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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the unique experiences that Black women 

student leaders, at a historically White institution located in the Deep Southern region of the 

United States, described as contributing to their sense of belonging on campus. In this study, I 

used an asset-based approach to understand how five Black women, all highly-visible student 

leaders, described connectedness to campus, self-defined success, and satisfaction at their 

institution. To further understand their level of connectedness, I used Strayhorn’s (2012, 2018) 

model of college students’ sense of belonging and Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986, 1990). 

The guiding research question for the study was “How do Black undergraduate women student 

leaders at a historically White institution describe sense of belonging at their institution?”. 

Through a qualitative, multiple case study, I researched with the five women through individual 

interviews and a focus group. In order to honor their individuality and self-expression, I analyzed 

each of their stories individually and collectively. After within-case analysis and across-cross 

analysis (Stake, 1995), I wrote richly-detailed profiles of each of the five women, along with a 

chapter dedicated to their collective experiences. Findings from the study suggest that the Black 

women student leaders described feeling a sense of belonging on campus by nature of: 1) a 

fulfilled desire of being involved; 2) feeling proud of their Black womanhood because of their 

community with other Black women on campus; 3) a responsibility to be visible and 

approachable to Black women students who desired to be in leadership roles; 4) feeling as if they 

were change agents at the institution and using their leadership as advocacy for equitable 

experiences for all students; 5) building an institutional identity; and 6) feeling like they mattered 



 iii 

to faculty, staff, administrators, and other students. The findings from the study add to emerging 

research on Black women’s success in college, particularly on historically White campuses. 

Practitioners and students themselves can use the findings from the study to establish, enhance, 

and sustain programs and policies that support Black women students’ personal and leadership 

development on college campuses. Researchers can use the study as an example of a qualitative, 

multiple case study that preserves the individual experiences of participants in addition to 

analyzing similarities and differences among participants. In addition to the findings on 

belongingness, I found that my shared experience as Black and woman with the participants was 

meaningful for the research process. The study adds to the body of research on Black feminism 

in qualitative inquiry.  

Keywords: black women, historically white institution, student leaders, Black feminist 

thought, sense of belonging, qualitative inquiry, Southern higher education  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Over the past fifty years, Black students have increasingly been represented in higher 

education literature. Foundational works on Black students in higher education have reviewed 

Black students’ historical placement in higher education (Duster, 2009; Franklin, 2003; Pifer, 

1973; Thomas, 1981), research studies which have situated Black students as the center of 

analysis (Sedlacek, 1987; Willie & Cunnigen, 1981), sociopolitical factors influencing Black 

collegians (Henry et al., 2010; Hope et al., 2016; Leath & Chavous, 2017; Logan et al., 2017; 

Turner & Bound, 2003), Black college student development (Cross & Fhagen-Smith, 1996, 

2001; Hughes, 1987), enrollment and retention patterns in Black students (Allen, 1992, Lang & 

Ford, 1988; Peterson, 1978), and Black students’ confrontations with hostile and racial campus 

climates (Feagin, 1992; Hotchkins & Dancy, 2017; Solorzano et al., 2000).  

The end of the 20th century brought several studies that juxtaposed the experiences of 

Black students at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and Black students at 

historically White colleges (Allen, 1992; Fleming, 1984; Terenzini et al., 1997). Allen (1992) 

examined the key predictors in college outcomes and how those predictors (i.e. educational 

background and aspirations, personal adjustment, demographics, environment) affected Black 

undergraduates who attended HBCUs and Black undergraduates at White colleges. The findings 

from the study suggested that Black students who attended White colleges reported lower 

academic achievement than Black students at Black colleges. Subsequent studies followed Allen
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(1992) by reporting positive outcomes associated with Black students who attend HBCUs 

(Albritton, 2012; Fries-Britt, 2002; Hale, 2006; Kim & Conrad, 2006; Perna et al, 2009). 

Contemporary literature on Black students continues to compare the educational 

outcomes of Black students at different institutional types (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Kim, 

2002). At the turn of the 21st century, more studies on Black collegians started to focus on the 

experiences of Black men. Because of this, scholars, practitioners, and institutions have devoted 

much attention to Black male collegians with regard to how they access and persist in higher 

education environments (Palmer et al., 2014; Strayhorn, 2008a; Wood & Palmer, 2014). Palmer 

et al., (2014) noted that the percentage of Black men in college did not change from 1976 to 

2014. The literature on Black men in college is necessary, but the number of studies on Black 

male collegians far outweighs the number of studies devoted to the experiences of Black women 

collegians. Historically, Black women’s experiences have been ignored, minimized, or skimmed 

over in higher education literature. Black women college students have been largely 

understudied, as their experiences have been clustered with the experiences of Black men. By 

and large, more research is needed on Black women collegians.  

In recent years, scholars have initiated conversations on Black women collegians in a 

way that does not lose their narratives among literature on Blacks students collectively 

(Chambers, 2011; Commodore et al., 2018; Harper et al., 2004; Patton et al., 2017; Patton & 

Croom, 2017). Present-day literature and rhetoric on Black college-going women suggests this 

student population is making great strides in higher education. Black women have been touted as 

the “new model minority” (Kaba, 2008) due to surpassing their counterparts in regard to 

enrollment rates and graduation rates (de Brey et al., 2019). Black women have been described 

as resilient, because they are making it into and through college in a way that facilitates degree 
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completion in the midst of race and gender discrimination, among other stressors (Howard-

Hamilton, 2003; Moses, 1989; Watt, 2003; Winkle-Wagner, 2009). Increased access to higher 

education has increased the number of Black women attending and graduating from college. 

With increased enrollment numbers, scholars are intentionally focusing their research on the 

experiences of Black women, in lieu of Black women’s voices being erased within a larger body 

of literature on Black college students as a whole (Patton et al., 2017). Even with an increase in 

focus on Black collegiate women’s unique experiences, there is more work to be done in terms 

of representation in research literature. 

Problem Statement 

 Among the need for an increased understanding of Black women’s unique college 

experiences, there is a need for increased understanding using a strengths-based approach to 

studying Black women collegians. Moreover, there is a need for an attention to Black women’s 

unique position at historically White institutions (HWIs) - the assets they bring to those spaces 

and the ways in which the institutions do or do not provide structural support for Black women’s 

success. In regard to a strengths-based approach, there is little to no research on how Black 

women describe their satisfaction with their college experience. Only a few studies have given 

attention to college satisfaction for Black students (Allen, 1986; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; 

Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007; Wesley & Abston, 1983) and moreover, the prior research has been 

based on Black men or Black students broadly. Satisfaction is defined in the literature as how 

engaged students are with educationally purposeful activities and the positive influences on 

students' subjective evaluation of college (Bean, 1980; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Strayhorn, 

2011b). A review of current literature reveals little research on college satisfaction with Black 

women as the center of analysis, disaggregated from data on Black students generally and Black 
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men (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). In fact, most of the current literature on Black women’s 

experiences in college, particularly at HWIs, suggests marginalization as a common denominator 

for Black women’s college experiences. An examination of the current literature highlights 

Black college women’s feelings of isolation and loneliness (Arminio et al., 2000; Fleming, 1984; 

Robinson-Wood, 2009; Rosales & Person, 2003; Stewart, 2017), dealing with racism and 

sexism, (Banks, 2009), and psychological and social stress (Donovan & Guillory, 2017; Jones, 

2009; Robinson-Wood et al., 2015). Much of the research focuses on Black women’s resistance 

as a way to persist through college while experiencing those moments of un-belonging, 

loneliness, racism, sexism, and the like. An understanding that Black women experience 

marginalization and isolation is valuable for higher education researchers and practitioners; 

however, much like the work that has to be done in collegiate environments by Black women 

students, faculty and administrators, the literature can be emotionally consuming.  

Anti-Deficit Approaches to Black Students’ Experiences 

 Harper (2012) noticed a similar trend in regard to scholars’ positioning of Black college 

men’s experiences. He constructed an anti-deficit framework for a study on Black men’s college 

achievement. Instead of using deficit questioning to approach the study, Harper (2012) 

constructed questions which would allow scholars to understand how Black undergraduate men 

successfully navigate college environments and subsequently have rewarding post-college 

outcomes. Harper (2013) noted that nearly every study published about Black students at 

historically White institutions focused on negative forces that hinder academic success and sense 

of belonging for Black students. In the same vein, Winkle-Wagner (2015) interrogated the 

assumptions that previous researchers made about how Black women experience college. The 

author suggested that Black women have been “narrowed down” by previous researchers as a 
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homogenous group whose success is only measured by persistence and degree completion 

(Winkle-Wagner, 2015, p. 171). While more scholars have continued the line of inquiry on Black 

women’s success at HWIs using an anti-deficit approach (Commodore et al., 2018; Patton & 

Croom, 2017), what is largely missing is an exploration of what makes Black women persist at 

these colleges and how they describe belongingness and satisfaction during their college 

experience. What is needed is a new way of thinking about how Black women at HWIs 

experience college.  

Research is needed to explore what experiences at HWIs are meaningful for Black 

women and if those experiences contribute to why they stay and complete their degrees at their 

respective institutions. When research ignores the productive aspects of Black women’s well-

being in college, their experiences are reduced down to a narrative that suggests Black women 

have to overcome challenge after challenge to persist and ultimately have a generally enjoyable 

college experience.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the unique experiences that contributed to Black 

undergraduate women’s sense of belonging at a large, historically White institution in the Deep 

South. This study aimed to explore and understand which experiences of Black undergraduate 

women contributed to an affinity towards their collegiate experience at a historically White 

institution. To understand those experiences, I studied how Black undergraduate women in 

highly-visible, highly-selective student leadership roles described belongingness at their 

institution. I explored the unique experiences the student leaders had that contributed to their 

sense of belonging, which included the ways in which they experienced connectedness, success, 

and satisfaction with their college experience at a historically White institution. Instead of taking 
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a deficit approach to studying Black women’s college experiences at this HWI, I interrogated 

their student leadership experiences in a strengths-based way. Furthermore, I sought to 

understand how those leadership experiences connected them to others (i.e. peers, faculty, staff, 

and administrators) at the institution and if they experienced success at the institution by way of 

leadership involvement. This study is an expansion of emerging research on Black women’s 

college success. The overall impetus for this study was to understand what worked well for 

Black undergraduate women at HWIs and for practitioners and scholars to leverage the findings 

to create more meaningful experiences for the women at HWIs. Beginning with the experiences 

of Black women undergraduate student leaders, this study provided better insight into how to 

support Black collegiate women at HWIs, given an understanding of what these women value in 

their college experiences that leads them to success, however success is defined by them. The 

findings of this study amplify Black women’s college experiences at HWIs and articulates how 

their campus leadership experiences have contributed to their sense of belonging at their 

institution. Moreover, this study focused on the reasons why these women stay and what 

experiences are meaningful for them. The findings of this study fill a gap in literature, providing 

information on Black women’s satisfaction with college, related to sense of belonging, at a HWI. 

Research Questions 

For this study, I used a qualitative research approach to provide insights into how Black 

women undergraduate student leaders experienced college as it relates to their sense of 

belonging. The guiding question for this study was: How do Black undergraduate women student 

leaders at a historically White institution describe sense of belonging at their institution? The 

study also addressed the following five research questions: 
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1. How do Black women student leaders at a historically White institution describe 

their level of connectedness to their campus? 

2. What experiences do Black women at a historically White institution describe as 

contributing to their success (self-defined) in college?  

3. How do Black women at a historically White institution describe positive support 

systems on their campus?  

4. How do Black women at a historically White institution experiences moments of 

mattering? 

5. What types of relationships are critical to supporting Black women’s sense of 

belonging at a historically White institution and in what ways do those 

relationships provide support? 

Background of the Study 

In the opening chapter of their 2017 work, Lori D. Patton and Natasha N. Croom 

discussed the fantasies that surround Black women in sociopolitical contexts and in academia. 

The authors examined what fantasies shape the current discourse about Black women 

undergraduates (Patton & Croom, 2017). The fantasies included Black women as a monolithic 

group who are collectively successful because they graduate in higher numbers than men and the 

#BlackGirlMagic fantasy- a narrative created by and for Black women to name their 

contributions to society. Patton and Croom (2017) considered how a fantasy such as 

#BlackGirlMagic (#BGM) potentially reinforced stereotypes about how Black women in college 

are successful. 

 CaShawn Thompson, creator of the term “Black Girl Magic”, referred to her use of 

“magic” as a way to illustrate how Black women’s accomplishments seemingly come out of thin 
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air because no one is paying attention to Black women’s labor except for Black women (Patton 

& Croom, 2017; Thomas, 2015). Some scholars have critiqued this notion of “magic”, including 

Chavers (2016), who suggested the use of the term perpetuates the idea of the strong Black 

woman schema - Black women survive and withstand in many ways all the while suffering in 

silence. Patton and Croom (2017) encouraged readers to consider the complexities of “Black Girl 

Magic”. For some, it is a term of endearment. For others, it can be dismissive of the work of 

Black women. In any case, Patton and Croom (2017) noted that Black Girl Magic as a concept 

can, in fact, reinforce stereotypes about Black women’s success; however, Black women should, 

more than anything, take a critical lens towards how self-defined narratives, like #BGM, can be 

misinterpreted and used against Black women. In the collegiate context, Black women should be 

careful not to describe their success as coming out of thin air (i.e. performing magic) and more 

concerned with being visible enough to “collectively and radically eliminate experiences and 

systems that are unnecessarily causing the blood, sweat, and tears [they] experience…” (Patton 

& Croom, 2017, p. 8).  

Part of the collective and radical elimination of systems that cause unnecessary emotional 

and physical labor for Black women is to name and shed light on these experiences through 

scholarly work. Nearly two decades prior to Patton and Croom (2017), Howard-Vital (1989) 

called out the need for intellectual activity concerning the experiences of African American 

women in higher education. Since Howard-Vital (1989), a myriad of scholars have centered 

Black women’s experiences in a way that bring forward issues with injustice, racism, 

marginalization, and isolation of Black women on college campuses. What has not been largely 

explored is how Black women successfully navigate college in the face of these issues; 
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furthermore, there have only been a handful of studies that explore Black college women’s 

experiences with these issues in an anti-deficit way.  

A Change in Narrative on Black College Women’s Success 

Recent scholars have opened a new line of inquiry on Black college women’s success at a 

variety of institutional types (Commodore et al., 2018; Patton & Croom, 2017). Prior to those 

works, scholars found that the positive experiences of Black women, particularly at historically 

White institutions, include participating as leaders in co-curricular organizations (Patton et al., 

2011; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001), social integration on campus (Miller, 2017), critical 

validation (Kelly et al., 2019), instrumental and meaningful friendships (Winkle-Wagner et al., 

2019b), sister circles (Allen, 2019; Croom et al., 2017), and institutionalized African American 

women’s support groups (Porter & Dean, 2015; Winkle-Wagner, 2015).  

 The positive experiences of Black women in college have begun to show up in higher 

education research more frequently, and still, scholars of Black women’s success continue to 

suggest future directions for research and practice as it relates to positive outcomes for Black 

women in college. Winkle-Wagner (2015) suggested the need for a wider lens when studying the 

experiences of Black undergraduate women. She argued against the “narrowing down” (Winkle-

Wagner, 2015) of Black women’s experiences to monolithic illustrations of Black women’s 

success by way of increased enrollment and satisfactory graduation rates. Two subsequent works 

challenge the narrowing down that Winkle-Wagner (2015) critiqued. Patton and Croom (2017) 

and Commodore et al. (2018) provided comprehensive works that highlight what Black women’s 

success looks like across time, institutional types, and collegiate environments. The study 

described in this paper used Patton and Croom (2017) and Commodore et al., (2018) as guides to 

understand the extant literature about Black undergraduate women’s success. Winkle-Wagner 
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(2015) suggested that scholars should put more emphasis on how relationships and institutions 

support Black women’s success. In this study, I sought to understand if and how relationships 

mattered to Black women student leader’s success at a HWI.  

Significance of the Study 

 This participants’ stories in this study interrupt the narrative of Black women’s collegiate 

lives being reduced to experiences with marginalization and un-belonging. The purpose of the 

study was not to challenge the existing narrative on Black women’s resistance, as previous 

studies are necessary and insightful. Rather, the goal of this study was to open an area of 

opportunity to look at Black women’s college experiences from a different perspective, one that 

shifts the discourse to how Black women students experience belonging in the face of 

marginalization at HWIs. While Black women are starting to get more attention in higher 

education research, much of the work seems devoid of the positive experiences of Black 

undergraduate women. By re-situating Black collegiate women as “belonging” and “successful”, 

this study challenged the generalized representation that Black women only operate in a state of 

resistance and isolation in order to get through college.  

 The data informs scholars and practitioners of access points for researching and 

supporting Black women undergraduate students at HWIs. For researchers, the study adds to a 

fairly new line of inquiry that explores Black women’s success in college, particularly at 

historically White institutions. This study is significant because it augments the emerging 

knowledge base on Black women’s college success. The study opens up thought to how scholars 

can approach studying Black collegiate women in a way that celebrates their existence and the 

experiences that matter to them on campuses. The conclusions drawn from this study provide 

important information on what practices and policies can be used to increase Black women’s 
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sense of belonging in college. Practitioners should leverage the study’s findings to provide 

opportunities to establish or enhance, and ultimately sustain, practices, environments, and 

policies that contribute to success and belongingness for undergraduate Black women at their 

institutions. Additionally, being equipped with this knowledge about Black undergraduate 

women at HWIs, can help institutions move towards a cycle of Black women’s recruitment, 

enrollment, persistence, graduation, and financial contribution as alumnae (Randolph, 2017). The 

participants’ stories in the current study shed light on the lived experiences of Black women 

undergraduate student leaders. Beyond scholars and practitioners, Black college women 

themselves are encouraged to use the findings to find their own “pathways to flourishing as a 

result of a college education” (Commodore et al., 2018, p. 82).   

Based on the need to expand research on Black women’s college experiences overall, this 

study details the process and findings of a qualitative study involving Black traditionally college-

aged women at a Deep South, historically White institution. Furthermore, the women in the 

study were in highly-selective, highly-visible student leadership organizations and honor 

societies that have been historically comprised of mostly, or only, White students. Relatedly, 

there are little to no studies that focus on regional institutional context for Black women in 

college. Specifically, there has been little research that explores the experiences of Black college 

women at Southern institutions as it relates to marginalization, respectability politics, invisibility, 

and accessibility and how those things matter contextually at historically White institutions 

(HWIs) in the South. I discuss more on belonging for Black students at HWIs coupled with 

regional institutional context in Chapter Six.  
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Glossary of Terms 

 The definitions outlined in his section are related to the research area and are used 

throughout this study.  

• African American: Refers to any person who is a descendant of enslaved African 

people, whose ancestors were brought into the United States of America as involuntary 

minorities (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). In Chapter Two, I use African American extensively, 

particularly when reflecting the language that an author used in their original work. I also 

use African American when discussing the history of African Americans in regard to 

access to higher education within the United States of America. Additionally, African 

American may be used if and when a participant used the language in a direct quote.   

• Black: Refers to the ethnicity/race of any person who has origins in any ethnic or racial 

group of African descent. “Black” also refers to how the participants in the study 

described themselves when speaking about their experiences. The term may be used 

interchangeably with African American, particularly if an original author, cited in this 

paper, used African American to describe a population.  

• Deep South: Commonly refers to a specific geographic and cultural subregion of the 

United States made up of the following states: Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, 

and South Carolina.   

• Historically White Institution (HWI): A college or university with a student population 

of more than 50% of students who identify as White/Caucasian, non-Hispanic. 

• Woman: A person who identifies as a woman, whether by birth or gender identity. 

• Highly-selective/highly-visible student organizations: Refers to student organizations 

at the institution under study that, anecdotally and institutionally, are regarded as spaces 
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in which the “top” student leaders on the campus are members. The students in these 

organizations are often the individuals selected for the institution’s marketing and 

advertising materials (i.e. television commercials, globally-distributed digital and print 

materials, donor relations materials, and marketing for internal institutional audiences).  

Conclusion 

Previous scholarship on Black women in college has consistently documented harsh 

realities of being a Black woman in college, particularly at a historically White institution. 

Contributions to research about these realities are vital to understanding Black women 

collegians’ success. Contemporary scholars on Black women’s college experiences have started 

to focus on understanding the positive experiences of Black women collegians, and what is 

necessary is more work that documents how Black women manage to thrive in an environment 

which may be potentially hostile for them. This study contributes to the existing body of 

knowledge in three ways. First, the study addresses how Black undergraduate women at a 

historically White institution successfully navigate campus environments. Second, the study 

employed an asset-based approach to understanding Black women collegians’ individual and 

collective agency. Finally, to the best of my knowledge, this inquiry is one of the few existing 

studies that situates Black undergraduate women’s voices in a non-tangential way with “sense of 

belonging” as the conceptual foundation.
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Howard-Vital (1989) suggested that future African American scholars examine studies 

about African American women in higher education and focus on the conceptual frameworks, 

methodologies, and conclusions that authors make about African American women. An 

overview of literature helps scholars who study Black and African American women to 

understand the gaps in the literature where Black and African American women’s voices have 

been silenced or ignored in the history of higher education. Howard-Vital (1989) also 

encouraged readers to pay attention to what assumptions have been made about African 

American women. 

This chapter provides a review of literature relating to the experiences of Black women in 

higher education. The chapter opens with a review of the history of Black women’s college 

experiences in the United States. Then, the chapter continues with a review of Black women’s 

contemporary experiences in higher education and how Black women have been situated in 

higher education research literature. The chapter concludes with an overview of the theoretical 

framework for the study, Black feminist thought, and the conceptual lens which will serve as an 

additional framework for the study: sense of belonging. The study uses what is (un)known about 

Black women college students’ sense of belonging to guide the intended study.  
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History of Black Women’s Higher Education 

Prior to the 20th Century  

In order to understand where Black women stood in the landscape of higher education at 

the beginning of the 20thcentury, one must consider the educational experiences of Black women 

prior to the 20th century. Mary Jane Patterson was the first Black woman to receive a degree 

from Oberlin College in 1862. During this time, Oberlin College admitted students regardless of 

their race (Evans, 2007; Guy-Sheftall, 1983; Noble, 1956; Slowe, 1933; Waite, 2001). Oberlin 

College’s Black graduates contributed widely to Black education throughout the United States 

(Waite, 2001). In terms of Black women at Oberlin, about 141 in total were enrolled at Oberlin 

College between 1835 and 1863. During this time, Black people were still enslaved people in the 

United States. There were three institutions of higher education that were created to educate 

freed slaves and their children - Cheyney State Training School, Ashmum Institute (later named 

Lincoln University), and Wilberforce University (Harper et al., 2009). Cheyney State, Ashmum, 

and Wilberforce paved the way for the establishment of Black colleges (Harper et al., 2009), as 

there were many institutions subsequently founded including Fisk University, Morehouse 

College, Howard University, and Spelman College (Drewry & Doermann, 2001).    

Historically Black Colleges and Universities. In 1890, the second Morrill Land Grant 

Act extended access to higher education for African Americans. The second Morrill Act of 1890 

launched the legal racial separation of colleges and universities. The Act mandated that 

educational funds allotted from the first Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862 be distributed to 

institutions that enrolled African American students (Brown II & Davis, 2001). However, many 

states in the Confederate South did not want to integrate their institutions. With this in mind, 

state officials across the Confederate South created schools for African American students in 
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order to follow the mandated law (Brown II & Davis, 2001). Each state designated or created at 

least one institution in their state to be considered the “black land-grant college” (Perkins, 2015). 

In the South, there were 17 Black land-grant colleges that received federal funding from the 

Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890. Most of the institutions served to train teachers rather than the 

agricultural and mechanical curriculum that was in place at most White land-grant institutions 

(Perkins, 2015). Additionally, most of the Black colleges in the South were located in rural areas 

and small towns and were religiously-affiliated. Several scholars have studied the historical 

legacy and contemporary placement of historically Black colleges and universities in American 

society (Albritton, 2012; Allen & Jewel, 2002; Allen et al., 2007; Gasman & Commodore, 2014; 

Humphreys, 2017; Mobley Jr, 2017; Njoku et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2019). A review of 

Black women’s historical experiences at HBCUs follows and a contemporary glance at Black 

women in HBCUs appears in a later section of this chapter.  

History of Black women at HBCUs. Black women have a storied history in terms of 

gaining acceptance and equality at HBCUs. Gasman (2007) noted that the stories of Black 

women at historically Black colleges and universities are often ignored or are wrongly 

intertwined within the stories of Black men or Black students as a whole at these institutions. She 

noted that recent literature on the history of Black colleges and universities has excluded 

discussion on the experiences and significant contributions of Black women at these institutions. 

Black women students at early Black colleges often did not see women, or men, who looked like 

them in leadership roles (Gasman, 2007). Early Black colleges were mostly under the control of 

White philanthropists (Brazzell, 1992). The philanthropists had control over the institutions, thus 

they were typically in leadership roles early on in the institutions’ histories. Black women at 

early Black colleges were monitored by administration, and there were institutional policies in in 
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place to control how they behaved (Gasman, 2007). At some schools, the administration 

enforced a strict dress code to regulate what their women students could wear (Evans, 2007). The 

dress codes were in place to promote modesty. School officials at Atlanta University, now Clark 

Atlanta University, prohibited Black women students from wearing “jewelry, lace, and the type 

of dresses…” (Evans, 2007, p. 111). Some institutions utilized a demerit system to prevent 

women from being deemed as unfit for education or seen as immodest. Black women students 

were watched carefully, and they could not have unsupervised social contact with the Black male 

students on campus. Evans (2007) noted that White women had similar prohibitions against them 

on historically White campuses; however, the restrictions against Black women at historically 

Black institutions were “more intimate” (p. 112) in nature. Though under strict regulations, many 

schools placed Black women under the watchful care of Black women staff members on campus. 

These staff members were often a woman dean, housemother, or a woman who was a principal 

(Evans, 2007). Slowe (1933) found that Black women on Black campuses needed room for self-

expression due to the repressive nature of the rules set in place for them. According to Slowe 

(1933), it was necessary for college administrators and any constituents interested in the 

education of Black women to “make special provision for giving Negro college women 

opportunities for self-expression through self-government and opportunities for becoming 

acquainted with the problems of the world in which they live” (p. 358).  For Slowe (1933), 

women needed to have these opportunities in order to move on in society thinking of themselves 

as whole individuals who can made just as many contributions to the world as a man could 

contribute. It seems as though Slowe (1933) made early notions of the idea of holistic education 

for women, and she noted that women needed to have the traditional liberal arts curriculum 

training in addition to knowledge of economic, political, and social systems. Furthermore on 
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training, many of the Black women at early Black colleges were educated to be teachers (Noble, 

1956; Scott, 1980). In the thick of the Civil Rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, Black 

women students were instrumental in organizing protests and fighting for racial equality 

(Gasman, 2007). For Black women who attended historically Black colleges and universities, 

there were certain variables such as “skin color, family status, economic class, gender, or simple 

desire for privacy” (Evans, 2007, p. 102) that impacted them in ways that may not have impacted 

Black women at historically White institutions. There were some Black women students who did 

not come from lucrative family backgrounds and did not have support from their families while 

attending colleges. This lack of support was mostly basic-level needs like housing, food, or 

grooming (Evans, 2007).  

Women’s Colleges and Black Women’s Education. In addition to HBCUs, Black 

women have enrolled and continue to enroll in women’s colleges. A review of relevant literature 

related to Black women students in Black women’s colleges and White women’s colleges 

follows.  

Black Women’s Colleges. The existence of Black women’s colleges is a significant piece 

of Black women’s history of higher education. Black women’s colleges were created, because 

there were limited opportunities for Black women to be educated at existing institutions. Single-

sex colleges for Black women have all been located in the South, and though most Black women 

were educated at co-educational schools, the single-sex colleges have provided distinct 

educational experiences for their students (Guy-Sheftall, 1982). Guy-Sheftall (1982) wrote about 

four single-sex Black women’s colleges in her article on Black women in higher education, but 

she chose to focus on Bennett and Spelman Colleges. Bennett College and Spelman College are 
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the only two four-year educational institutions for Black women that were operating into the 

twentieth century (Perkins, 2015).  

            There is still much to be known about the history of Bennett College, but some scholars 

have explored its history and student body (Brown, 2018; Cardwell, 2010; Flowers, 2005; Guy-

Sheftall, 1982; Liberti, 1999; Thomas & Jackson, 2007). Founded by the Methodist Episcopal 

Church in 1873, Bennett began as a co-educational institution at a Methodist church in 

Greensboro, North Carolina (Guy-Sheftall, 1982). The institution was originally named Bennett 

Institution (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). A White individual, like the founders of many early 

Black colleges, founded Bennett College. Albion Tourgee, Bennett’s founder, was a champion 

for equal rights for Black individuals (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). At its founding, Bennett 

College’s mission was to train men for the ministry and to educate women to teach the newly 

freed slaves (Liberti, 1999). According to Guy-Sheftall (1982), the Women’s Home Missionary 

Society desired to broaden its educational opportunities to Black women. Thus, Bennett College 

became a Black women’s college in 1926 (Guy-Sheftall, 1982; Perkins, 2015). With the move to 

an all-women’s college, Bennett remained vigilant in its mission to train teachers (Liberti, 1999). 

In 1926, Bennett College only had ten women as students; however, that number increased to 

138 women just four short years later in 1930 (Liberti, 1999). Bennett College president, David 

Jones, was sensitive to the concerns of Black women at the college. According to Liberti (1999), 

Jones worked to make sure that Bennett College supported Black women as they prepared to be 

graduates of the College and live in the world thereafter. The curriculum at the time emphasized 

“academic rigor, civil responsibility, and homemaking” (Liberti, 1999, p. 570). While President 

Jones was mindful of the obstacles that Black women faced in society, the administration at 

Bennett set in place strict rules that were in place to maintain the dignity of the student body. The 
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College administrators enforced that the students practice good mannerisms and behave with 

self-control (Liberti, 1999). Bennett College graduated women before Spelman College (Evans, 

2007).  

            Spelman College was named the first black college for women, even though Bennett  

College was founded a decade earlier (Evans, 2007). Several scholars have studied Spelman 

College’s history and the experiences of its student body (Edelman, 2000; Guy-Sheftall, 1982; 

Lefever, 2005; Read, 1961; Winkle-Wagner et al., 2019a). Spelman College was initially named 

Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, and then it was subsequently named Spelman Seminary 

(Brazzell, 1992). Sophia B. Packard and Harriet E. Giles, two northern White women, founded 

Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary in 1881 (Lefever, 2005; Thomas & Jackson, 2007). Packard 

and Giles were both graduates of the all-women’s Mount Holyoke College (Perkins, 2015). 

Packard and Giles served as the first two presidents of Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, 

respectively (Thomas & Jackson, 2007). The first Black women students to attend the Seminary 

were all of different ages and had different experiences in life leading up to the point of starting 

at the institution. There were ten students in the first class of students at the institution (Thomas 

& Jackson, 2007). Throughout the late nineteenth century, the institution declared its mission as 

a liberal arts school, and eventually was renamed Spelman College in 1924 (Lefever, 2005). The 

women who graduated from Spelman College in the early twentieth century were trained for life 

inside and outside of the home. Packard and Giles created the curriculum in a way that reflected 

liberal arts and domestic arts (Lefever, 2005). In 1901, the first two black women graduated from 

the institution (Evans, 2007). Throughout the twentieth century, Black women did not hold 

leadership roles at Spelman College. Packard and Giles were the College’s administrators and 

several Black men served on the board of trustees for the institution (Lefever, 2005). It was not 
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until 1987 that Spelman College named the first Black woman president of the institution. The 

institution continued throughout the remainder of the twentieth century as a premier institution 

for Black women. Early in the 21st century, Spelman College outnumbered Bennett College, with 

roughly 2,300 and 600 students, respectively (Thomas & Jackson, 2007).  

Black Women at White Women’s Colleges. Early in the 20th century, the Seven Sister 

Colleges – Mount Holyoke, Vassar, Smith, Radcliffe, Wellesley, Bryn Mawr, and Barnard - 

were known to produce the most elite White women graduates (Perkins, 1997). Perkins (1997) 

gave the most comprehensive overview of Black women’s educational experiences at the Seven 

Sister colleges. According to Perkins (1997), African American women were largely unwanted at 

the Seven Sister Colleges; however, they began to matriculate to the institutions in the late 

nineteenth century. Early in the 20th century, only one or two African American women attended 

Seven Sister colleges per year; many did not start to attend these women’s colleges until the mid-

twentieth century (Perkins, 1997). Four of the Seven Sister colleges admitted Black women in 

large numbers (comparatively) than three others, who were not as eager to admit Black women 

early (Perkins, 1997). The four Seven Sister colleges to admit Black women in large numbers 

were Smith, Radcliffe, Wellesley, and Mount Holyoke.  

            The Black women who were able to attend the Seven Sister colleges typically came from 

wealthy families where both parents had a formal education. Gatewood (1990) wrote about the 

Black elite in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century. Gatewood (1990) noted the 

importance of higher education in the Black community – having a higher education outweighed 

any identity of familial background, church affiliation, or skin complexion. Needless to say, the 

African American women who came from elite families were the Black students who were able 

to attend the Seven Sister colleges. The women who attended these institutions were from 
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middle- and upper-class backgrounds and often were able to pass as White women due to the 

light complexion of their skin (Perkins, 1997). The women were expected to get a college 

education, because most of their parents were college-educated and a college education was seen 

as the gateway into stability in the Black community. Out of the Seven Sister colleges, 

Wellesley, Smith, and Radcliffe have the most storied history with continuously admitting 

African American women (Perkins, 1997). According to Gordon (1990), women’s colleges in 

the Eastern region of the United States resisted diversification for the most part, though they did 

enroll some minority women. Gordon (1990) wrote that though women’s colleges in the Eastern 

region of the United States were slow to admit Black students, Wellesley College welcomed a 

small number of Black students. Meanwhile, Vassar College’s president, James Monroe Taylor, 

wrote off Black students attending the school because he thought that White, Southern women at 

the school would oppose their admittance (Gordon, 1990).   

Perkins (1997) noted that even though some of the Seven Sister colleges willingly 

admitted African American students, these students still had trouble with issues like housing 

discrimination. African American women were often not allowed to live with White women. The 

housing discrimination mostly came from the administrative level, as some White students at the 

colleges wanted to live with the African American students (Perkins, 1997). In conclusion, 

African American women may have had access to the Seven Sister colleges, but they did not 

have an equitable experience in relation to their White women counterparts. According to 

Perkins (1997), though these women faced discrimination at the colleges, many of the alumnae 

in her study said that they would attend their respective institutions again. The Black women 

who attended White women’s colleges often pursued higher education to advance the Black 

population as a whole (Perkins, 2015). 



23 
 

More on Black Women’s Higher Education in the 20th Century  

            Black Americans fought for intellectual freedom during the time period between 

emancipation and the beginning of the 20th century (Noble, 1956). At the turn of the new 

century, Black women’s experiences with higher education looked different than the experiences 

and opportunities that were afforded to the Black women who paved the way for them to have 

viable careers in higher education. From 1910 to 1950, Black women had to fight as a Black 

person and a woman-identifying person in society. Essentially, they were a part of the narrative 

for Black rights and women’s rights (Noble, 1956). Noble (1956) labeled this experience for 

Black women as a “double handicap of race and sex – a Negro in a White world and a female in 

a male world” (p. 26). Black women had some trouble with garnering support from White 

women in the fight for women’s rights. Black women tried to join the women’s rights movement 

with White women, but after unsuccessful attempts, ended up organizing their own movement 

called the National Federation of Afro-American Women (Noble, 1956). Black women’s 

activism paved the way for Black women in higher education. Noble (1956) produced a seminal 

work exploring experiences of Black women college graduates - their goals for college, what 

college did for them, and then what college did not do for them. Given the time period in which 

Noble (1956) was written, the historical context of Black women’s placement in society at the 

time is important to consider in understanding how Black women experienced college in the 

mid-20th century. 

