of the San Diego County Office of Education’s JCCS campuses. San
Diego Unified also has the San Diego Adolescent Pregnancy and Parenting Program (SANDAPP).
Currently, seven schools are participating with SANDAPP, including the site of the study. SANDAPP is
committed to enhancing the health, educational potential, and relationships for pregnant and parenting
adolescents. JCCS’s goal is to increase student academic success, close the achievement gap through the
implementation of high expectations/standards and social justice measures that improve equity for this
demographic of students.
The study was held at a female alternative high school. About 80% of the students are pregnant
or parenting and 20% fall under one or more of the other JCCS categorizations. The student age ranges
from 14 to 26 years old. Each student was working to obtain their high school diploma. As of August
2018, there were 27 Seniors, 10 Juniors, 6 Sophomores, and 1 Freshman.
At the JCCS staff orientation held in August 2018, the SDCOE informed school counselors to
encourage all students to fill out and submit a Personal Learning Plan (PLP). The PLPs were divided into
four sections: Academic, Personal/Social, Transitional and Career/College. Most JCCS sites follow an
alternative high school graduation pattern that does not include lab science or physical education.
Students who graduate from the site of the study do not meet A-G requirements for CSU/UC. However,
following an alternative high school graduation pattern, students at this site are able to complete two
English or two math courses within the same semester to prepare them for entry-level English and math
tests at the community college level. The PLPs revealed that about 66% of students at the study site
wanted to attend college tours and obtain college information. 80% of these students wanted assistance
with the college application process and information on financial aid resources. Of those who indicated
they would like to pursue higher education, 75% wanted an associate’s degree and 25% desired a
bachelor’s degree. school has an open enrollment policy. However, PLPs were not collected from new
students who entered this school in later in the year. This information lead to the creation of a
curriculum building higher education understanding.
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Literature Review
Population in Need
In the United States, about 190,000 girls between the ages of 15 and 19 years old gave birth in
2019 (CDC, 2019). Within San Diego County there was an estimate of 23 births per 1,000 teenagers in
2013 with Latinas reporting to have the highest teenage birth rate of all racial/ethnic groups in 2011
(Schroeder, 2016; Hamilton, B.; Martin. J. & Ventura, S., 2012). In collaboration with the San Diego
Unified School District under the San Diego Adolescent Pregnancy and Parenting Program (SANDAPP),
this study aims to enhance the educational potential of the young mothers working to obtain their high
school diploma. About 50 teen mothers attended school at this site. As of fall 2018, more than half
expressed an interest in post-secondary education.
Struggle for Educational Achievement
Pregnancy among adolescent women can lead to delays in pursuing higher education due to the
demands and responsibilities of parenting (Barber, J. & East, P., 2014). Many teen mothers may feel
obligated to choose between parenting their child and abandoning their goals to graduate high school
and/or attend college (Barber, J. & East, P., 2014). In 2002, it was estimated that 67% of teen mothers
did not graduate high school and only 10% graduated on time (Texas Comprehensive Center, 2012).
Teenage parents often drop out of high school due to the challenges they face including the stigma of
early parenting, peer isolation and lack of support (Texas Comprehensive Center, 2012). These students
would benefit from empowerment activities and services that offer a clearer more informed narrative of
their options to complete high school and pursue higher education.
Past studies have found that only 2% of young teen mothers (17 years old or younger) and 3% of
older teen mothers (18 to 19 years old) earn a four-year college degree by the time they are 30 years old
(Costello, 2014). Teenage mothers are often unaware of the resources available to them. Many teen
mothers have little to no exposure to higher education, which is why programs designed especially for
this population are important (Costello, 2014). As such, completing the first steps of pursuing postsecondary advancement is often challenging for teenage mothers. Many delay their pursuit of higher
education. Convoluted financial aid forms (such as the FAFSA) can intimidate and discourage low-income
students from applying to college (Costello, 2014). Some teen mothers have expressed that they were
unsure of what steps to take while pursing higher education and struggles to further their education,
“...I didn’t know what the next step was for me. I didn’t know how my college experience was going to
be” (Stroble,2013). To address the unique needs of teen mothers, it is important to offer a safe space
connected to academia, instruction, and empowerment strategies that can assist, inspire and motivate
these young adults in the pursuit of higher education.
Empowerment is Key
Empowering teen parents to pursue a postsecondary degree or credential can enhance the
likelihood of their own financial security, in addition to the future achievements of their children
(Costello, 2014). High school curriculums that address the specific positive outcomes of higher education
can encourage the pursuit of higher education and degree completion among teen mothers. Higher
education can be a tool utilized to empower women (Kishor & Subaiya, 2008). A high school diploma is
not enough to create or sustain upward economic and social mobility in this changing global economy.
Teen mothers see education as a stepping stone to greater things, “I feel great about attending college
because I know that it’s going to open doors for us in the future,” (Stroble,2013). Empowering teen
moms to pursue higher education means to encourage them to obtain greater living conditions (i.e.
higher wages, better housing).
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Offering teen mothers insight and options can work to empower them to pursue post-secondary
advancement. Many cultures and families believe that education can empower women (Khurshid,
2017). Personal agency and self-determination can go a long way to encourage degree attainment and
improve rates of persistence. A strong sense of self efficacy can enable individuals to plan a goal and
develop resources to control their outlook (Bandura, 1994). Having knowledge of the higher education
and the possibility to advance forward are great building blacks for empowerment (Kishor & Subaiva,
2008). Past studies have revealed that hearing “strong and consistent messages about the importance of
higher education” is a key component in empowering teen mothers to pursue their own post-secondary
advancement (Costello, 2014).
Information from past research articles have highlighted the importance of empowerment and
education for the teen mom population. To strengthen one’s understanding of higher education can
improve their life outcome as demonstrated in past studies. By creating a curriculum designed for a
educational disadvantage group such as teen mothers, the education opportunity gap may decrease.
Research Methods
A mixed methods research approach used in this study included both qualitative interviews and
quantitative surveys in pre/post-assessments. Classroom guidance lessons were used as a form of
intervention. Interview questions are an adaption of the Self-Empowerment Index (Wilson, S.M.; 1993).
Adaptations from the I Can, I Am and I Have Scale were used for both assessments (De las Olas PalmaGarcia, M & Hombrados-Mendieta, I; 2014).
Quantitative surveys were conducted with pre and post-assessments of the participant’s
knowledge of higher education. Participants ranked their own understanding of each statement given
on the assessment regarding their current knowledge of higher education. Each assessment had 5-items
and were measured utilizing a 5-point Likert-type scale, with five equaling “very sure”, to one being “not
sure”.
An intake form was added to the pre-assessment. Basic information was gathered for data
purposes only and student identification was hidden by using a number system. Each participant was
given a number that is only known by the researcher to maintain privacy/anonymity. Intake forms and
pre-assessments were completed during the first classroom guidance lesson.
During the last classroom guidance lesson, students were asked to complete a post-assessment. The
post-assessment was composed of a Likert-type scale and explanation section. Participants were asked
to explain each statement to further review their understanding of the material. The collected data of
responses from pre and post-assessments were compared to determine if there was an increase of
knowledge in higher education.
Qualitative interviews were conducted to address empowerment gains in the pursuit of higher
education. Students consented to participate in a solo interview during their lunchtime. There were
three questions asked during each interview:
1. Close your eyes, imagine you’re done with school. What are you going to do?
2. Knowing what you know now, what would you say to you from a year ago?
3. What’s your plan? Who can support you with meeting your goal?
Interviews were voice recorded and transcribed to find common sub-themes and important
highlights. Internal autonomy items and externally expressed autonomy items were used to assist with
coding for sub-themes surrounding empowerment (Wilson, S.M.; 1993). The responses of participants
were compared to find any similarities/differences. Once all sub-themes were collected and reviewed,
the main themes were uncovered and provided clear insight into the empowerment gains of teen
mothers pursuing higher education. Peer-review of coding took place to reveal any possible biases,
viewpoints or assumptions on the part of the researcher (Lincoln, Y.S. & Guba, E.G. 1985).
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Participants Demographics
There were a total of six participants in this study. Each participant self-identified as a teen
mother. The mean age of childbirth was 16 years old. The eldest age a participant gave birth was 18
years old, classified as an older teen mom in Pathways to Postsecondary Education for Pregnant and
Parenting Teens (Costello, 2014). Five of the six participants were classified as young teen moms ranging
from age 15-17 years old at the time they birthed their child. The mean age of the participants is 17.5
years old. One participant disclosed on the intake form that she had two children. Both children were
born during her adolescence. Each participant self-identified as a Hispanic/Latina via their intake form.
Half of the participants are currently in 12th grade (grade does not correlate with age for students at
this site). The other three participants were in the 11th, 10th and 9th grades respectively.
Knowledge of Higher Education Curriculum
A meeting was held between teachers and counselors to address the ideal time to conduct the
classroom guidance lessons. Students participated in a “Life Skills” elective course during 5 th period. The
researcher presented classroom guidance lessons during 5 th period for two weeks. Each classroom
guidance lesson was forty minutes and included empowerment activities and dialog sessions. All
students were welcome to participate in the classroom guidance lessons; however, data collected
belonged exclusively to six teen mothers. The six teen mothers attended all classroom guidance lessons.
A series of four classroom guidance lessons addressed the following topics:
April 8, 2019: Life After High School
April 9, 2019: College Info 101
April 15, 2019: Guide to Community College
April 16, 2019: Understanding the Higher Education System.
Students were able to identify and compare the different options they have for the “Life After
High School” guidance lesson. From the information they received, students were able to explore
opportunities of interest and analyze possibilities. Information was given regarding vocational schools,
Job Corps, community college, and four-year universities. Students watched a for-profit school
commercial to spot differences between the vocational programs offered at private schools versus
community colleges. The costs of some vocational schools in comparison to community colleges were
highlighted. Students were given time to consider and research possible pathways. During the first
session, students were prompted to write a reflection of their plans after high school. Students were
encouraged to use the following structure, “I am thinking about______because I am/know______”.
Empowering dialog used in this session included, “I know this is a lot of information, but we are here to
help. We believe you can do this. This is just meant to help prepare you.”
In the second classroom guidance lesson, students demonstrated the ability to define and
memorize common higher education terminology. Examples of higher education terminology include:
major, minor, cumulative final, discussion, full-time and different types of degrees. Students viewed
examples of syllabi, schedules and transfer education plans via Assist.org. Students practiced how to
match possible majors with career pathways. Students also participated in building their own schedule
to include class, homework, family and “me” time. The researcher provided a sample of a class schedule
from their own undergraduate education. Empowering dialog used in this session included, “Yes, it
might seem like you have no time but by scheduling out your week it will help. It is possible to go to
school and raise your baby. It will take work but it’s worth it. Once you have your degree, it’s yours! No
one take away your education.”.
The “Guide to Community College” lesson highlighted and introduced numerous student
support programs that are available within the California Community College system. Students were
informed of the specific resources to reach out to when in need of assistance. The relationship between
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self-advocacy was stressed as critical to their ongoing success. In session three, students selected
programs to apply to which they felt could benefit them in their pursuit of higher education. Some of
the programs introduced were EOPS-CARE, CalWORKS, and NextUp. Paper applications for these
programs were offered to all students. Each student also had the option to meet with a counselor oneon- one to fill out any application for student services program/resources (FAFSA included). Empowering
dialog included, “These programs are designed to help you, but you need to go to the office and apply
for them. Advocate for yourself! It’s possible for you to graduate college.”.
Students took notes during all classroom guidance lessons and were encouraged to keep their
notes to help guide them on their journey to enter and navigate the higher education system. In the
fourth session, students were prompted to reflect on the following question: “Do you know what you
want to do after high school?”. Empowering dialog included, “All of you are capable of great things. Your
goals seem great. Remember to follow through with your plans.”.
The final classroom guidance lesson served as a review of all previous lessons. Students were
asked questions to test their knowledge. They also participated in peer to peer outreach/networking
and requested help from their peers when in need of assistance.
After the final classroom guidance lesson was conducted, students were asked to complete the
post-assessment and elaborate on their responses. Once scores were collected for both pre and postassessments, the mean for both was calculated to identify whether there was an increase in knowledge
of higher education among the participants.
Findings
Classroom guidance lessons can increase the knowledge of higher education for teenage
mothers. When comparing the mean and median scores of pre/post assessments, both increase at a
whole point or more (see Figures 1-5). Interviews found that after classroom guidance lessons teen
mothers felt empowered. Other coded themes discovered from interviews were support systems and
obstacles (see Figure 6). Within the theme of empowerment, participants expressed the importance of
independence, employment, and educational attainment. The theme of support systems revealed that
participants never mentioned their fathers, the father of their baby or educational support programs.
Each participant did mention their mother when asked who could support them in achieving their
goal/s. Common subthemes in obstacles were overcoming a lack of maturity and regret. An overarching
theme found in most participant interviews was the desire to provide a better life for their child. Many
participants mentioned either finding a job or continuing to work while they pursue higher education in
order to provide for themselves and their children. The desire for a space of their own was a very
common response when asked about their future plans.
Quotes indicating empowerment theme:
“I am going to college, and I would get my kids into daycare, as well. Like, I see myself walking in college
and attending classes.” (0:17)
“I want to get like, start making my own income and like saving up for the future. And…because you
never know if you’re gonna end up with a struggle or not. So I want to be prepared.” (1:26)
Quote indicating support system theme:
“Well, for now umm my mom. Right now my mom and my sister taking care of my daughter. Until I
finish go to school, so I can be able to like pay full attention to school and stuff” (0:49)
Quotes indicating obstacles theme:
“…..giving her the best life that I couldn’t as a teen” (0:44)
“Without, with some support not all, lot of support……….I did it.” (0:30)
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Discussion
From the findings of the study, the intervention can be interpreted as a success. The theme of
empowerment was coded among all participant interviews and knowledge of higher education
increased. The interviews showcased that participants envisioned themselves on college campuses and
attending classes. Quotes pulled from interviews also implied a sense of empowerment by thinking
about the future and feeling prepared for it. New knowledge generated by this research project includes
the importance of a reliable positive female support system for teen mothers. Each participant
mentioned their mother’s role in taking care of their child while they work to obtain a high school
diploma. While all participants mentioned their mothers, none mentioned a positive male within their
support system. Participants also did not mention educational programs, resources or individuals
working at the school/within the district as additional support systems. As mentioned before, most
participants specifically state that they want to provide a better life for their child. However, they
express this sentiment differently. Some participants want to get a job or continue working in order to
get a place of their own with their child. Other participants realize certain constraints to parenting as a
teenager, such as access to a steady income and stable housing. Overall, the individual interviews
provided greater insight into the participants thoughts on their current support systems and next times
for pursing higher education.
Some limitations of the study include student accountability to attend school on time, daycare,
attendance, personal dilemmas, and personal biases. Not all students will arrive at school at the start of
the day. Currently, the site of the study begins the school day at 9:30 am and it ends at 12:30 pm when
lunch is served. This semester, teachers decided to include the 5th period to begin after lunchtime.
There were instances where students had trouble attending class due nonreliable transportation or
familial situations arising. Some teen mothers wished to engage and participate in the campus
community while also testing boundaries of authority and student expectations. leave class and hang
out in the front desk area without permission from their teacher. It is very common for students to leave
campus after lunchtime and not attend the 5th period. Keeping in mind classroom guidance lessons for
this study were held during 5th period.
Access to reliable and affordable childcare remains a challenge. Daycare services were
temporarily granted to the site however this service is not available all day. There is a very limited
number of daycare providers at the site. And, when a child is considered too fussy staff will pull their
parent out of class. When a student is pulled out of class to attend to their child, they will miss the rest
of the class or bring the child into the classroom. Children brought into the classroom can act as a
distraction for other students.
Attendance issues vary from missing a few days to missing a few months of class. There are
various reasons why a student would be absent. Sometimes students at this site would lose
transportation methods or have family issues that affected class attendance. When available, the school
offered free tram passes for all students. Many of the students at this site have experienced abuse,
homelessness and have found attending school to be a challenge. This study initially had eleven
participants. Due to a flu outbreak in the daycare center, many participants stayed home with their
children for a few days and missed school.
There is a possibility of personal bias when interpreting coding themes among interviews due to
the researcher’s family history. The researcher was raised by a teenage mother. In an attempt to limit
personal bias, the coding themes were evaluated by peers who were not raised by a teenage parent, nor
had personal relationships with a teenage parent.
Implications
The findings of this study can be used to advocate for greater resources for teenage parents.
Additional resources and detailed information for teen mothers are very important to help them
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appreciate that higher education is a possibility for them. Future research of educational programs
designed to help this population may use this data to support the need for higher education readiness
curriculums. This research supports the need for accessible and consistent childcare for teen mothers to
complete high school and pursue higher education. Counselors who work with teen mom populations
can use the information from this study to create tailored tier 3 or tier 2 interventions (ASCA, 2019).
Findings may be used for teenage mothers in high school at a post-secondary institution.
Addressing the role of increased empowerment and how it correlates to the pursuit of student goals can
be included in the writing of grants/proposals for programs such as EOPS-CARE or CalWORKs. Both
EOPS-CARE and CalWORKs are designed to assist single parents attending a California Community
College. Many teen mothers participate in these programs as they pursue higher education.
This study and the findings can provide information not previously available. Currently, it is very
difficult to find positive data addressing the teen mom population. There is presently very little data
available that addresses the role of empowerment of teen mothers in an educational setting. The
findings of this study may be the first of its kind and can offer new insight as it relates to teen mothers
pursuing higher education. This research can serve as a stepping stone and catalyst for future research
on teenage mothers, assessing/addressing their needs to enhance methods to assist them in meeting
their goals to pursue higher education.
Conclusion
The study reveals an increase in knowledge of higher education within the six teen mom
participants immerging from classroom guidance lessons, empowerment sessions, and reflections from
the posts interviews. By the end of the intervention, students expressed feelings of empowerment and
an ability to reason their interest in pursuing higher education within the themes of independence,
educational attainment and career readiness goals. An additional theme immerged as a support system,
and, specifically, the importance of a familial – female (their mother) ally within their support team.
The findings of this study can be used to design and implement a higher education curriculum
for teenage mothers in school programs across the nation. The data collected from this study advocates
for interventions to be implemented to encourage and assist teen mothers to pursue higher education.
The interventions conducted in this study suggest an increase in both the knowledge of higher education
and the feeling of empowerment among teen mothers. Post-secondary institutions/programs can use
this study to gain greater insight into the lives and circumstances of teen mothers and encourage grant
writing to support/tap into the potential of this demographic of students. Curriculums designed for
teenage mothers that include knowledge of higher education in conjunction with empowerment dialog
and activities can increase aspirational and navigational capital (Yosso, 2005) and encourage agency in
their pursuit of higher education.
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Figures
Figure 1: I know the difference between part-time and full time within a college setting.

