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ABSTRACT 

College participation rates of women with marginalized identities have doubled in the last 

30 years, yet their college completion rates do not compare to their White counterparts. While 

this is an issue faced by many underrepresented populations, much of the research has focused 

on the equity gaps of minority men. With underrepresented women becoming a greater portion 

of the higher education population, more attention needs to be paid on the success and well-being 

of these women. Social capital, proposed by Bourdieu (1986), has shown to be an important 

success factor, as belonging to certain networks provides greater access to information, social 

support, and resources; however, this idea penalizes those who are not in the majority and 

overlooks other assets a person may hold. Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) 

framework offers an alternate view. Informed by social capital, it also considers critical race 

theory, intersectionality, gender and migrant studies, and sociology, and it challenges the idea 

that capital is limited to dominant groups.  

This research utilized interpretive qualitative methods to gain a better understanding of 

how minoritized women experience college and develop and utilize cultural capital through 

culturally based organizations while attending a Predominantly White Institution (PWI). This 

study views how these organizations influenced the ways minoritized undergraduate women 

build aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistance capital through an anti-

deficit lens. The research found that the participants did grow and utilize cultural wealth in all 

categories, with a particular emphasis in the areas of familial and social capital. The findings of 

this research add to the literature, and can be useful in the development of policy, resource 
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allocation, and programming that support improved campus integration, institutional satisfaction, 

and post-college success for minoritized women. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

“The place in which I fit will not exist until I create it.” 

(Baldwin & Stein, 2004, pp. 96-97)  

This generation of college students is “on track to be the most diverse, best-educated 

generation yet” (Fry & Parker, 2018, p. 3).  As the population in the United States (US) becomes 

less White, there is a subsequent increase in the rates of college attendance in other racial and 

ethnic groups (Hussar, et al., 2020). College enrollment of Black, Asian/Pacific Islander, and 

Latinx student has increased by 37.4%, 33.9%, and 148.2% (respectively) from 2000 to 2018 

alone (Hussar, et al., 2020). Despite the increase of college attendance, undergraduate students 

that hold marginalized identities have lower sense of belonging, achievement, and retention rates 

at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) (Luedke, 2017). Ethnic minorities are less likely to 

enroll and persist in college, and African American students particularly have some of the lowest 

six-year completion rates compared to all other students (D’Lima, et al., 2014). At the same time, 

creating equitable and diverse learning environments is one of the most pressing goals of current 

higher educational institutions because diversity has a positive relationship with educational 

outcomes (Karkouti, 2016). 

When looking specifically at minoritized women, while college participation rates have 

doubled in the last thirty years, their college completion rates are not comparable to those of their 

White counterparts, suggesting that they face different barriers (Farmer, et al., 2016). For 

example, women earned 64% of the bachelor’s degrees awarded to African American college 



   
 

 2 

students in 2016 (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2018). Yet even as their 

graduation rates outpace their male counterparts, they are not comparable to their female 

counterparts or the general student population (Davis, 2009; Farmer, et al., 2016). As of 2020, 

Black and Latinx women had six-year graduation rates of 54 and 63%, respectively, compared to 

77% for White women. This is both an individual and national issue. The cumulative loss of 

lifetime income for students who fail to complete their degree is estimated to be $158 billion for 

one cohort; also, the average lifetime taxes paid by people with a bachelor’s degree is $142,000 

to 192,000 more than those who do not complete and those with only a high school diploma 

(Renn & Reason, 2021).  

Although educational attainment has always been a priority for minoritized women, they 

are often overlooked within higher education. Data show Black women have greater attendance 

and success in college than Black men (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003), but there is a large 

achievement gap compared to other women (Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014). In addition to 

sharing the same issues of other college students, racially marginalized women also face biases 

related to race, class, and gender that result from historical inequities in a society and an 

education system that questions their rights and place within higher education (Farmer, et al., 

2016). Negotiating these identities at PWIs can lead to burnout, isolation, poor retention, and 

lower overall well-being (Molina, 2008; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Shavers & Moore, 2014). 

To start the discussion on minoritized women in college, the intersection of race and gender and 

how it shapes their college experiences needs to be explored. Additionally, research needs to 

examine the experiences of this population and how those experiences affect their student 

success. This will allow us to identify their strengths and create programs and practices that may 

increase their success and satisfaction with their college experience. 
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Many institutions work to increase the diversity of the student body with the hope that 

positive interaction between groups will naturally evolve; however, it is just as important to 

include a well thought out strategy to increase tolerance and interaction (Cabrera, et al., 1999). 

Hughes and Howard-Hamilton (2003) agree, asserting that generic approaches to diversity, 

especially related to women with marginalized identities, will not have much of an effect on 

isolation or stress these students experience due to the low numbers of them on campuses. 