Black Women’s Contemporary Experiences in Higher Education 

Overall, Black women have had enrollment gains in the 21st century. There was a steady 

increase in Black women’s college enrollment at the very beginning of the 21st century; 

however, there was a dip in Black women’s full-time enrollment in 2011 (Commodore et al., 
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2018). At the time, though, there was an overall decrease in college student enrollment 

collectively. In the 2013-2014 academic year, Black women as a demographic held the highest 

percentage, by race and gender, to receive an associate’s or bachelor’s degree (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2017). According to the U.S. Department of Education (2017), African American 

women outnumbered African American men 64 percent to 36 percent in bachelor’s degrees in 

the 2013-2014 academic year. In terms of graduate degrees, Perkins (2015) noted that in 2014 

“964,000 black females held a Master’s degree in comparison to 565,000 African American 

males” (p. 740). For professional degrees, approximately 93,000 African American women are 

recipients of professional degrees in comparison to approximately 85,000 African American men 

(Perkins, 2015). In terms of historically Black colleges and universities, these institutions enroll 

about nine percent of the total population of Black students in higher education (Perkins, 2015). 

Black women enrolled at HBCUs outnumber Black men enrolled at HBCUs. The only institution 

type where Black women and Black men enroll at similar rates is the community college 

(Perkins, 2015). However, Black and African American women still receive the higher amount 

of earned associate degrees at 68 percent of total associate’s degree awarded to African 

Americans (Perkins, 2015).  

As of 2016, 15 percent of all enrolled U.S. college students were Black (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2019). For college students aged 18 to 24, the percentage of Black students 

enrolled in that age group totaled thirty-six percent (de Brey et al., 2019). Since 2000, the 

number of young adult women in college has been higher than the number of young adult men in 

college (de Brey et al., 2019).  In 2016, 40 percent of women aged 25-29 years old earned a 

bachelor’s degree or higher (Commodore et al., 2018). Twenty-five percent of those women 

were Black women (Commodore et al, 2018). Black women and Black men have the widest gap 
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in undergraduate enrollment numbers among all race and gender categories, and as of Fall 2016, 

62 percent of Black students were women and 38 percent were men (de Brey, 2019).  

  It is helpful to consider institutional type when looking at Black women’s enrollment 

trends. Black women’s enrollment increase, between 2000-2010 in particular, coincides with an 

overall increase in college student enrollment at for-profit institutions (Commodore et al., 2018). 

After 2010, there was a sharp decrease in enrollment for Black women at for-profit institutions 

that continues to decrease. At not-for-profit institutions, Black women have seen increases and 

decreases since 2000, with a current increase at not-for-profit, public, four-year institutions 

(Commodore et. al, 2018). The number of Black women enrollment at two-year institutions has 

steadily decreased since 2010 (Commodore et al., 2018).  

Black Women at Historically White Institutions  

 Black women hold a unique standpoint in society, as they have to navigate and negotiate 

two marginalized identities - their race and their gender (Beal, 1979; Collins, 1986, 1990, 2000; 

Crenshaw, 1991; Noble, 1956). Black women’s unique standpoint and experiences in higher 

education and academia are microcosms of the larger society (Banks, 2009; Moses; 1989). At 

historically White institutions, these experiences may be amplified as minorities experiencing 

“double jeopardy” (Beal, 1979) in a majority-White space. A comprehensive review of key 

issues facing Black women at historically White institutions is outlined in a later section of this 

chapter.  

 There is little to no research on how the region of an institution or regional identity 

influences Black women’s experiences in college. The participants in the study described in this 

paper were students at a historically White institution in the Deep Southern region of the United 

States. A review of the exceptionalism of the (Deep) South is below. Given the geographical and 
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regional location of the chosen site for this study, a review of Black women at Southern 

institutions follows.  

 Black women at Southern, Historically White Institutions. An area of research where 

there is opportunity to explore is the area of regional identity and experiences in Black collegiate 

women. The ways in which Black undergraduate women embody their regional identity in 

college environments is absent in the discourse on Black women collegians. Literature regarding 

Black women’s racial and gendered experiences exists, but little is known about Black college 

women’s regional identity. The influence of regional location on a student’s college experience 

has been largely ignored in higher education research. Thus, for the purpose of this study, a 

review of Southern higher education and the experiences of Black women at Southern 

institutions follows.  

In Noble (1956), the author studied Black women graduates and sought to understand 

what worked for them in college and what college failed to do for them. A notable finding in 

Noble (1956) was that the women participants in the study who resided in the South prior to 

going to college ended up going to college in the South and remaining in the South after 

graduation. Johnson (1938) previously found that graduates of Black colleges who were born in 

the South oftentimes ended up staying in the South after graduation.  

Black, Southern women have long valued education. Pioneer scholar and educator, Anna 

Julia Cooper, was the fourth African American woman to earn a PhD. In her 1892 piece, A Voice 

from the South, Cooper discussed the rights of women, particularly the education of African 

American women. Cooper suggested that women should be fully integrated into any educational 

process and that education is the key to prosperity for African American women. Cooper (1892) 

is important to the literature on Black women’s education; moreover, this work centers the voice 
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of a Black, Southern woman - something that Cooper thought was meaningful enough to make 

the namesake of the literary work.  

Federal legislation has had an influence on access to Southern higher education for Black 

students. Not only was the second Morrill Land Grant Act significant, but the 1954 Brown vs. 

Board of Education ruling further influenced how Black students in the South entered into 

college. Williamson-Lott (2018), reviewed Southern, White resistance to the Brown decision, 

specifically how campus administrators at Southern colleges balanced transforming their 

institutions into intellectual hotbeds while being caught between the White public wanting to 

“protect the southern way of life” (p. 1). This balance was not exclusive to administrators at 

White campuses - many Southern campuses, including historically Black colleges and 

universities, battled the changing landscape of Southern higher education at the time. 

Williamson-Lott (2018) wrote that “the battles between students, faculty, presidents, trustees, 

and elected officials represented cracks in the edifice of the Old South and precipitated wide-

ranging changes in southern higher education and southern society as well” (p. 1).   

The exceptionalism of the South. Lang (2013) examined the fundamental historical 

differences between the Southern and the Northern regions of the United States. On a region that 

is “uniquely significant to the black experience” (Lang, 2013, p. 377), the Southern United 

States, with its legacy of slavery, political secession, ethno-religious homogeneity, had sharp 

conditions of racial oppression (Lang, 2013). Moreover on the uniqueness of the Southern 

United States, Williamson-Lott (2018) argued that Southern higher education in the 20th century 

was fundamentally different than higher education systems in other regions of the United States. 

Southern institutions faced challenges in a region that was shaped, by history and legislation, to 

form a two-tiered system of higher education that separated Black institutions from White 
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institutions (Williamson-Lott, 2018; Urban, 1981). There is little to no research on the college 

choice process of Black students in the Southern region of the United States, given the parallel 

systems of higher education created by the establishment of HBCUs in the South via the second 

Morrill Land Grant Act. With this in mind, Southern culture and Southern identity adds a 

contextual layer to how Black undergraduate women navigate historically White institutions in 

the Deep South, given the subregion’s storied history with racism.  

Emergent Research on Black Women’s College Experiences 

Howard-Vital (1989) wrote about how African American women have struggled to gain 

an identity in higher education. After giving an overview of what little research, until that point, 

had been done on Black collegiate women, Howard-Vital (1989) challenged readers to 

“participate in the generation of more knowledge about African American women in higher 

education” (p. 189). The current state of Black women in higher education, in terms of numbers, 

is promising. However, the numbers do not tell the entire story of what Black women experience 

in collegiate environments. Since this time, more scholars have dedicated their research agenda 

to the experiences of Black women in college. Over the past decade, an emerging body of 

literature has focused on the experiences of Black women in higher education. Much of what is 

known about Black undergraduate women’s college experiences describes the ways in which 

they experience resistance and resilience to persist in college environments.  

The following section is a review of studies on Black women’s college experiences. 

Much research focuses on how Black women students navigate historically White institutions 

(HWIs). Countless studies have consistently shown that Black women face unique challenges in 

higher education. The following sections represent the common themes that are present within 

the extant literature on Black women’s experiences in college - challenges, barriers, and overall 
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themes in experience. On the other hand, new research on Black women’s college experiences 

has re-defined and re-imagined what success looks like beyond narrowing down Black women’s 

success in college to enrollment numbers and graduation rates (Commodore et al., 2018; Patton 

& Croom, 2017; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). In light of this new way of knowing about Black 

women in college, an overview of research on Black women’s college success follows. The 

review of literature offers a better understanding of what issues are facing Black undergraduate 

women and what trends have emerged in Black women’s collegiate success.  

Key Issues Facing Black Women in College 

The work that has been done to understand what issues Black women face in college is 

insightful. Black women face unique experiences, challenges, and barriers in all institutional 

types. Generally, historically Black colleges and universities provide environments where Black 

students can be empowered, have student engagement opportunities, and have enhanced 

outcomes (Allen, 1992; Berger & Milem, 2000). Historically Black colleges and universities 

foster leadership development in Black students (Williams et al., 2019) and serve as spaces of 

refuge for Black students (Mobley Jr., 2017). Though they may be the racial majority at most 

HBCUs, Black women have experiences that are unique to their gender at these institutions. 

Some scholars have juxtaposed the experiences of Black women and Black men at HBCUs and 

found that Black women experience gender discrimination (Bonner, 2001; Fleming, 1984; 

Gasman, 2007). Though there is very little research on Black women’s experiences at Hispanic-

Serving Institutions (HSI), the research that does exist suggests that Black women experience 

“onlyness” (Harper et al., 2011), feeling silenced, concerns with sense of belonging, and feeling 

lack finding support (Williams Pichon, 2016; Willis et al., 2019).  
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At all institutional types, Black women experience gender and/or racial risks that lead to 

challenges and obstacles in their college career; however, research largely suggests that Black 

women persist to degree completion and have shown resilience (Bush et al., 2009; O’Connor, 

2002; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2010). An overview of the current literature reveals three main 

themes on Black women’s unique college experiences, with most of the studies being situated in 

the HWI context: 1) resilience in the face of isolation and marginalization, 2) the role of 

relationships, and 3) identity development.  

 Resilience in the Face of Isolation and Marginalization. Though Black women are 

graduating at higher rates than ever before, they still report challenges and barriers in higher 

education. Black students often experience marginalization, isolation, discrimination, and racism 

at historically White institutions. Black women students face additional barriers, based on 

“double jeopardy” (Beal, 1979), which theorizes how Black women experience having two 

marginalized identities, their race and their gender. Due to the small number of Black women 

attending HWIs, the population often experiences isolation or are “the only one” (Robinson et 

al., 2013) in spaces on campus (McCabe, 2009; Rosales & Person, 2003).  

Black women experience isolation and marginalization for multiple reasons. One reason 

is that Black women may feel as if they have to conform to the values and behaviors of the 

majority at the institution and feel pressure from home to not conform to the majority (Thomas, 

2001; Thompson et al., 2010; Winkle-Wagner, 2009a). Additionally, institutional selectivity, 

such as White women’s colleges and HWIs, can lead Black women to feel isolated and foster 

competition among the Black women who attend the college (Littleton, 2003 Porter & Dean, 

2015). Lastly, Black women can experience chilly climates in certain environments on campus 

(Hall & Sandler, 1982) - they may feel un-belonging based on a certain part of their institutional 
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identity, particularly in the STEM majors (Dortch & Patel, 2017; Espinosa, 2011; Gibson & 

Espino, 2016; Johnson, 2011, 2012; Perna et al., 2009)  

 The Role of Relationships for Black Undergraduate Women. The second cluster of 

findings suggest that Black women have unique experiences with different types of relationships 

in college. There are four types of relationships: 1) relationships with faculty and staff (Patton, 

2006; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007);  2) peer relationships and friendships (Croom et al., 2017; 

McCabe, 2016; Porter & Dean, 2015; Winkle-Wagner, 2019b), 3) relationships with family 

(Gilford & Reynolds, 2011; Thompson et al., 2010; Winkle-Wagner, 2009a), and 4) romantic 

relationships (Patton & Simmons, 2008; Thomas, 2001).  

 Relationships with Faculty and Staff. Black women’s experiences with faculty and staff 

on campus are mostly found in mentoring and advising relationships. Mentoring relationships 

with faculty and staff are critical for Black women’s college experiences (Patton, 2006; 

Strayhorn and Saddler, 2009). The lack of Black women faculty and staff on campuses poses a 

challenge for Black women seeking to find mentoring opportunities from faculty and staff who 

are Black women (Aguirre, 2000; Bichsel & McChesney, 2017). When Black women do 

experience successful mentoring relationships with Black women faculty and staff, there are 

shared cultural understandings, a level of psychosocial support, and satisfaction with college 

(Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Patton, 2006; Patton & Harper, 2003; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007). 

 Peer Relationships and Friendships. Peer relationships and friendships in college can 

lead to positive outcomes such as persistence (Martínez Alemán, 2000), cognitive development 

(Martínez Alemán, 2000), and success (Locks et al., 2008). Some scholars have explored what 

friendships looks like for Black women in college (Croom et al., 2017; McCabe, 2016; Porter & 

Dean, 2015; Winkle-Wagner et al., 2019b). Winkle-Wagner et al. (2019b) explored how Black 
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women alumnae experienced friendships while they were in college. The findings suggested that 

Black women develop two types of friendships in college to aid in a more welcoming 

environment: instrumental friendships (short-lived and for a specific purpose) and meaningful 

friendships (longer-lasting, authentic, and familial in nature) (Winkle-Wagner et al., 2019b).  

 Relationships with Family. Family relationships are influential in students’ transitions to 

college (Sax & Wartman, 2010; Wartman & Savage, 2008; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). For Black 

students, some research suggests that attachment with family back home results in positive 

outcomes (Cabrera et al, 1999; Kalsner & Pistole, 2003). Black women in college often develop 

friendships that feel like family (Winkle-Wagner et al., 2019b), but they also have to navigate 

relationships with their families at home that can be contradictory to the research cited above. 

Relationships with family can sometimes be strained because the women feel like they have 

changed and disconnected from home (Thompson et al., 2010; Winkle-Wagner, 2009a) or they 

have parents who do not fulfill their parental role (Gilford & Reynolds, 2011). Black women 

who are first-generation students have to overcome family histories to achieve a college 

education (Blackwell & Pinder, 2014).  

Romantic Relationships. Romantic relationships are just one of many types of 

relationships that Black women have to consider in college. Compared to White women, Black 

women are less likely to have a partner, and if they do, they report higher concerns with the 

effect of being in college on their relationship (Thomas, 2001). Commodore et al. (2018) 

discussed how Black women have to deal with societal constructs of how they should experience 

their sexuality. For Black women who want to date while in college, there may be difficulty in 

finding a partner of the same racial identity due to the lack of Black men on campuses (Henry, 

2008). A largely understudied population, in terms of their experiences with dating, are Black 
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women who identify within lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans*, and queer (LGBTQ) communities. 

Patton and Simmons (2008) explored the experiences of Black lesbians at Black colleges and 

found that Black lesbians came to a sense of their lesbian identity through external influences, 

experienced “triple consciousness”, and feeling accepted as Black but othered as a lesbian. 

 Identity Development in Black Undergraduate Women. Several scholars have 

theorized what racial identity development looks like in Black and African American college 

students (Cross and Fhagen-Smith, 1996, 2001; Helms, 1990, 1995; Phinney, 1993). Research 

that exists on Black college women’s student development often overlooks the intersections of 

race and gender for Black women (Jones, 1997). Black women’s identity development is 

multidimensional (Collins, 1986; Porter & Dean, 2015), meaning they have to consider multiple 

identities when developing an identity. These multiple identities can extend beyond just race and 

gender for Black women. Some examples in the literature of these dimensions include: career 

path (Jackson, 2013); sexuality (Patton & Simmons, 2008); wellness (Berger & Milem, 2000); 

meaning-making and self-awareness (Porter & Dean, 2015; Winkle-Wagner, 2009b), and 

leadership (Hotchkins, 2017a, 2017b).  

 Leadership Identity Development in Black Undergraduate Women. A handful of 

scholars have examined the leadership and involvement experiences of Black students 

(Hotchkins, 2014, 2017a; Patton et al., 2011; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001). Not many studies 

focus solely on Black women student leaders. However, there are some scholars who have used 

Black women student leaders as the center of analysis (Domingue, 2015; Hotchkins, 2017b). 

Domingue (2015) studied Black women’s contemporary leadership experiences through the lens 

of Black women’s historical leadership experiences. The participant stories in Domingue’s 

(2015) manuscript suggested that Black women college student leaders’ report interactions with 
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oppression, as well as sources of nourishment on campus. The women in the study considered 

Black women’s historical experiences with leadership to help them navigate and persist through 

oppression on their predominately White campus (Domingue, 2015). Hotchkins (2017b) found 

that Black women student leaders practiced two types of leadership in response to “gendernoir” 

racial battle fatigue, which is the “nuanced experiences of racial battle fatigue at the intersection 

of being women (e.g. gender) and Black (e.g. race)” (p. 2). The women in Hotchkin’s (2017b) 

study practiced buffered leadership and holistic leadership. Buffered leadership referred to 

avoiding gender-racialized microaggressions by creating proximal distance between them and 

White males, and holistic leadership referred to describing Black womanhood in nuanced ways 

to White women to resist stereotypes (Hotchkins, 2017b).  

 Additional Considerations on Identity Development in Black Undergraduate Women. 

Winkle-Wagner (2009b) examined identity-related pressures that African American women face 

in college. Porter and Dean (2015) identified factors that influence meaning-making of identity 

for Black women undergraduate at historically White institutions. Findings suggested that Black 

women make meaning of their identity through their interactions, relationships, and socialization 

with others - including family relationships prior to college to experiences with peers in college 

(Porter & Dean, 2015). Porter (2017) expanded on this research by conceptualizing a model to 

show how Black women ultimately articulate their identity as a result of their experiences. Porter 

et al. (2020) provided implications for researchers and practitioners in regard to working with 

and alongside Black collegiate women. For researchers and practitioners doing work for Black 

women that is grounded in Black feminist thought, careful attention should be given to spaces of 

dialogue and interaction and relationships and community building for Black collegiate women 

(Porter et al., 2020). Additionally, Black collegiate women’s experiences with identity 
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development are not monolithic and practitioners should consider where gendered-racial 

socialization “begins and continues in the lives of Black women…when creating spaces, 

enhancing experiences, and facilitating interactions that affirm their identities and developmental 

processes…” (Porter et al., 2020, pp. 263-264).    

Other themes in the literature suggest that Black women experience forced homogeneity 

and negative social constructions of what it means to be a Black woman (Fordham, 1993; 

Nassar-McMillan et al., 2006; O’Connor, 2002; Patton & Simmons, 2008; Weitz & Gordon, 

1993) and experience psychological stressors that cause them to find ways in which to cope in 

college (Abrams et al., 2014; Kirkland, 2008; Neville et al., 2004; Robinson-Wood et al., 2015; 

Szymanski & Lewis, 2016; Watt, 2003).  

The literature within these three themes - isolation, navigating relationships in college, 

and identity development - for Black women’s experiences in college is insightful and 

productive to the growing body of research on Black women. In addition to these studies, there is 

an emerging body of research that focuses on what success looks like for Black women in 

college (Commodore et al., 2018; Patton & Croom, 2017; Winkle-Wagner, 2015).  

Black Women’s College Success 

The previous section outlined challenges and overall experiences that Black women face 

in college; however, an emerging body of research takes an asset-based approach to studying the 

experiences of Black women in higher education. As a way of expanding on intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991), the studies reveal the complexity of experience and variance in identity that 

Black women have as it relates to how these experiences and identities influence college life for 

them. Winkle-Wagner (2015) called out scholars and practitioners for “narrowing down” the 

experiences of Black women in higher education to persistence and degree completion. Higher 
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education scholars have called for an analysis and definition of what success looks like beyond 

numbers of Black women in college (Patton & Croom, 2017). Patton and Croom (2017) argued 

that the discourse on Black women’s college success is incomplete and mostly non-existent. 

Moreover, Black women’s college success has been “wrapped in nice fantasies” (Patton & 

Croom, 2017, p. 4) within the literature and in discourse; there is not enough proof-positive 

evidence that Black women truly represent what college success looks like.  

Winkle-Wagner (2015) interrogated the current state of research on Black women's 

college success. Black women’s college lives have been “narrowed down” (bell hooks, 1990) in 

research by authors who only consider individual factors of Black women’s success without 

regard to how institutional and socio-cultural structures have largely ignored Black women’s 

success (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Additionally, Winkle-Wagner (2015) critiqued the current state 

of research on Black women’s success by noting that literature largely ignored within-group 

difference in Black women and largely ignored unique notions of success such as well-being and 

satisfaction in Black women. Winkle-Wagner (2015) expands the state of research on Black 

women’s college success by broadening the definition of success to include Black women’s self-

concept of success in college.  

Patton and Croom (2017) provided a comprehensive book with research-based literature 

that examined the experiences of Black undergraduate women in college. Their book takes a 

critical look, like Winkle-Wagner (2015), at what society (e.g. media, scholars, practitioners) 

believe and report about Black women’s experiences. Patton and Croom (2017), along with 

chapter authors, presented theoretically-grounded research that advances research on Black 

undergraduate women about academic experiences, social experiences, intersectionality, support 

services, and identity issues for Black women.  
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Commodore et al. (2018) provide the most-recent comprehensive work on Black 

women’s success in college. The authors present a conceptualized model for researchers, 

practitioners, and students to use to understand Black women’s college success. The model 

focuses on a theoretical process for which Black, traditionally-aged college women succeed in 

college, based on their individual agency. Commodore et al. (2018) suggest that the model is a 

way for Black college women to “chart their own course” (p. 60) in various collegiate 

environments. The model conceptualizes a process by which Black women college students 

“matriculate and persist through college so that they achieve holistic success beyond mere 

credentialing” (Commodore et al., 2018, p. 66). The model represents a linear process by which 

Black women enter, move through, and exit college with holistic success being the end goal.  

Current and emerging research on Black college women suggests that there is more to the 

college experience for Black women than enrollment rates and degree completion rates. A 

review of the current and emerging literature reveals three main themes on Black women’s 

unique college experiences: 1) resilience in the face of isolation and marginalization, 2) the role 

of relationships, and 3) identity development. Additionally, there is a fairly new line of inquiry 

on Black women’s college success and what “success” looks like beyond enrollment and 

graduation rates.  

In order to expand on the current and emerging literature on Black collegiate women, I 

used two frameworks to guide this study. I used Black feminist thought (Collins, 1990, 2000) 

and sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2018) as frameworks to study Black women student leaders 

at a historically White institution. A review of the frameworks for the study follows.  
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Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

The conceptual and theoretical frameworks for this study take a strengths-based approach 

to the current narrowing down (Winkle-Wagner, 2015) of Black women’s lives in terms of how 

they experience college. First, I used Black feminist thought (BFT) (Collins, 1986, 1990, 2000) 

as the theoretical framework for the study. Then, as a conceptual framework, I used Strayhorn’s 

(2018) model of sense of belonging in college students to understand how Black women at a 

historically White institution in the Deep South experience belonging and a connectedness to 

their institution.  

Black Feminist Thought 

Black feminist scholarship centers the voices of Black women by creating an avenue for 

Black women researchers to clarify their epistemology, in addition to illustrate the nuanced 

experiences of Black womanhood. Black feminist scholarship recognizes that Black women have 

a unique standpoint on issues of identity (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991) and also use that standpoint as 

a means of standing in solidarity with other individuals of marginalized identities (Collins, 1986, 

1990, 2000; 2002; Dillard, 2000). As a theoretical foundation, Black feminism scholarship was 

introduced into the academy in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Cooper, 2015). Born out of Black 

women’s experiences with slavery, resistance, and women’s liberation movements (Evans-

Winters, 2015), Black feminist scholarship now transcends academic disciplines and the realm of 

academia.  

Collins (1986, 1990, 2000) conceptualized Black feminist scholarship, historical and 

contemporary, as “Black feminist thought”. This conceptualization was revolutionary, as it 

created a space for Black feminist scholarship to exist as a field of inquiry. Black feminist 

thought, as a critical social theory, is the construction of ideas by Black women, for Black 
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women. The theory reflects the unique standpoint of Black women in terms of how they view the 

world as an “outsider-within” (Collins, 1986, p. 514). The “outsider-within” status means that 

Black women see reality from the outside in and the inside out. Collins (1986, 2000) described 

the “outsider-within” phenomenon in the context of Black domestic workers who worked for 

White households. The Black women in domestic worker positions were able to work within 

“elite” White households and often developed strong ties with the White families. However, no 

matter how connected the Black women domestic workers were to the White families, they knew 

that they could never belong within those families (Collins, 1986, 2000). Thus, they developed a 

unique worldview and understood their reality from the outside in and the inside out.  

In Black feminist thought, Black women make use of their marginality as women and as 

Black individuals to clarify their standpoint. There are three assumptions in Black feminist 

thought. First, it is impossible to separate the content of the literature from the producers of the 

literature. Though others may record Black feminist thought in research, Black women are the 

only producers of Black feminist thought. The second characteristic is that Black women have a 

unique perspective on their own experiences and that there may be shared perspectives among 

Black women. Essentially, Black women are not monolithic. The third characteristic is that there 

may be different expressions of the commonalities based on differences in class, region, age, and 

sexual orientation (Collins, 1986). This characteristic is parallel to what Crenshaw (1991) 

described as “intersectionality”, or how race and gender shape the multiple dimensions of Black 

women’s lives.  

In addition to the previously mentioned three characteristics, there are three more 

overarching themes in Black feminist thought, a) the meaning of self-definition and self-

valuation, b) the interlocking nature of oppression, and c) the importance of Afro-American 
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women’s culture. In terms of self-definition and self-valuation, Collins (1986) wrote that 

“defining and valuing one’s consciousness of one’s own self-defined standpoint in the face of 

images that foster a self-definition as the objectified “other” is an important way of resisting the 

dehumanization essential to systems of domination” (p. S18). 

As a theoretical foundation, Black feminist thought was well-suited for this study. At its 

core, the study was an examination of Black women’s lived experiences as persons with multiple 

marginalized identities in a predominately White environment.  

Sense of Belonging 

The conceptual framework for the study is “sense of belonging”. At its core, sense of 

belonging is a basic human need. Sense of belonging as a concept has been studied across 

disciplines, and it is often traced back to the work of Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs. 

Maslow (1954) suggested a five-tier hierarchy of human need. At the foundational level, humans 

have psychological needs that must be fulfilled such as air, water, food, and sleep (Maslow, 

1954). These needs must be met before humans can satisfy the other four needs in hierarchy, 

which are safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. The third tier of the model 

(Maslow, 1954) focuses on individual needs for love and belonging, which can be satisfied 

through intimacy, friendship, family, among other ways of connection. Previous studies and 

models have built upon Maslow’s hierarchy (1954) and defined this third need as sense of 

belonging, membership, community, acceptance, among other terms. In an educational context, 

belonging in this sense has mostly been framed as how connected students feel to their 

environment (Goodenow, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Strayhorn, 2012, 2018).  

Goodenow (1993) began the conversation about what sense of belonging looks like in 

school-aged children, finding that it is hard for students to engage academically and be 



41 
 

committed in an environment where they do not feel valued and welcomed. Hurtado and Carter 

(1997) opened a new line of inquiry on sense of belonging, or membership, by studying Latino 

students’ sense of belonging. In higher education research, sense of belonging as a construct 

refers to students’ affinity to their institution (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005). Belonging can look 

like social cohesion and group membership, feeling like a part of the campus community, and 

even feeling a sense of morale based on membership at a particular institution (Hurtado & 

Ponjuan, 2005). 

To date, studies on sense of belonging for college students have mostly focused on Latinx 

Americans (Castellanos & Jones, 2003; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; 

Maestra et al., 2007; Nuñez, 2009;  Strayhorn, 2008b), Asian Americans (Lee & Davis, 2000; 

Museus & Maramba, 2011), women (Ostrove, 2003), first-year students (Johnson et al, 2007), . 

There have been some studies on Black college students’ sense of belonging, and the majority of 

said literature focuses on African American men (Strayhorn, 2008a; Strayhorn, 2008c; Strayhorn 

et al., 2015; Wood & Harris III, 2015). In addition to these student populations, some research on 

sense of belonging has been done for students with disabilities (Jones, Brown, Keys, & Salzar, 

2015; Vaccaro & Daly-Cano, 2015), students of various social class backgrounds (Ostrove & 

Long, 2007; Soria & Stebleton, 2013), first-generation students (Jury et al., 2019; Stebleton et 

al., 2014), part-time students (Kember & Leung, 2004), international students (Garcia et al., 

2019; Glass et al., 2015; Mwangi, 2016), Chicano students (Velaquez, 1999), and LGBTQ 

students (Strayhorn, 2018; Strayhorn et. al, 2010; Strayhorn & Mullins, 2012). There is little to 

no research that uses “sense of belonging” as an explicitly-stated framework for studying Black 

college women.  
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Strayhorn (2012, 2018) conceptualized college students’ sense of belonging and wrote 

about how different student populations described or experienced sense of belonging. Though 

Strayhorn (2012, 2018) did not write about Black college women’s sense of belonging, his model 

was a productive entry way to understanding how the women describe and experience 

belongingness in college.  

Strayhorn’s College Students’ Sense of Belonging 

Strayhorn (2008a, 2012, 2018) provided a comprehensive look at what college students’ 

sense of belonging looks like. Strayhorn (2018) defined sense of belonging saying,  

...sense of belonging refers to students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or 

sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 

accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on 

campus such as faculty, staff, and peers. (Strayhorn, 2018, p. 4).  

Core Elements of Sense of Belonging. Strayhorn (2012) identified seven core elements 

to sense of belonging (SoB): 1) it is a basic need, 2) it drives student behavior, 3) context, time, 

and factors determine the importance of SoB, 4) it is related to mattering, 5) it is influenced by 

identities, 6) it leads to positive outcomes and success, and 7) it must be satisfied as conditions 

change.  

A Basic Human Need. The opening paragraph of this section defined sense of belonging 

as a basic need for humans. It is a universal need of people to desire belongingness. There are 

two types of needs: latent and expressed. Latent needs as described as hidden needs, ones of 

which people may be unaware they need. Expressed needs are described as needs that are 

obvious and needs that people typically show are needed. Essentially, because sense of 

belonging is a basic need for humans, then it is a basic need of college students (Strayhorn, 
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2012). Because sense of belonging is fundamental, it should be of key importance in higher 

education.  

 Sense of Belonging Drives Student Behavior. Sense of belonging is strong enough to 

guide behavior. Students will act, whether in productive or unproductive ways, based on what 

they need or desire in college. Feeling a sense of belonging has cognitive and affective elements, 

particularly if an individual’s cognitive evaluation of themselves in relation to a group of 

environment has an affective response (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). The need to belong can drive 

student behavior in terms of academic achievement. If students feel rejected in their academic 

environment, they may resort to disidentification with school in general or engage in anti-

academic norms for acceptance (Strayhorn, 2012). The need to belong can also student how 

students become engaged outside of the classroom, whether it is joining a certain student 

organization or finding community in others with similar goals and values.  

Context, Time, and Factors in Understanding Sense of Belonging. According to the 

third element, a students’ need for love and belonging is heightened in certain social contexts, at 

certain times in life, and among certain populations (Strayhorn, 2012).  In the collegiate context, 

students must feel like they belong in certain spaces (e.g. the classroom, residence hall) or must 

be in environments where their values and commitments are affirmed in order to achieve certain 

outcomes such as adjustment and learning. Additionally, sense of belonging takes on a 

heightened importance when individuals may feel vulnerable or isolated at times and in places on 

campus (Strayhorn, 2012).  

Sense of Belonging is Related to Mattering. Schlossberg (1989) defined “mattering” as 

feeling like one is valued or appreciated by others. Strayhorn (2012) suggested that sense of 

belonging is an extension of “mattering”. Additionally, sense of belonging is related to the five 
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dimensions of mattering by Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) and Schlossberg (1989): 

attention, importance, dependence, appreciation, and ego-extension. Essentially, to feel a sense 

of belonging in college, students must believe that someone cares about them.  

Sense of Belonging is Influenced by Social Identities. The need for belonging is a basic 

need for all humans, but the need may be heightened when one’s social identities may make 

them prone to isolation and marginalization. According to Strayhorn (2012), some social 

identities such as race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, among others, may intersect in ways 

that affect how a college student feels they belong on campus. As the aforementioned review of 

literature shows, previous studies have focused on sense of belonging for students of a certain 

race/ethnicity (i.e. Latino American, Asian American, African American) coupled with their 

sexual identity (Strayhorn, 2012, 2018) and focused on historically disadvantaged social 

identities like dis/abilities and women students. Strayhorn (2012) suggested that one must pay 

attention to issues of identity in order to understand students’ belonging experiences.  

Sense of Belonging Leads to Positive Outcomes for Students. Strayhorn (2012) 

suggested that students’ sense of belonging can lead to positive outcomes such as engagement, 

happiness, and achievement. Sense of belonging can lead to persistence and retention in college 

students (O’Keeffe, 2013). Thus, it is important for college administrators and practitioners to 

create and foster campus environments where students feel they belong - it can lead to positive 

outcomes within and for the campus community.  

Sense of Belonging Must Be Satisfied as Conditions Change. Higher education is 

constantly changing and continues to evolve based on student demographics, technology, 

economic conditions, and a focus on student learning and accountability. Much like college 

environments change, student needs evolve, as well. It is likely that students’ need for belonging 
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will change over time and through various on- and off-campus experiences. In order to provide 

support for student belonging, educators must be concerned with the malleable nature of sense of 

belonging for student populations.  

New Model on College Students’ Sense of Belonging 

Strayhorn (2018) used the seven core elements of sense of belonging, his own research, 

and a review of research on sense of belonging to propose a revised model of college students’ 

sense of belonging. The new model uses Maslow (1954) as the foundation for understanding 

student needs. Essentially, based on how students enter and navigate certain environments on 

campus, their needs emerge in the same order as Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy. The environments 

can include on-campus environments, such as the classroom, or off-campus environment, such as 

their community or the people they call family. When students feel as if their basic physiological 

needs are met in college, their need for belonging emerges. Once this need emerges, students 

begin to behave and perceive issues in ways that will meet their need to belong. For instance, this 

need can manifest in ways such as choosing a specific academic major or choosing to join a 

specific student organization. Once the student has engaged in these behaviors, and feels as if 

they have achieved belonging, the student will be rewarded with positive outcomes. Strayhorn 

(2012) suggested that some positive outcomes may include happiness, growth, and persistence. 

In line with Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy, once student achieves belonging, they can achieve the 

fourth and fifth tier of the model - esteem (e.g. confidence) and then subsequently, self-

actualization (e.g. creativity, self-authorship). If students are not successful in achieving 

belonging, it may result in negative outcomes, such as disidentification with college, frustration, 

a sense of failure, and mental health issues.  
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Sense of Belonging and Student Involvement. In Chapter 10 of Stayhorn (2018), the 

author discussed sense of belonging in relation to student involvement (e.g. clubs and 

organizations, what students do in college). A college student’s sense of belonging can be either 

diminished or inspired based on their level of involvement and involvement experiences 

(Strayhorn, 2018, p. 141). For some students, sense of belonging is their motivation for getting 

involved; sense of belonging provides the impetus for seeking involvement experiences on 

campus. Strayhorn (2018) extended Astin’s (1999) notion that people who are more involved 

tend to feel a stronger attachment to their institution.  

Strayhorn (2018) reported that participants in his study felt that campus involvement (e.g. 

campus activities) helped with their sense of belonging on campus. In Chapter 10 of Strayhorn 

(2018), the author suggested four ways that involvement facilitates college students’ sense of 

belonging:  

(1) connecting students with others who share their interests, values, and commitments; 

(2) familiarizing students with the campus environment and ecology; (3) affirming 

students’ identity, interests, and values as ‘a part of campus’; and (4) generating feelings 

among students that they matter and others depend on them. (p. 150) 

Sense of belonging is related to community, membership, and mattering on campus (Strayhorn, 

2018). Strayhorn (2018) claimed that involvement is positively related to students’ sense of 

belonging in college.  

Strayhorn (2018) provided a new version of how scholars and practitioners, even 

students, should consider what sense of belonging looks like for college students. Thinking back 

to Strayhorn’s (2012) initial theory on college students’ sense of belonging and the fifth core 

element of college students’ sense of belonging, it is influenced by social identities, the 
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intersection of social identities affects how students experience belonging. The following section 

considers what current research says about Black college women and sense of belonging.  