Pre-Assessment: Mean = 3.0
Post-Assessment: Mean = 4.5

Median = 3.0
Median = 5.0

Figure 2: I know what financial resources are available for me if I decided to pursue post-secondary
advancement.
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Pre-Assessment: Mean = 2.5
Post-Assessment: Mean = 3.2

Median = 2.0
Median = 3.0

Figure 3: I can list at least three programs/departments within a college campus that are designed to
help me.

Pre-Assessment: Mean = 2.0
Post-Assessment: Mean = 3.5

Median = 1.5
Median = 3.5

Figure 4: I am able to explain to someone else the difference between a non-profit and for-profit
university.

Pre-Assessment: Mean = 2.0
Median = 1.0
Post-Assessment: Mean = 4.0
Median = 5.0
Figure 5: I can tell someone the difference between a lecture, discussion and lab class.
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Pre-Assessment: Mean = 2.5
Post-Assessment: Mean = 4.7

Median = 2.0
Median = 5.0

Figure 6: Coding Themes

Page 110
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Abstract
While the literature on the experiences of working-class Students of Color at selective, historically White
institutions has grown significantly over the past twenty-five years, how this student population is
making sense of their social class identity as they gain access to dominant cultural and social capital at
their institutions remains heavily understudied. To further complicate the experience of social class
transitions or upward mobility for working-class Students of Color, this literature review will discuss the
phenomenon of gentrification, a racial and class based process in which the inner city is redeveloped for
the tastes of the middle-class while simultaneously displacing working-class populations. Through an
analysis of past studies on working-class Students of Color and gentrification, I intend to tie these two
threads of research together to examine what it means to be a college educated, upwardly mobile,
native of a working-class gentrifying neighborhood. In doing so, this paper will bridge a gap in both
working-class Students of Color and gentrification literature, highlighting the importance of race and
class in both higher education and in urban life.
Introduction
Previous research indicates that working-class Students of Color experience a tense and complex
balancing act between the collective identity of their home communities with the individualistic
experience of attending a selective institution and becoming upwardly mobile (Aries & Berman, 2014;
Guiffrida, 2006; Orbe, 2003). While the tension between home and school life for working-class Students
of Color has been well-documented in higher education literature (Guiffrida, 2005; Orbe, 2003), there is
still a lack of research on how this student population is making sense of their social class identity as
they progress through their college education. For working-class Students of Color from inner cities,
gentrification adds another layer of complexity to the negotiation of their racial and class identities. Just
as working-class Students of Color are processing internal changes to their identities, the cities where
they come from are also experiencing radical social, cultural, and economic shifts. The phenomenon of
gentrification has received substantial attention from scholars that range across academic disciplines,
including a critical understanding of the role middle-class People of Color play in the process (Ahrens,
2015; Lees, Slater, & Wyly, 2007, Medina, 2013; Patillo, 2007: Taylor, 1992). However, how Students of
Color from working-class communities experience gentrification remains heavily understudied.
To begin addressing this gap, this literature review will examine the racial and class identities of
working-class Students of Color as both distinctive and intersectional experiences (Crenshaw, 1991). I
will begin by addressing the racialized experiences of Students of Color at Historically White Institutions
(HWI), followed by a discussion on the current literature on working-class college students, and then
examine how these two identities intersect for working-class Students of Color. In addition, while there
is currently little research on how working-class Students of Color understand their social class identity
in their gentrifying neighborhoods, I will incorporate literature on members of the Black and Latinx
middle-class to examine the intersections of race, ethnicity, and social class in gentrifying Communities
of Color. Ultimately, in tying these threads of research together, I seek to highlight the ways in which
Whiteness and classism are upheld and reproduced in both higher education and in urban life.
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Definitions
To address inequitable systems of race and class, I view the literature via a critical framework. In
doing so, it is imperative to define terms that expose depth and power. For example, I utilize historically
White institution rather than predominantly White institution because it highlights not just the numerical
majority of White students, staff, and faculty on campus but also the “histories, traditions, symbols,
stories, icons, curriculum, and processes that were all designed by whites, for whites, to reproduce
whiteness via a white experience at the exclusion of others” (Brunsma, Brown, & Placier, 2012, p. 719). I
also capitalize terms that include People of Color such as Students and Communities of Color because it
is important that when speaking of a group of people, particularly those who have historically been
dehumanized, their identities are acknowledged and respected through capitalization (Lanham & Liu,
2019; Tharps, 2014). Finally, some words I use will depend upon the terms utilized by the original
authors of the work I am referencing. For example, while some scholars utilize Latino/a to refer to
students with ancestral ties to Latin America others have chosen to use Latinx as a gender-neutral term.
Blooming Racial and Ethnic Pride at HWIs
Scholars have argued that campus culture is a powerful force that has the ability to
fundamentally shape the experiences of students, faculty, staff, and local community members (Kuh &
Whitt, 1988; Museus, 2008; Renn & Patton, 2017). Defined as “persistent patterns of norms, values,
practices, beliefs, and assumptions” campus cultures “provide a frame of reference” to develop meaning
to both tangible (mascots) and intangible (mottos) aspects of college life (Kuh & Whitt, 1988, p. iv).
Research has shown that “traditional” students, who tend to be White and have parents who graduated
from college, have little to no difficulty assimilating and maintaining campus cultures; however, workingclass Students of Color struggle profoundly to align their values and backgrounds to the cultural fabric of
the institution (Aries & Berman, 2014; Yosso, et al., 2009)
The stark difference in ease and struggle for students is best represented at selective HWIs,
which historically have served White, affluent, propertied Christian men, and continue to uphold social
and cultural structures that prioritize and reinforce White, upper-class values and norms (Rentz &
Howard-Hamilton, 2011). Although the 1964 Civil Rights Act mandated colleges and universities to enroll
qualified students regardless of race, the historical legacy of Whiteness and racial exclusion remains
deeply embedded in the socio-cultural fabric of HWIs (McDonald, 2011). Research demonstrates that
Students of Color who attend HWIs often experience racial microaggressions from professors and peers,
which are indirect and subtle forms of predjuice and discrimination, in addition to direct and targeted
incidents of racism on their college campuses (Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). Students of Color also
struggle to see their racial and ethnic backgrounds reflected in the faculty, staff, and curriculum of the
institution (Gonzalez, 2002), and believe that their college or university is not doing enough to support
their retention and graduation (Hurtado, Milem, & Allen, 1998). For some, the emotional toll of these
burdens results in their withdrawal from school (Guiffrida, 2003), while other Students of Color develop
a rich cultural network based on their racial and/or ethnic backgrounds to survive and resist the
alienating and hostile environment of an HWI (Gonzalez, 2002; Museus, 2008; Nuñez, 2009).
Gonzalez’s (2002) study on the experiences of two Chicano students attending a large,
predominantly White public university near the U.S. and Mexican border provides a notable example of
how racial and ethnic minoritized students utilize their cultural heritage as a means to resist an
overwhelmingly White environment. Gonzalez identified three cultural worlds within the university that
produced the alienation his participants felt: the social, the physical, and the epistemological. Each
world centered and valued White American norms, which while invisible to White students, caused
great conflict and hostility for the Students of Color in the study (Gonzalez, 2002). The lack of Chicano
students and professors, the European-centric style of buildings and statues celebrating White men, and
the limited classes on Chicano studies left a deep hunger for cultural representation among the study’s
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participants. In both protest and in celebration, the students in the study turned their dorm room into
an informal cultural center, by hanging Chicano art, listening to Mexican music, and sharing stories from
home.
In addition to Gonzalez’s (2002) study, other scholars have highlighted the importance of
formalized cultural centers and ethnic student organizations as safe spaces for Students of Color to
come together, find a sense of belonging, and celebrate their cultural heritages (Guiffrida, 2003;
Museus, 2008; Nuñez, 2009). In his research on the experiences of Black students at a predominantly
White institution, Guiffrida (2003) found that African American student organizations were a critical
component to the social integration of Black students on their college campus. Students in the study
shared how engaging in these student organizations enabled them to build connections with faculty
outside of the classroom, give back to members of the Black community both on and off campus,
organize events to educate others about racial and ethnic identity, and find comfort in other Black
students who share their same cultural values and norms.
These studies show that Students of Color congregate to nourish themselves and each other
because they are culturally and emotionally starved in institutions that do not reflect, accept, and value
their cultural backgrounds. In doing so, Students of Color politicize their racial and ethnic identities to
advocate for institutional validation and the acknowledgement of their community’s needs while also
creating spaces of resistance to White hegemony within their institutions (Gonzalez, 2002; Guiffrida,
2003; Museus, 2008; Nuñez, 2009; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). This strategy, employed by Students
of Color to survive at HWIs, aligns with Tierney’s (1999) argument on college student retention. While
foundational theories in student affairs argued that marginalized students must learn to sever ties to
their cultural backgrounds in order to succeed academically at their institutions (Tinto, 1994); Tierney
(1999) argued that institutions should develop cultural congruity by affirming the cultural capital of
minoritized students and incorporating their cultural backgrounds into the curricula.
Tierney's argument has been praised by scholars interested in validating the values and norms
of marginalized student populations on campus cultures; however, studies show that Students of Color
must still learn how to navigate the White, upper-class culture of their HWI in order to succeed in
college (Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Yosso et al., 2009). As Yosso et al., (2009) state in their study ten years
after Tierney’s recommendations, Latino/a students had "to learn, participate in, and accept the White
campus subculture, even while it seemed that White students made little or no effort to learn about,
participate in, and show respect for Latina/o culture, epistemologies, and ontologies” (p.677).
Therefore, while the literature on the importance of cultural congruity for marginalized students has
provided strong arguments for its effect on student retention, Students of Color are still struggling to
find institutional support and validation from their HWIs. As a result, they turn to their racial and ethnic
groups for comfort, support, and solidarity (Yosso, et al., 2009).
Defining the Working-Class
In addition to being a racially exclusive environment, most institutions of higher education have
historically served the needs of the country’s most affluent (Rentz & Howard-Hamilton, 2011). The
norms, practices, and behaviors of the upper-class still regulate many of today’s campus cultures, which
results in the cultural incongruity experienced by students from working-class backgrounds (Aries &
Berman, 2014; Torres, 2009). While the number of low-income students attending college has increased
significantly over the past four decades (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2017), social class
remains heavily understudied in the fields of student affairs and higher education, and particularly its
impact on the identity development of college students (Patton, Renn, Guido, & Quaye, 2016).
Many scholars attribute the lack of research on social class as a result of it being an “invisible
and taboo” identity (Ardoin, 2018; Martin, Williams, & Young, 2018, p. 16). However, a number of
scholars in the fields of counseling, sociology, and student affairs have developed an understanding of
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social class, specifically in the context of higher education (Ardoin, 2018; Hurst, 2012; Liu, 2011). An
important distinction they make is between social class and socioeconomic status (SES). Whereas SES
focuses solely on income and parental education, social class is defined as the “network of values and
beliefs an individual uses to understand their socioeconomic and sociocultural experiences” (Martin,
Williams, & Young, 2018, p. 12). These experiences are often rooted in the kind of work one produces,
either non-salaried manual labor that is directed by others or salaried mental labor that can be creative
and self-directed (Hurst, 2012). The labor one produces is stratified into the oppressive system of
classism, which assigns value and prestige to people according to their class, and normalizes wealth
inequality (Liu, 2011; Yeskel & Leondar-Wright, 1997). Hurst (2012) highlights the impact of classism in
her study on working-class college students. She finds that academic success is a burden for workingclass students because it forces them to accept that the labor of their working-class families and
communities is less worthy than middle-class work. Social class, therefore, encompasses not only the
importance of economic capital (i.e. monetary income), but also of cultural capital, which structures our
tastes, behaviors, and knowledge in a system that values certain types of behaviors and expertise over
others (Ardoin, 2018; Liu, 2011).
Because class is more comprehensive, some scholars have utilized the term working-class
instead of low-income to describe students from families that work in low-skilled jobs, earn little pay,
and do not have college educations (Ardoin, 2018; Hurst, 2012; Martin, Williams, & Young, 2018). By this
definition, all working-class college students are also first-generation. However, not all first-generation
students come from low-income backgrounds, as some families may have entered the middle-class
without attending college (Hurst, 2012). The following section will include literature written on students
who identify as first-generation, low-income, or as working-class to develop a greater understanding of
the experiences of working-class students in higher education. I will utilize first-generation, low-income,
or working-class depending on what term was utilized by the original authors of the work I am
referencing.
The Working-Class College Student Experience
Historically, expensive college tuition in the United States was only accessible to the wealthy
elite; working-class students were barred from attending due to the high cost of attendance (Rentz &
Howard-Hamilton, 2011). It was only after World War II that higher education became widely affordable
to working-class people. The passing of the G.I. Bill in 1944 made attending college possible, specifically
for returning White, male veterans (Hurst, 2012). However, college was still out of reach for many. In
1975, only 31.2% of low-income high school students entered college. By the start of the 21st century,
this number more than doubled due to the recent availability of student loans and Pell grants. In 2016,
65.4% of low-income high school students enrolled into a two-year or four-year institution (National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2017). However, low-income students are half as likely to graduate
from a four-year institution and take longer to obtain a degree as their wealthier peers (Bowen et al.,
2005). Several scholars have sought to examine this discrepancy, highlighting the many difficulties
working-class students experience in pursuit of a higher education (Ardoin, 2018; Aries & Berman, 2014;
Hurst, 2012; Lee & Kramer, 2013; Orbe, 2003).
Before entering college, working-class students are less likely to be deemed as “college ready”
(Hurst, 2012, p. 30). Attending under-resourced high schools and being the first in their families to
pursue a college education, working-class students often do not have access to or the background
knowledge of which classes and examinations would prepare them for college (Hurst, 2012). These
experiences are often characteristic of first-generation students. Although there are various definitions
of “first-generation” in higher education literature, this paper defines first-generation students as those
whose parents did not receive an education beyond high school (Ward, Siegel, & Davenport, 2012).
Parents who have never been exposed to the specific requirements, rigors, or norms of applying to and
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attending college have difficulty providing the same level of support as parents who have had
experience in higher education (Terenzini et al., 1994). From knowing the appropriate dress code for a
college interview, to the etiquette one should use when writing an email to a professor, parents with
college degrees have obtained a series of cultural assets that support their social class position.
Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977) coined the term cultural capital to conceptualize the resources
dominant groups utilize to reinforce social class norms. Bourdieu referred to the social networks and
connections that maintain class differentiation as social capital. The literature on the experience of firstgeneration college students argues that a lack of cultural and social capital, such as one’s way of speech
and dress, is what distinguishes first-generation students from their continuing-generation peers (Ward,
Siegel, & Davenport, 2012).
In addition, scholars on first-generation students argue that while this student population is not
homogenous, there are a common set of characteristics these students share (Darling & Smith, 2007).
First-generation students tend to come from low-income households, are mostly racial and ethnic
minorities, and tend to identify as women, which exposes them to class, gender, and racial
discrimination, and places them at a further disadvantage when they arrive on college campuses that
have historically catered to White upper-class men (Darling & Smith, 2007). Moreover, first-generation
students report receiving less academic, emotional, and financial support from family members and
struggle with the academic rigor of college due to lower math, reading, and critical thinking skills - a
result of attending typically lower-funded public K-12 education (Darling & Smith, 2007). Already behind
academically, first-generation students enter college and struggle to keep up with the academic rigor of
their institutions and with new expectations of their education, such as navigating a syllabus and
understanding the purpose of faculty office hours (Darling & Smith, 2007).
In addition to low-income students feeling academically underprepared, the literature shows
that their participation in the social life of campus can also be an isolating and stressful experience (Aries
& Berman, 2014). Working more extensive hours than their wealthier peers, and unable to afford
leisurely activities such as frequently dining out at restaurants, traveling during school breaks, and
purchasing name-brand clothing, low-income students are routinely reminded of their social class status
(Aries & Berman, 2014; Torres 2009). As a result, low-income students struggle to find a sense of
belonging on a campus that often feels alienating and exclusively geared towards their wealthier peers.
Scholars argue that these experiences can invoke feelings of inferiority for working-class students who
may not be educated in the unspoken codes and rules of the academy (Patton, Renn, Guido & Quaye,
2016).
A study on the cultural norms of universities found that these subtle codes often center the
independent values of the upper-class (Stephens, Frysberg, Markus, Johnson & Covarrubias, 2012).
Challenging authority, working independently and creatively, and having a ‘go-out-and-get-yours’
confidence can contradict working-class norms of collectivism, teamwork, and adherence to rules
(Stephens, et al., 2012). In his study that sought to complicate the narrative on low-income, firstgeneration Black college students, Jack (2015) demonstrates how working-class Black students who
attended college preparatory schools learned how to internalize and utilize independent behaviors in
college. Jack (2015) explains that these students advocate for themselves, comfortably communicate
with authority figures on campus such as professors and staff members, and exude confidence both
inside and outside the classroom. In contrast, students who did not attend preparatory schools, felt
ashamed and anxious to speak with authority figures and lacked the confidence to advocate for their
needs. When participating in academic and social environments with norms different than their own,
working-class students typically struggle with their grades and are less likely to interact with their
professors, utilize campus resources, be involved on campus, and ultimately, obtain a college degree
(Parks-Yancy, 2012; Walpole, 2008).
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Scholars have highlighted that class, like all social identities, is socially constructed and has a
“fluid, dynamic, and performative nature” (Martin, Williams, & Young, 2018, p. 11). According to Barrett
(2011), individuals typically carry three social class identities: the class they were born into, the class
they currently identify with, and the class that others perceive them as having. Navigating these three
identities, especially as one becomes upwardly mobile, can often be a conflicting endeavor (Ardoin,
2018). Hurst (2012) finds that as working-class students adjust to their college environments, they are
faced with the choice of maintaining their allegiance to their working-class home community,
assimilating into the upper-class values of their institutions, or navigating both simultaneously. Other
studies have highlighted this tension, showing that one of the most important challenges working-class
students face is the often strenuous task of navigating between the two worlds of their affluent
institutions and their working-class communities (Aries & Berman, 2014; Hurst, 2012; Lee & Kramer,
2013).
In their home communities, working-class students employ a great deal of emotional labor
trying to explain their collegiate experiences to family members and friends who do not understand or
cannot empathize with their experiences (Orbe, 2003). Attempts to discuss what they have learned may
result in family members and friends labeling them as a “know it all,” “snob,” or, for Students of Color,
as “acting White” (Lee & Kramer, 2013; Orbe, 2003). Castillo (2009) identified these behaviors by family
members and friends as intragroup marginalization. Individuals pursuing upward mobility through
formal education are ostracized by members of their own cultural group because they exhibit values and
norms outside of the group’s culture. Feeling marginalized by both their upper-class peers and their coethnic group members, the comments made by family and friends can result in physical and mental
distress (Castillo, 2009; Lee & Kramer, 2013). Other negative experiences reported by working-class
students are the various pressures and demands they encounter from family members. For example,
students may be in charge of paying bills, taking care of younger siblings or elderly relatives, and
providing emotional support to their parents (Guiffrida, 2005; London, 1989).
In his study on low-income African American students at an HWI, Guiffrida (2005) found that
those who held important head of household roles were often the ones who dropped out from college
or were struggling academically. However, for students who were performing well in Guiffrida's study,
their families provided a better balance of challenge and support. Although unable to understand
entirely what their children were going through, students noted how parents emphasized academics
because they were unable to pursue a formal education of their own (p. 55). Additional studies also
show that working-class families and communities often held students who attended college in high
regard and as exceptional examples of those who “made it out” of the neighborhood and their financial
situations (Orbe, 2008). Working-class students, therefore, utilized family and community stories of
hardship as one of their greatest sources of motivation (Orbe, 2008). They internalized the values and
ethics of their working-class backgrounds to emphasize the importance of hard work and to pursue the
dreams of academic and financial prosperity that their family members were unable to achieve (Aries &
Berman, 2014; Guiffrida, 2006; Lubrano, 2004; Matos, 2015; Orbe, 2003).
Working-Class Students of Color
The intersections of race and class in the pursuit of upward mobility are documented by scholars
in the fields of sociology and education (Cole & Amari, 2003; Cookson & Persell, 1991; Neckerman,
Carter, & Lee, 1999). Many of these scholars sought to understand the subjective experiences of African
Americans in elite high schools and colleges and found that Black students experience the double
burden of having to assimilate into both the White and upper-class cultures of their institutions while
also navigating between the distinct cultures of their academic environments and that of their Black
community. Cookson and Persell (1991) argued that because racial differences were often compounded