Sense of Belonging and Black College Women  

Past studies have looked at Black students’ sense of belonging without centering Black 

women’s voices. Little is known about how Black women in college experience sense of 

belonging. Understanding sense of belonging may be important for scholars and practitioners 

who want to examine the experiences of students who perceive themselves as in the margins of 

campus life (Strayhorn, 2008a). Given the handful of literature that concludes that Black women 

experience marginalization and isolation at a greater rate than their White counterparts, a look at 

sense of belonging for Black women is an important and necessary research objective. The small 

amount of research that discusses Black women’s sense of belonging in college has mostly 

focused on Black women in science, technology, mathematics, and engineering (STEM) majors. 

Dortch and Patel (2017) used a qualitative approach to study how racial and gendered 

microaggressions influence Black women science majors’ sense of belonging at historically 

White institutions. In the study, the Black women students reported that race played a larger role 

in terms of sense of belonging than gender; additionally, the microaggressions they experienced 

directly related to their feelings of sense of belonging (Dortch & Patel, 2017). Dortch and Patel 

(2017) also reported that the women did find sense of belonging with same-race role models and 

peer groups. Other studies on Black women’s sense of belonging in STEM reported similar 

threads of information, more specifically, that race/ethnicity, campus and residence hall climate, 

and academic self-confidence are strong indicators of sense of belonging for Black women 

students in STEM majors (Johnson, 2011, 2012). A review of extant literature on Black college 

women’s sense of belonging, reveals that the extent of literature that specifically uses sense of 
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belonging as a framework is mostly limited to the aforementioned studies on Black women in 

STEM majors.  

Booker (2016), however, explored Black undergraduate women’s sense of belonging in 

college learning environments, specifically their relationships with faculty members and peers as 

influential to their persistence. Booker (2016) found that faculty members who were accessible, 

approachable, and authentic positively influenced Black women’s sense of belonging. 

Conversely, feelings of being the “other” because of a lack of race representation in the 

classroom contributed to feelings of isolation and fatigue for Black women students.  

Although Strayhorn (2018) considered multiple student identities in the revised 

theoretical model of college students’ sense of belonging, there was no new information on how 

Black women, as the center of analysis, experience sense of belonging. Because little is known 

about Black women’s sense of belonging in college, Strayhorn (2012, 2018) was a viable entry 

way to beginning the conversation about Black collegiate women’s sense of belonging. For 

researchers, examining sense of belonging is beneficial to understand which forms of academic 

and social interactions enhance student affiliation with their institutions (Hurtado & Carter, 

1997).  

Conclusion 

This chapter started with a review of the historical legacy of Black women students in 

higher education. Next, the chapter provided a review of the contemporary profile of Black 

women in higher education that have led to a scholarly body of work dedicated to highlighting 

the experiences of Black women in higher education. The review of literature in this chapter 

discussed the challenges and barriers that Black women experience in college, as well as an 

emerging body of literature that studies what success looks like for Black college women. The 
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theoretical and conceptual frameworks (i.e. Black feminist thought and sense of belonging) 

outlined in this chapter were productive in conducting this study.   

There is an existing body of research that has started the conversation on Black women’s 

belonging and success in college (Commodore et al. (2018), Patton & Croom (2017); Winkle-

Wagner, 2015), and the current study continues the inquiry by understanding Black women’s 

experiences with belonging success in a specific institutional context. This study builds upon 

current research on Black women’s experiences in college and will explore the ways in which 

Black women student leaders experience a sense of belonging, based on Strayhorn’s (2018) 

claim that involvement is positively related to sense of belonging. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



50 
 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY  

 The purpose of this study was to explore the unique experiences that contribute to Black 

undergraduate women student leaders’ sense of belonging and self-defined success at a large, 

historically White institution in the Deep South. A limited number of research studies have 

examined the ways in which Black undergraduate women feel successful at a HWI. Moreover, 

there is little to no research on how Black undergraduate women describe their satisfaction in 

college in regard to belongingness on campus. To address this knowledge gap, I used a 

qualitative research methodology for this study. This chapter provides an overview of the 

methodology, research approach, site and participant information, data collection, and data 

analysis that I employed for the study. Furthermore, I outline my positionality in relation to the 

research and discuss the challenges, limitations, and ethical considerations that emerged during 

the study.  

Methodological Approach 

 As a methodology, qualitative research is concerned with interrogating, understanding, 

and deconstructing someone’s experiences (Lather, 1991). Qualitative research probes below the 

surface and provides an in-depth and intricate understanding of people, places, and events. In 

qualitative inquiry, the goal of the research is to understand and explore truth, reality, and 

meaning for individuals in an in-depth way (Bhattacharya, 2017). A basic assumption with 

qualitative research is that there is no reality or single picture of the world; much of reality is 
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constructed through experience, understandings, and discourse (Cohen et al., 2018; Sandelowski, 

2010).  

 There are a number of forms of qualitative research. Qualitative research is a “loosely 

defined” set of research designs in which the researcher(s) gathers information and data from a 

myriad of sources (Preissle, 2006). Because of the variety of ways that researchers can conduct 

qualitative investigations, the qualitative research community does not collectively agree on the 

nature, purposes, and terminology associated with the methodology (Preissle, 2006). Qualitative 

research is “inherently multimethod” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Researchers have the creative 

freedom to use methods that work best for the questions for which they seek to answer. For the 

purpose of this study, I used case study as a research approach to understanding the experiences 

of belonging and success of five Black women student leaders at a historically White institution 

in the Deep South.  

Research Approach 

 Case studies are useful for researchers who want to explore and understand people, 

places, or things which are in bounded and integrated systems and contexts (Bhattacharya, 2017; 

Merriam, 1998; Smith, 1978; Stake, 1995). A “case” can be a person, a program, a policy, 

among other entities that can be considered a “specific, complexing, functioning thing” (Stake, 

1995, p. 2). Merriam (1998) suggested that case studies are things or entities for which a 

researcher can “fence in” what they are studying (p. 27). Essentially, data collection is finite and 

there are a limited number of entities that represent what the researcher wants to know. For the 

purpose of the defined cases within this study, the most understandable way for me to justify the 

case study approach as a researcher, was to consider Miles and Huberman’s (1994) description 

of a case. In order to describe a “case”, Miles and Huberman (1994) provided a visual 
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presentation with a heart in the middle of a circle (p. 25). The heart represents the focus of a 

study and is placed within a bounded system (i.e. the circle). The circle binds the context of the 

case (e.g. space, setting), the space within the circle represents the context & system in which the 

case experiences the phenomenon under study, and the heart represents the actual case (e.g. the 

person, place, or thing). With this analogy in mind, a case study was the appropriate research 

approach due to the particularity of the women in the study, which is further explained in the 

“Participant Selection” description below.  

Several scholars have written about case study as an approach to doing qualitative inquiry 

(Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995), and there are multiple definitions of what a case study constitutes. 

Merriam (1998) suggested that there are three characteristics of case studies – they are 

particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic in nature. Furthermore, the type of case study that a 

researcher may employ depends on the researchers’ discipline (e.g. education, history, sociology, 

psychology) or overall intent of the study (descriptive, interpretive, evaluative) (Merriam, 1998). 

Additionally, there are multiple types of case studies. Philosophically and 

methodologically, I align with Stake’s (1995) approach to case study research. Stake (1995) 

suggested that case studies can be intrinsic, instrumental, or researchers can take a multiple case 

study approach. A case study is intrinsic when it is of personal and professional interest to the 

researcher, and when the researcher has interest in a particular case (Stake, 1995). A case study 

is instrumental when the researcher needs to understand a phenomenon and engages with a case 

in order to gain a general understanding of something else, other than the actual case (Stake, 

1995). When a researcher chooses to study multiple entities for understanding, Stake (1995) 

suggests it is called a collective case study. The methods for each type of case study may vary, 

and Stake (1995) considered that there are a “palette of methods” (p. xii) available to use in case 
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study research. Researchers should consider which methods fit their own ways of operating, as 

there are many ways to do case study research (Stake, 1995).  

This study is a collective case study. It is descriptive (Merriam, 1998), in that the intent is 

to describe in detail a particular phenomenon situated in an educational context. As the 

researcher, I found it difficult to justify the study as an either/or in regard to being intrinsic or 

instrumental in nature. I argue that the study is both intrinsic and instrumental in nature (Stake, 

1995). It is intrinsic in that I have a particular and personal interest in the participants’ unique 

experiences, and it is instrumental in that I use a collective case study to understand something 

greater than each participant (i.e. Black women student leaders’ experiences at a particular 

HWI). In essence, I sought to understand the participants’ individual and collective agency as 

Black women in a particular setting. Further exploration of how the intrinsic and instrumental 

nature of the study aligns with the theoretical framework for the study (Black feminist 

thought/“outsider-within”; Collins, 1986) is discussed in Chapter Five.    

Additionally, this qualitative study was conducted through the critical constructivist 

paradigm (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014; Kincheloe, 2008), which is a worldview that marries 

the critical theory paradigm and the constructivism paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Through 

the critical constructivist perspective, a worldview always involves the knower as a historical and 

social subject (Kincheloe, 2008). Individuals who operate within a critical constructivist 

paradigm understand that what we know is tied to history and that we construct our world based 

on a particular historical and social playing field (Kincheloe, 2008). Moreover, we all come from 

somewhere, which is a particular place and time. As a critical constructivist researcher, I show 

concern to the process by which individuals come to know based on lived experiences. With the 

geographical, regional, and socio-political context of the study in mind, I understand that all of 
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the participants come from “somewhere”, and I would argue that “somewhere” extends beyond 

themselves, generation to generation, as familial history with racism and sexism shaped how 

they came to know themselves at a particular point in their lives. At this juncture, I describe 

more about the process by which I came to know these women - the physical and geographical 

location of the study for which they participated, the research questions which guided the study, 

data collection methods, and data analysis. Through this research approach, a collective case 

study within the critical constructivist paradigm, I sought to understand what constitutes reality 

for these women in the context of a (Deep) Southern institution. Moreover, I sought to 

understand these women’s ways of seeing and knowing and the experiences which are the 

origins and forces of how they construct consciousness (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014).  

Setting and Site Selection 

 This study explored the experiences of Black undergraduate women student leaders at 

one, large public research university in the Deep South. The institution, referred to as Deep 

South University or DSU, is a historically White institution. DSU recently achieved R1 status 

with The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, meaning that it is an 

institution with “Very High Research Activity”. DSU is a comprehensive institution with 

administrators and offices who offer an array of resources such as undergraduate research, 

education abroad, and a well-established division for student life activities. The institution is the 

public flagship university of the state, and its student enrollment number is roughly 38,000 

students. Over half of the student body at the institution are considered out-of-state students. Just 

under forty percent of the student body at DSU is considered as an in-state population. The 

majority of the student body (56%) are women. In Fall 2019, nearly 11% of the student body 

identified as Black or African American, which is roughly 4,000 students. DSU was selected due 
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to its historical and contemporary placement in higher education literature and the higher 

education landscape. The institution has been the nucleus of a myriad of race-related 

controversial news stories, even beyond the sphere of higher education, from the mid-20th 

century to as recent as the Summer 2020 semester. A single research site was selected in order to 

provide an in-depth and focused understanding of multiple Black women's perspectives, given 

the context of the institution regarding Black students’ experiences.  

Participant Selection 

 To gain an understanding on the research topic, the participants in this study represent 

Black women students who are in highly-visible and sought-after leadership positions at Deep 

South University. Through purposeful sampling (Maxwell, 2013), I identified and recruited six 

potential participants through examining the rosters of highly-selective, reputable leadership 

organizations on campus. For the purpose of the study, “highly-selective” leadership 

organizations were those for which, by nature of my professional connection and institutional 

knowledge about DSU, I knew to be organizations that students and administrators anecdotally 

consider the “cream of the crop” at DSU. The organizations are reputable in the sense that they 

allow opportunity for students to be in close proximity to DSU high-level administrators and 

notable DSU alumni. Additionally, because the purpose of the study was to explore sense of 

belonging to DSU, candidates for participation were identified based on if they have spent a 

significant amount of time at DSU. The rationale for this decision was to have participants who 

could provide information-rich details of their knowledge and experiences (Patton, 2002). 

Additionally, Strayhorn (2018) suggested that a student’s need for belonging can evolve and 

change over time. It was important that the participants in the study were able to reflect on how 

belonging mattered to them over time at the particular institution, thus, the participant selection 
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criteria included students who were halfway (i.e. at least 60 credit hours) to degree completion. 

The selection criteria for the participants is as follows: 

Participation criteria: 

1. Must identify as a Black or African American woman 

2. Must be enrolled as a full-time undergraduate student at DSU 

3. Must have started at DSU as a first-time freshman, meaning the student did not transfer 

into DSU 

4. Must be within sixty (60) credit hours of degree completion, meaning the student is 

considered a junior- or senior-level student 

Once the potential participants were identified, each of them received an email informing them 

of the study. The email included a copy of the IRB approval and the participant consent form, 

which detailed the subject inclusion criteria. The participants represented in the study are those 

that responded with willingness to participate in the study, which was written consent via email 

and a signed copy of the participant consent form. The study ultimately captured the experiences 

of five Black women student leaders at DSU. 

Research methodologists do not have a standard in terms of number of participants for 

qualitative research studies; there is no clear-cut answer on the number of participants that 

should be used for a qualitative research study. In selecting a sample size, Morse (2000) 

suggested that researchers consider the scope of the study, the nature of the topic, the quality of 

the data that is needed, the design of the study, and the amount of shadowed data (i.e. report of 

other’s experiences by the participant) the researcher intends to use. In regard to case study 

research, Creswell (2007) noted that typically case study researchers choose four to five 
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participants, in addition to provide a rationale of participant sampling and information-gathering 

for the study.  

With this in mind, the five women represented in this study was a viable number to 

exploring and understanding the research questions. A case study approach was a productive way 

to conduct the study, because the five women were identified for particular reasons. They were 

all Black women in highly-selective, highly-visible organizations, which have been spaces not 

usually accessible to Black students on campus. Data collection with the study’s population was 

finite; there was a limited number of women who would have been able to participate in the 

study. Given the historical and contemporary placement of DSU, the boundedness of Black 

women student leaders (i.e. social identities as Black, woman, student, and leader) at the 

institution makes them cases - “specific...complex, functioning thing(s)” (Stake, 1995, p. 2). An 

unanticipated characteristic of the women is that they were all completing their third year at DSU 

and at the tail-end of their penultimate year at the institution. The participants’ “rising senior” 

status allowed specificity of the women as cases, individually and collectively. Considering the 

Miles and Huberman (1994) visual representation of a case, the bounded context, or circle, of the 

study is Deep South University and the women are the heart and focus of the study. A table of 

demographic information for each participant is below. Because the participants in this study 

were highly-visible and highly-involved students on campus, I kept their demographic 

information in Table 1 as parsimonious as possible to protect anonymity.  
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Table 3.1 

Summary of Case Participants 

Pseudonym  Race/Ethnicity Year at Institution Academic Discipline 
Aubrey Black Third Science 
Kennedy Black Third Communications 
McKenzie Black Third Education 
Sheridan Black Third Science 
Sierra Black Third Education 

 

Research Questions 

The guiding question for this study was: How do Black undergraduate women student 

leaders at a historically White institution describe sense of belonging at their institution? Using 

Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986, 1990, 2000) and sense of belonging (Strayhorn, 2018) as 

frameworks, I used the following research questions as sub-questions in the study:  

1. How do Black women at a predominantly White institution describe their level of 

connectedness to their campus? 

2. What experiences do Black women at a predominantly White institution describe 

as contributing to their success (self-defined) in college?  

3. How do Black women at a historically White institutions describe positive 

support systems on their campus?  

4. How do Black women at a predominantly White institution experiences moments 

of mattering? 

5. What types of relationships are critical to supporting Black women’s sense of 

belonging at a predominantly White institutions and in what ways do those 

relationships provide support?  
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Data Collection 

Data was collected through two in-depth, semi-structured interviews with each 

participant, and one focus group, inclusive of a written activity, with all of the participants 

(Appendix A, B, and C). The interviews and focus group for the study were conducted over a 

three-week period (i.e. mid-April 2020 to early-May 2020). The interview schedule was 

developed based on the participant’s availability. Each participant received an email with details 

about the first interview, second interview, and the focus group. To provide further information 

about the study, each participant was also given a summary, via email, of the purpose of the 

study. In terms of the order of interviews, I completed all initial interviews first (Appendix A), 

then we participated in a focus group together (Appendix B), and then I completed each second 

interview with the participants (Appendix C). Each interview lasted between 35 and 60 minutes. 

The focus group lasted approximately an hour. The individual interviews and focus group were 

digitally-recorded. It is worth noting that I initially intended to do extensive ethnographic 

observations of the participants within the campus environment(s) for which they spend most of 

their time. However, due to concern for spread of COVID-19, DSU shut down campus 

operations at the genesis of data collection (i.e. April 2020). Thus, I had to omit on-campus 

observations of the participants. Ultimately, I used individual interviews and a focus group, with 

a written component, as methods of data collection for the study. Due to social distancing 

guidelines, the individual interviews and the focus group were conducted via the Zoom online 

video platform. I discuss the implications of using a video platform for data collection in Chapter 

Five.  
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Individual Interviews  

 Stake (1995) suggested that interviews are the main road to multiple realities. With this in 

mind, each woman participated in two individual, semi-structured interviews. I used a 

conversational approach to each individual interview (Roulston, 2010). At the beginning of the 

first individual interview, I reiterated the purpose of the study and timeline of the study, which 

had been previously expressed via email to the participants. I used an interview protocol 

(Appendix A) that was semi-structured in nature; the protocol allowed flexibility and space for 

the participant to detail their rich narrative (Roulston, 2010). The first individual interview was 

used to learn about the participant’s background and life experiences which led her to this 

particular point in time. The first interview was significant in that it provided context for our 

discussion in the second individual interview, which was the final interview for the study. The 

second interview (Appendix C) provided an opportunity for the participant to share her specific 

experiences at DSU that have led to feelings of belongingness and success at the institution.  

Focus Groups 

A focus group was well-suited for this study. All of the participants participated in the 

focus group, and the conversation lasted approximately an hour. I used the focus group method 

to explore the participant’s beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes (Barbour, 2007; Young, 1993), as 

well as provide an opportunity for them to be in community with other Black women student 

leaders on campus to talk about experiences in organizations where they are the only or one of 

few students of color. Moreover, given the participants’ shared experience of being Black 

women at DSU, I was able to examine the dynamics of the group interaction’s in regard to their 

racial identity (Denscombe, 2014). In researching with Black women undergraduates at DSU, I 

was encouraging of and attentive to the group interaction during the focus group (Gardner, 2015; 
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Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999). Because focus groups can be vulnerable spaces, I began the focus 

group by explaining the purpose of the focus group (Gibbs, 2012; Newby, 2014), encouraging 

anonymity, and making the participants feel comfortable (Barbour, 2007).  

Written Reflection. At a point in the focus group, I asked the participants to reflect on 

and write about the following two prompts: 1) Talk about your experience at DSU up until this 

point – what has been good, what has been bad, what has been “ehh”?, and 2) What advice 

would you give to an incoming Black or African American woman at DSU? I gave the 

participants roughly five minutes in total to thoughtfully reflect on the aforementioned questions. 

I asked the participants to type their responses or write them down on paper. I allowed each 

participant to share their reflections, to the extent they were comfortable, with the group. At the 

completion of the focus group, the women emailed the typed version of their reflection or a 

picture of their written reflection. A discussion about the participant’s thoughts, per the written 

prompts, follows in Chapters Four and Five. I include example responses from participants’ 

reflections in Appendix D. To protect the participants’ anonymity, I typed the responses which I 

chose to share, even if they were hand-written by the participants.  

Data Analysis 

As a research approach, case study does not subscribe to a particular method of data 

analysis (Merriam, 1998). I transcribed each interview, which were audio- and video-recorded. 

The transcription process was valuable for me, because it offered me the chance to be reflexive 

(Pillow, 2003; Shelton & Flint, 2019). The process of transcribing was labor-intensive; however, 

I found it to be an enjoyable experience in that I was able to think deeply about how personal, 

cultural, and social contexts mattered in the conversations (Shelton & Flint, 2019).  
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After transcribing each interview, I used an inductive analytical approach by examining 

the data and grouping together information that was similar in meaning (Bhattacharya, 2017). I 

searched for commonalities and differences within and across each transcript and identified 

patterns. I noted the patterns in the margins of the transcripts and used codewords (i.e. “codes”) 

to group together similar statements. Additionally, I kept a journal with handwritten notes of 

patterns, commonalities, and differences within and across the transcripts. From those patterns, I 

created themes. Throughout the analysis, I used a process called overreading, which is typically 

used in narrative inquiry research (Ayres et al., 2003). In overreading as a method of analysis, I 

closely read each transcript and looked for implicit meanings (Ayres et al., 2003). Overreading, 

though mostly used in narrative inquiry, worked well for me in case study research as I analyzed 

each case to write-up the within-case and across-case descriptions.  

Data Representation in Case Study Description 

When multiple cases are chosen for a study, a common way to report the findings is to 

first provide a detailed description of each case and then a description of the cases collectively. 

Reporting the findings in this way, individually and across the cases, allows a researcher to 

provide insights on similarities and differences between the cases (Bhattacharya, 2017).  

Within-Case Descriptions 

Representing each case separately allows the reader to understand each case in “thick, 

rich contextual details” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 182). I conducted a “within-case” analysis 

(Ayres et al., 2003) of each participant in order to maintain the individuality of their stories. 

“Thick, rich contextual details” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 182) within each case included their pre-

college experiences, family histories, stories about their college choice process, and their 

collegiate experiences at Deep South University. 
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Stake (1995) suggested that each case in a collective case study should be studied 

holistically. Because a tenet of Black feminist thought is that Black women are not monolithic 

and express their Black womanhood in different ways based on intersectional identities (Collins, 

1986), it was important for me that I preserved the intimacy of each woman’s story by writing a 

within-case description of each participant. The within-case descriptions for the five participants 

are detailed in Chapter Four.  

Across-Case Descriptions 

From there, a common practice in case study analysis is to conduct a thematic analysis 

across all of the cases within the study (i.e. “across-case” analysis) (Ayres et al., 2003; Stake, 

1995). I conducted an across-case analysis to identify patterns across each of the women’s 

stories; essentially, I sought to understand the congruencies in experiences of the women at 

Black women at the single site of study. I searched for meaning within and across each 

transcript. As I read significant statements and reoccurring phrases and language, I typed notes as 

comments in the margins of each transcript. I re-visited the notes within the margins once I re-

read through each transcript at least twice. From the notes in the margin, I created codes. After I 

identified the themes across my notes and the transcript, I pulled out quotes that captured the 

essence of each across-case theme. I outline the themes across all of the participants’ stories in 

Chapter Five.  

Researcher Positionality 

 Evans-Winters (2015) encouraged Black women who are qualitative researchers to bring 

our lived experiences into the research process in order to add to the body of research that exists 

on Black women. This study is a response to my reading and re-reading literature on Black 

women’s college experiences at predominantly/historically White institutions. I needed a breath 
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of fresh air. As an alumna of a large HWI located in the Deep South, I have thought critically on 

my experiences at the institution and how those experiences have shaped who I am today. I have 

always been optimistic about Black women’s collegiate experiences, as a student and even in my 

role as a practitioner. I have had to reflect on my why and celebrate and remember the special 

moments that I have in community with others at my institution - that practice is what makes me 

stay in this profession. So, at one point, when reviewing the literature on Black women’s college 

experiences, I paused and thought, “so do other Black women even enjoy their experiences at a 

mostly White school?” If so, then we need to talk about why they do and what makes them stay. 

Researching with Black Women 

I welcomed the experience of researching women who share the status as Black and 

woman with me. A handful of Black women scholars have documented what it means to 

research with women who share the same racial and gender identity as them (Few et al., 2003; 

Gardner, 2015; Johnson-Bailey, 1999; Lindsay-Dennis, 2015). Johnson-Bailey (1999) was one of 

the first scholars to explore the intricacies of being a Black woman researching other Black 

women. Black women scholars who research with Black women are not immune to the power 

dynamics that are present in interviews (Johnson-Bailey, 1999). Even though the researcher and 

the researched may share the same racial and gender identities, the researcher must still work to 

establish trust and gain acceptance from the participants. Additionally, intersections of other 

identities such as sexual orientation, class, and socioeconomic status can create challenges and 

barriers to “sister-to-sister talk” (Few et al., 2015). On the contrary, there are advantages to 

Black women researching Black women. Black women researchers report greater intimacy with 

the Black women they research (Johnson-Bailey, 1999), understanding the “cosmologies of 
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Black female discourse” (Gardner, 2015, p. 122), and achieving “insider status” with their 

participants (Few et al., 2015).  

            The role of the researcher in Black feminist inquiry is important to consider. According 

to Dillard (2000), a researcher’s multiple identities shape their interest and responsibility to 

studying Black and African American girls. For Black women who study Black and African 

American girlhood, their research is an intellectual and spiritual pursuit of purpose and their own 

lived experiences emerge in their research (Dillard, 2000). My interest and responsibility to 

researching Black women was affirmed during the interview process with the participants. In 

particular, I noticed that I engaged with the participants in a way that was comfortable and 

natural for me. My position as a Black woman researcher, being in community with the 

participants, shaped data collection and analysis in productive ways, especially related to 

theoretical foundations within Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986).  

Limitations 

 There are limitations that warrant consideration when interpreting the results of the study. 

First, I collected this data at a single point in time. Strayhorn (2012) suggested that sense of 

belonging in college students can change with time and experiences. Although the senior-level 

women gave a longitudinal view of their college experience in the data, the data was collected at 

a single period of time, which was their penultimate year at the institution. The data was also 

collected during a global pandemic and during national unrest with regard to the murders of 

unarmed Black people at the hands of law enforcement officers. Second, another limitation is 

that all of the data collection for the study was done virtually. The administration at DSU shut 

down campus operations at the beginning of data collection for the study. The shut-down was 
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done to mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Initially, I intended to conduct observations 

of the participants within their organizations and in the space for which they occupied the most 

on campus. However, due to social distancing guidelines and a halt in campus operations, I was 

unable to observe the women in these spaces. Ethnographic observations of the student leaders 

would have yielded additional data to synthesize how the women experienced sense of belonging 

at the institution. Additionally, although my interactions and conversations with the women felt 

particularly genuine during the virtual interviews, being in-person with the women would have 

been productive to understanding how it mattered to research with women who shared the same 

race and gender identities as me.    

Trustworthiness 

In order to discuss trustworthiness in relation to this study, I turn to Lincoln and Guba’s 

(1985) criteria of trustworthiness (i.e. credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability). I also turn to Guba and Lincoln’s (1994) addition of “authenticity” as another 

criterion for trustworthiness. I used techniques within each criterion to establish trustworthiness.  

First, for credibility, I conducted a total of three interviews with each participant, through 

two individual interviews and a focus group. Because the participant pool was small, I felt that it 

was important to engage with each participant more than once. Additionally, I cross-checked the 

data (i.e. triangulation) by using multiple forms of data collection, and in turn, I used multiple 

methods of data collection to write the profiles of each participant and the collective group of 

participants. I used participants’ direct quotes and their written reflections in the final write-up of 

their stories. Additionally, I engaged in member-checking with each participant. I sent each 

participant a copy of the final write-up of their case to solicit their reactions and ensure that I 

represented their stories in a way that they feel comfortable  
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Transferability, the second criterion that Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggests, refers to if 

the findings from the study can be transferred to another setting. Due to the complex nature of 

the participants and the unique sociopolitical context of Deep South University, the aim of the 

study is not to make generalizations about Black women student leaders generally. The purpose 

of the study was to understand belonging for Black women student leaders in a particular and 

uniquely-situated institutional context.  

Third, for dependability, to the best of my ability, I provided context of the institution and 

the organizations for which the women represented. This way, readers can make their best 

judgment if the research process can be replicated at a similar institution to Deep South 

University.  

Fourth, for confirmability, I used direct participant quotes to demonstrate that 

conclusions were drawn directly from the data. The direct quotations are rich in nature and are 

compelling to understanding the phenomenon under study.  

Finally, for authenticity, I reported the participants’ stories to the best of ability through 

their direct quotations. I pulled out direct quotations that captured the essence of their 

experiences as Black women student leaders at a historically White institution.  

Through these five criterion from Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) 

– credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and authenticity – I ensured that the 

participants’ unique experiences were preserved throughout data collection, analysis, and 

ultimately, the final report of their stories, which are presented in Chapters Four and Five.  

Ethical Considerations 

In order to discuss ethical considerations in regard to this study, I turn to Orb et al. (2000) 

discussion on the ethical principles of autonomy, beneficence, and justice. In terms of autonomy, 
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I was comprehensive in my approach to explaining the risks and benefits of the study to the 

participants. The participants were given the informed consent to review, and upon completion, I 

discussed more about their right to decide whether to continue or discontinue participation in the 

study at any time.  

For the ethical principle of beneficence, I gave the students the opportunity to decide for 

themselves which experiences they wanted to discuss in our interviews and ultimately be 

included in the final report. Because the participants were all highly-visible student leaders at 

DSU, I was careful to not include names of specific student organizations. I allowed the 

participants to create their own pseudonyms. Because I developed a personal and intimate 

researcher-participant relationship with the women, I considered it a moral, and even spiritual, 

obligation to “do right” by the women and protect their identities.  

The final ethical principle outlined by Orb et al. (2000) was justice. As Black woman, I 

understand the fatigue that can develop by having to speak on behalf of your race and gender in 

predominately White spaces. Because of this shared identity with my participants, I was careful 

to recognize the vulnerability of the participants. I showed my appreciation to the participants for 

sharing their stories at the conclusion of each interview. 

 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I provided an overview of the research approach to this study. I used a 

case study approach to study the experiences of Black women student leaders in highly-selective, 

highly-visible student organizations at Deep South University. A case study research approach 

allowed me to gain an in-depth understanding of a finite number of participants who could speak 

to the phenomenon of being Black women student leaders in highly-selective organizations, 

historically comprised of mostly White students, at a historically White institution. I used 
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individual and focus group interviews to explore the women’s experiences of belonging at Deep 

South University. Due to a global pandemic that caused a shutdown in campus operations, I was 

not able to research alongside my participants in-person. I conducted interviews through the 

Zoom online platform, as it was the safest way to be in community with my participants. Over a 

month-long period, I researched with five Black women college student leaders. I learned where 

they considered “home”, their desires in college, their struggles in college, and the ways in which 

they felt as if they did or did not belong at Deep South University. In the following two chapters, 

I share the individual and collective stories from the women, the patterns within and across each 

participant, and how their stories connect with the theoretical and conceptual foundations for the 

study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PARTICIPANT WITHIN-CASE FINDINGS 

 Stake (2005) suggested that each case within a collective, or multiple, case study should 

be reviewed holistically. In order to preserve the individuality of each participant, I conducted a 

thorough within-case analysis of the transcription of each participant’s interviews and what each 

participant mentioned within the focus group. This chapter introduces you, as the reader, to each 

woman in the study. Each woman was a student leader at Deep South University. Within each 

case, I provide a look at the women’s pre-college experiences and how they led to their 

collegiate experiences during their first, second, and third years at Deep South University.  

 Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986, 1990, 2000), the theoretical foundation of this 

study, underscores that Black women have shared racial and gender identities; however, the 

ways in which they express their Black womanhood varies based on lived experiences and 

intersectional identities. To honor this tenet of Black feminist thought, I present the stories of 

Sheridan, Aubrey, McKenzie, Sierra, and Kennedy as they describe their feelings of belonging 

and connectedness, through their leadership experiences, at Deep South University. The five 

women in this study, all highly-visible and well-connected Black women student leaders at DSU, 

offered a level of authenticity and vulnerability in sharing their life stories and collegiate 

experiences with me. Through their individual interviews, as well as their verbal and written 

focus group reflections, I searched for patterns within their stories and present them in the 

sections below. At the conclusion of each participant’s case findings, I connect their within-case 

findings to the conceptual framework for the study, college students’ sense of belonging 
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(Strayhorn, 2012, 2018). Before the transition into the participants’ profile, I provide a reminder 

of Strayhorn’s (2012, 2018) definition of college students’ sense of belonging. He wrote, 

...sense of belonging refers to students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or 

sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 

accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on 

campus such as faculty, staff, and peers. (Strayhorn, 2018, p. 4).  

For the purpose of brevity, I highlight one or two ways that each participant’s story connected to 

Strayhorn’s (2012, 2018) concept sense of belonging in college students. A more robust 

discussion on sense of belonging, as it relates to the five participants’ experiences with belonging 

at DSU, is outlined in Chapter Five, where I discuss the across-case findings of the study. I begin 

reporting the findings of this study with Sheridan’s story. 

Sheridan 

It just kinda felt like, I have to keep doing this, like I have to do this to show other people 
that - a) students on campus, that we can get in these positions… I think it’s really 
important… they deserve to see a Black student doing these things… so [organization] 
has definitely meant a lot in that way just kinda showing students that you are capable 
just like we reached these points, y’all can reach these points, too. – Sheridan 

 
It was an episode of The Learning Channel’s Dr. G: Medical Examiner that made an 

eight-year-old Sheridan know she wanted to pursue medicine. She told her mother, “the patients 

are dead, there is no way that I can kill them”. Sheridan laughed as she told me how she came to 

know that doing a job with medicine – at one point a veterinarian, at one point a medical 

examiner – is something that she had known about herself since second grade.  

Growing up in small-town USA, Sheridan was very family-oriented and spoke highly of 

her “typical little family”. Her hometown was rural, a simple southern town, and she appreciated 

it. She chuckled, “I literally drive by three cow pastures to get home. Like, it’s the country”. 
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Sheridan’s formal schooling experience included being one of only a few Black students in her 

class. Out of her graduating high school class, she was one of roughly thirty students of color out 

of almost 300 students. She was involved and had participated in organized sports and school 

activities with the same people since sixth grade. She described herself as an “extra minority” in 

school, 

I was also very involved so I’ve always been like the extra minority, I guess? Like there’s 
already a few Black students and then it’s like – okay, I’m on the cheer team and like I’m 
in SGA and this kinda stuff, and I would always be the only Black student there, 
generally, or there would be like one or two other people that were involved. 
 

When she started the college choice process, Sheridan knew she wanted to continue to be 

involved as a college student, but she was not quite sure where she would do it. She went back-

and-forth between two in-state schools, but ultimately landed on where both of her parents went 

to school - Deep South University (DSU). DSU offered her scholarship money, and she knew 

that if she chose the other in-state school, she would potentially regret not choosing DSU. When 

I sat down to talk with Sheridan, it was almost three years to the date for which she chose to go 

to DSU, which was April of her senior year of high school.  

Sheridan and I shared a lot of laughter during our conversations, so much so that I noted 

it during transcribing our chats. A witty spirit with a calm demeanor, Sheridan shared with me 

the ups and downs of her college experience. Sheridan, once a first-year student who isolated 

herself to her dorm room, was a rising fourth-year student who excelled academically and 

dominated in campus leadership. From our conversations, I noted two themes which were woven 

throughout our discussions: 1) Sheridan was, and always had been, goal-oriented, and 2) she had 

engaged in a process of becoming over the past three years. I present the two themes below. 
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A focus on goals as a pathway to success 

It was just like everything that I feel like freshman Sheridan wanted to be involved in, 
wanted to have friends, want to be doing these big things, it’s like boom wow I am really doing 
these things. – Sheridan 
 

From the moment we started discussing her college experiences, Sheridan was able to 

clearly articulate her goals for college. When thinking back on expectations that she had for 

college as an incoming student, Sheridan knew that she wanted to be at a place where she could 

thrive in her academics and with involvement opportunities. Sheridan was a straight A student in 

high school, and she mentioned that academic engagement was always easy for her. She 

graduated “Number 3” in her high school class. Since her childhood, Sheridan knew her career 

goals and was prepared to position herself as an outstanding student, academically, in college. 

She discussed how academics played a role in her decision to attend DSU,  

Academic-wise, I was looking for a school that a) had some type of [her major] program 
that was going to challenge me cause my end-goal is med school, so like I didn’t wanna 
go somewhere that, like they don’t have labs or like your lab’s online or something crazy 
like that, um and [DSU], even though it’s not [another state school known for its 
academic programs in science], like since they’re all under the umbrella together, I’m 
like okay, surely [DSU]’s [her major] program has to be decent... academic-wise, I was 
definitely looking for a school that could prepare me for what my next end goal was. 
 

That end goal was medical school. Academically, Sheridan did well in her first year at DSU, but 

she was met with unanticipated academic challenges her in second year.  