Page 116

by class differences at their institutions, Black students would never gain full social acceptance into the
White, upper-class worlds represented by their institutions.
These scholars also found that there were “hidden costs” (Cole & Amari, 2003, p. 794) in Black
students’ attempts to become upwardly mobile, such as the state of their psychological well-being,
which can take a serious toll as they experience rejection and marginalization from both the upper-class
White world and their lower-income Black communities. Peteet, Montgomery, and Weekes (2015) show
that working-class Students of Color who experience the culture shock of attending a selective and
rigorous HWI, often struggle with imposter syndrome. Students who experience imposter syndrome
believe that they are unqualified for college because they doubt their intellectual capacity and ability.
For working-class Students of Color, these feelings are compounded by the negative experiences they
have with White professors, staff, and peers and the tension they experience between home and school
life. This sense of imposter syndrome can result in poorer academic performance, lower self-esteem,
depression, and feeling guilty for their educational achievements (Peteet et al., 2015).
The Importance of Giving Back
While the experiences of working-class Students of Color are often marked by difficult
challenges, several studies have shown that their participation in giving back to historically underresourced communities has been an integral and positive component of their upward mobility (Cohen,
1998; Delgado Bernal, Aleman, & Garavito, 2009; Guiffrida, 2003; Higginbotham & Weber, 1992).
Engaging in the practice of “uplift” (Cole & Amari, 2003, p. 788), can result in working-class Students of
Color developing a stronger sense of self and belonging, and can dispel the psychological distress of
imposter syndrome. Delgado-Bernal, Aleman, and Garavito (2009) found that first-year Latino/a
students participating in an ethnic studies service-learning course at a large predominantly White
university were able to critically reflect and discuss the various intersections of their identities while also
developing leadership skills as mentors for low-income Latino/a children in a local after school program.
Although they often felt powerless at their HWI, the connections Latino/a college students made with
their younger co-ethnics, enabled them to reclaim themselves as proud student leaders both on campus
and in the Latino/a community.
Cohen’s (1998) study on first-generation, low-income women at a selective liberal arts college
found that although the study participants initially struggled with imposter syndrome, they gained a
sense of critical class consciousness in their sociology courses and from uncomfortable interactions with
faculty and peers. The negative experiences they had interacting with upper-class students, coupled
with an education that gave them the tools to articulate their experiences, enabled the women in the
study to value their working-class and non-traditional backgrounds and redefine success not in
monetary terms but in uplifting communities in need. Cultural theorist bell hooks (2000) lays similar
claims in her book Class Matters. Her political solidarity and allegiance, as well as a large part of her
sense of self are all deeply rooted in the working-class life she grew up in. hooks (2000) states, "I knew
that I would never have finished without the ongoing support of the working class world I came from"
(p. 146). As a result, she felt compelled to give back to the working-class world, and to "honor and
remain in solidarity" (p. 146) with her community through her work as a cultural theorist and academic.
Similar to the students in Cohen’s study (1998), hooks (2000) learned how to incorporate aspects of the
privileged class into her life not as a means to build her own ego, but to support others from her
working-class community. As exemplified here, working-class Students of Color often develop significant
meaning and purpose from serving communities that reflect their own racial and class backgrounds.
Although past studies have highlighted the racialized and class-based experiences of workingclass Students of Color, how this student population is making sense of their social class identity as they
become upwardly mobile remains heavily understudied. For working-class Students of Color from inner
cities, the process of gentrification can deeply complicate their class identity formation. As cities become
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more marketable to young, educated, and middle-class individuals and less affordable for working-class
Communities of Color, how working-class Students of Color make sense of their social class identity in
this process must be critically examined.
Transitioning Landscapes
Coined by British sociologist Ruth Glass (1964), gentrification is defined as a class-based process
in which the physical, social, and economic qualities of working-class neighborhoods are revalued and
reinvested in by larger political and economic entities for the tastes and desires of middle and upperclass people. As a result of this large flow of public and private capital, the spatial, social, political, and
economic components of the city have been restructured (Logan & Molotch, 1987). The supply of new
jobs and cultural spaces have enticed a younger, educated, and more affluent class of gentrifiers into the
city who are bringing their own cultural preferences and leisurely lifestyles (Zukin, 2010).
This deliberate investment into urban environments for the tastes of affluent residents comes at
a great cost for the city’s most vulnerable populations, who are experiencing exorbitant increases in
rent, landlord harassment, and physical and cultural displacement (Cahill, 2005; Newman & Wyly, 2006).
In short, gentrification is creating two landscapes in one: crumbling homes rest across from new condos,
check cashing businesses sit next to art galleries, and working-class Families of Color are increasingly
replaced by younger, wealthier White individuals (Newman & Wyly, 2006). However, while the racial
narrative on gentrification has focused mostly on the implications of White gentrifiers moving into lowincome Communities of Color, it is important to recognize that because gentrification is defined as a
class-based process, middle and upper-class People of Color can also participate in the gentrification of
working-class Communities of Color (Patillo, 2007, Taylor, 1992).
Black and Latinx Middle-Class Communities in Gentrifying Neighborhoods
There is a gap in the research exploring how working-class Students of Color experience their
gentrifying neighborhoods. However, a few studies on the intersections between race, ethnicity, and
gentrification highlight the complexities in the relationships that formally educated middle-class People
of Color have with gentrifying low-income neighborhoods. Studies on gentrification in historically Black
communities such as Harlem in New York City and North Kenwood-Oakland in Chicago show that some
members of the Black middle-class are enticed by the sense of racial pride and camaraderie in Black
neighborhoods (Patillo, 2007, Taylor, 1992). They connect on an emotional level to the businesses and
services that symbolize Blackness, which provides them with an important sense of belonging. This
cultural connection is critical for Black professionals who suffer from the psychological distress of
microaggressions, overtly racist incidents, and a glass ceiling that limits their potential in work
environments that are predominantly White (Cole & Omari, 2003; Moore, 2005; Taylor, 1992).
These studies also suggest that while members of the Black middle-class often felt an obligation
to uplift their lower income co-ethnics by advocating for safer and cleaner neighborhoods with better
resources, their actions often conflicted with the values and behaviors of low-income Black community
members (Moore, 2005; Taylor, 1992). These contentions are often found in the social and political
arenas. In their desire to clean up the neighborhood, middle-class Black individuals enacted potentially
damaging plans such as advocating for an increased police presence in the neighborhood or denying
services (such as an HIV/AIDS clinic in a Harlem community) if such initiatives resulted in their property
values declining (Taylor, 1992). With their professional and educational backgrounds, middle-class
Blacks were often better equipped to navigate the terrain of city politics, and while their intentions were
indeed to support the Black community, a particular class agenda served to be counterproductive to the
livelihoods of low-income Black people (Moore, 2005; Taylor, 1992). Therefore, despite sharing similar
racial and ethnic backgrounds, class distinctions often set the two groups apart.
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Similar conclusions were found in a study on educated, middle-class Latinos moving back to
their historically Latino neighborhood of Boyle Heights in Los Angeles (Ahrens, 2015). Coining the term
gentrification, middle-class Latinos chose to differentiate themselves from gentrifiers through their
outward support of their gente, or people. By investing back into their neighborhoods, gentefiers saw
themselves as part of the solution, not the problem. However, this study showed that the desire of
gentefiers to reinvest into their neighborhoods aligned to outside real estate developers looking to find
an ethnic niche in the market (Ahrens, 2015). The new businesses that middle-class Latinos were
creating, such as bars, coffee shops, and bookstores appealed to younger crowds with greater
disposable incomes. As a result, older community members and low-income families were struggling to
stay in a neighborhood that, although still looked and felt Mexican, was increasingly unaffordable
(Medina, 2013).
These studies highlight the importance of a strong racial and ethnic identity for formally educated,
middle-class Blacks and Latinxs, many of whom seek cultural connections in Communities of Color
because of the hostility and alienation they experience in their predominantly White working
environments. However, their social class is still a significant marker of differentiation between
themselves and their low-income co-ethnics. In her book on the significance of class, bell hooks (2000)
argues that members of the Black middle-class must recognize their class privilege if they are truly
dedicated to uplifting all Blacks from oppression. In her observations of the trajectory of the Black
middle-class since the 1960s, she states that “many Black people seeking success in the existing white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy embrace white supremacist thoughts and actions" (p. 90). Therefore, to
work towards the dismantling of racial and class inequities, hooks argues that class-privileged Blacks
must align themselves with their working-class co-ethnics, and not with the White elite.
Conclusion
The experiences of Black and Latinx middle-class communities closely align to the research that
was previously outlined about working-class Students of Color. This student population develops a rich
and sophisticated sense of racial and ethnic pride in a racially hostile White college environment, yet are
marked as different by their home communities due to differences in speech, dress, and other markers
of social class. As exemplified in the work on gentrification and the Black and Latinx middle-class, these
differing behaviors and values can have potentially damaging impacts for the well-being of low-income
Communities of Color. Without proper investigation into the social class identity development of
working-class Students of Color in their gentrifying home communities, there is still a gap in both
research and practice on how working-class Students of Color can work to develop a critical class
consciousness and mitigate class differences. Supporting the social class identity development of
students will enable them to align themselves with their working-class co-ethnics, as cultural theorist
bell hooks suggested. Therefore, the results of this research can serve as an important foundation for
scholars, practitioners, and students who are interested in disrupting the internalization and
reproduction of dominant ideologies in higher education, particularly the ways that classism and
Whiteness function and uphold institutional knowledge, norms, and values.
References
Ahrens, M. (2015). “Gentrify? No! Gentefy? Sí!”: Urban redevelopment and ethnic gentrification in Boyle
Heights, Los Angeles. Aspeers: Emerging Voices of American Studies (8), 9-26.
Ardoin, S. (2018). Helping poor and working-class students create their own sense of belonging. New
Directions for Student Services, 162, 75-86.
Aries, E., & Berman, R. (2014). Speaking of race and class: The student experience at an elite college.
Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.
Barett, W. (2011). Social class on campus: Theories and manifestations. Sterling: Stylus Publishing.
Page 119

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice (R. Nice, Trans.). Cambridge University Press.
Bowen, W. G., Kurzweil, M. A., & Tobin, E. M. (2005). Equity and excellence in American higher education.
Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press.
Brunsma, L.D., Brown, S.E. & Placier, P. (2012) Teaching race at historically White colleges and universities:
Identifying and dismantling the walls of Whiteness. Critical Sociology, 39(5), 717-738.
Cahill, C. (2005). Makes me mad. The fed up honeys investigate stereotypes, gentrification, and the
disinvestment of the Lower East Side. Dissertation Abstracts International Section A: Humanities and
Social Sciences. US: ProQuest Information & Learning.
Carter, P. (2003). “Black” cultural capital, status positioning, and schooling conflicts for low- income African
American youth. Society for the Study of Social Problems, 50(1), 136-155.
Carter, P. (2006). Straddling boundaries: Identity, culture, and school. Sociology of Education, 79, 304-328.
Castillo, L.G. (2009). The role of intragroup marginalization in Latino college student adjustment.
International Journal for the Advancement of Counseling, 31(4), 245-254.
Cohen, R.M. (1998). Class consciousness and its consequences: The impact of an elite education on mature,
working-class women. American Educational Research Journal, 35 (3), 353-375.
Cole, E.R. & Omari, S.R. (2003). Race, class and the dilemmas of upward mobility for African
Americans. Journal of Social Issues, 59(4), 785-802.
Cookson, P.W., & Persell, C.H. (1991). Race and class in America’s elite preparatory boarding schools: African
Americans as the “outsiders within.” Journal of Negro Education, 60,
219-228.
Crenshaw, K.W. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against
Women of Color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241-1299.
Darling, R., & Smith, M. (2007). First generation college students: First year challenges. In Hunter, M.,
White, E., & McCalla-Wriggins, B. (Eds.), Academic advising: New insights for teaching and learning in
the first year (pp. 203-211). National Resource Center for The First Year Experience.
Delgado Bernal, D., Aleman, E., & Garavito, A. (2009). Latina/o undergraduate students mentoring
Latina/o elementary students: A borderlands analysis of shifting identities and first-year experiences.
Harvard Educational Review, 79, 560-585.
Delgado Bernal, D. (2010). Learning and living pedagogies of the home: The mestiza consciousness of
Chicana students. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 5, 623-639.
Fordham, S. & Ogbu, J. (1986). ‘Black students’ school success: Coping with the ‘burden of acting white.’
Urban Review, 18, 176-206.
Furman Center for Real Estate and Urban Policy. (2016). State of New York City’s housing and
neighborhoods. New York, NY: NYU
Glass, R. (1964). London: Aspects of change. Centre for Urban Studies, London, GB: MacKibbon and Kee.
González, K. P. (2002). Campus culture and the experiences of Chicano students in a predominantly white
university. Urban Education, 37(2), 193–218. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085902372003
Guiffrida, D. (2005). To break away or strengthen ties to home: A complex issue for African American college
students attending a predominantly white institution. Equity and Excellence in Education, 38(1), 49–60.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665680590907864
Guiffrida, D. & Douthit, K. (2010) The black student experience at predominantly white colleges:
Implications for school and college counselors. Journal of Counseling & Development,88(3), 311-318.
Higginbotham, E., & Weber, L. (1992). Moving up with kin and community: Upward social mobility for black
and white women. Gender and Society, 6(3), 416-440.
hooks, b. (2000). Where we stand: Class matters. New York: Routledge.
Horvat, E.M., & Antonio, A.L. (1999). “Hey, those shoes are out of uniform”: African American girls in an elite
high school and the importance of habitus. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 30, 317-342.
Hurst, A.L. (2012). College and the working class: What it takes to make it. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.
Page 120

Jack, A.A. (2015). Crisscrossing boundaries: Variations in experiences with class marginality among lowincome, black undergraduates at an elite college. In Lee, E.M. & LaDousa, C. (Eds.) College students’
experiences of power and marginality: Sharing spaces and negotiating differences. New York: Routledge.
Jackson, B.W. (2012). Black identity development: Influences of culture and social oppression. In
Wijeyesinghe, C.L. & Jackson, B.W. (Eds.) New perspectives on racial identity development: Integrating
emerging frameworks (p. 33-50). New York, NY: New York University Press.
Kuh, G., & Whitt, E. (1988). The invisible tapestry: Culture in American colleges and universities. ASHE-ERIC
Higher Education Report, 17(1). Washington, DC: The George Washington University, Graduate School of
Education and Human Development.
Lanham, D., & Liu, A. (2019). Not just a typographical change: Why Brookings is capitalizing Black. Retrieved
from: https://www.brookings.edu/research/brookingscapitalizesblack/
Lee, E., & Kramer, R. (2012). Out with the old, in with the new? Habitus and social mobility at selective
colleges. Sociology of Education, 86(1), 18-35.
Lees, L., Slater, T., & Wyly, E. (2007). Gentrification. New York, NY: Routledge.
Liu, W.M. (2011). Social class and classism in the helping professions: Research, theory, and practice.
Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.
Logan, J., & Molotch H. (1987). Urban fortunes: The political economy of place. Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press.
London, H. B. (1989). Breaking away: A study of first-generation college students and their family. American
Journal of Education, 97(2), 144-170.
Martin, L.G., Williams, B., & Young, R.C. (2018). Understanding social class as identity. New Directions for
Student Services (162).
Medina, J. (2013, August 17). Los Angeles neighborhood tries to change, but avoid the pitfalls. The New York
Times. Retrieved from www.nytimes.com/2013/08/18/us/la-neighborhoods
McDonald, N. (2011). African American college students at predominantly white and historically Black
colleges and universities (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Vanderbilt University, Nashville, TN.
Moore, K. (2005). What’s class got to do with it? Community development and racial identity. Journal of
Urban Affairs, 27(4), 437-451.
Museus, S. D. (2008). The role of ethnic student organizations in fostering African American and Asian
American students’ cultural adjustment and membership at predominantly White institutions. Journal of
College Student Development, 49(6), 568–586. https://doi.org/10.1353/csd.0.0039
National Center for Educational Statistics. (2017). Percentage of recent high school completers enrolled in
college, by income level: 1975 through 2016. Retrieved from: https://nces.ed.gov/programs/
digest/d17/tables/dt17_302.30.asp?current=yes
Neckerman, K. M., Carter, P., & Lee, J. (1999). Segmented assimilation and minority cultures of mobility.
Ethnic and Racial Studies, 22, 945-965.
Newman, K., & Wyly, E. (2006). The right to stay put: Gentrification and resistance to displacement in New
York City. Urban Studies, 43(1), 23-57.
Nuñez, A. M. (2009). Latino students’ transitions to college: A social and intercultural capital perspective.
Harvard Educational Review, 79(1), 22–48. https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.79.1.wh7164658k33w477
Orbe, M. P. (2003). African-American first-generation college student communicative experiences.
Electronic Journal of Communication, 13(2/3).
Orbe, M. P. (2008). Theorizing multidimensional identity negotiation: Reflections on the lived experiences of
first-generation college students. New Directions for Child and Adolescen Development, (120), 81–95.
https://doi.org/10.1002/cd
Parks-Yancy, R. (2012). Interactions into opportunities: Career management for low-income, first-gen
eration African American college students. Journal of College Student Development, 53(4), 510-523.

Page 121

Pascarella, E., Pierson, C., Wolniak, G., & Terenzini, P. (2004) First-generation college students. The Journal
of Higher Education, 75(3), 249-284.
Patillo, M. (2007). Black on the block: The politics of race and class in the city. Chicago, IL: The University of
Chicago Press.
Patton, L. D., Renn, K. A, Guido, F. M., & Quaye, S. J. (2016). Student development in college. (3rd ed.). San
Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.
Peteet, B. J., Montgomery, L., & Weekes, J. C. (2015). Predictors of imposter phenomenon among talented
ethnic minority undergraduate students. The Journal of Negro Education,
84(2), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.84.2.0175
Portes, A., & Zhou, M. (1993). The new second generation: Segmented assimilation and its variants. Annals
of the American Political and Social Sciences, 530, 74-96.
Renn, K., & Patton, L. (2017). Institutional identity and campus culture. In Schuh, J., Jones, S., & Torres, V.
(Eds.), Student services: A handbook for the profession (58-69). CA: Jossey-Bass.
Rentz, A., & Howard-Hamilton, M. (2011). Student affairs: An historical perspective. In Zhang, N., & et.al.
(Eds.), Rentz’s student affairs: Practice in higher education (30-60). Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas.
Slater, T. (2011). Gentrification of the city. In Bridge G. & Watson, S. (Eds.), The New Blackwell Companion to
the City, New York, NY: Wilely-Blackwell.
Solórzano, D., Ceja, M., & Yosso, T. (2000). Critical race theory, microaggressions, and campus racial climate
for Latino/a undergraduates. Harvard Educational Review, 79(4), 659-691.
Stephens, N.M., Fryberg, A.S., Markus, R.H., Johnson, C.S., & Covarrubias, R. (2012). Unseen disadvantage:
How American universities’ focus on independence undermines the academic performance of firstgeneration college students. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102 (6), 1178-1197.
Tate, E. (2017, January 19). Uneven access, equal success. Inside Higher Ed. Retrieved from:
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/01/19/rich-students-flock-elite-colleges-study-findsgraduating-college-levels-playin
Taylor, M. M. (1992). Can you go home again? Black gentrification and the dilemma of difference. Berkeley
Journal of Sociology, 37(1992), 101–128.
Terenzini, P.T., Rendon, L.I., Upcraft M.L., Millar, S.B., Allison, K.W., Gregg, P.L., & Jalomo, R. (1994). The
transition to college: Diverse students, diverse stories. Research in Higher Education, 35(1), p. 57-73.
Tharps, L. L. (2014, November 18). The case for Black with a capital B. The New York Times. Retrieved from:
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/19/opinion/the-case-for-black-with-a-capital-b.html
Tierney, W.G. (1999). Models of minority college-going and retention: cultural integrity versus cultural
suicide. The Journal of Negro Education, 68(1), 80-91.
Tinto, V. (1993). Leaving college: Rethinking the causes and cures of student attrition (2nd ed). Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.
Torres, K. (2009). ‘Culture shock’: Black students account for their distinctiveness at an elite college. Ethnic
and Racial Studies, 32(5), 883-905.
Vera, H., & de los Santos, E. (2005). Chicana identity construction: Pushing the boundaries. Journal of
Hispanic Higher Education, 4 (2), 102-113.
Ward, L., Siegel, M., & Davenport, Z. (2012). First-generation college students: Understanding and improving
the experience from recruitment to commencement. CA: Jossey-Bass.
Yeskel, F. & Leondar-Wright, B. (1997). Classism curriculum design. In M. Adams, L.A. Bell, and P. Griffin
(Eds.), Teaching diversity and social justice: A sourcebook (pp. 231-260).New York: Routledge.
Yosso, T. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community cultural wealth.
Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91.
Zukin, S. (2010). Naked city: The death and life of authentic urban places. NY, NY: Oxford University Press.