Sophomore year rolls around and that’s when we started taking upper-level classes and it 
just smacked me in the face. It was more so I just literally did not know how to study, 
like, because I didn’t study freshman year. And so, it was almost like I was a freshman all 
over again but not in freshman classes, I’m in upper-level classes, which was not a good 
mix…sophomore year was probably the first time I made like a C or a D on a test…so I 
was just like okay…I’m dumb. 
 

Sheridan knew that medical school admissions requirements were strict and that she needed to 

keep exceptional grades in order to get into a reputable medical school. She experienced doubt in 

her ability to do organic chemistry, one of the first classes that she was required to take in her 
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major. For Sheridan, she questioned how she would be able to continue in her major if she 

wasn’t even able to get past one of the first courses within the major. She mentioned, “I was like 

I’m not doing pre-med anymore, I’m stupid, I can’t do this, it’s not for me. I’m gonna do public 

health and just be an epidemiologist working for the CDC, like I cannot go to med school.”  

Even with these thoughts, though, Sheridan continued to remind herself of her goals. 

Because of her determination to succeed, she was steadfast in her major courses. She mentioned 

that she “literally never thought about anything else” in terms of what she wanted to do for a 

career. Medical school was the only choice, and she was in it for the “long haul”. Because of 

this, she pushed through and ultimately continued to pursue the major for which she started 

completing when she first arrived at DSU. Sheridan was also continuously reminded of her goals 

by her parents, especially her mother, whom was the first witness to Sheridan’s dream of going 

into medicine. Sheridan expressed, “...so my mom – she was electrical engineering [at DSU] – 

so, like she did a very difficult major. And she’s like, I finished, you can do it...”. Sheridan 

offered additional insight into how her parents’ have shown support for her degree completion,  

...my parents very much so are like uh once you start it, you’re gonna finish it kinda 
thing. Like maybe if you finish it and decide okay I don’t wanna go to med school, that’s 
a different thing, but you started this [her major] degree, so you’re gonna finish this [her 
major] degree kinda thing, so I think between them just kinda having that expectation that 
like you’re gonna do this, and then me myself after I’ve struggled and if I could finish 
that then I’m not gonna stop. 
 

Sheridan also found support through one of her professors, who was also her academic advisor.  

I research with him, and I take a class with him, so he’s seen me a lot, so I think him, 
definitely has helped me a lot academic-wise when I’m like struggling with classes or 
struggling with okay – I’m not smart enough to go to med school or I don’t know what 
I’m doing to get to med school, he’s really helped me out a lot, so I think that’s definitely 
been very, very important for me when it’s gotten tough and like I don’t wanna do school 
anymore. 
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The support from her academic advisor, her parents, and her hard work in getting through tough 

courses helped her understand that school was a “keep going kind of thing”. At the time of her 

interview, Sheridan expressed that she was more determined “now” to succeed academically 

than she had been during the entirety of her academic career at DSU. She said, “I’ve seen that I 

can do the really hard stuff, so if I can do that, I’m gonna finish it.” 

Sheridan also expressed that being involved was an expectation and goal that she had for 

college. She had been very involved in grade school and understood involvement as an important 

thing for her college experience.   

I definitely wanted to be involved cause like in high school, I was very involved, so 
definitely looking at what things the school could offer me involvement-wise, cause 
that’s not something that I wanted to stop... like there’s a good chance I could still be 
very involved and I guess for lack of a better word – relevant – like I wanted to feel like 
high school again, and like I want people to know me. 
 

For Sheridan, being involved equaled relevancy for her. Her involvement journey did not start 

immediately, though. In her first semester, she “really didn’t get involved in anything”. Then in 

her second semester, Sheridan found herself very isolated. Her roommates, all White women, 

were friends from her hometown, and all of them spent most of their time with other friends or 

significant others. She mentioned that at one point, her parents thought that she was going to 

transfer to an institution closer to home. This was due to Sheridan not being involved and rarely 

leaving her dormitory. Sheridan expressed,  

I was just like so by myself I’m like, this is not going to work, I’ve got to do something 
so that I don’t have to be in the room every day. At that point, I didn’t really have any 
friends cause first semester was good and we were all close and then second semester it 
was like...they’re not here. 
 

Her experience with isolation in her second semester prompted her to seek out involvement 

opportunities. She interviewed for a student group on campus that allowed her to work closely 

with DSU’s admissions department to recruit new students. Once she was accepted as a member 
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of that student group, she felt more confident about seeking out additional involvement 

opportunities. 

...once I got that one thing, it kinda pushed me to like okay, you got into the [student 
group], let’s try to get RA, then I got RA, and it’s like okay like you got these two things, 
so that just kinda pushed me to keep trying to do stuff... 
 
Sheridan also joined a sorority and a student organization for her major in her second 

semester at DSU. Since then, Sheridan had become a top student leader at DSU. Her decision to 

become involved was self-motivated. Entering DSU, getting involved was something that she 

knew that she wanted to do, but it took some time for that goal to be actualized.  

I think it all came, a lot of the things I’m in is because I seeked out [sic] someone in the 
organization and like ‘what is this?’ ‘I think I wanna do this’, like that happened with 
[student organization], some of my line sisters were in it, and I’m like okay like ‘this 
seems interesting what do y’all do?’ and they would tell me and I’m like okay I think I’m 
gonna apply. So, for the most part it’s like I see someone in the organization doing it or 
I’ve heard about it, so I’ll ask okay what is it, okay that sounds interesting, then I’ll 
apply. 
 

The quote introducing this theme was when Sheridan expressed how her goals and dreams for 

college had been realized. When asked what success meant to her, Sheridan said that she 

considered success as thriving and explained,  

I define success as if I’ve set out to do something... whether that’s a job or set of goals for 
myself and then I’m about to reach that goal. I think it’s kinda different cause maybe it’s 
not something I wanted to do, but like I need to do, so like I need to get good grades so I 
can go to med school, so then I feel like okay I set that goal, if I reach that goal, then for 
me, I define that as success. 
 

Sheridan followed those thoughts by saying that she felt like she had been successful in some 

areas of her life and not successful in other areas of her life. She said,  

I think [I’ve been successful] in the sense of like different things I’ve wanted to do, as far 
as extracurriculars go or just different things I just wanted to achieve on campus before I 
left, yes, but then going back to things like academics, not all the time have I been 
successful in that... I think like I’m very outgoing with like my friends, and I’ve wanted 
to be better with like going to professors office hours, like getting to know them and that 
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kinda stuff, and haven’t always been the most successful in that, so in some areas of my 
life, yes but in some of others...no. 
 

Though Sheridan expressed that she did not feel totally successful in some areas of her 

academics, she ultimately, felt like she would not have any regrets upon the end of her college 

experience. She mentioned that she applied, joined, or did whatever it took for her to have the 

college experience she wanted.  

I don’t really think, at least right now, there’s anything I’ve missed out on, I think I’ve 
gotten to kinda have a little piece of every part of campus, so whether that’s being 
involved academic-wise, um extracurricular-wise, meeting friends, having the social life, 
I personally think that I’ve done everything I wanted to do at [DSU]. 
 
At the time of data collection for the study, Sheridan, like all of the participants, was at 

the end of her third year at DSU. With at least one year left to go in college, Sheridan expressed 

expectancy with feeling satisfied with college when she becomes an alumna. She said, “I think 

I’m very satisfied with my college experience, I’ve made the friends, I’ve made the memories. If 

anything, I wish it could be a little bit longer...”. Through her college experience, Sheridan went 

through a process of identity development, which I discuss next, in Sheridan’s second within-

case theme: identity development and becoming in college.  

Identity development and becoming in college 

…it’s definitely made me who I am now because I’m just... always constantly taking little 
bits and pieces and opinions from other people and then reshaping it and making it into my own 
thing. – Sheridan 
 

Throughout my time with her, Sheridan talked about how her experiences in college have 

shaped her into who she was at that point in time. She explained how some of the ways in which 

she understood herself as an individual, especially her Black womanhood, were formed based on 

her relationships and experiences in college. She made it clear that who she was before she got to 

college was not who she knew herself to be at the end of her third year in college. There were 
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two distinct ways in which Sheridan showed her own becoming in college – through her peer 

relationships and her leadership experiences.  

In her first interview, Sheridan expressed that, prior to college, she had grown up in 

mostly White spaces and her friend group was mostly White. Her friend group stayed the same 

for most of her formal, grade school experience. She talked about her experiences with realizing 

that she was different from her friends. 

...in elementary school...having the whole like ‘omg Sheridan your hair is so pretty like I 
didn’t know Black people could grow hair’... ‘you’re so smart, you’re not like other 
Black people’...I thought I was like my friends, but they obviously see me in a different 
way...that continued through high school... ‘you’re an Oreo, you’re Black on the outside, 
but you’re White on the inside.’ And I’m like ‘uhh...no I’m Black’. I definitely say from 
a young age, if I didn’t know [that she was Black], I was taught. 
 

Sheridan discussed that it was not until college, really that current point in time, that she felt 

proud to be Black. She expressed that people could not tell her what or who she was, because she 

knew she was Black. She credited being around Black people at DSU to her newfound pride in 

being Black.  

...since being in college, and I think it’s just because now I’m around people that look 
like me, and so just being able to be around them and just be immersed by people that 
think and look like me, I’ve definitely gotten to the point now where I’m like...you are 
Black, that’s good... I would definitely say that did not happen until college, for sure. 
 

Sheridan said the people in college are who have helped shaped her understanding of Black 

womanhood. She said that being a part of her sorority was the first time in her life that she had 

been around so many Black women.  

We have so many people and we come from so many different backgrounds and so 
getting to see people that came from towns like [her hometown], but then we have people 
from like [a small, in-state, majority Black town], we have people from out of state, and 
so getting to see them and the kinda things they do, how they act, what they think, just 
being immersed by all of that, I definitely think they are the main reason why I feel 
differently [than her pre-college experiences]...that has kinda like sparked this like ‘okay 
Sheridan, we can like being a Black woman’. 
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In addition to developing a healthy and loving understanding of what it meant to be a 

Black woman, Sheridan expressed, several times, how much growth she had experienced as an 

individual at DSU. Much of this growth was due to her peer relationships and the friendships for 

which she built on campus. Sheridan explained that she has engaged in a process of learning 

more about her own opinions by nature of learning with/in her peer groups. Sheridan was a 

leader within her sorority and explained how her relationships with her sisters had been integral 

to her individual growth. She explained, 

...most of my sisters, they definitely mean a lot to me, um, I think they’ve definitely 
helped me grow as a person just being able to see so many different mindsets and then 
taking other people’s opinions and kinda forming your own opinions and your own 
values. 
 

Being in community with her sorority sisters offered Sheridan the opportunity to develop and 

clarify her values. Sheridan also discussed how she had several peer groups, or “bubbles”, on 

campus due to her varied leadership and engagement experiences. One of those “bubbles” was 

her cohort of peers involved in a student organization within the university president’s cabinet, a 

group on campus that has historically been comprised of White, mostly affluent, students. The 

group is home to roughly forty students, and Sheridan was one of twelve Black students in the 

group – the largest number of Black students to ever be members of the student organization. 

She talked about her experience being in community with her peers, particularly the White 

students, in the group.  

...like my [president’s cabinet group] friends, I love them, I think they challenge me a lot 
because we do tend to think differently, so that’s good, ya know, sometimes if you get in 
a rut or just a certain way of thinking and then to have those conversations with other 
people that don’t think the same way that you do kinda keeps me on my toes and keeps 
me up to date on stuff... 
 

For Sheridan, her experience with being in a space where not everyone thought like her was 

productive for her. She understood difference of opinion or lived experience has a growing 
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opportunity. She noted, “you’re not supposed to feel comfortable in every situation, like that’s 

how you know what you’re getting better, you’re doing better, you’re growing is when you do 

feel uncomfortable”.  

Sheridan’s connections with her sorority sisters and peers in her student groups added 

value and meaning to her life. She mentioned that her experience with isolation in her first 

semester at DSU led to her value the friendships for which she had built. At one point, Sheridan 

discussed how she was very shy in her first year at DSU. She said that people who did not know 

her in her first year at DSU would be very shocked to know “Freshman Sheridan”. Using that 

first year as a catalyst for involvement, Sheridan had positioned herself as a leader on campus 

and was well-known across many of her peer groups. She mentioned,  

...I just love having all of these friends and all of these different groups, because one day 
I might be with these friends and like we’re all so different we do such different things, 
like what I do with my sisters is not what I do with my [president’s cabinet group] 
friends, not what I do with my [other involvement group] friends, so we all just do so 
many different things. 
 

Sheridan was cognizant of gaining different perspectives in college and that process had been 

helpful for her leadership and personal development. Her written piece of advice for an incoming 

Black woman to DSU was to “put yourself in spaces where there are people that are different 

from you”.  

When asked to outline what has been “good” about her college experience at DSU, 

Sheridan listed three things: “like minded friends, abundance of opportunities – [list of student 

organizations], and self-development...true me”. The two major themes throughout Sheridan’s 

collegiate journey were her commitment to goals, which led to positive experiences for her, and 

her development of identity and self in college. Sheridan’s experiences with/in leadership 



 81 

organizations, academic coursework and environments, and her relationships with her peers all 

contributed to a particular sense of connectedness and belonging.  

Sheridan and Sense of Belonging 

There were several ways in which Sheridan’s story aligned with Strayhorn’s (2012, 2018) 

model of college students’ sense of belonging. First, Sheridan understood that being involved in 

college meant that she could be “relevant”. A sense of relevancy and being involved on campus 

was a basic need for Sheridan as she was going through her college-choice process into her first 

year at DSU. In her first year, Sheridan experienced isolation as a result of being the only Black 

person in her suite-style living arrangement. She had a desire to get to know more Black people, 

but she felt unable to do that due to not having any Black friends at DSU. For Sheridan, her need 

for belonging was heightened in her residential experience her first year at DSU. In line with 

Strayhorn’s (2012) third core element in his model, sense of belonging depends on context, time, 

and factors, the need for belonging can be heightened among certain student populations and in 

certain spaces. Sheridan’s need of belonging was heightened during her experience with isolation 

in her all-White residence hall during her first year in college. Sense of belonging takes on a 

heightened importance when students are in the margins on campus, in terms of identity 

(Strayhorn, 2012, 2018). Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) discussed the concept of mattering, 

and Strayhorn (2012, 2018) included their findings within the model of college students’ sense of 

belonging. The first dimension of mattering is “attention”, which is concerned with one’s feeling 

of being noticed or a feeling of significance (Rosenberg & McCullough, 1981; Strayhorn, 2012, 

2018).  Sheridan’s need for belonging, especially in her first year at DSU, is related to mattering 

in that she wanted to feel relevant and be noticed, as an individual and a student leader at DSU.  
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Strayhorn (2018) discussed how involvement facilitated sense of belonging in students. 

One way that Sheridan’s involvement experiences facilitated her sense of belonging was the 

identity-affirmation that she received by being in community with Black women, particularly 

through her sorority. Sheridan described the realization that “[she was] Black, that’s good…” 

when she started to be around more Black students at DSU. I discuss more about how Sheridan, 

and the other participants, had involvement experiences which facilitated their sense of 

belonging in Chapter Five.  

Summary of Sheridan’s Within-Case Findings 

There were two themes within my conversation with Sheridan. First, she had a clear set 

of goals that she had been able to articulate since the beginning of her college career at DSU. 

Those goals included involvement in particular student organizations, as well as acceptance and 

participation in medical school post-graduation. Sheridan felt as though she had situated herself 

in a way that she had been successful in terms of involvement, and furthermore, that she would 

be prepared to go into medical school upon graduation. The second theme within Sheridan’s 

story was that she had gone through a process of identity development in regard to understanding 

and appreciating her Black womanhood. For Sheridan, her experience at DSU shaped how she 

came to know that being Black could be something that she liked being.  
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Aubrey 

I would have to say that [DSU] has surpassed anything that I could’ve even imagined to 
begin with. Just knowing how kind of lost I felt my first year in such a big place... 
everything worked out the way that it needed to. I got everything that I needed, and I 
guess what’s for you is for you. -  Aubrey 

 
Unlike some of the other women in this study, I did not have a personal or professional 

connection with Aubrey prior to our interviews. I was excited that she agreed to participate in the 

study and to learn more about her experience at DSU. My initial reaction to Aubrey was that she 

was excited, optimistic, and exuded a possibility for life. She was creative and thoughtful. She 

was passionate and eager. I would soon learn that Aubrey had a unique gaze based on her life 

experiences.  

Aubrey knew, since the fifth grade, that she wanted to attend DSU for college. She did 

not know much about DSU prior to taking a campus tour in tenth grade. After the tour, she was 

confident in her decision to attend DSU. She remembered something that stood out to her during 

her tour of DSU – her tour guide, a DSU student at the time, was a Black woman. She said, “I 

was like – I wanna go here, and I wanna be her. And that’s that on that.” Aubrey went on to 

become a tour guide, just like the Black student who gave her a campus tour.  

She and her parents wanted her to go to a college where Black people were visible. She 

said, “...[we] were looking at, are the Black people visible? Like, yes, Black people can go 

anywhere, but are you going to be able to flourish and be yourself on these campuses?”. She 

mentioned that she visited another historically White institution and did not see many Black 

people. She continued,  

Then I went to [DSU], and we were visible, and we were happy, and I know obviously 
wherever you go, there’s gonna be some hardships, but it was just nice to know that I 
would be able to find my people wherever I chose. And then when I did choose, I didn’t 
really know the history of [DSU]... But, when I got here, and I learned everything, that 
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made me appreciative of my decision, because I know the people that worked hard to 
build this place would be very proud of the things that I’m doing. 
 
I saw a lot of myself in Aubrey. She had a deep love for her family and a curiosity about 

the lives of those who came before her. Aubrey discussed maneuvering through all-White spaces 

and all-Black spaces and how navigation of those two worlds had influenced her life. She was 

also highly invested in her campus leadership positions and had an affinity for DSU. Her 

leadership experiences at DSU created a fondness of the institution, even though she is the only 

Black woman in many of her campus environments. She said, 

...everyone is always trying to figure out what does it mean to be Black and go to 
[historically White institutions], like some people don’t believe in it, some people are full 
believers in it, but I think it’s very important to know that you CAN come to these places 
and have just as good of an experience as anyone else, you just have to find your people. 
 
Aubrey introduced me to a new text on Black feminism. She said that she started the 

book prior our conversations. In that conversation, Aubrey gave me a synopsis of the book, and I 

noted that I was impressed at her insightful summary of the text. That conversation was just the 

beginning of how Aubrey would articulate what being a Black woman meant to her. She 

mentioned, “I was hoping this would come up”, “this” being a discussion on Black feminism. 

In the following two sections, I discuss how Aubrey’s standpoint on Black feminism, her 

life experiences, and her campus leadership experiences gave her a unique standpoint – knowing 

how to navigate multiple spaces as Black woman and using faith to guide her purpose on 

campus.  

A duet of two worlds 

...you’re like in this floating space and like, this ground is Black people and this ground 
is White people. And sometimes you’re not accepted by your own people, and sometimes 
you’re accepted by White people or vice versa or not at all. And we’re just like here in 
this area kinda seeing where we’re going to be placed. - Aubrey 
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Throughout our interviews, Aubrey and I talked about a handful of different topics – her 

childhood, family, college choice process, friendships, being Black, among other topics. A 

pattern which I noticed is that Aubrey often mentioned a duality in experiences within all of the 

aforementioned topics. There was sometimes a tension that she described between the two things 

or experiences, but she ultimately developed a positive outlook on the dualistic nature of her 

experiences.  

When asked about “home”, Aubrey explained that she thinks of home as two places. One, 

a state in the Southwest region of the United States, was a place where her grandmother lived. 

The other, a state in the Southern region of the United States, was the place for which she 

completed grade school. Even though Aubrey did not complete high school in [Southwestern 

State], she felt deeply connected to it and understood it as a place where she could “trace where 

[her] parents played on the playground...where [her] grandma did that”. Aubrey called both 

places home. She shared with me that her lived experiences between and within [Southwestern 

State] and [Southern State] shaped how she understands Blackness.  

Two big things about these places is that Black people, the way Black people were 
painted in these areas um were different than what a lot of my friends experienced. So, I 
saw Black people on both ends of the socio-economic spectrum and everything in 
between. All owning their Blackness, so I think that played a major role in um where I 
am today. 
 

Across these places, especially her experience in her hometown within [Southern State], allowed 

her to see varied experiences, mostly socio-economic, that Black people have – from working 

class, to middle class, to affluent backgrounds. She continued,  

And what I learned is there’s not just one Black experience, which I think a lot of people, 
you kind of cut yourself short, because you think ‘oh this is what Black means and if I’m 
not doing this, then I’m not really Black’. But, we are so diverse, and so I was able to see 
that from both ends of my childhood. 
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Aubrey attended a majority Black school until the eighth grade, where she then 

transitioned to a predominately White school. Her experiences between these two schooling 

environments offered her the opportunity to have a particular insight to Black students’ 

experiences on “both ends” of her hometown. She explained how this mattered to her in the 

college choice process, 

A lot of my [Black] friends who grew up only in [predominately White side of her 
hometown], kinda felt like they were robbed of their Black experience, because they 
never really got to get out and see anything else. Most of those people ended up going to 
HBCUs, because they said that made them feel like they could kinda gain for lost time. 
Whereas like I had seen both ends of it, so it didn’t really matter where I went. I really 
wanted to go to [DSU], so like no one was talking me out of it. 
 
At DSU, Aubrey still had to navigate between two worlds. Her involvement experiences 

on campus, coupled with her peer friendships, afforded her the opportunity to meet many 

different people; however, there were times where she felt as if she had to switch between two 

worlds. She mentioned that on the day just prior to our interview, her friend told her, “‘Aubrey, 

your code-switching is like amazing!’... and I feel like my grade school experience, being in 

those different situations kind of helped me”.  

Aubrey was a well-connected student leader at DSU. She was one of a handful of highly-

visible Black women student leaders. Her Black womanhood was important to her, and as a 

researcher, it was clear to me that Aubrey thought extensively about race and what being Black 

meant for her in her campus leadership roles. I gathered a sense of precociousness in how 

Aubrey, through her experiences and her engagement with literature and film on Black women, 

developed a critical understanding of what it meant to be a Black woman. In line with the 

dualistic nature of the current theme, Aubrey described two experiences with being a “strong” 

Black woman. 
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I think can be a blessing and curse at the same time... because it kind of makes us look 
like superheroes, and we’re not allowed to be emotional and not have it all together...So, I 
love strong Black women who are resilient, intelligent, poised, all these things, but I also 
know when you’re down, you’re down, and you don’t wanna think about being a strong 
Black woman, you wanna cry and curl up in a ball, and that’s just what you wanna do. 
So, I think we’re very multifaceted in the sense that we have so much weight on our 
shoulders and even with that weight, we have our head held high, our shoulders back, and 
we’re ready to take on the next challenge. 
 

She continued to discuss the Civil Rights Movement and the Feminist Movement and how Black 

women had to make a decision on which identity needed more advocacy. She talked about 

Blackness and womanhood further, “I always struggle with this. Am I Black first? Or, am I a 

woman first?...that’s a question that I don’t even know if I’ll ever get the answer to, but that’s 

always something that runs through my head”. She continued,  

I don’t think they can be separated. Because, whatever room you walk into, if you walk 
into a room full of White men, you’re gonna be like ‘oh! Well, I’m Black AND I’m a 
woman’, so this a double whammy. And then, you go into a room of White women, and 
you’re like, ‘I’m Black’, but also we experience things differently as women. And so, it’s 
kind of like, you never know which – both of them just come together... It’s a package 
deal. 
 

Aubrey showed optimism with almost everything we discussed throughout our conversations. 

She talked about how being a Black woman at DSU, even though she was the only in a lot of 

spaces on campus, gave her a sense of confidence. She also discussed how being in community 

with Black women at DSU made her want to explore her Black womanhood even further.  

...I’ve always known that we’ve all had these different components of ourselves and we 
all come together as Black women, but just seeing that on a campus, I think has further 
made me want to explore who I am...the girls that wear their natural hair, the girls that 
wear their wigs, the girls that shave their hair, the ones that wear acrylics, the ones that 
wear sweatpants to class, the ones that wear heels to class, they’re so many different 
identities on our campus as Black women and it has helped me gain confidence, just 
because I see how amazing we are... 
 
The quote introducing this theme was Aubrey describing what it meant to be a Black 

individual who occupied multiple environments, some all-White and some all-Black. She 
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described it as a “floating space” where she may or may not be accepted by either population. 

Aubrey personified is a duet of two worlds. The term duet is fitting for her, because she 

mentioned that has always been a person who is “in music” - she was in an orchestra in high 

school. Additionally, Aubrey experienced two “homes”, two different schooling environments, 

two identities which she felt cannot be separated, multiple peer groups, and with all of these in 

mind, she created a beautiful, harmonious perspective that allowed her to flourish as a student 

and leader at DSU.  

Finding purpose in the bigger picture 

...I just feel like your life is a big moment of literally every single person that you’ve met, 
and I’ve encountered so many great people that I’ve helped and they’ve helped me in 
return and then probably having these positions for a reason...to gain perspective and 
also to help give perspective. – Aubrey 

 
Aubrey was deeply connected to something beyond herself. I noticed this from our initial 

conversation. She was deeply connected to family roots and a faith that guided her actions. She 

suggested that the bigger picture for her was a “purpose” that she felt as a student leader at DSU. 

She gathered this purpose based on life trials, familial teachings, and her sense of spirituality. 

She expressed early in our initial interview, 

I really, really love my family, and I like learning the history of my family, and how like 
generational cycles and different, ya know…your praying grandma. I’m always interested 
in seeing how that works and why I am here. 
 

Aubrey said her parents encouraged her to understand who she was and where she came from. 

When she was a little girl, out from school in the summer, her parents made her read Black 

history books and write a report on something that she learned to give her parents by the end of 

the day. She said she learned, “how [Black people] invented literally almost everything that we 

use on a daily basis. And, the struggles we faced, how we overcame them...”. Aubrey said that 

she carried this experience, her parents making her understand her Blackness, into her current 
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on-campus experiences. She mentioned that understanding what Black people have endured 

helped her navigate being the only Black person in her classes.  

I think maybe [her parents] knew where they wanted me to be, but they also wanted me 
to know where I came from. So, my major, this is kind of a big thing...I’m an [her field] 
major with a minor in [field of science]. I’m the only Black person in any of my classes, 
like I can count on it...my parents would always talk about, chances are when you go off 
into the workforce…it’s gonna be the same way, so it’s important for you to know who 
you are or where you come from. 
 

Aubrey mentioned that being the only Black person in her coursework initially bothered her; 

however, she realized that it made her a better person.  

In the previous theme, Aubrey discussed what her Black womanhood meant to her. In our 

conversation, she also talked about another identity that shaped who she was as a person – her 

spirituality. She talked about her personal journey with spirituality and how it shaped how she 

maneuvered through her world.  

I’ve gone off to college and really wanted to focus more on spirituality versus religion... 
having that connection with that higher power, and I also really don’t believe, like telling 
someone’s wrong because they don’t know the ‘Christian’ way, because what book 
you’re given shouldn’t decide, in my personal opinion. So, I just think that having that 
relationship with that higher power... it gives you hope, gives you faith, something to lean 
on when you don’t really see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 

Aubrey carried the principles of faith into her student leadership and on-campus experiences. Her 

faith and understanding that she operated through something bigger than herself, helped her 

know that she was “doing something for a bigger purpose”. Aubrey even considered how the 

history of DSU and its experience with slavery, racism, and segregation, offered her a deep 

connection to the institution. She said, “...it’s a big deal to me...having these [leadership] roles, 

knowing the history and knowing about my ancestors”. Being a Black woman and a well-

connected student leader was a matter of purpose for Aubrey.  
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This purpose also brought her joy and happiness. Her leadership journey was amplified in 

her third year at DSU. She suggested that her third year at DSU was her “prime”, and when she 

described why it was her prime, she attributed most of it to the experiences and relationships she 

gained through her leadership experiences.  

I will say this entire year... I’m excited to see what senior year is gonna look like, if it 
looks anything like this, so the first semester, I went on three trips for undergraduate 
admissions as a student speaker, so I was talking to the incoming students at [DSU], 
getting to see different places, um you know – like traveling without my parents and stuff 
like that. And then... football season was great, that was my first semester in [president’s 
cabinet group], going around the field, working the [DSU administrator’s] mansion and 
things like that... it was just like a great time to be alive! And then, this semester... it’s 
going well... doing well in my classes. Building those connections, being genuine, having 
fun. Going out, enjoying life...yeah, this whole year has been thriving, if thriving was a 
year, this would be it. 
 

In the subsequent quote, Aubrey discussed her experience as a student leader in one of the most 

visible and notable student organizations at DSU. She shared participation in the group with two 

other participants in this study – Sheridan, and Kennedy, whom will be discussed later in this 

chapter. The student organization, given the pseudonym of “president’s cabinet group”, is a 

highly-selective group and is the most hands-on student group in terms of recruiting prospective 

students to DSU. Aubrey discussed how her work in the president’s cabinet group had given her 

the “push” she needed to position herself as a student leader on campus. She said,  

...my favorite part of it is just being able to be genuine, and share my experience, I know 
this is a big jump for a lot of people...taking that time to acknowledge the crying 
mommies, the um strict daddies wanting to know about the safety on campus, and the 
really exciting students, or excited students...that’s been kind of the push to do all of 
these things. I’ve met so many amazing [prospective students], some of them that are on 
the campus now, and they’re like you gave me my campus tour!... I think it makes the 
work beneficial. 
 

Aubrey mentioned that she felt successful at DSU, due to the impact she had on students through 

her campus leadership roles. She said that the success did not come right away, though. Aubrey 
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suggested the key to being successful had been focusing on her goals and being “happy where 

you are in the moment”. She tied success to purpose. 

...being successful is being able to be joyful while making an impact...if you are chasing 
external things then I feel like you’re gonna be like running on like a hamster wheel and 
you’re never really gonna be satisfied... maintaining that joy, maintaining the 
understanding of what purpose you’re trying to have...it’ll all fall into place from there. 
 
During our focus group exercise, Aubrey noted the “good” things that happened for her at 

DSU - “finding [her] passions, meeting life-long friends, growing up, being independent, 

handling responsibilities, trying new things, learning balance”. Aubrey gained a particular 

responsibility to herself and others based on her experiences. She understood that having varied 

experiences, particularly schooling experiences and peer relationships in Black and White 

spaces, offered her a unique perspective in working with others. Aubrey also found purpose and 

joy in her campus leadership experiences. She was able to reflect on the historical contribution of 

Black people on society 

Aubrey and Sense of Belonging 

Like Sheridan, Aubrey had a desire to belong and get involved at Deep South University. 

The desire to be visible at Deep South University was an expressed, basic need for Aubrey. Her 

desire to belong showed up in how she sought out involvement opportunities and how she chose 

her friendships. Sense of belonging drives student behavior (Strayhorn, 2012, 2018), and based 

on needs, students can choose unproductive or productive behaviors. Aubrey realized that, at one 

point in college, her peer group was unproductive to her success at DSU. She found a new friend 

group and started her involvement journey at Deep South University. Sense of belonging must be 

satisfied as conditions change (Strayhorn, 2012, 2018), and as Aubrey started to feel more a 

desire to be involved and a leader on campus, she had to change her environment and decision-

making process to make success in those areas a reality for her. Strayhorn (2018) discussed how 
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when sense of belonging is satisfied, students experience the fourth and fifth dimensions of need 

(Maslow, 1954; Strayhorn, 2018), which are esteem and self-actualization. Aubrey achieved 

belonging on campus and gained a confidence to be a leader and help others (“esteem”), and she 

understood her purpose and herself as it related to being a young Black woman and leader (“self-

actualization”).  

Related to “mattering” (Rosenberg & McCollough, 1981; Strayhorn, 2012, 2018), 

Aubrey expressed feeling purpose in her leadership work at DSU, largely because she felt like 

others (e.g. prospective students and families) depended on her and her work when they were 

choosing to attend DSU. This notion is also related to the fourth way that Strayhorn (2018) 

described involvement as facilitating students’ sense of belonging – Aubrey’s involvement 

generated feelings of mattering and that others depended on her. I discuss more about how 

Aubrey, and the other participants, had involvement experiences which facilitated their sense of 

belonging in Chapter Five. 

Summary of Aubrey’s Within-Case Findings  

There were two clear patterns throughout my conversations with Aubrey. First, through 

her pre-college and during college experiences, she learned how to navigate spaces in life where 

there were sometimes competing forces or just different experiences among and within the 

spaces. For example, she discussed what it meant to be a Black woman at a historically White 

institution. She had to maneuver through all-White student organizations and academic 

environments that had not, historically, valued the experiences of students of color. Furthermore, 

being a Black woman at a historically White campus, in spaces where she was in community 

with other Black women, made her want to further explore who she was as a Black woman. In 

regard to the second theme, Aubrey was also aware of the bigger picture in life as it related to 



 93 

being a Black student leader at UA. She discussed how her faith and spirituality shaped how she 

maneuvered through campus and her leadership experiences. Aubrey felt a sense of purpose as a 

Black woman student leader at DSU. 

McKenzie 

I think that I’ve had a wonderful experience in college and have grown a lot, have met 
wonderful people, and coming, seeing that I got involved so young with so many older 
people, all of them are graduating… they still love [DSU], I hope to be in that same 
headspace next year of being really proud of where I went to school… being excited to 
come back and to like wear the alumna shirt on my chest and whatever and scream [DSU 
chant]! – McKenzie 

 
I talked to McKenzie at the genesis of DSU’s “Study Week” for the semester, a week 

where students prepared for their final exams that were scheduled for the subsequent week. 

When we started our conversation, McKenzie told me how she was doing a project on a site 

within [city for which DSU is located] that was due to go under maintenance the following day. 

So, she and her classmates had to finish the project that night, and she said in a facetious way - 

“so - that’s fun”.  

Due to a campus shutdown in operations, McKenzie was at her family’s home. We 

continued our conversation with a discussion about her family and the environment for which 

she raised. McKenzie explained that she was raised in middle- to upper-class family in a 

predominately White community. With this reality, she grew up in mostly all-White spaces; 

moreover, she made sure to mention that she grew up in the Black Church and was Southern 

Baptist, so she was “very much aware of who [she] was”. She explained that her parents grew up 

much differently than she did, she mentioned that her father was a “country man” and 

“traditional”. She explained that even though she grew up differently than her parents in terms of 

socioeconomic status, her parents stressed the importance of religion, safety and security, 
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education, and family lineage. These concepts were foundational for McKenzie. She was raised 

in an environment where loyalty to family and community was emphasized.  

DSU was the only college to which McKenzie applied. Two of her immediate family 

members were DSU alumni, and she described her family as “big [DSU] fans”. Both of her 

parents attended a historically Black university; however, McKenzie’s mind was set on only 

attending DSU. She had her reasons for choosing DSU – it was close enough to get home 

quickly, but far enough to where “[her] parents couldn’t just pop up on [her]”.  

When choosing DSU, McKenzie knew that she would get “football and parties”. She 

admitted that she did not look into DSU in an in-depth way, and that her decision was based on 

word-of-mouth from people who attended DSU. At the tail-end of her third year at DSU, 

McKenzie explained to me that she ended up getting much more than going to football games 

and going to parties – she was not much of a “party girl” anyway, as she did not attend her first 

party until college. She explained, 

I don’t think I would change my experience at [DSU] for anything, I don’t think I 
would’ve enjoyed any other institution the way I did...I think that there’s always 
something in the back of your mind of like ‘what if?’ So, I do wish that I probably 
would’ve at least looked at other schools...just to be like confident in my decision. But, I 
don’t regret my experience at [DSU]. 
 
We discussed the ways in which she enjoyed her experience DSU. From our 

conversations, it was evident that McKenzie felt a deep connection to DSU. It was evident that a 

focus on community, which was a foundational principle for her, transcended her childhood to 

young adulthood as a college student. Her pathway into her final year at DSU included a long list 

of involvement experiences that shaped her into a well-connected student leader at the 

institution. In the following two sections, I discuss how McKenzie’s student leader identity 

situated her as a learner, teacher, and advocate for DSU. 
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Institutional identity and affinity through leadership  

I think many times people are like, ‘oh I went [to a college] for undergrad’, but like ‘I 
have no connection to it now’…so, knowing that [DSU]’s the place where I think I’ll 
forever have a connection to and feel some type of happiness to have gone here… I think 
that’s really cool. – McKenzie 

 
As mentioned, McKenzie grew up in an environment where she was taught principles of 

loyalty and connectedness to one’s family and community. A spirit of connectedness was a part 

of her experience at DSU. Throughout our conversations, McKenzie spoke in a way that 

suggested she felt a deep tie to DSU.  