Page 122

Financial Support, Programs, and Services for Latinx Students
Stephanie Martinez, New York University
Luis Cisneros, New York University
Yarmine Jimenez, New York University
Eliana Perez, New York University

Abstract
Education is known as the great equalizer to many—it creates a supposed leveled field where students
of all backgrounds have the opportunity to gain financial assets thus influencing their social status
(Cafferty, 1985). Social constructions and inequalities such as poverty, race, assimilation, and housing
segregation play a role in Latinx students’ success in grades K-12 (Department of Education, 2017). By
the time Latinx students set foot into higher education institutions, inequalities are once again
reinforced. These inequalities negatively impact their college success. Although there are support
systems in place such as financial aid workshops, scholarships, and involvement opportunities,
navigating to reach that support is difficult or is not utilized to its full extent, which in essence affects
Latinx student’s success in college. This paper will analyze how aspects of college construct is creating
inequality, the affects students and what keeps inequality going on college campuses. So far, inequalities
in higher education studies have proven that Latinx students are not reaching degree completion,
especially in community colleges (Levesque, 2018). In brief, we provide several recommendations,
including the implementation of social services, cultural competency offices, and programs in the
curriculum as well as extracurricular activities to eradicate classism, exclusivity, and uplift a marginalized
group that strives to successfully graduate with an undergraduate degree. Through our
recommendations we believe college campuses will have a more inclusive campus, therefore fostering
success amongst Latinx students.
Introduction
There is a critical need to understand how finances in the U.S. higher education institutions in
the United States impact Latinx students. No public institution in the United States has a larger role in
influencing an individual’s status in society than educational institutions (Cafferty, 1985). In an economy
increasingly defined by high cognitive skill and innovation (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2012), Latinx
students should receive an understanding of the necessary pathways to enter higher education and the
resources needed to complete a college degree. These resources include financial support, programs,
and services that help Latinx students understand the costs of higher education, how to fund their
higher education efforts, and the financial implications of higher education (both in terms of how they
finance their education and the potential economic gains resulting from their education).
Currently, 16.5% of all students enrolled at some institutions of higher education are Latinx
(Hurtado, Ramirez, & Cho, 2018). Latinx students currently make up approximately 20% of students at
public institutions and 10.5% of students at private institutions (Hurtado et al., 2018). Of all the Latinx
students enrolled at an institution of higher education, 60% of them can be found at Hispanic Serving
Institutions (HSI), despite the fact that there is a small number of these institutions (Hurtado et al.,
2018). Although it has only been about 50 years since the creation of the HSI designation, it has been
successful in increasing college access by providing financial opportunities for Latinx students to attend
college (Hurtado et al., 2018).
The proportion of Latinx students in higher education is expected to surge, with an increase of
21% of Latinx students graduating from high school between 2012 and 2019, and a simultaneous
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decrease of 6% of white high school graduates (Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education,
2017). Latinx high school graduation rates and college enrollment rates have been increasing in the past
several decades, yet the amount of college degrees completed for Latinx students have remained below
the threshold for non-Latinx students (Abalos, 2007; Boulard, 2006; Cafferty, 1985).
Flores (2014) found that there is a correlation between higher education as “a key vehicle of
upward mobility” and economic security, specifically for low-income college students, including Latinx
students in four-year public universities. Increasingly over time, policy makers have become more
concerned with Latinx degree attainment, realizing the impact of low degree attainment rates for any
racial group on the economic vitality of American society (Carnevale et al., 2012).
This paper aims to provide policymakers with an overview of how Latinx students are being
prepared and guided through financial support, programs, and services for higher education at the high
school, community college, and university level. Moreover, it aims to critically analyze how financial
support, programs, and services have affected Latinx students in their pursuit of higher education and
degree attainment. Lastly, there are included recommendations for addressing potential gaps which
lead to inequitable success outcomes for Latinx students.
Review of Financial Support, Programs, and Services for Latinx Students
High School
A college-for-all theme permeates many high school atmospheres. The ideology that anyone can
attend college regardless of resources is what many students believe in and put their hopes into,
including people of color (POC). Today more than 12 million children live in poverty, and about twothirds are POC. Among low-income communities, Hispanic/Latinx students are more likely to attend
under-resourced high schools and not pursue higher education. Yet, over two million Latinx students
between the ages of 18 and 24 attend college, making them the largest minority group on college
campuses (Martinez & Deil-Amen, 2015). In 2012, 22% of white students between the ages of 22 and 24
had already obtained a bachelor’s degree, compared to 11% of Latinx students (Fry & Paul, 2013).
Studies state that young Latinx students in post-secondary schools are less likely to enroll in college than
their white counterparts. “[Latinx] students are less likely to attend a selective college, 3 [times] less
likely to be enrolled in college full time, and less likely to complete a bachelor’s degree” (Fry & Paul,
2013, p. 5). While there is some research on Latinx students, there is limited information on high school
to college pathways, especially students from different socioeconomic statuses.
According to McDonough, Calderone, and Venegas (2015), research suggests that financial
availability and tuition costs are more sensitive topics for Latinx families than any other ethnic or racial
groups. “Research indicates that postsecondary costs, the prospects of financing a college education,
and the decision-making associated with paying for college have a substantial effect on whether a Latino
child enrolls in college or not” (McDonough, Calderone, & Venega, 2015, p.134). In 2015, Helios
Education Foundation conducted a study on Latinx students across five Arizona high schools were
questioned on their future goals after high school. The study found that potential first-generation
college students were less confident in saying that they were definitely attending college. Instead, most
future first-generation students stated confidently that they might attend college or were not planning
on attending at all (Helios Education Foundation, 2015). The students in the study also identified several
barriers that affect their decision to confidently say that they will be attending college, including but not
limited to documentation status, negative stereotypes directed at lower-income schools and
neighborhoods, and family financial concerns and obligations.
The literature states that the thought of “family contributions” along with tuition costs have
been a major factor in deciding whether or not the student will attend college (McDonough, Calderone,
& Venegas, 2015). Specifically, two of those barriers were family culture/obligations and financial costs
for college. According to the Helios Foundation Report (2015), Latinx students reported that although
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they were encouraged to graduate high school, they did not feel as though they were motivated by their
teachers and counselors to attend college. According to research scholars, only 55% of high school
graduates from low-income families enrolled in college right out of high school (Venezia & Jaigar, 2013).
In the interest of expanding the area of research that is lacking study, looking at the reasons The
remaining 45% of students that Venezia and Jaigar (2013) mentioned provide for enrolling in college
right out of high school could be considered. Some school districts are working on modifying the odds
and creating opportunities for college access, such as intervention programs. Some of the federal TRIO
Programs that exist today are Upward Bound and Talent Search.
Federally funded programs, such as Upward Bound and Talent Search, aim to improve college
access for disadvantaged students and/or low-income high school students, with the option of receiving
pre-college services. Together, TRIO programs serve over one million students a year (Engle & Tinto,
2008). From filling out the financial aid application to college awareness and prep, these programs
provide college assistance and admissions support in hopes of enrollment in the near future.
“Researchers found that the program [Upward Bound] had no detectable effect on the rate of overall
postsecondary enrollment, the type or selectivity of the postsecondary institution attended…” (Venezia
& Jaeger, 2013, p. 126). Although Talent Search yielded more positive results in a Florida wide study for
high school completion and college enrollment, the need for more research is still in demand.
Intervention programs were implemented to aid in college access through financial literacy for both the
student and their parent/guardian. While Venezia and Jaeger’s (2013) study cannot determine if the
students would indeed pursue a bachelor’s degree, the researchers did determine that the programs,
specifically Upward Bound, “positively influenced students’ educational expectations” (Venezia &
Jaeger, 2013, p.127). Some of the educational expectations included high grade point averages,
persistence, and degree attainment.
Without the understanding of college financials and the Free Application for Student Aid
(FAFSA), there is a lack of interest, and prioritizing, in attending institutions of higher education. If there
is not a desire to attend, then college readiness would not be necessary. In addition, without parent’s
involvement in the student’s college attainment, the student will be less inclined to pursue further
education. For those who do attend, there is a higher risk that higher education starts and ends at a twoyear institution, mostly for first-generation low-income students. To begin with, this can be considered
undermatching. When considering the lack of importance in pursuing higher education, the perceived
financial barriers exacerbate the problem for those who do finally enroll and attend college. Moreover,
there are countless times in which students end up under-matched and in essence, do not reach their
full potential.
Community College
Of the Latinx students enrolled in college, slightly less than half are attending community
colleges (Hurtado et al. 2018). The completion rates can be as low as 18.8% to 45% for all students in
general (Dougherty, Lahr, & Morest, 2017; Complete College America, 2011). For Latinx students,
however, community college success rates are even lower with only 11.1% of full-time Latinx students
completing a two-year college degree within three years. This number drops even further for part-time
Latinx students, at 2.6% (Complete College America, 2011). Financial support, programs, and services
play an important role in helping Latinx students complete their degrees.
An issue particularly relevant to Latinx students in community colleges revolves around remedial
education and the impact of the cost of higher education. With well over 50% of Latinx students
required to take remedial courses (Department of Education 2017), it is no surprise Latinx students have
low completion rates given that students are less likely to earn a college degree when they start college
with remedial coursework (Complete College America 2011). Nearly 75% of the money students spend
on remediation, over a billion dollars nationwide, is spent within community colleges (Department of
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Education, 2017). Given the large amount of Latinx students in community colleges, they are
disproportionately burdened by the financial cost of remedial education. Remedial education is
particularly expensive when considering these courses do not count towards a college degree. Many
students who take remedial education tend to take several remedial courses, and many students who
start in remedial coursework do not complete a college degree (Complete College America, 2011). This
adds to the existing issue of undermatching when a student’s ability to attend a four-year institution
cannot be justified, where remedial help is also provided. When considering that there is already a
perception of financial barriers to attendance, the need for remedial work could show the fault of the
student and not a failing education in the K-12 system.
Another area of concern related to financial support, programs, and services is the way Latinx
community college students understand (or do not understand) the financial requirements of their
education. Though Latinx students perceive community colleges to be more affordable (Helios Education
Foundation, 2015), there is a lack of information regarding the availability of funding (McKinney &
Novak, 2012). There is a significant amount of Latinx students at community colleges who do not
complete the FAFSA application despite being eligible for Pell grant funding (Lopez, 2013; McKinney &
Novak, 2012). Some Latinx students have the misperception that attending community college is meant
to be a two-year exploratory process in which they would become prepared to enter a particular field of
study at a four-year school (Helios Education Foundation, 2015); this misperception is troubling when
certain majors have prerequisites that must be taken within the first year. This lack of awareness has
financial implications in terms of Latinx students missing out on available funding on one end and
overspending on the other end. Another area of consideration regarding Latinx students’ perceptions is
around male students and their perceived gender roles related to financial responsibilities, such as being
the breadwinner with no signs of struggling (Harris & Wood, 2013; Salinas & Hidrowoh, 2018).
Addressing Latinx students’ perceptions, misconceptions, and lack of understanding can be crucial in
building their confidence as consumers of higher education and be better prepared for making financial
decisions, especially when dealing with financial responsibilities outside of their education. Latinx
students often feel it is more important to earn money to provide for their families than to focus on
their community college classes (Harris & Wood, 2013), and similarly, it is not uncommon for Latinx
families to encourage their children to work to support the family.
One last issue to consider is the lack of types of services related to financial literacy, financial
aid, and the financing of Latinx community college students’ education. Levesque (2018) cites the
structure of the community college and the lack of well-trained staff as barriers for college completion.
A lack of communication, college advising, and resources means students are receiving less information
regarding the financial implications of the classes they are taking and the academic programs they are
pursuing (Levesque, 2018). In addition, the lack of financial aid advisors does not make way for
supporting Latinx students with financial aid applications, scholarships, or financial plans to determine
their true financial need. The quality of the services provided and the approaches to student services
can also make a significant difference. Another study finds that Latinx students seek college financial
support from sources they trust; Latinx students often perceive their college staff as unreliable or
inaccessible (McDonough, P., Calderone, S., & Venegas, K., 2015).With community college student
support staff being overworked and often attaining less formal education or training (Levesque, 2018),
these staff members might not be prepared or trained to work with Latinx students and their particular
financial needs. Additionally, community college personnel are not likely to provide support related to
financial aid unless they work directly within a financial aid office, and college personnel are not likely to
provide financial educational services to students and their families. Latinx students often feel it is more
important to earn money to provide for their families than to focus on their community college classes
(Harris & Wood, 2013), and similarly, it is not uncommon for Latinx families to encourage their children