McKenzie had a family member who was a staff member at the institution, and she 

“came in already plugged in” because of it. She recognized that she was an anomaly when she 

was a first-year student at DSU, because she did not struggle finding where she “fit” at the 

institution. In the focus group, the participants started a discussion about their first year at DSU. 

A couple of the participants said that they had a slow start to getting involved at the institution. 

McKenzie, on the other hand, had a different perspective. She said, 

It’s interesting, because I had a completely different freshman year...I was involved in a 
lot of things...I didn’t ever have to look for involvement, because I always had some 
connection somewhere on campus even coming into college...which I know is not the 
case for most students...we came to college in August and then in September, I was an 
[orientation leader].  
 

McKenzie started her leadership journey at DSU as an orientation leader and then experienced a 

ripple effect of involvement opportunities from there. She mentioned that she became the most 

involved in her second year and said that she was “thriving” as a sophomore-level student leader. 

She said, “I didn’t necessarily realize that I was going to be as involved as I was... it started with 

me getting involved in one thing...then that led to something else...here I am involved in all of 

these things”.  
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McKenzie felt as if she built a leadership identity at DSU early in her college career, as a 

young student. She mentioned that she was happy that somebody thought she was mature enough 

to be in “very high leadership positions” as a new student at DSU. However, she did experience 

feeling out of place at times. She explained, “I remember being the youngest one in the room 

with a lot of people and just kinda feeling... imposter syndrome, cause like how am I here with 

all of these 22, 23 year olds and I’m 19 years old...” 

Because McKenzie was active in student organizations early in her college career, most 

of her friendships were built and sustained through leadership opportunities. She talked about 

how the friendships and connections that she had gained through student organizations made a 

great impact on her experience at DSU. Most, if not all, of her friends were leaders on campus. 

She said that she continued to be involved, even after her first year at DSU, because “my 

friends...do the same thing”. Because most of her friends were also involved, McKenzie felt that 

the social aspect of her college experience was being around other students who were doing 

work similar to that of which she was doing at DSU. She explained “I think when I got involved 

in different things on campus, you start seeing the same people over and over on daily basis and 

so you naturally just grow closer to them.” 

McKenzie mentioned that balancing her academics, leadership, and social life was a 

“work in progress”. She knew that involvement was important, so she continued to be involved, 

while balancing academics, because she wanted to be “fully immersed in the [campus] 

community.” Full immersion in the DSU community offered McKenzie a “really big” support 

system on campus. She talked about how her connections on campus made DSU faculty, staff, 

and administrators accessible to her. She explained,  

...there’s been several times where I’ve had an issue with something and been able to call 
somebody and then they would be able to fix it for me...I know not every student has 
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that...being able to know that somebody is there to help and know where to go has proven 
to be really useful for me. 
 

McKenzie explained that support from DSU faculty, staff, and administrators made her feel like 

she mattered at DSU. She talked about a task force that administration created and how she was 

asked to be a member of the task force. McKenzie felt that her time and opinion were valued as a 

part of the task force. She talked more about the experience and being selected for the task force,  

...them not creating like an application-based [team], but [instead saying] ‘okay, who are 
the people on this campus that are useful for what we need’...And then thinking of me... I 
thought that was really cool. That this is a member of administration, and I’ve never 
really even like sat down and had a conversation with, and yet they reached out to me, so 
they knew who I was... that was really cool. 
 
McKenzie dedicated a significant part of her personal identity to her role as a DSU 

student leader. She was so involved on campus during her first and second years at DSU that 

leadership was second nature to her. She felt as if she thrived as a student leader early-on at 

DSU. It was clear that her position as a student leader was a large part of who she was, and she 

put a lot of emphasis on the value that being a leader meant in her life. McKenzie described what 

it felt like when that part of her identity was not fulfilled. When reflecting on her leadership 

journey up until the point of our interview, the end of her third year at DSU, McKenzie 

mentioned that it was “more of a struggle for [her] to recognize that [she] was still thriving this 

year”. In particular, McKenzie experienced what she considered a couple of setbacks in her third 

year. She said, 

...it’s harder to recognize, cause if you don’t get something...you think that you’ve let 
yourself down in one aspect and that kinda just like ruins everything else, and you kinda 
just think well I’m just not good enough but I think, especially this year, I had to, within 
the past two or three months…realize that I’ve been successful, because a lot of things 
were taken away from me, or a just change of direction, and trying to figure out what I 
want to do next definitely put me in a space to feel as if I didn’t do enough or I wasn’t as 
successful, but then I had to look...like writing down all of my accomplishments for the 
year and throughout my time at [DSU], and realizing that...many people haven’t even 
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done a quarter of the things that I’ve done here...you kind of have to be happy for what 
you have done and not just be sad about the things that you didn’t accomplish. 
 
The setbacks that McKenzie discussed were tough for her; however, they did not shake 

her love for DSU. The quote introducing this theme was when McKenzie talked about the tie that 

she felt she would always have to DSU. She talked about feeling a “happiness” about being a 

DSU alumna one day. Furthermore, McKenzie discussed an affinity towards DSU due to being 

initiated into her sorority at the institution and “being able to always claim” her sorority’s 

undergraduate chapter. She also talked about being a part of new initiatives at DSU, especially 

with first-year students, and that she hoped those initiatives would be around for years after she 

graduated.  

Through her involvement experiences, McKenzie built a particular institutional identity 

as a student leader as well as an affinity for the institution. As a student, she had been in spaces 

and around tables that most students were not able to experience. On looking towards completion 

of her undergraduate career at DSU, McKenzie mentioned, “I really just hope that...when I walk 

across the stage next year, that I am in the headspace of like I did it and I’m proud... with my 

choice to come here. And I think I will be.” 

“Leader” as being learner and teacher  

…everything has taught me something… and that’s all I can really ask for in leadership, 
is to learn something out of it. – McKenzie 
 

McKenzie’s participation in involvement was not just something to do or a resume-

building practice for her. Throughout our conversations, she discussed the skills that she built as 

a leader and was able to articulate concrete takeaways from her leadership experience. It was 

clear that she approached leadership as a learning opportunity, and she expressed teachable 
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moments, too. Moreover, she talked about how she was able to teach others what she had learned 

about leadership. 

McKenzie discussed how she approached leadership and involvement when she was a 

first-year student. She stated, “I remember my first position, I think I was more looking towards 

like ‘what can I do to build my leadership skills?’” Since then, McKenzie had experienced 

“growth and development” in her leadership journey and expressed how she was still learning, 

even though she was on the “back end” of her college career.  

One way that McKenzie had developed as a leader was recognizing and owning that 

some of the ways in which she led were not productive for everyone. She said, “...it’s been a 

learning experience to realize that like not all of my practices are the best practices and trying to 

grow and develop new practices that are better.” She talked about a specific experience as a 

leader within a particular student organization and explained,  

…when it came to me in [Greek council], being [Executive Board Member], I remember 
when we first started, we had [Event], and for me, I’m the type of person, you give me a 
task, and I’ll just kinda complete it by myself and I know where I need to go, what I need 
to do to prepare for it. And, we had a lot of young leaders who really didn’t have the 
knowledge of how to prepare an event, and so when I gave them – ‘okay this is what you 
need to do’, kinda just expected them to have it done, they didn’t have the support to 
accomplish it.  
 

McKenzie recognized the experience as a teachable moment. She understood that there was 

room for improvement of leadership style.  

McKenzie also expressed other things that she had learned by being a student leader at 

DSU. She mentioned that in many environments for which she led, she was the only, or one of a 

few, Black women. Sometimes, she was the only student of color in the space. McKenzie 

expressed that being a Black woman student leader had prepared her for the real world. In fact, 
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she said that “probably [her] biggest takeaway” was how to exist, professionally, as a Black 

woman in the world. She continued,  

...my identity as a Black woman has been shaped... the one thing that I have taken away 
being in a lot of spaces where I am the Black woman, kinda just shows you how you 
navigate spaces as a Black woman... what that means...being able to navigate in the real 
world as a Black woman and being around people that don’t look like you or might not 
have come from your background...  
 

McKenzie took pride in being a Black woman student leader at DSU and recognized the 

experience as a learning opportunity in preparation for the real world.  

To whom much is given, much is required. McKenzie said that she was in a unique place 

in that she was still learning about leadership, but due to being a rising-senior and student leader, 

she was also given opportunities to pour into and teach new student leaders. She received 

encouragement from her student organization advisor to develop new leaders. She said,  

...one of my advisors was saying that my leadership role in that organization that I was in, 
for me that year, was particularly to build and grow new leaders, so using my experiences 
to help out the next upcoming [Executive Board Member] and all of that, so I’m in a 
unique situation where I am growing still, but I’m able to help other people find their 
leadership. 
 

McKenzie considered this role as teacher as “a lot of pressure” and that sometimes it felt as if she 

was put on a pedestal by newer students. She wanted new student leaders to know that “[she] is 

just like [them]” and overall, she appreciated the opportunity to help and mentor other students. 

Other participants expressed a similar sentiment, and I explore their collective conversation on 

this type of pressure in Chapter Five. McKenzie was happy to help any DSU student, and she 

had a particular fondness towards working with first-year students. She alluded to being in a 

student mentoring group for first-year, women of color at DSU and talked about how she would 

always feel connected to that program. Furthermore, when I asked the participants to share what 

advice they had for new DSU students who were Black women, McKenzie shared, 
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Be a go getter. Do not put all of [your] eggs in one basket when it comes to involvement. 
Try to get involved in spaces where people like you are not represented. Leadership is 
everywhere on campus, not just the more obvious spaces... 
 
McKenzie’s DSU experiences allowed her to polish her leadership skills and also give 

back by teaching new students how to develop their leadership skills and find their place on 

campus. She started her leadership journey on campus as a first-year student, and her campus 

leadership roles were a large part of her personal identity. McKenzie expressed an affinity and a 

satisfaction for her time spent at DSU and much of it was due to her leadership experiences. She 

mentioned that she was satisfied “enough to promote [DSU] and tell people to come here”. 

McKenzie was forward-thinking about “reaching back” to help students develop and grow into 

DSU leaders. She was able to learn from her mistakes as a leader and expressed that developing 

new practices made her “better”.  

McKenzie and Sense of Belonging 

Throughout her time at Deep South University, McKenzie developed a connectedness to 

the institution and her leadership experiences. She expressed, a couple of times, her expectancy 

to graduate from the institution and continue to build connections with other alumni and with 

programs that existed at DSU. Strayhorn (2012, 2018) suggested that sense of belonging is 

related to positive outcomes, such as engagement, happiness, and achievement. McKenzie was 

highly engaged at DSU, and she achieved success and opportunities for which many students at 

DSU were not able. Because of her confidence in the institution, and the confidence that she 

developed as a student leader, McKenzie felt as if she mattered at DSU. She felt noticed, or paid 

attention to, by administration and important to the campus community. McKenzie experienced 

some challenges in her third year that shifted the trajectory of her leadership tenure at DSU. 

Strayhorn (2012, 2018) suggested that sense of belonging must be satisfied as conditions change. 
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McKenzie’s need for belonging evolved her in third year; it took on a heightened importance as 

her environments changed in her third year.  

One way that involvement and leadership facilitated sense of belonging for McKenzie 

was through familiarizing her with the camps environment and ecology. Because McKenzie had 

been highly-involved since the beginning of her college career, even within the first month of her 

being a student, she had a particular familiarity with the institution. She learned about the 

resources and offices available to students early in her DSU career, and she was also privy to 

conversations between DSU administrators due to her being selected for an administrative task 

force. I discuss more about how McKenzie, and the other participants, had involvement 

experiences which facilitated their sense of belonging in Chapter Five. 

Summary of McKenzie’s Within-Case Findings 

There were two clear patterns throughout McKenzie’s story. First, McKenzie built a 

unique institutional identity as a student leader early-on in her college career. Because of this, 

she felt a connectedness and an affinity for DSU and was offered access into spaces which other 

students were often not able to experience. McKenzie’s peer group at DSU was made up of 

individuals who were also student leaders. Second, McKenzie expressed a series of teachable 

moments as a student leader at DSU. Moreover, she used those learning moments to pour into 

the students who followed in her footsteps. McKenzie took on roles as learner and teacher 

through her student leadership experience.  
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Sierra 

I’ve had a lot of setbacks, had a lot of nos, but I’ve also had a lot of yeses [sic]…I think 
that was important for me, just growing professionally and personally. [DSU] gave me a 
very, like variety of experiences, ya know, from being let down to being in like shock that 
I actually got this, or this actually happened to me…I will say I got a worldview…of what 
the world’s gonna be like, and I’m very appreciative of that. – Sierra 

 
A social butterfly, but not at the same time. Type A, but “lax”. Sierra described herself in 

a way that told me she was serious about her business, but she also liked to have some fun. As a 

product of a military family, Sierra described herself as disciplined and even said that she was a 

“really aggressive person”. We did not unpack Sierra’s suggestion that she was aggressive, but I 

didn’t gather an aggressive nature about her, in a negative way, at least. In my conversations 

with Sierra, I witnessed a “social butterfly”, “lax”, third-year DSU student who showed a level of 

vulnerability with me about her experiences at the institution. Sierra was an out-of-state student 

whose mother and father have roots in [state where DSU is located]. “Home” for Sierra was 

[Southwestern State] but she considered [state where DSU is located] her “second home”. Sierra 

was in the Top 10 percent of her high school graduating class in [Southwestern State], so she was 

automatically granted admission to any in-state school. She applied to one in-state school, but 

her heart was set on an out-of-state school, which was DSU. She was excited when offered 

admission to DSU and said that she was one of those “crazy [incoming students]” who had a 

texting relationship with her DSU admissions recruiter. On her decision to ultimately attend 

DSU, Sierra mentioned, “I just really loved the environment on campus and just everyone…it 

was just great. It really just felt right, and it still feels right, so I was really appreciative to have 

the opportunity to still go to [DSU]”. “It still feels right” suggested that, Sierra, at her 

penultimate year at DSU, was still pleased with her decision to attend the institution. Sierra’s 

journey at DSU was not without trial, though. Through our conversations, Sierra mentioned that 
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the past year was tough for her. She balanced a large academic course load with a long 

involvement portfolio and had “a lot going on” with friendships. She considered transferring to 

another institution back home in [Southwestern State]. However, things started to look better for 

Sierra at the latter part of her third year, which was around the time we engaged together in this 

study.  

There were two things for which Sierra mentioned, throughout the entirety of our time 

together, that sustained her and kept her at DSU – her leadership experiences and the 

relationships which she built on campus. She said, “…my involvement and just campus 

connections have been my really my favorite part of my experience.” In the following section, I 

tease out the ways in which involvement and campus connections have mattered to Sierra at 

DSU. These two constructs, connections and involvement, patterned themselves throughout our 

interviews.  

Meaningful connections as moments of mattering 

I think that I’ve been able to meet like-minded people and just people who embrace me, 
and I think that that was an important part of my journey at [DSU], cause I didn’t know 
anybody going there, so it just, it makes me feel good as a person knowing that I was able 
to, ya know, navigate such a large campus and make, you know, meaningful connections. 
–  Sierra 

 
Sierra consistently used the word “connections” throughout our conversations. As the 

researcher, I knew that how connections mattered to her was something that I needed to explore 

further. Thinking about her college choice process, Sierra mentioned that she felt like she would 

just be a number at DSU. She continued on to suggest that her campus connections provided an 

unanticipated experience for her.  

I felt like when I came to [DSU], I was just gonna be, ya know, one of the 38,000 
students on campus, but like I feel like I’m more than that, ya know. So, being able to 
make connections with people and not just in ya know certain areas, throughout all 
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avenues of campus was something that I didn’t expect, and I’m appreciative of that 
experience…I think I’ve gotten more than what I asked for. 

As she mentioned, Sierra was able to build connections with people in multiple pockets of 

campus. She discussed connections with faculty, staff, and other students. Sierra understood that 

a connection with one person could lead to another connection, and so on and so forth. She told 

me a story about support from a DSU administrator when she was looking for funding for a 

summer internship. She said, 

I remember when I took my internship last summer, at first they weren’t going to pay us 
our stipend until like the end, and I was like well, I need, I need to live off of somethin’. 
And so I was talking to [DSU administrator], and she was like ‘oh you need to walk 
down to the Career Center’…she connected me with [DSU staff member], and I was able 
to get, you know, a scholarship from the Career Center. 
 

Sierra discussed how support on campus, like that from the DSU administrator, had been 

beneficial for her in learning how to navigate campus and “get [her] in the right places”. Sierra 

recognized that this level of support was integral for her and suggested that every student at DSU 

should have a connection with someone. She continued,  

I feel like a lot of times we get in our little cliques and unless you enter space that you 
haven’t previously entered, but they don’t have any prior knowledge of you coming or 
like they don’t have a connection from a different person, like an acquaintance or 
something, I feel like it’s kind of hard to feel like people are like into what you’re 
doing… 
 
Sierra recognized that connections beyond faculty and staff are important, too. She 

discussed how connections with students have helped her to learn about involvement 

opportunities. When she started at DSU, she knew that she wanted to get involved; however, she 

did not know that involvement would look like due to DSU having a large student body. She 

decided to join a student organization that had a majority Black membership. At the time, she did 

not know much about Black-centered student organizations, because her high school did not 

offer culturally-based organizations. She mentioned that her involvement connections started 



 106 

with the majority Black student organization and with a conversation at one of DSU’s large-scale 

student networking events. She mentioned that opportunities started to “fall in her lap”. She said, 

I went to [DSU large-scale student networking event] and this girl like stopped me, and 
she was like have you thought about [student organization]?...I think that kinda fell in my 
lap… somebody like whispering in my ear like ‘have you heard of this?’ ‘You should do 
this!’…I remember [Black male student at DSU] had stopped me one time…and we 
started talking and he was like ‘you need to do this’, and I was like um okay and by the 
time I remembered…it was too late, but it was just like a lot of times people would like 
drop stuff in my lap… I think that’s kinda how I found different pockets to get involved 
in, it was never like I went and like sought out something like people told me about 
something. And I, ya know, thought about it and thought that this would be good for me, 
so I think definitely people whispering in my ear or recommending stuff is how I’ve been 
able to go on these different avenues of campus in a sense. 
 
Sierra did not have to seek out much of her involvement, because other students told her 

about opportunities. It was up to her to take advantage of those opportunities. Because of this, 

she felt as if she should give back to students in the same way students encouraged her to get 

involved. Sierra viewed this connection to other students as a mentorship opportunity. She 

explained,  

I love talking to people and I definitely love mentoring…I’ve been able to meet other 
people and just talk to them and just, ya know, even if, like I tell people all the time when 
I meet them ‘hey I may not remember your name’ - I’m terrible at names – but, I 
remember faces, and so, being able to go into the [DSU Student Union] and seeing a 
freshman or, even one of my fellow peers…I’m like ‘hey, how are you doing?’…being 
able to just make someone feel valued is important to me…I think that makes a 
difference for a lot of people, and I enjoy having that ability to you know just make 
people feel valued on such a big campus I think that has been a special moment for me. 
 

As a student leader, Sierra knew that her leadership experiences offered her a unique advantage 

in terms of support systems on campus. She suggested that because she knew more people, and 

more people knew her, she would get a different response versus a student who was not well-

connected on campus. At one point in our interview, she discussed how she lost a scholarship as 

a first-year student. She tried to schedule appointments and conversations with individuals in the 

office for which the scholarship was housed, not necessarily to get her scholarship back but to 
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discuss how to fix the issue that caused her to lose the scholarship. It was a process for which 

multiple students lost their scholarship, and Sierra wanted to help make the information on how 

to obtain and keep the scholarship more accessible to students. She felt as if she was not effective 

in doing so and mentioned that had she been in the same situation as a third-year student, she 

may have had a different experience. She said,  

…people [in the office] were looking at me like ‘ummm what are you doing? I don’t 
know who you are, so your words don’t have any value to what you’re saying’…I think if 
I were to go now to certain offices, I may get a different response, because I know more 
people on campus.  
 

Sierra understood that, as a student leader, her thoughts carried weight at DSU. Moreover, Sierra 

discussed how being a Black woman student leader allowed her to have a particular perspective 

that was rewarding for her in certain spaces on campus. She explained, 

I don’t know if you would call them tricks, but just being able to navigate spaces where I 
may be the only one. And I may the only woman, I may be the only Black woman…I 
think that has been great for me in finding my Blackness and…use my Blackness as a 
light, ya know. I may be able to change someone’s mind and just being proud of my 
heritage, I think that’s important and so, just changing not the culture but make an 
impression on people who may have had, ya know, preconceived notions about Black 
womanhood or Blackness in general, and yeah I’m not the – I don’t speak for the whole 
community, but if I can make one impression to change someone’s mind, I think that’s 
been great for me at [DSU], navigating these different spaces with different people from 
different places and different beliefs… 
 

Overall, Sierra’s connections and relationships on campus added value to her college experience. 

She recognized that her connections to people and to DSU would transcend her undergraduate 

tenure at the institution. She mentioned,  

…if I move somewhere, I’m pretty sure if I see another [DSU] grad or even if we haven’t 
met before, I’m pretty sure we will be able to connect… and just you know, have a 
relationship, so I think just being able to come to a big campus and make meaningful 
connections is a big deal for me. And I think those connections will go beyond my 
undergrad experience, so I’m excited to see that transition um and see how that works in 
the real world. 
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Leadership as a saving grace 

Honestly, I think my involvement makes my experience at [DSU], like that, if I could say 
my one favorite thing, like everybody’s like football, no… my involvement is my favorite thing 
that I’ve done on campus. – Sierra 
 

In our focus group conversation, Sierra mentioned that she considered transferring from 

DSU at one point. She said that in her first and second years at DSU, her “life was going great”. 

Then, in her transition from her second year to her third year, “everything just hit the fan”. She 

mentioned that she dealt with issues in friendships and in her personal life. She also mentioned 

that recent campus events at DSU took a toll on her spirit. She did not explain which campus 

events she mentioned, but because I was familiar with DSU, I had a feeling that I knew which 

events she referenced. She also explained that she felt like her whole life had “disappeared” at 

the beginning of her third year. Ultimately, her leadership experiences kept her at DSU. She said, 

…that’s when I like threw myself into my leadership. Like I always valued my 
leadership, but like after I felt like my personal life and like my social life had just 
completely went crazy, I really threw myself in my work and like I think that’s kinda 
where I found my place. It was negative, but in a sense it helped me – my leadership 
helped me in just being in different spaces and keeping myself busy. 
 
Even though her leadership served as a saving grace towards her staying at DSU, Sierra 

recognized that her involvement experiences took up a significant portion of her time. She 

admitted that she put more emphasis on her leadership positions than her academics. Sierra also 

said that being in leadership positions kept her so busy that she did not do a good job with 

practicing self-care. She discussed that one day she was so busy with involvement expectations 

that she turned in a paper late. She understood that moving into her final year at DSU, she would 

have to consider priorities in terms of balancing academics and involvement. After reflecting on 

a time in which she fell asleep while writing a paper, she shared with me,  

At that point, [in regard to turning in a late paper] you can’t do anything, so I think it’s 
just me having to find a balance, that’s been kind of hard, cause I love my involvement so 
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much. But I’m hoping next year I’m about to, ya know, be more disciplined and rein 
some of that in and focus more on my school. 
 
Her emphasis on involvement over academics had not been totally unproductive, though. 

Sierra mentioned that her leadership experiences on campus shaped her future career trajectory. 

She started that conversation by expressing her thoughts on her current major. She said, “…the 

more I went into college, I was like I don’t know if [her academic major] is what I wanna do 

long-term, just cause I felt like from when I got interested in [her academic major] and up until 

now, a lot has changed.” She then went on and explained how her leadership positions on 

campus allowed her to find a different passion – working with college students. She described 

the particular moment that she knew she wanted to go in a different direction in life, in terms of 

her career. It was through a leadership experience where she was working with new DSU 

students and families at the institution’s summer orientation. She continued,  

I just got a big enjoyment about talking to people about my own college experience, and 
like just talking to them about how to navigate college life and I don’t know, I just got 
joy out of my day, being able to like calm people’s spirits, ya know… I think just seeing 
[researcher] and other people in higher ed and like the relationships y’all have with 
students that’s something that I would like to have, and I think that will give me more 
enjoyment than my [her academic major] experience.  
 
Sierra’s leadership experiences sustained her throughout her third year at DSU. She also 

took the time to work on her personal life and spend quality time with her family, especially 

while being at home during a halt in campus operations due to COVID-19. In doing those things, 

she felt as if her “peace had been restored”. Furthermore, Sierra’s leadership experiences allowed 

her to consider a new career path, one that she expected would give her more enjoyment than the 

trajectory of her current academic major. Sierra provided a nice summation of how her 

connections on campus and leadership experiences have mattered to her as a student. She 

explained, “The work I do is what’s important to me, and I think I’ve been able to do work on 
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campus and talk, and ya know, have relationships with people and help people…”. She said that 

her leadership and connections have been the most beneficial experiences for her at UA; 

however, her self-defined measure of her success was not the positions or titles she achieved, but 

through her feeling as though she has made a difference in someone’s life. She explained, 

… me being able to mentor people and just have these great connections and… that came 
with titles and being in these important spaces, but that doesn’t mean anything. At the 
end of the day, being in those spaces, if you’re able to make a difference in those spaces, 
I think that’s successful rather than the titles and your resume being long. You could have 
no titles, and if you’ve made an impression on one person or you’ve done one thing, to 
me that’s success… I think I’ve been able to do that in multiple areas, and so that’s what 
I define my success by at [DSU]… I’m happy with how that’s gonna wrap up in [her 
graduation semester]. 
 
In the focus group, Sierra wrote that she experienced growth in her third year at DSU. 

She wrote, “My junior year has really allowed me to mature through my challenges and my 

involvement has allowed me to gain so many opportunities”. As mentioned at the beginning of 

Sierra’s profile, she allowed our conversation to have a level of vulnerability where she 

expressed the good and the bad that she experienced at DSU. Her campus connections and 

influence as a student leader improved her DSU experience and added value to her life.  

Sierra and Sense of Belonging 

Like her peers in the study, Sierra’s desire to get involved on campus facilitated her sense 

of belonging. Like McKenzie, Sierra became involved early in her college career. Because of 

this, she suggested that her first and second years at DSU went well. The desire to get involved 

on campus was an expressed need for Sierra. Sierra experienced challenges in her third year at 

DSU that hindered her sense of belonging at the institution. At one point, she considered if she 

needed to transfer to another institution.  As Strayhorn (2012, 2018) suggested, sense of 

belonging must be satisfied as conditions change. Sense of belonging is fluid in nature for 

college students, and for Sierra, sense of belonging took on a heightened important during her 
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third year at DSU. As described in the above within-case findings for Sierra, her leadership and 

involvement roles sustained her through her third year at DSU. It can be said, then, that her 

involvement facilitated a sense of belonging for her. Strayhorn (2018) suggested four ways in 

which involvement facilities a college student’s sense of belonging. Two of the ways explicitly 

align with Sierra’s experience with involvement and belonginess: connections with others who 

share [student’s] interests, values, and commitments and generating feelings among students 

that they matter and others depend on them (Strayhorn, 2018). I discuss more about how Sierra, 

and the other participants, had involvement experiences which facilitated their sense of 

belonging in Chapter Five.  

Summary of Sierra’s Within-Case Findings 

 There were two clear patterns that showed up in my conversations with Sierra and these 

patterns are what sustained her through her three years at Deep South University. First, Sierra 

built meaningful connections with administrators, staff, and other students at DSU. The 

connections offered her new and productive relationships, in addition to a window into new 

involvement opportunities. Sierra reciprocated what these connections meant for her and in turn, 

felt a responsibility to mentor new and first-year students at DSU.  Second, Sierra felt a fondness 

for her college experience through her involvement experiences. She experienced some 

hardships and challenges during her college experience and considered transferring to another 

institution. However, because of her involvement and leadership roles, she decided to stay at 

DSU. Her involvement experiences even led her to consider a change in career trajectory, one 

that would allow her to work with college students and in higher education. Overall, the 

meaningful connections that she made and her love for leadership sustained Sierra’s during her 

tenure at Deep South University.  
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Kennedy 

I think I’ve been pretty successful here, but a lot of it, to me, is because I’ve had a lot of 
failures that people don’t ever really get to see. And that I never quit, and I could have 
going forward – when I didn’t get something, I went for it again and that is a story that I 
can tell a lot of the girls that look up to me. Cause I think people see you and they’re 
like…you’re in this, you’re in that, like I mean people say like I’m ‘perfect’ and I’m like 
‘no… that is not me’, and being able to say ‘look yeah I’m in these organizations, but let 
me tell you my journey’…because I’ve never quit like I think that shows a lot more 
success than people that just got it the first time around and weren’t like truly 
appreciative for the opportunity that they were given. – Kennedy 

 
I knew about Kennedy through my professional connections, but prior to this study, I had 

never talked with her one-on-one. When we started our interviews, I anticipated our 

conversations would be productive to the study. This was because, through professional 

connections, I knew that Kennedy was well-connected and well-known at DSU. Kennedy 

articulated her journey at DSU in a powerful way, so much so that her words informed the title 

for this study.  

Raised by a single mother in central [state which DSU is located], Kennedy spoke highly 

of her relationship with her mother. Additionally, Kennedy spoke highly of her grandparents’ 

influence in her life. Of her grandmother, she said, "my grandmother has always been the 

encourager and she always is like, do your best and when that’s all you’ve done, ya know, the 

rest is in the Lord’s hands.” Kennedy was raised with a “strong foundation in Christ” and that 

foundation shaped her journey into and through Deep South University, as it had during her pre-

college experiences.  

Kennedy’s familial relationships influenced how she understood leadership. Her 

grandparents were strong leaders in her community – they had been leaders in her hometown for 

years. Kennedy modeled after her grandparents’ leadership journey throughout grade school and 

college. Kennedy was a student leader throughout high school, and when Kennedy was college-
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bound, the opportunity for leadership was a deciding factor for her. She reflected on her thoughts 

during her college choice process and said,   

I need to do leadership! I need to be in [first-year student organization at DSU], I need to 
be in, ya know, all these things. So, I feel like for me a lot of it was what place to I feel 
like I can grow the most, have as many opportunities as possible…be focused on 
academics and graduate with a quality degree. 
 
Kennedy felt as if she would have a well-rounded college experience at DSU. One of her 

basic needs as a first-year student was to “do leadership”. In our interviews, I noticed two 

distinct lines of conversation. First, Kennedy saw leadership as advocacy and a means for social 

justice work and equity at DSU. It was clear that her grandparents’ influence of strong Black 

leadership and working to advance Black people through the Civil Rights Movement was present 

throughout her DSU leadership experiences. She mentioned that she had to fight for her place on 

campus, and several times, discussed how she wanted the next student, particularly Black 

women, to have the same opportunities. Second, Kennedy underscored what it meant to be a 

Black woman student leader at DSU. She experienced salient moments throughout college where 

race was a factor. It was clear that Kennedy’s experiences with being a Black woman in 

leadership at DSU was an entry way for her to want to create equitable opportunities for other 

students.   

Leadership as advocacy 

I think that there is still a lot of inequity that needs to be addressed…Black students are 
in the minority on campus extremely, but they should still have the same leadership 
opportunities and that shouldn’t be something that’s dictated based off of the [Greek] 
letters that are on your shirt…so, I think that’s probably been the hardest thing is, for me 
to like have to explain to White students…the way that [DSU] works is not always the 
most fair way, and that we’ve gotta find ways to make it more equitable. – Kennedy 
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From a young age, Kennedy witnessed strong Black leadership. She was aware of how 

critical it was for Black people to work to advance their race. This way of knowing for Kennedy 

was shaped by her observations of her grandparents and their work with civil rights. She said,  

…my grandparents were really involved in the Civil Rights Movement... we grew up a 
lot having conversations in the household about what being Black meant and the 
importance of Black leadership, which I think is a large reason why I’m so actively 
involved at [DSU]. 
 
It was important that Kennedy practiced what she knew about Black leadership while she 

was in college. Things worked out nicely for Kennedy, as she had been offered opportunities 

where leadership met her passion. Passion was a driving force for Kennedy’s hard work on 

campus, and she talked about what it meant to have other students join her in efforts to make 

DSU a better place.  

I think I consider myself a really passionate person, I – when I believe something, I will 
do everything in my power to get other people on board with that, and I’ve tried to spark 
that in the people around me and so, once I get people on this team, like okay we’re 
gonna do it, we’re gonna fix it, the team members that I choose are always people that are 
really loyal and that I know are gonna work hard and so, ya know, they keep me 
accountability and that’s whose really helped me stay on track. 
 
Kennedy expressed her leadership journey at DSU in a way that suggested leadership 

meant advocacy for her. She had grown as a leader, in addition to reaching back to help other 

students grow as leaders. She explained, “I think [DSU]’s offered me a lot of great opportunities 

to grow in my leadership and feel like I’m opening up doors for more minority students.” 

Though Kennedy expressed that she had great opportunities at DSU, she did not shy away from 

explaining what hardships she endured as a student leader. She loved DSU, but there were times 

where conversations and experiences around race and about race made her question if she made 

the right decision to attend DSU. She said, 

... I think that’s probably been one of the hardest things that I’ve had to struggle with that 
has made me question like, should I have gone to [DSU], should I have gone somewhere 
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else and then those moments where I think race as played the biggest part of it. I’ve really 
questioned it, but for the most part, like I realize that it takes a few people that have to 
start opening up doors for other people, so that it’s a smoother transition for them. So, I 
don’t regret coming to [DSU], in one way in the sense that I feel like I’ve been able to 
open up doors for others. 
 
A reoccurring thought for Kennedy was that she felt as if she was helping others through 

her leadership. It had not always been easy for Kennedy as Black woman student leader at DSU; 

however, she realized that her work on campus had meaning – to open doors for others. Kennedy 

talked about what it meant for her to do that work. She said,   

I mean, it’s just embedded into who I am to think about my race and to think about Black 
people and different ways that I can bring, help bring up other Black people. Like, I’m 
working and doing things, so I feel like that’s always probably been my biggest thing. 
 

Kennedy recognized that she was able to do that work due to her status on campus. People on 

campus knew Kennedy as a highly-involved and highly-visible student leader. She knew that her 

opinion mattered. Because of that position on campus, she leaned into the opportunity to 

advocate for students. She explained,  

I think I am definitely in a privileged place that I’m a part of organizations that give me a 
different status...So, when Kennedy [Last Name] needs something from [DSU President], 
it’s different than a student that’s not involved in [two notable student organizations] 
needing something, so I feel like my voice and my opinion matters...I think that’s been 
the hardest thing is realizing that not everyone has the same access to administration and 
getting the resources that they need, so I have to appreciate that and try to open up those 
resources as much as possible to others. 
 

Her membership in notable DSU student organizations carried weight. Kennedy expressed that 

“clout” came with being in the organizations; however, that popularity was not how Kennedy 

understood her situatedness in the organizations on campus. The notable organizations for which 

Kennedy was a member were well-respected, for the most part, on and beyond campus. Kennedy 

recognized that individuals placed those organizations on a higher pedestal than other DSU 

student organizations. She said,  
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I definitely can tell a difference between the way that they’re seen, but I guess like, 
because I am very service-driven, the way that I see the positions is more of an 
opportunity to serve, not exactly more of the clout that comes with it. 
 
Kennedy understood her role in those organizations as an opportunity to serve others. 

Through her roles on campus, Kennedy was able to create opportunities for students who were 

new to DSU or looking for involvement experiences such as hers. Kennedy was also future-

oriented; she discussed how she planned to give back and create opportunities for students when 

she became an alumna. She explained how her membership in one service-related campus 

organization, one that had a focus on improving [state in which DSU was located] and was 

focused on social justice, held much meaning for her. She described her thoughts towards the 

organization, how the organization shaped her giving-back through service, and how connections 

through the organization have mattered to her. She suggested that the organization, while not the 

most visible student leadership organization on campus, was her “favorite thing” she had done at 

DSU. She said, 

[Organization] was really the first social organization...that I was able to dive into. And, a 
large focus with the organization is networking through the generations and once you’re 
in [Organization], you’re never out of it...when I graduate, I’ll become a fellow, I’ll have 
the opportunity to be on the advisory board, and they host events all throughout the year 
for every single age bracket...and so for me when I think about after I graduate from 
[DSU], that will probably be the strongest tie that I still have to the University. It’s just a 
way to continue giving back to the students that are here but also just working with a 
great network of alumni that are doing incredible work across the nation and around the 
world...so I definitely feel like a lot of the connections that I’ve made through 
[Organization] and other organizations will help me. 
 
Serving in student organizations such as the one that Kennedy described offered another 

level of leadership development for Kennedy. She practiced advocacy through her position as a 

highly-regarded student leader on campus, and moreover, serving people through leadership 

helped her to understand human connectedness and diversity of people. She talked about what 

learning and knowing others meant for her. She explained,  



 117 

I think the fact that I’m in such diverse organizations that are all very different has given 
me an extremely well-rounded view of people and working with different types of 
people. The way that I interact with my sorority sisters when we’re like planning 
something is gonna be much different than the way that I’m like working with my friends 
in [her academic major]...just the same with [two student organizations]... I think I’ve 
gotten a lot of value in learning different working styles and seeing what’s important to 
people and learning how to like work the most efficiently based off people’s passions. So, 
I really like feel just that diversity has really helped me to understand human connection 
a lot better, and I’m really happy that like, my freshman year, I think a lot of times 
women that are in [Sorority’s Council]…cause there’s so many of us and it can be really 
overwhelming, that you’re only friends with people that are in [Sorority’s Council]... 
because I kinda branched out freshman year and made a point that my friends were not 
just gonna be my sorority sisters that that was a great way to like force myself into 
different pockets of campus. 
 

Forcing herself into various pockets of campus meant that Kennedy was able to meet a diverse 

group of people and make connections with people who have shaped her leadership journey at 

DSU. Kennedy realized that DSU was not perfect, but she felt as if the institution became a more 

diverse place during her time in college. Her leadership journey was not perfect, but ultimately, 

Kennedy expressed satisfaction with her experience at DSU. She explained, 

I was satisfied in the sense that I felt like [DSU] was working towards a more diverse 
campus within my time being here...there were definitely moments, um, where I was just 
like, y’all it’s 2020, what are we doing? Um, and questioned like the progress that we 
were making, but I also have to remember that [DSU] also reflects [state in which DSU is 
located], and that social issues still exist, and that it’s a slow process, but like I truly feel 
like things have changed for the better. 
 

Kennedy expressed optimism that DSU was working toward a better campus in the context of a 

state where conservative politics were deeply-rooted. She understood that progress was a slow-

moving and gradual process. 

Kennedy’s leadership journey and experience at DSU had not been completely smooth, 

because she had to “fight so hard and not make one mistake to get to [her current student leader 

status on campus]”. Kennedy discussed this “fight” more throughout our conversations. The 
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second theme of Kennedy’s within-case analysis describes how Kennedy had to navigate being a 

Black woman student leader at a historically White institution. 

Reality of being a Black woman in Leadership at an HWI 

…you can count the Black women that are leaders on campus on one hand…I look at 
those people who are leaders and the amount of work…I always remember growing up, 
my mom was like you have to be ten times better than the White girl next to you. And that 
same principle applies in college. That I definitely feel like Black women are the last 
people to be considered for a position. – Kennedy 

 
Kennedy knew that with being a Black woman student leader at DSU, she was an 

anomaly within the student body. She suggested that one could count the number of Black 

women who are leaders, at least in the highly-visible DSU student organizations, on one hand.  

Kennedy mentioned that her grandparents and family members set the tone for what Black 

leadership meant to her. She recognized that there was power in being a Black leader but that 

being a leader, especially as a Black woman, would not be without challenges. She explained, “I 

definitely am proud of be a Black woman. And I like to make that very clear, even in the White 

spaces that I exist in, but it definitely comes with its challenges.” 

One of the first challenges which Kennedy discussed was being a Black woman in a 

traditionally White sorority. Because membership in her Greek council often afforded women 

opportunities to be very involved at DSU, Kennedy expressed how there was a competitive 

nature among the women in her sorority. She felt that she had role models within her sorority to 

guide her to a leadership path, and additionally, she had a particular Black woman student leader 

on campus who would be “real” with her about the realities that came with being a Black woman 

in a White sorority at DSU. She said,  

...a lot of the role models that I had within my sorority helped me to figure out that path 
that was good for me... also like I had like the Black women like [UA Black alumna who 
was well-connected on campus] who always showed me exactly what I needed to do but 
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was always extremely real with me about the difficulties that came with that, like my 
White sorority would never be able to truly understand. 
 

Kennedy’s journey into and through a traditionally White sorority was, historically, considered 

an unconventional route for Black women at DSU. Kennedy was one of two Black women in her 

pledge class of roughly 130 women. She described challenges as it related to her membership in 

a sorority mostly comprised of White women. She talked about having to go to “swaps” and 

parties with her sorority sisters and facing discrimination within traditionally White fraternities 

who were not used to Black people attending their events. Kennedy continued the conversation 

and described a “really odd” phenomenon of growing as a leader in her first-year but struggling 

to find her place socially at DSU. She questioned if she fit in with the Black community at DSU, 

who critiqued her choice to join a White sorority, and then, she questioned if she fit into a 

“White space” that for so many years did not want people that looked like [her]”. Through 

navigating different spaces on campus, Kennedy created her own narrative. She said,  

...I think I’ve grown a lot of confidence as a Black woman and being really proud and 
unapologetic of like the route that I took as a Black woman on campus. And helping 
people realize that like there is no single experience, we all have different routes to 
getting where we are, we all still have the ability to just as successful. 
 
Kennedy recognized that there was no single Black experience at DSU. In her experience 

with other Black students at DSU, Kennedy discussed how they perceived her membership in a 

White sorority in different ways. She suggested that when other people understood her “one-on-

one" and “knew [her] heart”, they would know that she was “well-connected to her roots and 

heritage”. She was not just a “wannabe White girl”, in fact, she knew that being a Black woman 

preceded her in everything she did. When asked about what identity was most salient to her, she 

said her race. She explained,  

I think just because it’s the one thing that no matter what happens in my life, will 
probably play the biggest factor when it comes to bias, when it comes to jobs, when it 
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comes to leadership opportunities… I always think about how in any leadership position, 
it’s like – ‘oh, like here’s the manager/CEO’ – but, if it’s like a Black woman – it’s like 
‘okay, there’s a Black, female CEO’. It’s almost like it’s a part of your title in everything 
that you do... for me currently on campus, it’s [Executive Position]...so it’s like, um 
‘[Kennedy], she’s the Black – first Black female to serve on [student organization 
executive board]’... I’m like, ‘okay, great, but also don’t just see me as a Black woman, 
see that I’m capable, like there are other things that I bring to the table’. 
 

She continued, 

Which, not saying that that’s everyone mindset, or all of our administrators, and all of our 
jobs are that way, but I definitely think I run into a lot of issues with people looking at my 
identity and my race, before they look at my leadership that I’ve actually accomplished. 
 

It was a reality for Kennedy that her race and gender identities would always be regarded before 

her accomplishments. Because of this, Kennedy suggested that she had to work harder than her 

counterparts - White women and men and even Black men – in order to be granted into and 

successful in leadership roles at DSU. She explained,  

So that’s like such a hierarchy that I feel like I’ve had to fight so hard and not make one 
mistake to get here, where I see people who’ve had so many mistakes down the line, and 
through their privilege and organizations that they’re a part of, have been granted access 
to positions that I’ve had to work my butt off for. 
 
Kennedy described how there was “a lot more room for error” for her White and male 

counterparts. Knowing what she knew about Black leadership, as shaped by her mother and 

grandparents, the challenges that she faced as a Black woman student leader did not stop her 

from continuing down her leadership trajectory. When speaking about her grandparents and the 

go-getter attitude to which she always prescribed, she mentioned,  

…both of them have definitely given me a strong foundation in Christ, but also have 
always encouraged me to at least put my name in the pot, too, for things. Like – you 
never know until you try. If you don’t ever apply, then you’ll never know what you’re 
capable of. 
 
Kennedy also articulated that being in community with other Black women leaders, like 

the participants in this study, helped her form confidence in being a Black woman. She 
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mentioned, “I’ve definitely found a lot of confidence from being in college, because it was the 

first time that I was exposed to other Black women that wore their hair naturally and were 

leaders and were able to be successful.” 

Though Kennedy considered herself successful at DSU, there were times where she felt 

moments of unbelonging. In those times, she reflected on what it meant to be a Black student, 

moreover a Black woman student leader, at DSU. She explained the spaces on campus where she 

experienced unbelonging. She said,  

I think I had moments when I’m struggling for belonging being in the minority and 
especially like, I like to bring everything back to being in a [majority White] sorority…I 
feel like that’s probably been the biggest moment when I don’t feel like I belong 
sometimes. When you look around and you’re like, ‘okay I’m the only person here’, like 
knowing the history of the [DSU], that’s also in moments when I’m like – ‘do I really 
belong here? Do they really want Black people here?’ Or, ‘are we just here so we don’t 
all look racist?’ Um, and so there have been moments where I don’t feel belonging in that 
sense, but overall I feel like there’s a place for everyone at [DSU]...we just have to kind 
of find that home for you. 
 

Kennedy and Sense of Belonging 

Kennedy expressed a need for belonging early in our conversations. She mentioned that, 

in the college choice process, she needed a school where she could grow, get a quality degree, 

and “do leadership”. It was clear that in order for Kennedy to feel as if she belonged at her 

institution, there were some needs, especially with leadership and involvement, that had to be 

fulfilled. As described in her above within-case findings, Kennedy took an unconventional route 

for Black sorority women at DSU – she chose to pursue a predominately White DSU sorority. 

Due to being one of a handful of Black women in her sorority, Kennedy described how her race 

influenced her belongingness in her sorority. Strayhorn (2012, 2018) suggested that sense of 

belonging takes on a heightened importance when individuals feel a level of vulnerability and 

isolation in certain contexts and spaces on campus. It was evident that Kennedy’s experiences 
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with/in her sorority, and other Greek-affiliated spaces on campus, influenced her feelings of 

belonginess, or un-belongingness, on campus. Sense of belonging is also influenced by social 

identities, and there were several instances of how being a Black woman influenced Kennedy’s 

sense of belonging at DSU. Though Kennedy felt moments of unbelonging within her sorority, 

and in her experience with Black students who critiqued her choice in sorority, she ultimately 

created her own narrative at Deep South University. She achieved belongingness through 

realizing her leadership work as advocacy and helping others, and she was able to experience 

confidence and self-authorship (i.e. the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs and identity) 

(Baxter Magolda, 2001).  

Kennedy’s involvement and leadership roles facilitated a sense of belonging for her in 

several ways. She was able to connect with students who shared similar passions as her, which 

included advancing the Black race and advocating for equitable DSU experiences for all 

students. Additionally, as a well-connected student leader, she was familiar with campus and its 

various environments. Kennedy’s work on campus and helping students who desired to be 

students generated feelings of mattering for Kennedy – she felt like she mattered on campus and 

that others depended on her to continue the work that she did on campus. I discuss more about 

how Kennedy, and the other participants, had involvement experiences which facilitated their 

sense of belonging in Chapter Five. 

Summary of Kennedy’s Within-Case Findings 
 

There were two clear patterns in my conversations with Kennedy. First, she had a clear 

epistemology and leadership philosophy that transcended diversity and inclusion and was 

situated within equity and justice. Second, she was well-aware of how her Black womanhood 

affected her personal and professional identities. Though she was misunderstood by some people 
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at DSU, she maintained a work ethic that was shaped by her relationship with her grandparents 

and “embedded” in who she was.  

Conclusions from Within-Case Analysis 

The previous stories from five Black women student leaders at DSU provide insight to 

the experiences that Black women student leaders have as outsiders-within (Collins, 1986) at a 

historically White institution. The participants shared stories of becoming and identity 

development, finding purpose on campus and in life, building an affinity for their college 

experience, learning lifelong principles of leading others, making meaningful connections, 

finding their voice in advocacy and for seeking justice, and understanding the realities of being 

Black women in power and proximity in White spaces. The women learned and expressed these 

things by way of their leadership experiences at DSU. In the next chapter, I discuss the patterns 

and similarities that I found between and across the participant’s stories. The bulk of the findings 

in Chapter Five extend from the women’s shared conversation about being Black women student 

leaders at DSU during the study’s focus group. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

ACROSS-CASE FINDINGS 

In Chapter Four, I provided an in-depth description of the remarkable themes that were 

present throughout each of the five participants’ interviews and written reflections. The 

following literature provides a look at the commonalities and variations among each of the 

women’s stories. It was important to me, as the researcher and author of this dissertation, that I 

understood the individual experiences of the women, in addition to development of a synthesis 

that captured the essence of Black women’s leadership experiences across individuals. Stake 

(2005) suggested that the research present merged findings, in addition to the holistic individual 

findings in a multiple case study.  

In the following chapter, I discuss two major themes that I created from patterns between 

each of the participants’ stories. The two major themes are: 1) the challenges with being Black 

women student leaders, and 2) how the participants, by their work on campus, wrote Black 

(women) student leaders into existence at DSU. There are sub-themes within each major theme. 

In the following sections, I discuss each of these themes with direct quotations and triangulated 

data to increase the robustness of the across-case findings. I conclude the chapter with a 

discussion on the connections of the across-case findings to the theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks for the study. 
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The Challenge(s) of Being Black and Woman and Leader 

I see myself in these spaces, and I’m like – ‘I don’t know how I get here, I don’t know 
why they let me in this group, I don’t know why they hired me’...I look around, and I’m 
like, ‘I’m not like her, I’m not like her...she does this better than me, she looks better than 
me’...so even when you get to those spaces, and it’s like yes, you worked so hard for it, 
you’re still gonna feel like...I still don’t belong here.  – Sheridan 

 
The first major theme within the across-case findings is that the five participants 

expressed a handful of challenges that came along with being a Black woman and a student 

leader at DSU. The participants’ intersecting identities as Black and woman, and their campus 

identity as a leader, showed up in different ways for the women. Some of the identities showed 

up in more salient ways for the women – it largely depended on the context of the situation. 

Stories of individual experiences turned into conversations of collective experiences with 

hardships and challenges at DSU. From our individual and group interviews, I noticed three 

distinct challenges expressed by the participants: 1) expectations and pressure to be perfect, 2) 

situational experiences of not belonging, and 3) lack of self-care. I provide an in-depth 

discussion of the three challenges in the sections below.  

High Expectations and Pressure to be Perfect 

The first way that the participants expressed a challenge between identities of Blackness, 

womanhood, and being a student leader was a perceived feeling of high expectations being 

placed on them as individuals. The participants described moments when they felt as if people 

held them to a higher standard than other students on campus and the responsibility that came 

with that notion. The pressure to be “perfect” was uncomfortable for some of the participants. 

There were a couple of ways in which the perceived pressure to be perfect showed up in our 

conversations. First, the women suggested that they were raised on a pedestal by peers, 
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administration, and in external environments. Second, the women felt a pressure to conform to 

the unrealistic expectations placed upon them by others.  

“Your Heroes Will Always Let You Down” 

In our focus group conversation, the participants talked about how younger students 

viewed them as perfect people. The women shared stories and joked about how younger students 

did not realize that although they were highly-visible student leaders, they were “just like [the 

younger students]”. Though it was a funny phenomenon, the participants described how being 

“perfect” made them feel as if others put them on a unique and complicated pedestal. McKenzie 

explained, 

It’s very hard to take in...I was having a conversation with [two Black male DSU student 
leaders and Sheridan]...people really do look at us as these leaders on campus...I 
definitely don’t see myself in that light of these ‘raise me high on a pedestal’ type of 
person, I’m like, if you know the conversations me and my friends have, I am just like 
you. 
 

Sierra discussed a similar experience with feeling as if her peers put her on a pedestal at DSU. 

She explained,  

I remember walking in on the first day of class for this year...and I walk into the [student 
organization] office, and it was like, people got like quiet...and then I see this girl...she 
always calls me Ms. [Sierra’s Last Name], and it bugs me...just called me [Sierra], like 
I’m literally your peer. 
 

Sierra suggested that the student in her organization’s office became quiet due to Sierra’s 

presence. Sierra talked about how it “bugged” her when students viewed her as someone that 

they should, essentially, be intimidated by on campus. Students would act as if they were 

stepping on “pins and needles” around her. She continued, "I feel like for a lot of us, when we 

enter certain spaces, especially with younger people, like they’re afraid to talk, and for me that’s 

just weird...ask me whatever you want, because I’m an open person.” Sierra then discussed how 

the phenomenon of students becoming quiet around her and making her out to be a campus 
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celebrity was uncomfortable for her. Sierra started to consider who her story could be safe with 

on campus. She said, 

For me, I’m a very private person, and when I realized that shift, more people looking at 
me, I was even more private...you don’t know people’s intentions, and I know a lot of 
times these young girls, they look up to us and if they get in an uncomfortable situation, 
they may say something,, and it’s like ‘well, how did you know that?’, I’m very 
cognizant of who I’m talking to... 
 
 Kennedy discussed how she pushed back against students making her out to be a campus 

heroine, too. In one of her leadership roles, Kennedy frequently spoke with prospective students. 

Kennedy told a story about a conversation with an incoming student, a Black woman, who 

wanted to pursue membership into a predominately White sorority, as Kennedy had done. She 

described, 

...I was FaceTimeing this [incoming Black woman student who intends to join a 
predominately White DSU sorority], and she was like ‘omg, you’re so perfect’, and I was 
like ‘look, my greatest advice is that one of these days you’re gonna see me looking 
ratchet, you’re gonna see me not having it together...but in that moment, you have to 
realize that we are people, too’. 
 

Kennedy wanted the student to know that she was a person, too, not just a highly-involved and 

well-known student leader at DSU. She talked about advice that she was given when she was an 

eager, first-year student. She said, “...one of the best things that someone told me my freshman 

year was that ‘your heroes will always let you down’...”. 

Sheridan joked about how students will “stare me at [her], and they’re like ‘Hi 

Sheridan!’”. She understood that she was a highly-visible person on campus, particularly because 

of her student leadership roles. Sheridan took a different approach to explaining what it meant to 

be placed on a pedestal by others. She described what it meant to have administrators and people 

external to DSU idolize her. She explained, 

I think it’s also interesting, like once we’re now in these positions, having to not just deal 
with peers, but...people are always looking at us now...now I’m always just very mindful 
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about anything I talk about...as a [student leader position], we have one-on-one sessions, 
and like my boss will ask me stuff, and I’m just like okay, I gotta be careful about what I 
say, and even when I’m having conversations with [DSU Student Life Professional] in 
the [Student Life Office] or with my advisor, we’ve had a lot of talks, and so I think 
another thing going along with those leadership positions is not just the peers and 
students, but now like faculty and staff or prospective students...knowing that your 
opinion on things carries weight...we can be seen as “university officials”. 
 

Sheridan knew that she had to be careful with her words and careful in her actions, because some 

may consider her word as the final word on matters related to DSU. She talked about having to 

censor herself, particular due to her highly-visible role as a member of a student group housed 

under the DSU president’s office. She mentioned, “’cause I don’t want nobody to say that 

‘Sheridan said this’, so ‘that must mean that [DSU President] thinks this’...so, I just try not to say 

anything.” After Sheridan made the previous statement, another participant who is also a 

member of the student group housed under the president’s office, mentioned that she had to be 

mindful of the same consideration in regard to her opinion being seen as the DSU president’s 

opinion, particularly when it came to things like endorsing [United States] presidential 

candidates on social media.  

The participants’ thoughts on being place on a pedestal by peers, administrators, and 

external communities led into a conversation about the consequences that come with being 

situated in that way. They felt a pressure to conform to unrealistic expectations placed upon them 

by others. The expectations were accentuated when they were from others’ on campus who 

shared the participants’ same racial identity.  

Expectations of Black Women 

All of the participants, during individual conversations, alluded to how they learned that 

they had to work harder as a Black woman when they were younger. The participants talked 

about how this advice came from a mother-figure in their life. McKenzie said, “...a conversation 
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that I think my mom just like always had, is that, ya know, you have to work ten times harder 

than um anybody else.” Other participants suggested this a notion of working hard that their 

counterparts, especially White counterparts, was a part of Black womanhood. Knowing this, 

Aubrey mentioned advice that she had for up and coming Black women students at DSU. She 

said, “...know that you are held to a higher standard...it’s not fair sometimes, but it’s the truth, 

and the earlier you learn that, the easier it is to maneuver through it”. 

The participants and I had a conversation about what it meant to maneuver through the 

pressure and expectations that came along with being Black women student leaders at DSU. 

Aubrey explained, 

...I also think about it, um, as a lot of pressure...especially being Black...having to walk 
this fine line, kinda like Sheridan was saying, between your Black peers and your White 
peers, and then you also have the pressure of administration and it’s like, everywhere you 
turn, your decisions and your choices are going to have consequences – which they 
always do, but I feel like when a Black person...if we were to mess up on campus, it 
would pull a [certain kind] of weight...that’s a lot of pressure. 
 

Sheridan also understood that being a Black student added an additional layer of critique and 

consequence as a leader on campus. McKenzie shared more on this level of consequence, but she 

situated her thoughts in the context of critique from other Black students on campus. She 

discussed how as a well-connected Black woman student leader, that there were students who 

expected her to look out for them in ways in which could not, to do circumstances outside of her 

control. McKenzie explained, 

...you want to help people...but sometimes there just isn’t the space for that, and kinda 
just having to be prepared for people to…say that you aren’t helping the Black 
community...you’re in positions where you can only do so much, it makes it very 
stressful to want to help but not always have the resources to do that. 
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McKenzie continued, “...my whole take is wanting to be remembered as someone who always 

like took the hand and reached back and helped everybody come up, but also realizing that you 

can’t play Savior”.  

` The participants suggested that a tenet of being a Black woman student leader at DSU 

meant that there was a level of expectation for the women to perform in a way that could lead to 

perceived pressure to be perfect and a way-maker for other people on campus.  

Though the five participants were well-connected, highly-involved, and high-visible at 

DSU, they did not always feel as if they fit into the fabric of the DSU experience. The second 

challenge within the current theme is the challenge that came along with the women being given 

extraordinary opportunities at DSU but also experiencing moments throughout college that 

hindered their sense of belonging.  

Moments of (Un)belonging 

The five participants in this study spoke highly of their experience at DSU. Throughout 

their DSU experience, they built an affinity for the institution, strengthened their leadership 

skills, and developed a sense of self as it related to their purpose at the institution. Though their 

sentiments were mostly positive, there were moments throughout our conversations where the 

women, individually, expressed moments of (un)belonging within their campus environments. 

These campus environments included social organizations and places on campus, academic 

environments, and personal environments as it related to being a college student. All of the 

participants were members of “top” student organizations, and while their membership in those 

organizations helped with an overall sense of belonging at DSU, there were still experiences with 

being Black and woman that hindered moments of complete belonging within those spaces.  
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(Un)belonging with/in Student Organization Environments.  

The participants in the study were all leaders in highly-selective and highly-visible 

student organizations. Most, if not all, of these organizations had been established at DSU many 

years prior to the participants’ tenure at DSU; some organizations existed prior to Black student 

enrollment at DSU. Because of this, there were conditions and standards in some organizations 

that were not conducive to Black women’s existence. The opening quote to this theme was 

Sheridan’s thoughts on how she felt as if she did not belong in some of her organizations. She 

described a particular way of being in a student group where she was highly-visible to DSU 

administrators, prospective students and families, and current and potential DSU donors. She 

said,  

...in [organization] I have to have my hair down and if it’s natural then like I gotta wake 
up and I gotta put cream and gel in it or like... look “put together” and so like in my mind, 
“put together” has to be straight, so I think appearance-wise, that’s definitely made me 
like not appreciate my natural hair as much which is kinda strange because right now I 
feel like with Black women natural hair is just like really big and like everybody wants to 
be natural, and it’s like I want to be and sometimes I wear it, but now it’s gotten to the 
point like I’ve talked about this with like [another participant and other friends] cause like 
we all wear our hair straight, and we’re like, it’s not that we don’t feel pretty with curly 
hair, but it’s like, we just like straight hair and I think that’s because things like ya 
know... we look put together and we look like we actually got up that morning and did 
something ... I think one way – definitely appearance-wise – is affected me, at least with 
my hair, it’s like I said, now I don’t even really like to wear my hair natural cause I’m 
like uh it’s just less of a hassle if I just have it straight and just look like everybody else... 
 

While Sheridan ultimately expressed being okay with straightening her hair, she understood that 

it was “less of a hassle” for her to have it straight and “look like everybody”, particularly in her 

leadership group. Sheridan experienced a tension of having to conform to White standards of 

beauty in her leadership organization at DSU, even though straight hair was not required in her 

organization. Kennedy discussed another type of tension within predominately White student 

organizations. She took an unconventional pathway to Greek life for Black women at DSU. The 
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majority of Black women at DSU who chose to pursue a sorority sought out one of the 

historically Black sororities at DSU. Kennedy, however, pursued membership into a historically 

White sorority. She expressed moments of unbelonging within her sorority, mostly because of 

her race. She further described the experience to me and discussed her community within the 

sorority and said, “...my pledge class, we only had one other Black girl...and so not being able to 

have like the culture aspect...and having to deal with discrimination [within Greek organizations 

that historically were not used to Black people at their events]...". Like Sheridan’s experience 

within her historically White student organization, Kennedy experienced an environment that 

was not conducive to Black women’s existence. With this experience came another type of 

tension for Kennedy. Her decision to pursue a historically White sorority was not well-received 

by Black students on campus. Because of the perceived pushback that she received due to 

membership in a White sorority, Kennedy struggled to find her place socially at DSU. She 

described a “difficult contrast” of not feeling like she fit in with the Black students at DSU and 

not feeling as if she fit in within her White sorority.  

(Un)belonging with/in Academic Environments  

Three participants discussed feelings of un-belonging in academic environments. 

Sheridan struggled with imposter syndrome as a first- and second-year student within her 

academic major. Aubrey discussed a run-in with a professor where she felt excluded because of 

her race. She talked about how the encounter with the professor “really gave [her] a taste” of 

what it meant to consider race while maneuvering through DSU’s campus. She continued, 

...you always hear how racism happens, but I’ve never really experienced it to where 
most people say like, it stopped you from getting something that you needed in order to 
move forward...it was so frustrating, in my [subject] class, I was the only Black person, 
and I knew this [professor] was like, out to get me. 
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Aubrey talked about how the instructor looked over her in class, never acknowledged her inside 

and outside of the classroom, ignored her when she tried to visit him for office hours, and failed 

her in assignments. She mentioned that it was a “depressing” time for her. Another participant, 

McKenzie, also described unbelonging in an academic environment. McKenzie’s experience 

with unbelonging was not due to a particular person, but rather a lack of overall support, 

structurally, within her academic college. In regard to her academic experience, McKenzie said, 

I will say that’s the least part of my college experience that I have a connection to 
[Academic College] really has not supported me, um, as an individual, I’ve never really 
been – the only thing I’ve done in [Academic College], as far as involvement, is I was an 
orientation leader for the summer, and so I dealt with the advisors in [Academic 
College]...people get involved in things on campus that involve their major, and I 
haven’t.  
 

Moreover, McKenzie suggested that her academic college had limited opportunity for students to 

be involved in leadership experiences in the first place. She compared the academic college to 

two other DSU academic colleges that had robust student involvement opportunities within the 

college.  

(Un)belonging with/in Peer Groups 

The participant experiences with unbelonging which were described above were largely 

situated within institutional-level DSU environments (i.e. student organizations, in the 

classroom, academic colleges). However, some of the participants described moments of 

unbelonging based on peer groups and changes in personal life as a college student. Three of the 

participants described friendships and how experiences within peer groups shaped feelings of 

unbelonging. Aubrey struggled with having friends who did not hold her accountable for getting 

work done in college. She talked about how she realized how unproductive her friendships were 

going into her second semester as a first-year student, so much so that she considered if she 

needed to transfer to another institution at one point. She said,  
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My second semester of freshman year was actually really hard because I couldn’t find 
[friends who would hold her accountable to perform well in college] anywhere, I was like 
‘WHERE ARE Y’ALL?!’, I was like ‘I’m sitting in this library’, somebody else has to be 
in the library also struggling...it was to a point where I was like ‘do I even want to come 
back to this place’? 

Aubrey continued on to describe how she started her leadership journey around this particular 

point in time, and then, “everything started to fall in place”. Sheridan expressed a similar 

sentiment about unbelonging in peer groups. Sheridan discussed how she lived with White 

women in her first year of college; she was the only Black person in her suite-style living 

arrangement. She described the experience more, 

If I could go back and re-do freshman year...I think if I would’ve lived with Black people, 
everything would’ve been different, because for me, it really caused me to be like very 
shy...most people would be very shocked to know “Freshman Sheridan”, because she is 
not this Sheridan at all...so freshman year...I literally did not go to any social events 
unless it was [traditionally White fraternity] parties. 
 

Sheridan expressed how she wished that she had more Black friends in her first year, particularly 

because there were social events that she wished to attend with more Black people but did not go 

due to being isolated in her all-White dorm room.  

(Un)belonging as it Relates to Changes in Personal Life 

Two participants explicitly described how changes in their personal life as college 

students influenced moments on unbelonging. McKenzie and Sierra expressed difficultly 

navigating personal life and situations that were out of their control as during their third year in 

college. Interestingly, the two participants were the only two participants to suggest that their 

junior year, their third year at DSU, had been the most difficult year for them in college. 

 McKenzie discussed how for the first time in her life, there was a large unknown about 

her next step in life. She had lost a campus leadership opportunity which severely shifted the 

direction in which she had planned for her final year at DSU.  
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She said,  

Since high school, I always knew what my next step would be...for the first time in my 
college experience, I’m like, I really don’t know what I wanna do next [after 
college]...my first two years were a breeze at [DSU]...my junior year is the most trying 
time, because everything I thought I was gonna do has now been shifted. 
Sierra also suggested that some life changes influenced how she navigated campus life 

and additionally, how she perceived her success at DSU. She talked about how she did not have 

the friends that she needed and how her life was going in a different direction that what she had 

previously experienced during her first two years at DSU. She said, 

[Other participants] was having their issues like freshman and sophomore year, I feel like 
the total opposite...my freshman and sophomore year, I had my friends, I had my life, like 
my life was going great, and then it was that transition from sophomore year to junior 
year – everything just hit the fan...and like, I’m still recovering...my friends weren’t who 
I needed in my life...roommate situations were crazy, classes were getting crazy, and I 
feel like my whole life, junior year, had just like disappeared...it was a lot of negative 
energy going into junior year.  
 

Sierra also described how there were two things that did not happen for her in her third year at 

DSU that upset her. She talked how about the experience of not getting the opportunities could 

have left her bitter, but she decided to take a different approach. She explained, 

...there are two things that didn’t happen for me this year on campus, and I was upset, but 
I was like ya know what – I’m gonna leave it alone. I may have had one or two 
conversations about it with my mom and some of my friends, and then after that, I was 
like you know what, we’ll keep it pushing, because I know what I’ve done, and I know 
that I’m gonna continue to do things, and I’m not going to have a spirit of bitterness. I’m 
going to wish those people well who may have gotten it, and I’m just gonna keep it 
pushing... 
 

Sierra and McKenzie had some “setbacks” in their third year, but they ultimately pushed through 

and both expressed an expectancy for their final year at DSU. Sierra continued, “I feel prepared 

to go out in the world and just push through and keep it moving. Just from my experience at UA 

and I’m very appreciative of my experience, and I look forward to being an alumna." 
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In addition to feelings on (un)belonging within their leadership roles and on campus, the 

participants expressed the ways in which they did or did not manage to care for their well-being 

in the midst of all of their experiences. The third challenge within the current theme is the 

challenge of self-care. 

The Challenge of Self-Care 

The third way in which the participants expressed challenges with being Black women 

student leaders was with taking care of themselves. There were two distinct ways in which the 

participants managed or did not manage self-care in college. The participants led such busy lives 

that they, oftentimes, did not care for their physical or mental health in productive ways. 

Additionally, being a highly-involved student leader meant that the participants had to give up 

other parts of their college-student lives.  

Unproductive Ways as a Means to “Productivity” 

Being an involved student leader meant that the participants had to find unique ways to 

balance their personal lives, academic obligations, and leadership expectations. The women 

expressed the ways in which they managed, or did not manage, development of productive habits 

and coping mechanisms to being busy. Several of the participants discussed the physical 

implications of balancing all of their commitments. McKenzie expressed, 

I interned two days out of the week last semester and so, and I had a 30-minute drive, so I 
was really getting up at like 5:45, 6:00 in the morning, and then I would like come home 
and do homework and like wouldn’t go to sleep until one or two in the morning and then 
wake up a do it again, so there was just a lot of lack of sleep, so on the weekends, I would 
literally just be in bed sleep. 
 

Sheridan expressed a similar experience as it related to sleep. She mentioned, 

... not sleeping, not eating properly, like a bag of chips will be my lunch for the day and 
then I would get sick a lot, more so like sinuses and stuff, but my mom’s like ‘it’s cause 
you’re stressed out and you’re doing too much, and your body – like you sleep five hours 
a day, that’s not enough’, so that tends to be like what takes the hit, but I’m like well I 
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gotta go to class, I gotta give these tours, I have to study, and I’m gonna have fun because 
I wanna have fun! So, the sleep tends to take a hit, but I tend to get everything done...but 
it might be 2 o’clock when I’m getting back in my room for the night and I have a 9:30 
[AM class] the next day. 
 

McKenzie and Sheridan noted that they lacked proper sleep in college. Both women balanced 

expectations of college with class and leadership, and Sheridan expressed that she wanted to 

make time for fun even with her busy schedule. Aubrey mentioned that the juggling act of 

responsibilities and having a busy schedule was “second nature” for her. She explained, 

I don’t like being bored. So, I sign-up for a lot of things, and I have my planner that maps 
out fifteen-minute increments of my day from 6 am to 9 pm...basically there’s something 
to do at every single point of that day. So, specifically, this semester, I was running 
around the campus like a chicken with my head cut off. I would go to work in the 
[Office] at 8 am, then I would have a class, then I would take my uniform for [president’s 
cabinet student group] to work, go from my class back to work, change into my uniform, 
go to the [DSU Student Union], do this whole thing – running around all the way until 
like 6 pm or sometimes 9 pm... it was just being disciplined and knowing that you’re 
doing something for a purpose. 
 

This purpose for Aubrey, as described in her individual case findings in Chapter Four, was 

meaningful for her. Though she was busy and “running around the campus like a chicken with 

[her] head cut off”, she enjoyed the impact she had on campus through her leadership 

experiences. She continued, 

I enjoy what I do. I think that’s also a big deal in making sure you enjoy what you’re 
doing all that time, because if you don’t like it, it’s not gonna be fun and you’re gonna be 
tired and irritated... I think that’s kinda how I manage it. 
 
Aubrey expressed as positive attitude towards her busy, student-leader life. All of the 

participants were optimistic about the business of doing-good on campus, but they recognized 

that being a student leader meant giving up other parts of their college experience.  

Leadership as Sacrifice 

Being a college student, generally, comes with a busy schedule and a level of time and 

workload management. When college students become leaders, there is an added level of time 
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and workload management. The participants in this study consistently had jam-packed schedules, 

and a couple of them discussed the sacrificial nature of being a student leader. 

Kennedy suggested that there were aspects of the college experience that she had to give 

up in order to commit to her leadership roles. She explained, 

One thing that comes with being super involved is that you lose that social aspect of like 
just having fun, watching TV, feeling like you’re a normal college student, like on 
Thursday night when we have a [sorority event], I’m more worried about the [expectation 
of student leadership role]the next morning that I have to give at 9 am and the way that a 
student’s going to perceive me than like, let’s go have fun, let’s be a college student...I 
definitely feel like when you put yourself in these leadership roles, you’re giving up the 
opportunity to be a normal college student. 
 