to work to support the family. Providing financial education to the students in addition to their family
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can help ensure Latinx students and their families are both aware of the financial implications of
attending college as well as the financial gains of earning a college degree.
Four-Year Institutions
The discussion regarding financial literacy services and programs targeted at low-income Latinx
students at four-year public and private institutions requires a closer look into their trajectory after they
enter college. Given the financial climate that we are in—where tuition costs are increasing as state
funding (e.g., Pell Grant and TRIO Programs) is decreasing—financial literacy is crucial because it can
affect persistence and completion for this student population. A major component that cannot be left
out in this discussion is the effects of loans and debt accumulation. Without financial literacy services
and programs, low-income Latinx students tend to struggle and are more likely to “borrow almost twice
as much as students from the highest income group to fund their education” (Flores, 2014, p. 2).
Another key element in this discussion has to do with the graduation gaps and how universities
have been trying to increase access and degree attainment for low-income students. In doing so, it was
determined that Latinx students, particularly low-income “are also more likely to leave school without
completing a degree, with more debt, and—presumably—without the reward of increased earnings in
the workplace” (Flores, 2014, p. 2). The case study is limited because it was conducted at three highperforming public universities, and it does not examine the correlation between loan debt and the lack
of financial literacy when students enter college.
As a result, the findings only provide a single narrative about financial literacy in relation to
graduation gaps, access and equity for low-income Latinx students. More specifically, the findings focus
on increasing federal, state, and institutional support for low-income students in public universities
without the “burden of borrowing” which is an issue that continues to affect students with the greatest
need by limiting their access and widening the graduation gap (Flores, 2014, p. 9). While the study
contends that increasing student support through federal Pell grants and state funding would address
the issue of access and affordability, it does not delve into financial literacy services and programs as a
means to learn about-and-possibly avoid low-income students from getting into loan debt; this being
one of the factors that affect the amount of time necessary to complete a degree and leads to
decreased attainment of degrees (Flores, 2014).
Some institutions offer some type of financial literacy courses that may or may not be part of
the general education curriculum. The findings of the study point to the benefits of offering financial
literacy courses at colleges versus offering them at the K-12 level because of the longer length of college
classes and the increased likelihood that students in college would find the topics important and
relevant (Crain, 2013; Peng, Bartholomae, Fox, & Cravener, 2007). The data found was disaggregated by
institution type, enrollment numbers, geographic region, and whether the institution offered financial
literacy courses; if so, then the percentage of universities that offered these financial literacy courses as
part of a general education curriculum.
While 308 universities—the highest percentage falling under the public sector—offer some sort
of financial literacy course, no information is provided to determine which groups of students at these
universities take advantage of this opportunity and no one who reports benefits from it. Due to the lack
of data, there is no information on the efficacy of this study in relation to low-income Latinx students.
Overall, the findings are positive because they point to several initiatives that will contribute to the
foundations of financial knowledge in elementary schools with an expansion to high schools. The theme
of financial literacy services and programs at the college level could be found across all the literature.
Jobst (2012) builds on Flores’ findings by addressing the financial challenges that college students
experience, specifically student loans, which is at “an average debt of more than $20,092” per student
(Jobst, 2012, p.120). Financial illiteracy negatively affects persistence and degree attainment as “more
than half of students who have left college did so because they needed to work” (Jobst, 2012, p. 2). As
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mentioned earlier, Flores (2014) established that low-income Latinx students are more likely to not
complete a degree and leave with higher debt. The implications here are that low-income Latinx
students not only fare worse, but their lack of access to financial literacy services and programs further
pushes these students to drop out.
Recommendations
High Schools
Although the federal government has intervention programs in place to assist in college
enrollment, their execution is flawed. Research demonstrates that programs such as Upward Bound
have a positive effect on college outlook but does not guarantee college enrollment by minority
students (Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). These intervention programs should not only assist in college
readiness among Latinx students, but also expand their reach to their parents and siblings. “One step
toward addressing inequities in education is to delineate the multiple worlds of marginalized students
and to ‘unpackage culture’ within those worlds” (Auerbach, 2002, p.1370). For example, holding college
and parent nights every quarter to discuss FAFSA, and money matters as well as college choice
workshops just to name a few. The workshops can be on various nights throughout the years and even
have the options of holding some on the weekends. The workshops would be open to all students and
families regardless of status (undocumented, potential non-traditional) or class. By holding these
workshops, the programs are spreading financial literacy and college knowledge to not only Latinx
students but also those surrounding them. Furthermore, this can potentially motivate and inspire them
towards degree attainment.
Some anticipated limitations and counter arguments would be receiving funding for the
workshops, choosing facilitators, providing dates and times of the events. Auerbach (2002) believes
marginalized students need to be able to share their experiences within higher education as a way to
work through inequalities. In brief, by expanding financial literacy education and services to Latinx
students and their families, students will enter a more motivated environment for educational success,
even with the inequities that surround college access.
Community Colleges
Community colleges are uniquely positioned, given their physical location, to provide student
support services to the students within their local community. Considering many community college
students tend to be from the college’s surrounding community, it is easier to understand the college’s
potential students by looking at demographic trends in their local middle and high school students.
Furthermore, colleges can also collaborate with local K-12 schools in an effort to understand potential
incoming students as well as to provide college orientation and guidance to high school juniors and
seniors, and as mentioned previously, their families that might soon be attending. Specifically,
community colleges can visit local high schools to provide presentations on the cost of higher education,
options for financing the cost, and support in completing any necessary applications.
Some might critique this recommendation by claiming it is an ineffective use of college
resources because there are no guarantees students would attend their particular college or persist
within that college given this support. However, this is best addressed by providing very intentional,
informed, and targeted support within their community to ensure colleges are providing those supports
to the potential students who most likely need it. A local high school with a very large Latinx population
is worth investing in given that a large proportion of college bound Latinx students attend community
colleges. Recalling the concerns noted above, limited and overworked staff members on college
campuses are another argument. Considering that the guidance would be offered not just to students
individually, but in groups that include their families, this recommendation might actually help with the
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amount of help students need once attending them. This can also provide better prepared students that
engage with the information rather than having to be introduced when sometimes it is too late.
Community colleges, as with any other institution, are responsible for having trained staff who
are able to provide effective support to their students. To best support Latinx students, this means all
college staff members must be culturally competent and trained to understand the unique challenges
and needs that Latinx students have. Improving staffing and programming in student services is
important for students to receive consistent and adequate information (Dougherty, Lahr, & Morest,
2017). This also ensures students can feel confident in the information they are receiving and their own
ability to successfully utilize that information to make sound decisions (McDonough et al., 2015). Given
that Latinx students are likely to attend community colleges and make up a greater proportion of the
college’s enrollment, they must understand Latinx needs and be prepared to work with these students,
including receptiveness and willingness to provide the specific type of support they need. For example,
when Latinx students are very connected and their families largely influence their financial and
academic decisions, it is important to provide college cost and financing information to the student and
their family. This means college policies, especially in advising and financial aid, need to be conscious of
Latinx students and their families, including making it acceptable and encouraged practice to invite
Latinx students’ families into advising meetings so the whole family can learn and understand the
process together.
Four-Year Institutions
Much of the literature offers suggestions on the path of remedying the issue of financial literacy
for low-income Latinx students, although their research needs to focus and include more findings of the
behaviors of this group at both public and private four-year institutions. Crain (2013) further suggests
that four-year institutions need to develop a campus-wide financial program (if the institution does not
have one already), integrate financial literacy into the curriculum, and encourage student/staff to
participate in financial literacy (Harnisch, 2010, as cited in Crain, 2013). A financial literacy program,
including counseling and supplemental coursework, would benefit all students, however, the current
literature does not provide sufficient data on the effectiveness of these programs in relation to lowincome Latinx students. The data that is available shows that only 15% of students (includes Latinx
students) enrolled in these financial literacy services and programs (Jobst, 2012). This would be a huge
issue since Latinx students would not take advantage of these programs if they are not mandatory.
Again, this data is not disaggregated and organized where the data demonstrates that Latinx
students take advantage of the services and programs. For this reason, it’s the responsibility of higher
education institutions to study the effects that these types of resources have on low-income Latinx
students. Researchers (Flores, 2014, Crain, 2013; Jobst, 2012) agree that financial literacy services and
programs are needed because it provides college students with the tools and resources to support
themselves, and to navigate the loan system to avoid massive debt. Therefore, to further develop this
topic and understand how these services and programs influence low-income Latinx students, any new
research needs to identify the group(s) that benefit the most from these services and programs at fouryear institutions and how to encourage/motivate Latinx students to attend.
Conclusion
In closing, it would be beneficial to enact the aforementioned recommendations to increase
Latinx students’ understanding of the costs of higher education, how to fund their higher education
efforts, and the financial implications of higher education as an intervention to increase degree
completion. Through a better understanding of the financial component of higher education, Latinx
students can make better financial, career, and academic decisions related to their education. This is
especially important as Latinx students often have to contend with responsibilities outside of their roles
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as students. A large limitation of this paper and the literature in general is the lack of research focusing
specifically on the relationship between Latinx students and topics related to the financing of higher
education. Further research around this topic is crucial to ensure educators and policy makers are best
informed when designing and implementing interventions.
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Abstract
Although not a universal practice, many U.S. postsecondary mentoring programs employ paid student
mentors as part of a structured student-to-student (peer) mentoring model. Limited research has
explored how student mentees view paid mentorship and if mentees can detect whether their mentor is
paid or unpaid through mentor behavior. This qualitative study focused on in-depth interviews
conducted with 13 first-year, first-generation mentees of Color attending a predominantly White
institution in the U.S. South to learn how these student mentees view paid mentorship in relation to
unpaid, volunteer mentorship. Findings suggest that student mentees feel mentors should be paid and
that paid mentoring is a financial benefit in contributing to financing a peer’s education. Student
mentees also indicated they could detect paid mentors through mentor behavior. Student mentees also
thought that a mentor’s paid status might influence how they, mentees, interacted with the mentor,
making a distinction between volunteer mentors who are seen as more caring and compassionate than
paid mentors, who are viewed as merely performing mandatory duties, displaying what mentees felt
was inauthentic behavior. This paper will address implications for research, practice, and paid and
unpaid mentoring praxis.
Keywords: mentoring, higher education, college students, first-generation students, students of Color
Introduction
For as long as institutions of higher education have existed, mentoring programs, whether they
are called that or not, have served a wide variety of educational stakeholders (Allen & Eby, 2007;
Johnson, 2007). Mentoring programs have been invaluable sources of student, faculty, and staff
support, as well as providing community benefits for other educational stakeholders inside and outside
the campus (Crisp et al., 2017; Crisp & Cruz, 2009, 2010; Reddick, 2014). However, other postsecondary
programming, there are inevitable costs incurred, including administrative overhead and travel
expenses, communication and marketing plans, and recruitment and retention of mentors, mentees,
and program personnel (Allen & Eby, 2007; Crisp et al., 2017).
Some mentoring research has addressed how to facilitate a cost-effective and highly efficient
mentoring program in postsecondary contexts (Crisp & Cruz, 2009; Janssen, van Vuuren, & de Jong,
2014; Lee, Anzai, & Langlotz, 2006), but many of these studies focus on the mentor of the program and
how to recruit, retain, and finance high-quality, effective mentors in specific postsecondary contexts
(Austin, Covalea, & Weal, 2002; Janssen et al., 2014; Lee et al., 2006). However, no extant research has
addressed implications, and how, for example, mentees in postsecondary contexts perceive paid
mentorship. And, too, postsecondary mentoring programs may not have fully taken into account how
their mentors and mentees adopt or alter their social, personal, or emotional behavior in a mentoring
relationship if the mentee understands that their mentor is paid or unpaid.
Recent mentoring research has called for a greater emphasis on the mentee of the program, as
the mentee is often the primary beneficiary of postsecondary mentoring programs, and many mentoring
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programs measure their success and development by how mentees develop and succeed during their
postsecondary careers (Black & Taylor, 2018; Reddick, 2014; Taylor & Black, 2018). Research has found
first-generation college students and students of color may have the most to benefit from a mentoring
relationship, including increased persistence, retention, and graduation rates (Inkelas et al., 2007;