Kennedy explained what it felt like to balance social life and leadership roles. Sierra, on the other 

hand, discussed what it felt like to balance academics with leadership roles and other aspects of 

the college experience. In addition to finding a balance between commitments, Sierra discussed 

how she had to let go of personal relationships. She turned (mis)management of self-care on its 

head by taking control of her community. Additionally, Sierra leaned into the opportunity to 

isolate and quarantine during the COVID-19 pandemic. She explained all of these experiences 

and said,  

...I’ve really made my circle really small, and that has definitely restored the peace in my 
life, so I think that’s been really beneficial for me just being more cognizant of the spaces 
I’m in and the people that I let into my life and just being, ya know, with my family has 
been really beneficial, so quarantine has been great for me. And whenever I hear 
someone say ‘I don’t wanna go home’, I say ‘y’all are crazy!’ I said, ‘I’m going home, 
I’m gonna be in my bed, I’m gonna be with my family’, I think that that’s been great for 
me after this junior year, it’s been a learning experience and definitely with the stress of 
class, just taking this quarantine has been good for me in a sense. 
 

Conclusions of “The Challenge of Being Black and Woman and Leader” 

In the first major theme of this study, I discussed how the five participants experienced 

three distinct challenges with being Black women student leaders at DSU. The first challenge 

was the perceived unrealistic expectations that peers and others put on the women to be 
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“perfect”. The participants discussed the uncomfortable nature of this expectation. The second 

challenge that the women discussed was feelings of not belonging in certain spaces on campus, 

even spaces for which they were offered exclusive membership. Participants explained how even 

in the spaces that contribute to their sense of belonging at DSU, they have to navigate 

environments which, historically, have not be conditioned to celebrate the complexity and 

nuances of Black womanhood. The third challenge, as described above, is the participants’ 

tension(s) with practicing self-care as a college student leader. The women struggled with 

productive sleep patterns and eating patterns. They also understood the sacrifices they had to 

make for being a college student leader.  

Though sacrificial in nature, the participants’ commitment to the betterment of the DSU 

community was a way for them to make an indelible mark on campus. In the second major theme 

of the across-case findings, I discuss how these five women, by nature of the work they did on 

campus, wrote Black student leaders in existence.  

Writing Black (Women) Student Leaders into Existence  

Never apologize for who you are, people will stereotype you and try to tell you your place 
- just keep cracking the ceiling. – Kennedy 
 

The second major theme within the across-case findings is how the participants, through 

their work on campus, essentially wrote Black women student leaders into existence at DSU. 

From our individual and collective interviews, I noticed three distinct ways in which the 

participants’ expressed making their mark on campus by way of their leadership experiences: 1) 

paving the way for current and future Black students, especially women, to be campus leaders, 2) 

thoughtful and intentional advice for the next generation of Black women student leaders, and 3) 

unanticipated and unexpected affirmations between each other that led to celebrating DSU Black 

women student leaders.  



 140 

Creating a Pathway for Future Black Student Leaders 

The first way in which the participants showed concern towards making their mark on 

campus was by creating a pathway for future Black students to be leaders at DSU. It was 

important to all of the women that they showed other students, peers and new DSU students, that 

they were capable of being student leaders, too. I noticed two ways that the participants showed 

concern towards helping Black students find their voice and path at DSU: 1) their sheer presence 

provided a way to make Black student leaders visible on campus, and 2) their commitment to 

being approachable to Black students who want to be leaders.  

Making Black (Women) Student Leaders Visible  

The five participants were all members of student organizations which made them highly-

visible on campus. In a sense, they were considered a “household” name among Black students 

at DSU, especially students who were eager to become involved on campus. Aubrey expressed 

what being well-known meant to her. She said, “I think I’m just now realizing that people know 

who I am, like I just go around my day, listening to my music, talking to my mom on the 

phone...and people are like staring.” Aubrey also talked about an experience where she realized 

that she was part of DSU’s marketing plan to prospective students. Unbeknownst to her, by way 

of her role in a particular student organization, Aubrey’s face was making an appearance in 

households across the United States. She explained, 

...we were in some booklet for [DSU summer orientation] in our uniforms, and I had no 
idea that my face was being, ya know, transported around the United States in 
pamphlets...so this year was kind of eye-opening...and knowing that we are now the next 
group of people that people are looking up to. 
 

Not only was Aubrey making Black women student leaders visible to her peers on campus, but 

she was showing prospective students that Black women could be student leaders at DSU. As 

discussed in Aubrey’s individual case findings in Chapter Four, Black students being visible on 
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campus was an important part of her college choice process. At the time of data collection, 

Aubrey had recently participated in a yield event for incoming DSU students of color. The event 

was to introduce incoming students of color to the opportunities ahead of them as students at 

DSU. Aubrey was asked to participate due to her role as a leader within the president’s cabinet 

student group. On the experience to help with the yield event, Aubrey mentioned, 

...I really appreciated that the incoming freshman class kinda had the opportunity to be 
introduced to some of the successful minority students on campus, because I know that 
was one thing that I didn’t really have access to coming in...having that opportunity to 
help them was one thing I wish I had when I first started [at DSU]. 
 

Aubrey reflected on what it meant to not have the opportunity to see successful students of color 

at DSU prior to her arrival on campus. She understood her participation in the event and the 

work that she did on campus to be critical to how the incoming students perceived their success 

at DSU. She said, “...if we can map it out for the next group of people...then I think we have a 

straight shot to getting our upcoming students where they need to be”. 

Kennedy discussed the critical nature of Black women being leaders on campus, too, and 

expressed their visibility as a way to open up doors for more Black students to be leaders. She 

said, “I realize that the more Black women that are involved and do these things and open up 

doors, it’ll be easier for the next person to come along...”.  Kennedy and the other participants 

recognized that their sheer presence on campus, and in their particular student organizations, was 

a way to open up doors for more students. The participants also discussed how they noticed that 

DSU administrators and leaders were doing a better job with increasing diversity at the 

institution. With an increase in a diverse student population, the participants talked about how 

they were a part of the change on campus. Kennedy continued, 

...it’s such a cool place to be in knowing that you’re setting an example and like you’re 
able to help build up the next group of leaders, cause I really do feel like [DSU] has 
gotten a lot more diverse over [the five participants’] college experience, and there’s just 
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so many incredible Black leaders, especially in the freshman class that I think have a lot 
of potential to do really good things, so we’re in a really cool spot to know that we’re the 
ones that get to shape that path and help them get started on their way. 
 

McKenzie talked more about the increase in diversity at DSU. She said, 

I feel like the identity of diversity at the University is shifting, and that makes me really 
happy...when it comes to not just, I mean, the African American men and women, but 
just all over, just from me hearing people who were here five to ten years ago to where 
the University is at now, um, makes me excited to see where we will be 5,10 years from 
now...because my experience has been great as a minority at this school, and I think that 
UA is trying to make those strides to change the rhetoric of what the public school in the 
state of [state in which DSU is located] looks like, especially [Deep South University] 
and all of the history, harsh history that we have here... that makes me happy to see the 
growth that we’ve made in even my short time here. 
 
The five participants saw their roles on campus as a way to open up doors for more Black 

students. During our conversations, they discussed student leaders who were at DSU when the 

participants’ themselves were prospective and new students. The women discussed what it meant 

to have Black women leaders as role models, and how they role-modeled the way for up and 

coming student leaders.  

Being Approachable to Other Students 

The women in this study discussed productive ways to serve as role models to 

prospective, first, and second-year DSU students. The women wanted other students to know that 

they were willing and available to talk to them about ways to get involved and become leaders at 

DSU. The key to helping other students, according to the participants, was to be approachable. 

Sheridan reflected on how she felt looking up to one Black woman student leader, who was a 

DSU alumna at the time of this study. Sheridan explained,  

...it was like [former DSU Black woman student leader] was so far away, and there was 
no way to like reach her, talk to her, that kinda thing...so, I really love like [DSU yield 
event for students of color] and the different stuff [DSU] is doing to try to help our 
incoming students cause I think that is something I feel like a lot of people struggle with. 
I know I did, it’s like you see these people, you wanna be like them, you wanna do the 
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things they’re doing, but not knowing...how to talk to them, how to connect with them, 
how to get in those circles that they’re in. 
 

Being approachable and available to students was important to Sheridan. Though some students 

placed unrealistic expectations on the participants, like mentioned in the first theme of the 

current chapter, Sheridan and the participants discussed how they felt when students felt 

comfortable enough to talk to them about becoming involved. She continued,  

I do like that they feel comfortable enough to do that cause I think that was one thing that 
like I had the goal of was being more approachable than those people, cause I don’t really 
see the point of being unapproachable and being mean and…cause I didn’t get here by 
myself, so I feel like ya know, if those women need help and they have questions, the 
least I can do is answer their question, so I do – I, while it is still strange, like I appreciate 
it because I’m like okay like they feel comfortable enough to message someone they 
literally do not know at all and ask them this, so I, I appreciate it a lot, I hope it continues 
and that if they have questions, please reach out to me! I want to help! I want them to be 
the next Sheridan [last name] on campus! Like, I don’t want [the five participants] all to 
graduate and we’re back at square zero, back with nobody being in anything because they 
were too scared to reach out and ask how to get to where we are... 
 

Sheridan understood that the five participants in the study were exemplar student leaders, and 

she discussed how she wanted students to feel empowered and comfortable speaking with them. 

Sierra shared a similar sentiment when it came to being approachable to students. She discussed 

what it felt like when students seemed “afraid” of her. She said, 

...I want people to be able to come and talk to me, and say ‘hey’, ya know – don't get 
stiff!...I was really like bugged out [when a student seemed afraid of her], and I was 
talking to my roommate – I was like, ‘I don’t like this’...  
 
The participants felt a certain longing for students to talk to them, and they wanted to 

seem as approachable as possible to “younger” students. They enjoyed giving advice and paving 

the way for future student leaders. The participants spoke more about the advice that they would 

give an incoming student to DSU, in particular, a Black woman student who hoped to become a 

student leader.  
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Careful Attention to the Next Generation of Black Women Student Leaders 

The second way in which the participants essentially wrote Black (women) student 

leaders into existence at DSU was through intentional mentoring practices. One of the ways that 

they did this was by offering tangible advice from their own experience as new and “seasoned” 

Black women students at DSU. There were a couple pieces of advice and tips that the 

participants suggested they would tell an incoming student; the main takeaways from their 

advice were: 1) encouraging a “can-do” attitude and 2) representation matters.   

“You can do it, too.” 

The participants expressed that new and incoming Black women students at DSU should 

have a “can-do” attitude. At an institution like DSU, one that had historically excluded Black 

students from campus and certain student organizations, it was important that the women shared 

that being a student leader on campus was a viable option at present-day DSU. Sheridan said, 

...I think that’s been the biggest thing is just being able to make the prospective students 
as well as the students on the campus there already like see I’m here, I can do it, you can 
do it, too, it’s gonna be okay. These are the things that we face, but just like we got 
through it, you’re gonna be able to get through it, too, if those issues arise while you’re 
here. 
 

“Those” issues, like onlyness, were inevitable in DSU campus environments. However, the 

participants talked about how they powered-through issues like isolation and microaggressions to 

become successful student leaders at DSU.  

Sierra spoke about how new and incoming Black women students could practice and 

develop characteristics that would nicely set them up for opportunities to be successful. She said, 

Be slow and steady in your approach to everything, whether that’s 
involvement...academics...let it simmer in your spirit, pray on it a little bit...I think 
sometimes taking the time to really reflect and evaluate the space that you’re gonna 
navigate...you need to be strategic in those things...don’t jump on the bandwagon. 
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Sierra knew that it was easy for students to get to campus and jump on the “bandwagon”, but her 

advice was that students should “do what [their] heart tells [them]”. She continued, 

...when we come to DSU, there’s so much thrown at us...if you don’t want to do SGA, 
don’t do SGA...do what your heart tells you. If you wanna join the pizza club, join the 
pizza club....a lot of times when we get here, and people are like ‘this is what you have to 
do to get to where this person is’....do what your heart tells you without regard to anyone 
else. 
 

Sierra also shared a piece of advice that had been helpful to her in transitioning into and through 

DSU. She encouraged the women to set goals for each year they are in college. She mentioned, 

“I’ve always had some type of goals, attainable goals...write down some stuff that you wanna get 

done on campus, that you know you can obtain, because of what you have and what you can 

bring to the table”. 

Kennedy expressed sentiments that were similar to Sierra’s suggestions to “be slow and 

steady” to approaching college and to “do what your heart tells you without regard to anyone 

else”. Kennedy talked about how her “can-do” attitude included wanting to immediately fix 

problems at DSU that were not feasible to fix in a quick way. As mentioned in her individual 

case findings in Chapter Four, Kennedy was social-justice oriented. She cared about making 

DSU a better place and the students at DSU better people. She shared a thought that was 

memorable for me as the researcher, so much so that it is the namesake for this dissertation. On 

advice that she had for new Black women students who want to be change agents at DSU, she 

said,  

Never apologize for who you are, people will stereotype you and try to tell you your 
place - just keep cracking the ceiling. I think that’s one of the biggest things that I had to 
learn is that I’m like a direct action now, fix the problem now...fix all of these long-term, 
rooted issues that we’ve had um with our university today, and that’s not the reality of 
how time works...it’s something that is gradual...it’s not that you’re always doing 
something to break the glass ceiling but to create a crack in it...sometimes not taking the 
biggest position is a way to open up the door slowly for more people that look like you. 
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Kennedy encouraged new Black DSU women to “just keep cracking the ceiling”, as she and the 

other participants had done throughout their time at DSU. Kennedy and the participants 

understood that they may not be the group of Black women students to completely break the 

glass ceiling for Black students at UA, but they were creating cracks in the ceiling through their 

everyday work on campus. McKenzie followed up on Kennedy’s remarks and said, “...kinda like 

[Kennedy] was saying, I’m in a position where I can kind of crack the ceiling so that somebody 

can break it one day”.  

Kennedy and other participants also discussed the ways in which representation mattered 

for Black students, especially Black women, on campus. Particularly, Kennedy discussed how 

having Black leaders in “all of the spaces” on campus would create a better environment for 

Black people to be respected on campus.  

Representation Matters 

The participants expressed that representation mattered to them as DSU students, and 

they knew that representation in multiple campus spaces was a way to increase leadership 

opportunities for Black DSU students. McKenzie suggested that new Black students position 

themselves in these campus spaces as early as their first-year at DSU. She said,  

I think the one thing about [DSU] is you gotta get started early in life, if you wait until 
the end of your sophomore year to start getting involved – yes, you can get involved, but 
it’s very hard – the best time to get involved is in your freshman year, while you’re on 
campus, while you’re in the midst of spaces on campus. 
 

McKenzie knew, from experience, that being involved as early as a student’s first year at DSU 

would increase their chances of being members of highly-visible and highly-selective student 

organizations. In her individual interview, Kennedy discussed how involvement did not look like 

only the top student leadership positions on campus. She alluded to the notion that a student 
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could be successful and thrive on campus if they were service-minded in their approach to 

involvement and leadership opportunities. She said,  

...you can do a lower-level position or you can just be in an organization and not be an 
officer, and that’s something that I’ve learned through honor society season and all of 
that. It’s like, you do not have to be an officer for every organization that you’re 
in...being able to be content with where you are and work hard and serve people, but also 
be able to like take care of yourself and not overload yourself... 
 
In addition to being in multiple campus spaces, some “elite” and some not, the women in 

this study intentionally situated themselves in campus spaces where Black students had 

historically been excluded. Sheridan and McKenzie shared that new Black students should 

position themselves in opportunities where there are not many people who “look like [them]”. 

Sheridan explained that she was intentional about involving herself in certain campus spaces, 

because it was a way to learn how to be in community with people who had different opinions 

and life experiences than her. For Sheridan, learning from other people was a growth 

opportunity. She said,  

There’s going to be days, and you’re gonna feel like you don’t fit in, but I think that’s 
okay because you’re not meant to feel comfortable in every situation...put yourself in 
spaces where the other people in the space don’t look like you...that’s what the real world 
is gonna be like, so the best practice, to me, is in college when I’m safe, and I can make 
mistakes and I can feel it out, because more than likely, the field I plan to go into – the 
field that all of [the five participants] plan to go into – most folks not ‘gon look like you, 
so why not start now in college and start putting yourself in those spaces... 
 

McKenzie shared a similar piece of advice, but she took a different approach to her answer. 

McKenzie spoke about how being involved in various spaces on campus, especially the ones not 

traditionally created for Black students, increased visibility and representation for Black student 

leadership on campus. She said, 

...get involved in spaces in which you’re not represented, but I had a different reasoning 
for it [than Sheridan’s advice], my reasoning was because we want to see more 
representation in spaces on campus, but I will say again and again, this year’s 
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achievement list, of the Black folks who got all these achievements and these positions – 
like, we did great this year...and so we can to continue that trend... 
 

McKenzie continued and discussed how Black students being represented in more honor 

societies and “elite” campus organizations was a "beauty” and a curse. She explained, 

Leadership is everywhere on campus, not just the most obvious spaces, because I think 
the beauty and the curse of [the five participants] is that we are involved in some of the 
most visible spaces of leadership...and so it’s great for Black women to see that we are 
able to be in these spaces of obtaining these honors, but also if that’s only what they’re 
seeing, then they get discouraged with anything other than [the organizations of which 
the five participants are involved]. 
 

Ultimately, McKenzie wanted new Black students, especially women, to know that leadership 

could show up in different ways and in different spaces at DSU. She recognized that the spaces 

in which the five participants were leaders were not always accessible to Black students, and that 

some students saw the participants’ roles on campus as the “end-all, be-all” for campus 

leadership. When students were not offered membership into certain organizations, they became 

discouraged. The participants wanted new Black students to consider ways other than the highly-

visible, highly-selective organizations to be involved on campus.  

For new and “younger” Black women students, the participants shared thoughtful 

considerations for the women who would one day join them in a lineage of Black women student 

leaders at DSU. The participants shared simple, but powerful, thoughts they had for incoming 

women - “be yourself” and “...what’s meant for you, will find you”. The advice that the 

participants gave to our proverbial incoming Black woman student was meaningful and was 

based on the participants’ own experiences, including their mistakes. An unanticipated and 

unexpected conversation that happened between myself and the participants was when, towards 

the end of the interview, the women began to express an appreciation for each other. This 
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appreciation for each other is the third way in which the participants wrote Black women student 

leaders into existence. 

Celebrating Black Women  

At the end of our focus group, the participants began to share their appreciation for each 

other. When asked “What does it feel like to hear your peers say this advice to our proverbial 

student in front of us?”, I expected the participants to continue to discuss advice that they had for 

incoming students. Instead, the women began to share what it meant for them to participate in 

this study with each other and also reflected on how they could do a better job celebrating each 

other, knowing what they learned about each other's stories in the focus group.  

Participating with Black Women 

In Chapter Three, I discussed what it meant for me as the researcher to research with 

Black women. In this section, I discuss how the participants in this study responded to each 

other. Throughout the focus group, the participants consistently said “I think all of you know...” 

or “I know all of you”; it was clear that they were all aware that they were a part of a small group 

of Black women student leaders at DSU. As mentioned in Kennedy’s individual case findings, 

one could “count the number of Black women student leaders on one hand”. In the first round of 

interviews, multiple women referred to other participants in the study, without knowing that the 

other women were study participants, too. McKenzie talked about what it meant for her to hear 

that the other participants were just as invested in creating pathways for Black women to be DSU 

leaders. She said, 

 It’s refreshing to see that even though we don’t talk every day...that we all have the 
mindset of like, we want to help. I think so often we see that Black women are the most 
competitive, and while we do compete [for campus positions], it’s good to see that there 
is a group of us...that essentially want to help and are not just trying to be the only one(s) 
up there...we’ll help until you are better than [us]. 
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Sheridan reflected on the “hope” she felt when she thought about all of the women’s DSU 

experiences. She said,  

I just enjoy seeing that like we all came from very different backgrounds, whether that’s 
our home life, how our freshman year was, how our sophomore year was, how our junior 
year was, we’ve all ended up – I think we would all consider ourselves successful in 
some aspect, so it’s just nice to see that like you don’t have to have a perfect freshman 
year, or perfect sophomore year...and you can still get where you wanna be...there’s hope 
for the people “below” us, ya know, they may not be where they want to be right now, 
but I think all of us have gotten there, so other people can definitely get there, as well. 
 
Even though the women had different pre-college experiences and different involvement 

experiences in college, they shared similar experiences with imposter syndrome and some 

moments of (un)belonging within particular campus environments. Sierra recognized that they 

all had a similar passion for the work they did on campus, even in the midst of facing some 

struggles at DSU. She said,  

...we all have the same heart, and like drive, and the same issues, and I know like the 
struggles with people on campus...the imposter syndrome...it’s refreshing to hear people 
having the same issues, especially people who look like me, ‘cause I felt like a lot of 
times this year, I was going through stuff, and I just felt like ‘am I the only one that’s like 
feeling this?’.  
 

Sierra talked about what it felt like to not know that her peers, in similar leadership positions, 

were going through some of the same issues and situations that she dealt with at DSU. Through 

that (un)realized experience, the women discussed how learning of their peers’ experiences, 

meant that they could affirm each other going forward. Aubrey mentioned, “I feel like we all had 

kinda similar experiences trying to get to this point...”. “This point” offered a new way of 

thinking about support among each other.  

“You’re Worthy of Being Here”  

Throughout this study, the women shared stories about their DSU experiences that were 

affirming moments for other participants. It was evident that some of the participants believed, 
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prior to this study, that they may have been alone in some of the situations that they experienced 

at DSU. The participants saw their shared experience as participants in this study as a way to 

further support each other in their work on campus. Sierra talked about what this meant to her. 

She said, 

I think it’s refreshing when you get into these spaces and you feel like you’re the only 
person, but you’re really not...we see each other on campus, and we may not all talk all 
the time...but doing [this study], ya know, cultivating these new relationships ...we are all 
in the same boat ...we can support each other as we continue to move forward... 
 

There were new friendships that developed from shared participation in this study, but there were 

a couple of friendships that were well-developed prior to the study. The participants had various 

involvement and leadership roles on campus, and there were a couple of organizations of which 

multiple participants had membership. Kennedy offered a nice summation of what it meant to 

learn how her peers felt as Black women in a DSU student organization, particularly two other 

participants who shared membership with her in one highly-selective, highly-visible 

organization. She explained, 

...we know that a common strand between Black women is not feeling like we belong in 
those [student organizations on campus], that maybe in the future we need to be 
reaffirming with each other – like you earned your spot here, you’re worthy of being 
here. There are so many times where I probably could’ve said that to Sheridan or 
Aubrey...I think because there are so few Black people that make it into those spaces, we 
feel like ‘I don’t think we’re supposed to be here’...like, no! We are just as qualified as 
everyone else, and we have to start reaffirming each other...there’s nothing to apologize 
about our personalities or our abilities that got us here. 
 

Kennedy took away from the conversation that Black women needed to be more affirming of 

each other in campus spaces where they are one of a few Black women students. She suggested 

that Black women needed to be unapologetic for their existence in majority White student spaces 

and organizations.  
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Conclusions of “Writing Black (Women) Student Leaders into Existence” 

In the second theme, I discussed how the five participants in this study did their part in 

writing Black student leaders, especially Black women student leaders, into existence at DSU. 

The first way in which they did this was by describing how they supported other Black students 

on campus by creating pathways to involvement for those students. The pathways included their 

sheer existence on campus, making Black women student leaders visible, and moreover, being 

approachable to students who sought to learn from them. The second way they wrote Black 

(women) student leaders into existence was by offering intentional advice for the next generation 

of Black women student leaders. The participants shared what they had learned from their tenure 

at DSU, mistakes and triumphs. The final way in which the participants wrote Black women 

student leaders into existence was by celebrating Black womanhood, particularly among each 

other. The women shared what it meant for them to participate with each other in this study, and 

ultimately suggested that Black women should celebrate each other more while in campus 

environments not historically conditioned for Black women’s unique experiences.  

Across-Case Findings and Black Feminist Thought 

There were clear connections to Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986, 1990, 2000) 

throughout our conversation and in my data analysis. A main component of Black feminist 

thought is that Black women have a unique standpoint by nature of their race and gender 

identities. Moreover, Black women have nuanced experiences due to intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991). Black women have a shared racial and gender identity; however, the ways in 

which Black women express their Black womanhood may vary based on how they experience 

their Black womanhood coupled with other identities such as class, sexual orientation, and 

gender expression, to name a few. In this study, the participants all expressed that they were 
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“Black” and discussed experiences with Blackness and womanhood, often discussed as identities 

that were inseparable. There were commonalities with their pre-college experiences, such as 

growing up in all-White grade schools and communities and learning from familial experiences 

in regard to celebrating Blackness. There were also commonalities in their collegiate 

experiences, and the women talked about what it meant to learn of the commonalities through 

participation in this study. However, there were some ways in which the women expressed their 

Blackness that were not common among the five women. Kennedy, for instance, was the only 

participant to experience membership in a predominately White sorority. The experience of 

being a Black woman in a mostly White Greek-organization was something that only Kennedy 

could speak to, and because of her membership in her sorority, she had a unique way of coming 

to understand her Black womanhood in relation to her leadership and involvement experiences. 

Kennedy’s leadership at DSU was built on a foundation of advocacy, it was “embedded” into 

who she was to advocate for Black people. Her advocacy extended beyond Black individuals, 

though. Kennedy worked to make DSU an equitable place for all students. This practice aligns 

with Black feminist thought in that Collins (1986, 1990, 2000) suggested that Black women use 

their standpoint, on issues of identity, as an entry way to improve the lives of people with any 

marginalized identity. Other participants had experiences that were unique to them. Aubrey 

talked about the experience of being the only Black woman student in her major at the 

institution. The experience of being the only in the classroom offered Aubrey preparation for 

what her post-college career experience might look like.  

Outsiders-Within 

A concept within Black feminist thought (Collins, 1986) that was particularly present in 

the across-case findings was the concept of “outsider-within”. According to Collins (1986), 
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Black women occupy marginal spaces within academia. This means that even though Black 

women make it into academia (i.e. collegiate environments), they will always be “outsiders” who 

sit on the margins. Essentially, Black women have a standpoint that allows them to see the world 

from the outside in and the inside out. For the participants in this study, they were “outsiders-

within” at DSU, and it was evident in the challenges that they faced. Because the women were 

privy to predominately White spaces at DSU, they received an “insider’s” view, or experience, at 

DSU. However, because they were not in the majority in these spaces, they developed distinct 

views on the differences between their lived experiences and the lived experiences of their White 

peers in their student organizations. Like the Black women domestic workers that Collins (1986, 

2000) described, the participants in the study knew that even though they built strong ties to 

DSU and the organizations in which they served, they would never truly belong, as minorities, in 

those groups.  

In spite of the challenges that the women faced, they were able to articulate their own 

construction of what Black women student leadership meant at DSU. From their outsider-within 

perspective, the participants developed a unique standpoint on their existence as student leaders 

at DSU, and they used this standpoint to discuss how they mentor and “reach back” to Black 

(women) students who desired to be leaders at Deep South University. This outsider-within 

status fostered a “new angle of vision” (Collins, 2000, p. 11) on the challenges that they faced as 

Black women in leadership roles at DSU. Their collective view on their student leadership 

experiences as Black women at DSU led the participants to ultimately come to the conclusion 

that they should celebrate each other’s existence at DSU more often. The women created their 

own narratives and self-definitions (Collins, 1986) of what it meant to be Black women student 

leaders at DSU. 
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Across-Case Findings and Sense of Belonging  

Strayhorn (2018) discussed how involvement experiences facilitate sense of belonging in 

college students. There are four ways in which the author suggested that involvement helped 

students feel a sense of belonging: 

(1) connecting students with others who share their interests, values, and commitments; 

(2) familiarizing students with the campus environment and ecology; (3) affirming 

students’ identity, interests, and values as a ‘part of campus’…; and (4) generating 

feelings among students that they matter and others depends on them. (Strayhorn, 2018, 

p. 150). 

To explain how the participants’ stories connected to Strayhorn’s (2018) discussion on 

involvement and sense of belonging, I will use the four ways, noted above, that involvement 

engenders college students’ sense of belonging.  

Connecting Students’ to Others with Shared Interests, Values, and Commitments 

 The participants’ varied involvement experiences allowed them to connect with peers 

who shared similar interests, values, and commitments. Kennedy talked about how her passion 

for advocacy and being involved in multiple organizations offered her a way to experience deep 

understandings of human connection. Kennedy was able to connect with other students who 

shared similar passions as her and bring them on board to do the work that she was doing on 

campus – to create a more equitable DSU for all students.  

 Additionally, in our focus group, the participants had a conversation about their shared 

existence as Black women student leaders at DSU. Through their shared experience as Black 

women student leaders and participation in this study, the participants gained a new perspective 

and appreciation for each other. From this new understanding, the women discussed how they 
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would commit to affirming each other more often and felt a sense of “relief” that they were not 

alone in their challenges that they faced as student leaders at DSU.  

A Familiarity with Campus Environments and Campus Ecology 

 Based on their leadership roles on campus, the participants in the study were often 

“called upon” by DSU administrators to share their expertise and opinions on the DSU student 

experience. Because the women were often in close proximity to DSU administrators, due to the 

placement of their organizations in DSU’s institutional structure, they were privy to information 

that could help them successfully navigate campus environments. The participants also 

understood the campus ecology, physical spaces, offices, departments, and resources, because 

they were well-connected to administrators, faculty, staff, and other students. For instance, Sierra 

discussed her experience with knowing people and resources in regard to two specific DSU 

departments, and how knowing these people and places mattered to her success at the institution.  

The participants in the study were highly-involved, and they knew how to navigate campus as a 

physical space (e.g. as campus tour guides) and navigate the resources available to students on 

campus.   

Affirmation of Identity, Interests, and Values, and Being “A Part” of Campus 

 Not all of the participants were in identity-based organizations, but the participants who 

were spoke about how participation in those organizations mattered to them. Three of the five 

participants were members of Black Greek-lettered organizations. One participant, Sheridan, 

talked about how being a member of the sorority allowed her to gain an appreciation for being a 

Black woman. Because of what she learned from her sorority sisters, Sheridan developed a love 

for being a Black woman and appreciated all of the different expressions of Black womanhood 

within her sorority. Sierra was an executive board member in one highly-visible identity-based 



 157 

organization, and she spoke about how she did not have an opportunity like being in the 

organization prior to college. Sierra discussed how, as a first-year student, she heard about 

involvement opportunities, which “fell in her lap”, from other students. Some of those other 

students were members of the identity-based organization for which she was a part. 

 Beyond identity-based organizations, participation in other student organizations 

affirmed the women’s values and interests. For example, Kennedy talked about the service-

related organization for which she was a part and how it afforded her the opportunity to be a part 

of a network of students and alumni who were “doing great work”. For Kennedy, her heart for 

service and advocacy was affirmed through her participation in that student organization. 

Additionally, McKenzie talked about how her leadership roles helped her develop a deep tie to 

DSU, as was the case for a couple of the other participants. Through their leadership roles, the 

participants felt as if they were “a part” of campus, even if they did face some challenges within 

certain campus environments. Ultimately, they felt a part of campus, and they expressed a 

satisfaction for their DSU experience.  

Feelings of Mattering and Dependency 

 Individually and collectively, the participants felt as if they mattered to the DSU 

community. The participants talked about how they felt purpose and a responsibility to help 

Black students, particularly women, who desired to become student leaders at DSU. The way 

that the participants showed this responsibility was by being approachable to students and being 

visible to students, prospective and current, on campus. The women also offered multiple pieces 

of advice for aspiring Black women student leaders; they paid careful and intentional attention to 

the next generation of Black women student leaders at DSU.  
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 On separate occasions, the participants, particularly McKenzie and Kennedy, talked 

about how they felt as if diversity at DSU had increased over their three years at the institution. 

The participants felt that their sheer existence, along with other Black student leaders at DSU, 

was important to the historical and contemporary experiences of Black students at DSU. 

McKenzie discussed how she hoped that the women’s collective presence on campus would 

inspire Black students to keep up the momentum in joining honor societies. Additionally, 

McKenzie suggested that she hoped DSU administrators paid attention to the number of Black 

students who had received honors in the past academic year and that Black students continued to 

receive those experiences and honors moving forward.  

 In terms of “mattering” as a concept as defined by Rosenberg and McCollough (1981), 

students feel as if they matter when they experience dependency and ego-extension. Strayhorn 

(2012, 2018) discussed mattering as it related to students’ sense of belonging. College students’ 

sense of belonging is related to dependency, our feeling purpose and as if others depend on them, 

and is related to ego-extension, which means what happens to them matters to others. To 

synthesize this with the participants in the study, they all expressed a collective responsibility to 

helping the women “behind” them who desired to be student leaders. They understood that many 

Black women students at DSU looked up to them as leaders, even placed them on pedestals, and 

that meant that others were dependent on them to be successful. Additionally, in terms of ego-

extension, the women built a shared bond with each other by their participation in this study. The 

participants took on each other’s individual successes as their own collective success. They 

understood that what happened to them on campus, individually and collectively, mattered to 

Black students as a whole at DSU.  

 



 159 

Conclusions from Across-Case Analysis 

In this chapter, I outlined the patterns that I found between and across the women’s 

collective and shared experience of being Black women student leaders at a historically White 

institution. There were two major themes across their stores: 1) descriptions of challenges faced 

as Black women student leaders at DSU, and 2) writing Black (women) student leaders into 

existence at DSU. Some of the challenges that the women described were perceived feelings of 

high expectations placed upon them by internal and external audiences at DSU. They felt a 

pressure to be perfect as Black women, and additionally, as student leaders. The participants also 

described particular moments of feeling as if they did not belong in certain spaces at DSU. While 

overall, they all mentioned satisfaction with their college experiences, there were particular 

spaces and places at DSU that they recognized were not initially created for them. On the other 

hand, the women described the opportunity that they felt, in the face of the aforementioned 

challenges, as well-connected Black women student leaders on a historically White campus. The 

women described how they made efforts to create meaningful opportunities for other Black 

students at DSU. They described the advice that they have for the next generation of Black 

women students who want to be leaders at DSU. The women suggested the ways in which they 

positioned themselves to prove that representation mattered at DSU. Finally, the women 

celebrated their collective existence together and affirmed to each other that they were all worthy 

of their place in their leadership roles at Deep South University. In this chapter, I also discussed 

how the women’s stories aligned with tenets of Black feminist thought and components of sense 

of belonging. The participants experienced sense of belonging through their leadership roles and 

involvement experiences on campus. I discuss these further, along with the research questions 

for the study in the subsequent chapter. Furthermore in Chapter Six, the final chapter, I discuss 
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implications and recommendations for practice and future research in regard to Black women 

students at historically White institutions. I end the final chapter by drawing conclusions about 

the study and how the findings relate to the larger picture on Black women’s success in higher 

education.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS 

 I designed this study to explore the unique experiences that contributed to Black 

undergraduate women’s experiences with belonging at a historically White institution. I was 

curious to know if, and how, Black undergraduate women felt as if they mattered on these 

campuses, and to understand which experiences they had that contributed to an affinity towards 

their college experience. To understand those experiences, I researched with and alongside five 

Black women who served in highly-visible, highly-selective leadership roles at one large, 

historically White institution located in the Deep South region of the United States. Through this 

qualitative multiple case study, I collected data through interviews, focus groups, and written 

reflections. The five women, all in their penultimate year at Deep South University (DSU), 

shared with me their experiences with feelings of belonging and mattering at the institution. The 

participants offered a particular level of vulnerability with me that was authentic, and I left with 

insights and new possibilities on the ways in which higher education can better serve Black 

collegiate women – in their identity development and within their college experiences. My 

participants and I, we laughed, we interrogated our own experiences with Black womanhood, 

and we talked about systemic barriers to opportunities and well-being for Black women in 

college environments. As a result of this study, student affairs practitioners, researchers who 

study the experiences of Black women, higher education administrators, and Black collegiate 

women themselves will better understand how to support Black women students and their desires 

for belongingness and connectedness on any college campus, but particularly historically White 
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campuses. From this study, I have new insights about the experiences of Black collegiate 

women, which I will share in the sections below, and I also depart from this dissertation with 

new questions. In the following chapter, I further analyze the participant stories which I 

presented in Chapters Four and Five. I provide further interpretation of the findings (i.e. 

participant stories), implications and recommendations for practice and research, and final 

reflections on how this study matters and how, as a community of educators, can move forward 

from here.  