Luedke, 2017; Saenz, Ponjuan, Segovia, & Viramontes, 2015; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). For this reason,
this study seeks to address gaps in the literature by exploring how first-year, first-generation mentees of
color feel about paid mentorship, as mentoring programs across the country have paid their mentors to
provide mentoring services to their appointed or self-selected mentees (Kyle, Moore, & Sanders, 1999;
Terrion & Leonard, 2010).
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This study seeks to answer three critical questions:
RQ1: How do first-generation mentees of Color feel about paid mentorship or their mentors being paid?
RQ2: Can first-generation mentees of Color detect whether their mentor is paid or not?
RQ3: If mentees can differentiate between paid and unpaid mentors, what behaviors do mentors exhibit
that may reveal their paid or unpaid status?
By answering these questions, postsecondary mentoring directors can better understand how to
train mentors through paid and unpaid mentoring structures and support their mentees, which can lead
to greater levels of programmatic success for all educational stakeholders involved.
Methodology
Site and Sample
The research team conducted interviews in Fall 2017, Spring 2018, and Fall 2018 at a large,
urban, and Southern, predominantly White institution, “Southmost University,” a pseudonym.
Southmost University seemed to be an appropriate site for this study; the research team initially wanted
to better understand how marginalized students perceived their own mentorability (Reddick, 2014) and
navigated a potentially unfriendly and unwelcoming climate while participating in a formal, universitysponsored mentoring program at a predominantly White institution (PWI).
To identify a sample, the research team contacted the director of student leadership programs
at Southmost University to learn about the first-generation and student of color population participating
in formal, peer mentor, University-sponsored mentoring programs at the institution. The research team
then sent a call-for-participation email during the Fall 2017, Spring 2018, and Fall 2018 semesters to
gauge student interest. Thirteen (13) first-year, first-generation students of color who were mentees
agreed to participate in the study.
Table 1:Display matrix of interview participants (n=13)
Name (Pseudonym)
Race
Gender
Jax
Black
Man
Daisy
Asian
Woman
Cecille
Hispanic
Woman
Luciana
Hispanic
Woman
Elena
Hispanic
Woman
Steven
Asian
Man
Penelope
Black
Woman
Angela
Asian
Woman
Sofia
Hispanic
Woman
Tranh
Asian
Man
Isabel
Hispanic
Woman
Bella
Hispanic
Woman
Samuel
Asian
Man
Data Collection
The research team conducted interviews on the Southmost University campus and in a location
familiar to the 13 participants. The research team asked semi-structured interview questions, allowing
the participants to share as much or as little as they felt comfortable (Maxwell, 2013). In addition, the
interviews were held in a focus group setting to allow the participants to feel part of a group instead of
isolated (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014), also urging participants to build upon each other’s
responses and provide collaborative insights and experiences.
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The interview protocol included four questions meant to probe the participants’ (mentees’) own
perceptions of paid mentorship. The questions addressed both the mentees’ perception of paid
mentoring, whether they knew their mentor was paid, if they felt they could detect paid mentors, and
what behaviors they believed differentiated paid and unpaid mentors. Deliberately, the research team
omitted mention of first-generation status or racial and ethnic background, as the research team wanted
to learn what identities were most salient to first-year, first-generation students of color on a PWI
campus. The research team scheduled 90 minute interviews , although the interviews ranged from 60
minutes to 100 minutes in length depending on the depth of response from the participants.
Data Analysis
The research team individually analyzed the data and then collaboratively compared emergent
themes from the data during the first round of coding. Each researcher used a clustering strategy to
code the data, allowing similar participant responses to be grouped into coherent themes (Miles et al.,
2014), surrounding the concepts of mentoring and mentorability (Black & Taylor, 2018; Reddick, 2014;
Taylor & Black, 2018).
Once the research team completed the first round of coding, a second round of coding was
conducted to pare down the number of themes to the most present and salient themes relevant to
mentees and paid mentoring (Miles et al., 2014). In all, two main themes emerged from these two
rounds of coding and thematic analysis, connecting participants’ perspectives to extant research and
expanding the literature to address first-year, first-generation mentees’ of color feelings toward paid
mentorship.
Findings
This study’s findings address all three research questions: mentee dispositions toward paid
mentoring; mentees’ ability to detect paid versus unpaid mentors; and mentee perceptions of paid and
unpaid mentor behavior.
Mentee dispositions toward paid mentoring: “We all need coins, you know?”
To answer this study’s first research question, nearly all (12 of 13) of the first-generation
mentees of color felt that paid mentorship was a completely acceptable and understandable practice,
with Tranh asserting, “We all need coins, you know?” Isabel added, “I just think I personally would want
to be paid if I were a mentor. Just because it’s not that I don’t value the relationship that I have had with
my mentees, but I think it does take some time out of my schedule and some resources are used.”
Penelope acknowledged the investment that her mentor was making, explaining, “I’m totally fine.
They’re doing their job. They’re taking time of their lives. They should get something,” and four other
mentees agreed.
However, the mentees’ feelings toward paid mentorship—and many other mentees’ feelings
(Samuel, Steven, Elena, and Tranh)—were tempered by a potential mentee skepticism of paid mentors
who may not be as committed to the mentoring relationship as volunteer mentors. Tranh continued by
saying, “I like to overthink things, and I could definitely see how someone would think like, “Oh my god,
they don't even care about me. They’re just trying to make $50 a week. They don’t really care.”
Additionally, some mentees suggested that financially incentivizing mentors may be the only way fellow
students would seek employment as a mentor. Cecille explained that, “For me, I don’t really think it’s a
problem [paid mentors] just simply because no 18- or 19-year-old in their right mind would offer to be a
mentor.” Angela added that, “I feel it’s like an incentive for the mentors too because a lot of people
have the opportunity to become mentors, but they don't take it because they don't see any motivation
in doing so,” with multiple mentees in agreement.
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Mentees feel they can detect paid mentors, even if they don’t know their mentor’s paid status
Unequivocally, all first-generation mentees of Color felt they could tell if their mentor was paid
or unpaid, yet several mentees were unaware that their own mentor was paid. This finding fascinated
the research team, as the research team had assumed that the mentees knew that their mentors were
paid as part of their formal mentoring program.
First, several mentees were unaware that their mentors were paid, and then they were made
aware of this fact, Cecille said, “I didn’t know they were paid,” with Jax echoing Cecille and elaborating,
“I didn't know they were paid, but I don't mind.” Several other mentees agreed. However, Luciana was
clearly taken off-guard by the question and had never considered paid mentorship: “Well, for me, I
guess I haven’t really even thought about that or even before you just ask the question...My mentor
does get paid! I don't know.” Here, the research team learned some mentees may be unaware of paid
mentoring practices, and therefore, mentee behavior may be unaltered regarding their mentors’ paid or
unpaid status. However, mentees may not have altered their behavior in their current reciprocal
relationship, as they were not aware of their mentors’ paid status. Regardless of whether a mentee
knew their mentor was paid, several mentees expressed feelings that a mentor being paid could
influence their mentor’s ability to be a good mentor.
Bella, in explaining her ability to detect paid mentors, said, “It sort of makes a difference as in
someone who is genuinely there to help, or someone who’s doing it for money,” with Penelope
elaborating by saying, “At some point, you would know if your mentor is being fake. You would know
when someone is being not genuine.” When asked about how long it takes for a mentor to reveal their
“genuine” nature, Steven suggested he could feel a mentor’s genuineness “I think after a year,” while
taking the time to compare his experiences with other mentees to “see how it’s going.” Given these
findings, it was unclear whether mentees directly connected their mentor’s paid status to the overall
quality of the mentor, but mentees did feel that a mentor’s quality—being a bad mentor, such as a
mentor “being not genuine”—may indicate a mentor’s paid status. This tension or confusion between a
mentor’s paid status and their actual mentoring behavior will be elaborated upon in the Implications
and Conclusion section of this study.
Mentees believed pessimism, lack of dedication and personalization, and complex jargon would
distinguish paid mentors
In unanimous fashion (13 of 13), all first-generation mentees of Color detailed mentor behaviors
to indicate to them that their mentor may be paid and not entirely dedicated to the reciprocal
relationship. It is important to understand that mentees conflated paid status with mentors’ pessimism,
a lack of dedication, and jargon usage. Yet, surely not all paid mentors are inherently pessimistic, lack
dedication, and use jargon to explain the aims of the reciprocal relationship.
Penelope earlier asserted that she could tell when her mentor was being “fake,” and she
suggested that “They [mentors] can only fake something for so long. You could tell between if a
mentor’s actually very invested in their mentees. They don’t just do what they’re required to do, they go
the extra mile.” This sense of an unpaid mentor’s dedication and personalized investment in one’s
mentee rang true for other mentees, as Elena defined an unpaid mentor as, “Someone who genuinely
cares and who would go out of the way to look for things that apply to you.” Samuel agreed and
extended Elena’s response by saying:
I feel like if they [mentors] do get paid, they are not going to fully be open to you because of
like, “I'm just going to get paid for an hour of this. They [the mentees] totally wouldn't mind it if I give
half of my effort into this conversation helping them.”
Here, it was clear that Samuel felt paid mentors may be less open and dedicated to their
mentees, while Elena suggested that unpaid mentors may be willing to go “the extra mile” as Penelope
offered.
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Daisy and several other mentees felt as if paid mentors could exhibit pessimistic behaviors and
suggested that some mentors could “go through training...and you can tell they're being fake. Like they
can just be really pessimistic and say, ‘I’m so sorry, I’m just really tired and I have this and that.’ Instead
of actually mentoring you, they just use some of the time to let it all out.” Perhaps conflating the term
“pessimism” with disinterest or lack of commitment, Daisy’s response spurred contradictory responses
from two mentees, including Sofia. Clearly having different experiences in their mentoring relationship,
Sofia asserted that, “I didn’t know about the whole paid mentorship, which I’m not opposed to it. They
are taking the time and they put in the commitment to getting to know you and wanting to build a
relationship with you and help you to know your resources and help you develop as a person.” It
became clear that some mentees felt paid mentors might be less enthusiastic, less dedicated, and less
personal than unpaid mentors, but for others, the mere presence of a mentor signaled that the mentor
was willing to commit to building a reciprocal relationship.
Finally, Steven proposed that paid mentors may use elevated jargon when addressing mentees,
indicating their paid status. Steven said:
Things like the language they use in a way. Sometimes there’s symbols and you can tell they love
the job or they’re doing it voluntarily. It’s like jargon the student doesn't understand. It’s like the person
is getting paid for because it’s the first time, you know, you’re just being paid and then they’ll take the
account of the student’s language. I mean, the language and the vocabulary.
Although not specific to language usage, Luciana stated that mentors “actually have qualities”
and that they are not “just some random person,” indicating that mentees may feel that their mentors
have been trained or that prospective mentors require training in order to become mentors. Perhaps
Steven’s feelings toward mentor language was a product of how his mentor was trained, commenting
on Luciana’s hinting at mentors’ “qualities.” Here, Steven and Luciana both expressed how a mentoring
program’s training of mentors may influence how mentors interact with mentees, speaking to the
importance of mentor training in preparation of reciprocal relationships.
Implications and Conclusion
In answering all three research questions, implications for mentoring praxis emerge, given the
insights provided by mentees regarding their perceptions of paid mentorship.
Nearly all (12 of 13) first-generation mentees of Color in this study indicated that paying
mentors was not only fair to the mentors, but perhaps necessary to recruit and retain mentors. As firstgeneration college students and students of color may greatly benefit from postsecondary mentoring
programs, institutional leaders and mentoring program directors should explore ways to facilitate
greater numbers of mentoring programs and, potentially, paid mentors. Although mentees did indicate
that they could detect paid mentors through mentor-exhibited behaviors, institutions and mentoring
programs could ease mentors’ financial burden of college by facilitating an on-campus, paid position,
which could lead to both mentors and mentees persisting and graduating from the institution at higher
rates.
Although mentees indicated that they could detect whether their mentor was paid or unpaid,
many mentees were nonetheless not actually aware that they were currently participating in a
mentoring program that paid its mentors. From here, mentoring programs should continue to
investigate the feasibility of paid mentors and how a mentor’s paid or unpaid status is communicated to
their mentees. If mentees are open to working with paid mentors, as this study suggests, mentoring
programs could communicate to mentees that their mentors are paid and explain why. This articulation
may convince the mentee that not only do “we all need coins,” but also that the program itself supports
paid mentoring due to its potential financial and educational benefits for the mentor. This may also lead
to the mentees commitment and viewing mentoring as a service instead of an obligation, possibly
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altering mentees’ behavior depending on when they learn their mentor is paid and how they perceive
that exchange of capital for academic services.
Additionally, if mentees feel they are able to detect paid mentorship through mentor behavior,
mentoring programs could target those behaviors for professional development to increase the
likelihood of a successful mentor-mentee pairing and subsequent reciprocal relationship. Mentees
clearly indicated that they felt paid mentors may be more pessimistic, more lethargic, less dedicated,
and provide less personalized guidance than unpaid volunteer mentors. If mentoring program directors
explore both paid and unpaid mentoring structures, and if these programs learn that paid mentors really
do exhibit the behaviors indicated by the mentees in this study, these mentoring program directors
could focus more specifically on those behaviors that would better support the reciprocal relationship.
Mentoring researchers and practitioners should continue to explore both paid and unpaid mentoring
structures and reciprocal relationships. While mentees understand the (potential) financial and time
burden of working as a mentor, as this study found, mentees were clear about the perceived negative
behaviors that paid mentors may demonstrate. Mentoring programs could explore the feelings and
behaviors of their mentees and use their insights to improve the mentor-mentee pairing process and
reciprocal relationship. And even though mentees indicated that “we all need coins,” research tells us
that all mentors and mentees need help and guidance along their postsecondary journey, and
mentoring programs should answer the call to improve both paid and unpaid mentoring program
effectiveness.
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