Research Questions 

 To begin this concluding chapter, I revisit the research questions for the study. The 

guiding research question for this study was: How do Black undergraduate women student 

leaders at a historically White institution describe sense of belonging at their institution? The 

study also addressed the following five research questions: 

1. How do Black women student leaders at a historically White institution describe 

their level of connectedness to their campus? 

2. What experiences do Black women at a historically White institution describe as 

contributing to their success (self-defined) in college?  

3. How do Black women at a Historically White institution describe positive support 

systems on their campus?  

4. How do Black women at a historically White institution experiences moments of 

mattering? 

5. What types of relationships are critical to supporting Black women’s sense of 

belonging at a historically White institution and in what ways do those 

relationships provide support? 
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Discussion of Findings 

 The following table offers a visual summary of the findings, or themes, that I created 

from my conversations with the participants, individually and collectively. After I present the 

chart, I discuss answers to the guiding research question, as well as a discussion about the five 

aforementioned sub-questions.  

Table 6.1 

Summary of Findings 

Type of Analysis Participant Themes Description of Themes 
Within-Case Sheridan • A focus on goals as a pathway 

to success 
• Identity development and 

becoming in college 

• Sheridan was able to 
articulate her goals 
for college early-on 
and kept those goals 
in mind as she 
transitioned into and 
through her three 
years at DSU. 

• Sheridan went 
through a process of 
identity development 
that helped her gain 
an appreciation and 
love for her Black 
womanhood. 

Within-Case Aubrey • A duet of two worlds 
• Finding purpose in the bigger 

pictures 

• Aubrey learned how 
to successfully 
navigate spaces in 
which there were 
sometimes 
competing forces, or 
at least difference in 
opinions and 
experiences among 
peers. 

• Aubrey found 
purpose in her 
leadership 
experiences and used 
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those purpose to 
guide her actions and 
behaviors at DSU. 

Within-Case McKenzie • Institutional identity and 
affinity through leadership 

• “Leader” as learner and teacher 

• McKenzie developed 
an institutional 
identity as a student 
leader, as well as an 
affinity for DSU as 
an institution. 

• McKenzie used 
teachable moments 
from her leadership 
roles and to role-
model the way for 
first- and second-
year students. 

Within-Case Sierra • Meaningful connections as 
moments of mattering 

• Leadership as a saving grace 

• Sierra built 
connections with 
DSU administrators, 
staff, and current 
students who offered 
her new and 
productive insights 
to involvement 
opportunities. 

• Sierra’s leadership 
roles and 
involvement 
experiences 
sustained and 
retained her at DSU. 

Within-Case Kennedy • Leadership as advocacy 
• Reality of being a Black 

woman in leadership at a HWI 

• Kennedy had a clear 
leadership 
philosophy that 
transcended diversity 
& inclusion and 
considered equity 
and justice for all 
DSU students. 

• Kennedy was well-
aware of how being a 
Black woman shaped 
how others’ 
perceived her 
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leadership ability; 
she used this 
awareness to create 
her how narrative for 
what it meant to be a 
Black woman 
student leader at 
DSU. 

Across-Case All • The Challenge(s) of being 
Black and Woman and Leader 

• Writing Black (Women) 
Student Leaders in Existence 

• The participants 
experienced 
challenges as Black 
women student 
leaders, including a 
pressure to be 
perfect, situational 
moments of 
unbelonging, and a 
lack of self-care. 

• The participants 
made Black women 
student leaders 
visible at DSU by 
creating pathways 
for Black students 
who desired to be 
leaders, paying 
careful attention to 
the next generation 
of Black women 
student leaders, and 
by celebrating their 
collective experience 
of being Black 
women student 
leaders.  

 

The above table outlines the within-case and across-case findings of the study. Next, I discuss 

my conclusions about the research questions for the study.  
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Guiding Research Question 

 How do Black undergraduate women student leaders at a historically White institution 

describe sense of belonging at their institution? 

 I decided to focus on a historically White institution, particularly one in the Deep South, 

because I wanted to know the ways in which the contextual layer of being an institution that was 

historically not accessible to Black students mattered to Black women’s experience with 

belonging at those institutions. Though they experienced some challenges as students and student 

leaders at DSU, the five participants ultimately expressed a satisfaction with their college 

experience at DSU. The participants led busy lives as highly-visible, highly-involved student 

leaders, and they expressed a myriad of sentiments about how meaningful their leadership 

experiences had been for them in college. I briefly discussed how the participants’ stories 

connected to Strayhorn’s (2012, 2018) model on college students’ sense of belonging in Chapters 

Four and Five. Some of the ways in which the participants described their sense of belonging 

included:  

1) a fulfilled desire of being involved, which was something most of the participants 

described as one thing they wanted as a new DSU student;  

2) feeling proud of their Black womanhood by nature of being in community with other 

Black women;  

3) a responsibility to be visible and approachable to Black women students who desired 

to be in leadership roles;  

4) feeling as if they were change agents at DSU and using their leadership as advocacy 

for equitable DSU experiences for all students;  

5) they built an institutional identity as a leader, moreover, a “top” student leader; and 



 167 

6) feeling like they mattered to DSU faculty, staff, administrators, and other students. 

These six expressions of belonging by the participants provide opportunity for higher education 

practitioners and researchers to support Black undergraduate women at historically White 

institutions, and the expressions of belonging allow room for researchers to build on and create 

new lines of inquiry related to sense of belonging for Black undergraduate women.  

Research Sub-Questions 

 There were five sub-questions that guided the study. In the sections below, I briefly 

discuss how the findings answer the sub-questions. 

Research Sub-Question 1 

How do Black women student leaders at a historically White institution describe their 

level of connectedness to their campus? 

The answer(s) to the first sub-question are similar in nature to the answers to the guiding 

research question. Strayhorn (2012, 2018) mentioned connectedness as a component of sense of 

belonging in his definition of the concept. Therefore, the ways in which the participants 

described connectedness to their campus mirrors the six ways in which they expressed a sense of 

belonging in the above answer to the guiding research question. Moreover, participants described 

levels of connectedness were mostly expressed through institutional affinity, or the experience of 

satisfaction with their decision to attend DSU. McKenzie built a particular institutional affinity, 

and she attributed her love for DSU to her family being “being [DSU] fans”, as well as her 

involvement as a student. The participants, generally, discussed the ties that they felt they would 

always have to the institution. Some of these ties included being able to claim initiation into one 

of their sorority’s undergraduate chapter (McKenzie), a service-related organization in which 

students continued to be involved as a post-graduate (Kennedy), and sharing a tie to DSU with 
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other alumni (McKenzie and Sierra). A couple of the participants described the historical 

placement of DSU, in terms of its history with enslaved people and racism, as a way that they 

felt purpose at the institution. Aubrey explicitly discussed how she meaningful it was for her to 

be a leader on a campus where her ancestors were enslaved people and domestic workers. She 

said, “...it’s a big deal to me...having these [leadership] roles, knowing the history and knowing 

about my ancestors”. Aubrey’s suggestion that she (re)membered herself in relation to the 

historical experiences of Black enslaved people and domestic workers (re: leaders in their own 

way) reminds me of Domingue’s (2015) finding that Black women student leaders in college 

considered Black women’s historical experiences with leadership to help them navigate through 

oppression. Overall, though the women had some experiences of (un)belonging on campus, they 

felt connected to the institution. Some of the participants felt a deep(er) connection to the 

institution than their peers, and it was likely due to how well-connected they were to people and 

experiences on campus.  

Research Sub-Question 2 

What experiences do Black women at a historically White institution describe as 

contributing to their success (self-defined) in college?  

Through this research study, I sought to understand the experiences that Black women at 

HWIs described as contributing to their self-defined success in college. The five participants in 

the study did not talk about concrete experiences, but rather, they described opportunities given 

to them as a means to success. The participants also described success in an affective way, and in 

most instances, discussed what success felt like to them. The women did not describe success as 

having a certain grade point average or being involved in x amount of organizations. McKenzie 

suggested that success for her meant “all that [she] has been able to accomplish”. The 
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overarching theme of accomplishment meant success to her. Sheridan expressed a similar 

definition of self-defined success, which was that she “achieved what she wanted to [achieve]”. 

For Sheridan, achievement was reaching her involvement goals and academic goals. Kennedy, 

Aubrey, and Sierra defined success in more conceptual ways. Kennedy described self-defined 

success as earning respect from her peer and remaining authentic in her leadership roles. Aubrey 

described self-defined success as being “joyful while making an impact”. She felt successful 

when she was joyful and “not chasing external things”. Sierra described success, for her, as being 

more than her leadership titles. She felt as if she had done well with helping people and building 

relationships.  

The participants in the study all felt satisfaction with their leadership experience at DSU. 

The women looked beyond success as a title, or their particular leadership role, and instead chose 

to describe what success looked like or felt like for them. Success for the participants meant that 

they had achieved goals, were well-respected, had remained authentic, felt joy, and made a 

difference in the lives of those around them. Success was a holistic experience for them, it went 

beyond credentialing. Commodore et al. (2018) conceptualized a process by which Black women 

“matriculate and persist through college so that they achieve holistic success…” (p. 66). The 

participants achieved holistic, or overall, success beyond their leadership titles.    

Research Sub-Question 3 

How do Black women at a historically White institution describe positive support systems 

on their campus?  

Overall, the women in the study felt supported at Deep South University. Participants 

suggested that certain individuals on campus supported them, such as senior administrators in the 

student life department, entry- and mid-level administrators in the student life department, their 
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academic advisor, academic support staff members, and students who were “older” then them 

when they were first-year students. All of the above individuals supported the women in an one-

on-one way. Sheridan and Aubrey discussed how they felt that Black students were supported 

overall at the institution. Sheridan noted that the institution’s president showed up and 

participated in events for the Black student body. She mentioned, “He didn’t have to do that…a 

lot of presidents don’t do that”. Sierra discussed how, as a new student, support did not always 

come easily for her; however, she “always found support”. She suggested that it was not because 

individuals on campus did not want to support her; however, it was because she felt 

misunderstood by those who were trying to help her. When Sierra started to become more well-

connected on campus, it was then that finding support came more easily to her.  

Research Sub-Question 4 

How do Black women at a historically White institution experiences moments of 

mattering? 

In order to answer this question, I outline the ways in which the participants’ stories align 

with the concept of “mattering” by Schlossberg (1989) and Rosenberg and McCullough (1981).  

According to Schlossberg (1989), “mattering” is feeling like one is valued or appreciated 

by others. Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) suggested that there are four dimensions of 

mattering: attention, importance, dependence, and ego-extension. Schlossberg (1989) added a 

fifth dimension of mattering, which was appreciation. Strayhorn (2012, 2018) noted that in order 

to feel a sense of belonging in college, students must believe that they matter. In the sections 

below, I briefly describe each dimension of mattering by Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) and 

Schlossberg (1989) as it relates to the participants in the current study.  
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Attention. The “attention” dimension of mattering refers to an individual feeling noticed 

by another person (Rosenberg & McCollough, 1981). The participants discussed the attention 

that they received on campus, due to their visibility on campus. Most of the attention was from 

their peers, or incoming and first-year students who desired to follow in the participants’ 

footsteps on campus. Sheridan discussed how she would hear “Hi Sheridan!” randomly, and 

Aubrey discussed how she would walk around campus and see others staring at her. Aubrey 

mentioned that she had recently gotten to the point where she realized that people knew who she 

was.  

Importance. The “importance” dimension of mattering refers to an individual feeling as 

if someone else cares about them (Rosenberg & McCollough, 1981). As mentioned in the 

previous research question’s answer, the participants had several systems of positive support at 

DSU. Because of the support from others on campus, the women felt as if they were important 

on campus. Furthermore, the participants talked about how Black women who aspired to be 

student leaders sought out their advice and mentorship. Essentially, there were other students 

who cared about the participants, too, and trusted their advice.  

Dependence. This dimension refers to when a person feel as if they depend on someone 

else and feels as if someone else depends on them (Rosenberg & McCollough, 1981). The 

women in the study referred to feeling as if they were paving the way for more Black students to 

be leaders on campus. The participants were all highly-visible, well-connected DSU students, 

and I suggested in Chapter Four that they were a “household” name among DSU students. One 

can say that there were Black students on campus who depended the women to be successful; 

this is the way in which new students could see themselves in the participants.  
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Furthermore, on feelings as if someone depended on them, Sierra discussed how she used 

her Blackness as “a light” to help others in their perceptions of Black people, or Black women. 

She talked about how she had learned tricks to help her navigate through spaces where she was 

the “only one”, and that it was special for to be able to change someone’s mind about Blackness 

by being proud of her heritage. She suggested that she could not speak for the entire Black race, 

but that had been “great for [her]” to make impressions that could change preconceived notions 

about Blackness. This finding suggests that, as Hotchkins (2017b) noted, Black women student 

leaders practice holistic leadership in that they describe Black womanhood in nuanced ways to 

White people in order to resist stereotypes.  

Ego-Extension. This dimension of mattering refers to “the feeling that other people will 

be proud of our accomplishments or saddened by our failures” (Schlossberg, 1989, np). 

Rosenberg and McCollough (1981) suggested that ego-extension is when a person is a reflection 

of another person. The participants in the study discussed how they felt like “younger” students, 

particularly Black women students, put them on a pedestal. The participants wanted to be a 

resource to first-year students and their peers; however, a couple of the participants talked about 

how there was a pressure to be perfect and not make mistakes. Because the women were all in 

highly-visible leadership roles, there was a spotlight on them and the decisions that they made. 

The Black women participants were five of a small percentage of Black student leaders on 

campus. Because they were in close proximity to DSU administrators, they were sometimes the 

students asked to speak on behalf of the Black student population at DSU. Though there are 

implications to students speaking on behalf of their entire race, one can conclude that the five 

participants were an extension of the Black student body at DSU.  
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Appreciation. The “appreciation” dimension refers to when a person feels as if their 

efforts are appreciated (Schlossberg, 1989). The participants felt as if they mattered at DSU. 

They discussed that they felt important to the campus community and to other individuals at the 

institution. An unexpected line of conversation during our focus group was the women affirming 

and showing an appreciation towards each other. Particularly, Kennedy spoke about how she 

wanted her peers to know that they were “worthy” of their positions on campus. Sierra and 

McKenzie expressed that it was “refreshing” to hear that other Black women student leaders 

experienced some of the challenges that they experienced in their leadership organizations. The 

women felt appreciated for their work on campus, and moreover, they let each other know that 

they felt an appreciation for the group’s (i.e. the five participants in this study) collective work 

on campus.  

Research Sub-Question 5 

What types of relationships are critical to supporting Black women’s sense of belonging 

at a historically White institution and in what ways do those relationships provide support? 

The five participants, individually and collectively, discussed Black women student 

leaders who were in highly-visible leadership positions when the five participants were incoming 

and new students at DSU. There was one DSU alumna, in particular, that all of the five women 

discussed at some point during our conversations. The alumna, when she was a student, provided 

guidance for the participants in terms of reaching their involvement goals. Kennedy talked about 

how the DSU alumna gave her “real” advice. The mentoring relationship between the DSU 

alumna, who was a “top” student leader with the five women were first-year students, and the 

five participants was critical to their initial success in joining and applying for the organizations 

for which they were now leaders. This finding is conducive to past literature on the critical 
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nature of mentoring relationships with faculty and staff for Black college women (Patton, 2006; 

Strayhorn and Saddler, 2009).  

Two of the participants talked about DSU staff members in DSU’s student life 

department who provided support for them. Sheridan mentioned that she found more support in 

“not necessarily like [her] academic teachers but the other faculty and staff members on 

campus”, and then she discussed her relationship with a staff member in a specific student life 

office. Sierra discussed how her relationship with a DSU student life administrator led her to 

more connections on campus, one in which helped her receive money for an internship 

opportunity. McKenzie discussed how an advisor for her student organization encouraged her to 

mentor new students in the student organization. All of the DSU student life professionals 

mentioned above were Black women. The student life professionals provided support for the 

women in ways such as personal advice to balance the demands of college life, helping the 

participants realize and recognize their strengths, and connecting them to resources that helped 

the participants in tangible and concrete ways. True to past literature on the importance of 

mentoring relationships with faculty and staff for Black college women (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 

2007; Patton, 2006; Patton & Harper, 2003; Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007), the women participants 

in the current study had successful relationships with certain staff members, mostly Black 

women staff members, at DSU.  

Lastly, the women experienced peer support that contributed to their sense of belonging 

at DSU. The peer support ranged from relationships with other student leaders to peer support 

from students who desired to be in the same roles as the participants one day. Relationships with 

other student leaders provided support for the participants in that they offered new possibilities 

for involvement on campus. The relationships with students who desired to follow in the 
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footsteps of the participants provided support in that they gave the participants a sense of 

purpose on campus. According to scholars, the peer relationships and friendships that Black 

women experience to lead to positive outcomes such as persistence, cognitive development, and 

success (Locks et al., 2008; Martínez Alemán, 2000; Winkle-Wagner, 2019b). The peer 

relationships that the women mentioned influenced their sense of belonging and persistence, or 

their continued enrollment, at DSU. The participants also talked about peer support as it related 

to other Black women students on campus. Several of the participants talked about their 

relationships with their sorority sisters. For Sheridan, she started to appreciate and love her Black 

womanhood in college due to being around her sorority sisters and witnessing their expressions 

of Black womanhood. Porter and Dean (2015) suggested that Black women in college make 

meaning of their identity through their interactions and relationships. The findings from this 

study on how the women experience sense of belonging through peer relationships supports the 

literature on Black women’s identity development in college (Porter, 2017, 2020; Porter and 

Dean, 2015; Winkle-Wagner, 2009b).  

Implications for Practice 

 This study provides new perspectives for how decision-makers, practitioners, and Black 

women themselves can support Black women and their sense of belonging on historically White 

campuses. In this section, I offer several recommendations for practice that I created from the 

findings.  

 First, the participants in the study discussed the ways in which their leadership roles 

helped them develop their personal and leadership identities. Porter et al. (2020) encouraged 

practitioners to understand that Black collegiate women’s experiences with identity development 

are not monolithic. Higher education practitioners should consider where gendered-racial 
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socialization “begins and continues” (Porter et al., 2020, p. 263) for Black women, especially 

when practitioners are creating opportunities (e.g. spaces, experiences) for the women to develop 

their personal identities. To this end, practitioners should offer spaces on campus where Black 

women can build community, have shared dialogue, and have interactions that affirm their 

gendered-racial identities (i.e. Black and woman) and their developmental process (e.g. identity 

development – personal and leadership).  

 Next, the women in this study discussed how they desired to get involved early in their 

college career. Two participants discussed how once they got one chance at leadership, it was 

like a “ripple effect” from there. To this end, practitioners should pay careful attention to the 

ways in which their offices offer equitable experiences for Black women. Practitioners should 

consider their recruitment methods for Black students to become leaders and culturally-relevant 

methods of recruitment communication for Black women. According to the participants in the 

study, they defined who they wanted to be as leaders at DSU by the Black women student 

leaders they saw in leadership positions during their college-choice process. The participants in 

the study also committed to making themselves and their experiences visible for incoming and 

new Black women students at DSU. They understood that being visible was the first step in 

writing Black women student leaders into existence. With that said, practitioners should make 

sure Black women students are represented across leadership opportunities at their institutions, 

and particularly in highly-visible leadership roles like the roles of the participants in this study.  

 In addition to creating opportunities for Black women to be involved, practitioners should 

make sure that Black women’s voices and lived experiences are considered in decisions related 

our work. One way to transform spaces in this way is to consider our rhetoric about diversity and 

inclusion and our rhetoric about equity and justice. Stewart (2017) suggested that language about 
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diversity and inclusion efforts on campus is fundamentally different from language for efforts 

that seek equity and justice. One example that Stewart (2017) offered, in relation to diversity and 

equity language, was that diversity asks a question such as “Who’s in the room?” (para. 10). As 

practitioners are working on diversity and inclusion efforts – including everyone in the space - 

we should instead ask “Who is trying to get in the room but can’t?” and “Whose presence in the 

room is under constant threat of erasure?” (Stewart, 2017, para. 10). The previous two questions 

interrogate how equitable our spaces are on campus versus how inclusive we are. Stewart (2017) 

suggested that a sole focus on diversity and inclusion as transformative to campus efforts avoids 

institutional change that is recognizable and needs to be fixed. Instead, higher education 

practitioners should “make equity and justice the yardstick by which leaders measure progress 

instead of merely diversity and inclusion” (Stewart, 2017, para.12). As practitioners, we should 

ask of our programs and services, if Black women’s ideas are taken seriously, if we are 

perpetuating conditions for the majority, if Black women are safe, and if we are ridding of 

practices and policies that have negative impacts on Black women (Stewart, 2017).  

 Another recommendation for practice is that practitioners truly listen to Black women 

students and take action. Sheridan mentioned, “I feel like [administrators] listen, but sometimes I 

feel like they just listen to like say that they listened and not necessarily to do anything about 

what they listen about”. All of the participants mentioned that they felt supported in some way 

by administrators on campus. In order to honor that perceived feeling of support, practitioners 

should listen in order to transform campus, not listen just to say that we listened. Additionally, 

Sheridan discussed how she felt that the president of DSU showed support by attending Black 

student events and doing the “swag surf in the stands”, a dance popularized by Black Americans. 

With that said, practitioners should be intentional about attending and participating in events that 
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celebrate Black culture on campus. As practitioners, we should seek to learn about what matters, 

culturally, to our students and immerse ourselves, to the extent that is appropriate, in our 

students’ cultural experiences.  

 The last recommendation for practice is that practitioners pay careful attention to the 

well-being of Black women on campus. Several scholars have studied coping mechanisms and 

responses to stressors in Black college women (Abrams et al., 2014; Kirkland, 2008; Neville et 

al., 2004; Robinson-Wood et al., 2015; Szymanski & Lewis, 2016; Watt, 2003). The women in 

this study did not practice the most productive means to self-care at times – they expressed poor 

eating habits, poor sleeping habits, and even isolation from others in order to recuperate. While 

some of the women expressed being okay with certain forms of isolation (e.g. turning off their 

phone or staying in their rooms on the weekends), practitioners should be mindful of over-

exertion or burnout in Black college women. There should be an emphasis on wellness for Black 

women (e.g. emotional, physical, spiritual wellness). Black women may experience fatigue or 

isolation when they are the “only one”, as the participants described being at times on campus. A 

self-care initiative for Black women would be a productive program and space of dialogue for 

Black women student leaders at historically White institutions.  

 Other recommendations for practice include engaging young Black alumnae, particularly 

because the participants expressed an eagerness for their post-graduate experience and even 

mentoring Black women student leaders who would follow in their footsteps. Additionally, 

Black college women who aspire to be student leaders can use the findings from this study as a 

roadmap to successfully navigating student leadership roles at HWIs and developing their own 

leadership identities as it relates to being Black and woman and leader.   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 The findings from this study affirmed what scholars have suggested about Black 

women’s college success, in addition to opening new questions about how Black women 

successfully navigate historically White institutions. The findings also shed light on future 

research areas to be explored in regard to Black women’s sense of belonging in college. In this 

section, I offer six ways that researchers can move forward with questions related to Black 

women’s college experiences at historically White institutions, especially Black women in 

leadership roles.  

 First, the participants, individually and collectively, talked about how they essentially 

created their own narrative for what it meant to be Black and woman and leader at DSU. Two of 

the participants talked about how, by nature of working with others in their leadership roles, they 

were able to define their own values and their own ways of knowing. With that said, studying 

Black women’s leadership experiences through the lens of self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 

2001) would be a viable way to further understanding how leadership experiences shape Black 

college women’s epistemology. Self-authorship is the internal capacity to define one’s beliefs 

and identity (Baxter Magolda, 2001).  

 Second, another area of research in regard to Black women student leaders would be to 

explore how transgenerational messages and traditions shape how Black women approach 

leadership. The participants in Domingue (2015) discussed how the experiences of Black women 

leaders throughout history helped them to successfully navigate oppression. In this study, the 

participants shared with me insights from maternal figures and their grandparents. At least four 

of the women, during their individual interviews, discussed how they learned at an early age that 

they would have to “work harder than their White peers”. They heard that suggestion from 
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family members. At least three of the participants discussed spirituality as it related to advice 

they received from their mothers or grandparents. They referred to their “praying grandmother” 

or sayings from their grandmother such as being “in the Lord’s hands”. A look at how 

transgenerational experiences with Black women in leadership, or transgenerational advice in 

regard to being around White individuals, would serve well and be interesting to add to the body 

of literature on Black women’s college experiences.  

 Third, another area of research should be to explore the experiences of Black women at 

historically White institutions who might describe dissatisfaction with their college experience. 

All of the women in the study expressed that they were satisfied with their college experience 

until the point of the interview. Though they experienced some challenges and moments of 

unbelonging, they ultimately stayed at DSU. A study that explores Black women who either 1) 

did not get involved on their campus and/or 2) stopped out of the institution would bring 

additional insight to the ways in which institutions can support Black women students.   

 Fourth, one participant, Kennedy, offered a unique perspective as a Black woman student 

at DSU who chose to pursue membership in a predominately White sorority. The experience of 

being in a predominately White sorority brought Kennedy some challenges in regard to race; 

however, it also helped her self-define who she was as a Black woman. She was unapologetic 

about her decision to choose a predominately White sorority and mentioned that there was “no 

single Black experience”. Future research should be done on Black women who choose 

“unconventional” routes in college, whether that be through a particular social organization or an 

academic trajectory that Black women historically have not chosen, and how those experiences 

shape their understanding of their Black womanhood.  
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 Next, future research should consider how regional and geographical institutional context 

matters to Black students. At its core, case study research focuses on context (Bhattacharya, 

2017). Deep South University has been the nucleus of news stories related to race relations on 

college campuses for over sixty years. Additionally, the state in which DSU is located is 

historically situated as the birthplace of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s. Since the 

successful integration of Deep South University in the 1960s, the number of Black students on 

campus has significantly increased; however, as the participants noted, there are still 

environments on campus that are not structured for holistic support of Black students. The 

women in this study alluded to ways in which historical context of the state and the school 

mattered for their leadership experiences, particularly related to conservative politics, 

respectability politics, and accessibility. Future research should be done on how an institution’s 

geographical location (e.g. the Southern United States) and regional culture (e.g. politics, state 

appropriations for higher education, race relations, influence of religion) matters to Black 

students on campus.  

 The last recommendation for future research is in regard to the research process when 

studying Black women. The focus group for this study revealed an area of opportunity to explore 

how Black women participating in research with each other describe the research experience for 

them. The women in this study expressed an appreciation for being in community with each 

other through the research project. Being in community with each other and hearing others’ 

stories as Black women student leaders served as affirmation for the women. Future research 

should explore culturally-relevant research methods for Black women participating in studies 

with each other, and the ways in which being in community with each other through the research 

process matters to them.  
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Reflections as Scholar-Practitioner 

 My identity as scholar-practitioner means a lot to me. It is in my everyday work 

that I get the honor of working alongside Black students. In the past two years, I have 

spearheaded two new programs that support Black students on campus - one for men and one for 

women. I have seen firsthand the unbalanced attention (read: funding) towards the program for 

men versus the program for women. As a new scholar, it is fascinating to see the parallels in 

what the research says about institutional commitment to Black student success and what is 

operationalized on our campuses. Particularly, what has been interesting is seeing how support 

for the programs have been narrowed down to “what the numbers say”. The literature and reality 

are true - Black women have become the model minority (Kaba, 2008). They stay and graduate 

at higher rates than Black men and they are more-represented in student leadership positions on 

campus. Thus, the monetary commitment for our first-year program for Black women is not 

nearly as substantial as the monetary commitment for the Black men’s first-year program. No 

one person is to blame for the lesser amount of attention paid to the Black women’s program; I 

saw the writing of this dissertation as an opportune advantage to telling Black women’s stories 

which may lead to equity in institutional commitment to Black women’s success. It is my hope 

that through this dissertation, support for Black women’s success at institutions everywhere will 

be taken seriously. 

I depart from this manuscript with new insights on Black women’s experiences with 

sense of belonging. The impetus to study Black women students’ sense of belonging was 

because, to the best of my knowledge, there was not much research that used Black 

undergraduate women as the center of analysis with sense of belonging, as a tangible concept 
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and as the framework. Past studies that I read looked at Black undergraduate women and sense 

of belonging in a tangential way. I wanted to understand how Strayhorn’s (2018) model on 

college students’ sense of belonging related to the experiences of Black women. I situated the 

study in the context of a historically White institution, because that is the environment for which 

I have completed all of my postsecondary education. I wanted to interrogate my own 

assumptions about how Black women successfully navigate these spaces, as well as understand 

the gaps in where we, as a higher education community, have missed the mark or misunderstood 

the experiences of Black undergraduate women who thrive in mostly-White spaces. The women 

in the study shared with me their triumphs, in addition to the ways in which they felt as if they 

had failed or been challenged throughout their time in college. They were authentic and 

vulnerable with me. I am honored that they trusted me. I trust them, too.  

 I also depart from this manuscript with more questions. I outlined most of them in the 

above section on implications for future research. I am expectant for how I will move forward 

knowing what I have learned about qualitative research, especially doing qualitative research 

with Black women. I have reflected on my participation with the women in this study, and it is 

not lost on me that my role in the research process was critical to how the women responded and 

interacted with me. They all thanked me at the end of the focus group for doing a study such as 

the one outlined in the previous six chapters. I am not done, though…I have ideas. I am curious 

about more, and for me, I believe that is a characteristic of a good researcher.  

 As a scholar-practitioner who shares the same race and gender identity with the 

participants in the study, I feel a deep responsibility to their success and to all Black women 

students in college – not just at historically White institutions. As a practitioner, I move forward 

from this study with a commitment to creating meaningful opportunities for Black women to 
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become involved and develop their leadership and personal identities in college. As a researcher, 

I move forward from this study with more questions about the experiences of Black women 

students and commit to doing the work to answer those questions. As a person, I move forward 

with a deeper understanding that we are all connected in some way and that our purpose in life, 

above credentials and titles, is to be kind, believe in doing good work, and strive to make a 

difference in the lives of those around us. The participants affirmed all of those things for me.   

Conclusion 

 Through conducting this study, I sought to understand how Black women student leaders 

described sense of belonging on historically White campuses. In researching with five Black 

women student leaders, I learned that leadership and involvement experiences contributed to 

positive outcomes and perceived feelings of belongingness and connectedness on campus for 

Black women student leaders. The findings suggest that Black women student leaders at one 

historically White institution in the Deep South were able to articulate and meet their goals, 

develop their leadership and personal identities through the lens of Black womanhood, 

successfully navigate spaces where they were the only, find purpose in their roles on campus, 

develop an institutional identity and affinity, become teachers and mentors to those who desired 

to be leaders, immerse themselves in leadership as a sustaining and retention practice, and use 

their leadership as advocacy for all students. All of the findings above contributed to the 

participants’ sense of belonging on campus. Through it all, the women maintained joy, even in 

the face of challenges that came with being Black and woman and leader at their institution.  

 Understanding the experiences of the women in this study matters to higher education. 

Practitioners can use the findings from this study to transform spaces on campus not historically 

conditioned for Black women. Researchers can use the findings from this study to discover new 



 185 

ways and insights to how Black women experience a sense of belonging in college. Furthermore, 

Black college women can use the findings from this study to create pathways for themselves and 

other Black women who want to develop their leadership and personal identities. 
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APPENDIX A 

First Individual Interview Protocol 

Topic: To gain background knowledge of the student in terms of life experiences and the college 
choice process, particularly what led the student to attend Deep South University. 
 
Interview Questions:  

1. Tell me about yourself. 
2. Tell me about your community from wherever you call home. 
3. What did the college search process look like for you? 

a. Who or what influenced your decision to attend this institution?  
4. Why did you ultimately choose [Deep South University]? 
5. Tell me about your transition from high school to this institution. 
6. Tell me about your community, however you describe it, at [Deep South 

University]? 
7. Did you feel academically prepared to succeed at this institution? Tell me why or 

why not.  
8. Is this institution what you expected it to be?  
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APPENDIX B 

Focus Group Protocol 

 
Interview Questions:  

1. Please introduce yourself by telling us your name, hometown, how you identify 
racially and/or ethnically, and any other identifying information that you feel is 
important for the group to know. n 

2. I am going am going to hand each of you a piece of paper and a pen. I am then 
going to give you all a prompt for which to reflect on via a written format. Note 
that nothing on your paper has to become public unless you say it, but I will ask 
that each person share at least one thing that they wrote on the paper. Whatever 
you write on the paper, I will be able to access it. Here is your prompt: Talk about 
your experience at [Deep South University] up until this point – what has been 
good, what has been bad, what has been “ehh”? The point here is not to finish 
your thoughts, but to get a conversation started.  

3. Each person in the group disclose what they wish from their paper – at least one 
thing. 

4. Based on what you just heard everyone say, what comments do you have? 
5. I am going to ask that you all flip the paper on the other side and take five minutes 

to   think about the following prompt: What advice would you give an incoming 
Black woman to [Deep South University]? 

6. Each person in the group disclose what they wish from their paper – at least one 
thing. 

7. Based on what you just heard everyone say, what did it mean to know or not 
know these things? Or, what does it mean for you to give this advice? 

8. Transition – explain to purpose of this study and particularly this focus group. 
Then, explain how the subsequent two individual interviews will work.  
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APPENDIX C 

Second Individual Interview 
 

Topic: To understand the lived experiences of the student in terms of experiences at Deep South 
University; to gauge level of connectedness to the institution, feelings of belongingness based on 
experiences since Year 1 at Deep South University, and self-defined notions of success for the 
student.  
 
Interview Questions:  

1. At this point in your college career, tell me how you feel about your decision to 
attend [Deep South University]. 

a. Is there a particular moment that made you feel this way?  
b. What happened that made you feel this way? 

2. Describe the level of support that you feel you’ve received at this institution. 
3. How connected do you feel to this institution? 
4. Do you feel like you matter at this institution? Tell me why or why not.  

a. What makes you feel like you matter? 
b. Who makes you feel like you matter? 

5. Do you feel valued by the campus community? Tell me why or why not.  
6. Talk about your extra-curricular involvement on campus.  

a. What prompted you to become actively involved? 
7. How determined are you to succeed academically at this institution? 

a. In what ways are you encouraged to succeed academically?  
b. What does good academic behavior look like to you?  
c. How have you managed the balance between academic and personal 

demands in college? 
8. Talk about your connections with others on campus.  

a. In what ways do these connections add value or meaning to your life? 
9. In what ways has your identity as a Black woman been shaped as a student at 

[Deep South University]?  
10. What, or whom, do you feel has sustained you at this institution?  
11. In what ways are you satisfied with life in college?  
12. Do you feel as if you’ve been successful at this institution? Tell me why or why 

not.  
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APPENDIX D  

Sample Participant Responses from the Focus Group’s Written Reflection Activity  

First prompt: Talk about your experience at [Deep South University] up until this point – what 
has been good, what has been bad, what has been “ehh”? The point here is not to finish your 
thoughts, but to get a conversation started. 

Most of the participants labeled “good” or “bad” on their reflection, but no one explicitly hand-
wrote an “ehh” category.  

• “What has been good?” sample responses: 
o “self-development…true me” – Sheridan 
o “My first two years were a breeze at [DSU]. I got involved in a lot of things…” – 

McKenzie 
o “growing up, being independent, handling responsibilities” – Aubrey 
o “I have gotten involved in numerous organizations…I found my place with 

[predominately Black student organization]” – Sierra  
o “Up until this year my overall experience has been pretty good…for the most part 

I have felt safe on campus…the leadership opportunities that I have experienced 
exceeded by expectations.” - Kennedy 

• “What has been bad?” sample responses: 
o “campus climate during certain things” – Sheridan 
o “For the first time in a while I am not really sure what my next steps will be in 

life” – McKenzie 
o “feeling misunderstood” – Aubrey 
o “transitional time period from sophomore to junior year was challenging but I 

think that is where I found my place in leadership” – Sierra  
o “Within the Greek community, I have felt the most discrimination for my race…” 

- Kennedy 

Second prompt: What advice would you give to an incoming Black or African American woman 
at DSU? *Note, Kennedy did not provide a written response to the advice for incoming women. 

• “There’s going to be tough days, you’re going to feel like you don’t fit in, but that’s 
okay.” -Sheridan 

• “Leadership is everywhere on campus not just the more obvious spaces…” – McKenzie 

• “Know that you’re held to a higher standard.” – Aubrey 

• “Don’t be afraid to advocate for yourself.” – Sierra  
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