Literature suggests that involvement with the college environment has a positive relationship to 

the academic performance of underrepresented students, yet these students are more likely to feel 

disconnected and isolated than other students, leading to a gap in performance and retention, 

especially at selective institutions (Baker, 2008). Surprisingly, both minority and White students 

find institutions’ diversity goals to be incongruent. Students found that colleges and universities 

were negligent in having a process to encourage racial understanding in- and outside of the 

classroom, which is important as students have expressed an interest in having assistance, 

structure, and venues that support meaningful engagement with peers with other identities 

(Harper & Hurtado, 2007). It is critical for institutions to examine the message campus climate 

sends to minoritized students (Canaba, 2021). Exploring students experiences in this area can be 

used to structure programs and support within institutions that will help them be more successful 

and have greater satisfaction with their college experience.  

The disconnection underrepresented students feel at PWIs not only limits their 

engagement but can have greater implications on their success in both college and career. 

Membership in certain social networks create access to a multitude of resources (Mishra, 2019). 

Bourdieu (1986) linked this idea to the term ‘social capital’, which is how people access, use, 

and acquire resources that provide access to information, social support, and economic resources. 
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Social capital is developed through social interactions and building relationships, which can be 

unequally distributed based on socio-economic status, race/ethnicity, and gender (Bourdieu, 

1986). This inequitable distribution tends to benefit those in the majority and acts as an 

additional barrier to those with underrepresented identities (Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital has 

been shown to be significant to success in higher education; developing relationships with 

faculty and mentors can help students gain the necessary resources and access networks that 

contribute to their success (Mishra, 2019).  

While social capital must be addressed in academics, it has been critiqued in its use with 

underrepresented populations (O’Shea, 2016). Bourdieu’s concept suggests that an individual’s 

social capital is limited by structural forces that favor those in the majority without accounting 

for other assets that can contribute to success. Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth 

framework (CCW) offers an alternate view – that those underrepresented identities often possess 

cultural capital that can be leveraged and adapted to promote success. CCW is informed by 

several ideas, including social capital, critical race theory, gender studies, migrant studies, and 

sociology, and it challenges the value social capital places on dominant social groups and ideas 

(O’Shea, 2016). CCW looks at six forms of cultural capital: aspirational, navigational, social, 

linguistic, familial, and resistant (Yosso, 2005). This model has greater implications for studying 

and ultimately increasing the success of underrepresented students.  

As a conceptual framework, Community Cultural Wealth is significant to this research. 

CCW considers the values and assets underrepresented populations have that enable persistence 

despite the obstacles they face (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018). It is also significant for its anti-deficit 

approach to understanding the experiences and successes of underrepresented students (Burciaga 

& Kohli, 2018; Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). This is important as it shifts the thinking on student 
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success from what underserved populations lack to how to capitalize on their strengths. 

Additionally, CCW also considers intersectionality (O’Shea, 2016; Gold, 2011), which not only 

looks at how underrepresented populations are marginalized in multiple ways, but also the 

various strengths that accompany those identities. 

One method that may help capitalize on the social and cultural strengths of 

underrepresented students is through creating intentional (or shared) spaces for marginalized 

groups. These intentional spaces can offer support (emotional, academic, and moral), 

encouragement, career guidance, and mentors for students. Within these shared spaces, students 

can receive support with the added benefit of membership in a social and/or cultural network of 

peers, faculty members, and staff. This suggests that further research on the connection between 

culturally based organizations and cultural wealth is warranted.  

While there has been an increase in research on the experience of underrepresented 

students in higher education, there is limited research that focus on gender issues, particularly 

those pertaining to marginalized women. While this population has made great strides in higher 

education and has shown to be successful relative to their male counterparts, their experiences in 

higher education remain challenging (Gold, 2011). Yet much of the existing literature regarding 

underrepresented students either disregards gender or specifically focuses on marginalized men 

(Cuyjet, 1997; Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014; Harper, 2012). Additionally, even less is known 

about social connections and other assets that promote the success of minoritized women. In this 

study, the researcher aims to address this gap by exploring how historically marginalized women 

experience college and make meaning of cultural wealth through involvement in a culturally 

based organization. The results of the study can help PWIs recognize success factors and create 

opportunities to bridge the achievement gap. 
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Problem Statement 

Educational equality has always been a challenge in the United States, dating back to the 

founding of the country. While there have been developments, there are still populations that are 

feeling the effects of institutional structures that promote inequality. This is an important issue, 

as educational attainment has long-term effects on a person’s quality of life. While this may 

seem like an individual issue, it has implications that affect the entire country. Higher education 

is a public good that allows for social mobility and better quality of life (Sanchez & Laanan, 

1998). Lack of education (and therefore employment opportunities) leads to slower economic 

growth, greater dependence on public assistance, and higher crime rates. Therefore, investing in 

the education of marginalized populations is beneficial to all. On a smaller level, it is also 

important to note the implications for higher education institutions. Unmet student need 

decreases retention, which has financial and social impacts on the viability of institutions (Hurd, 

2000).  

Recent research and programming in higher education have given more attention to the 

educational path of minoritized men; however, due to the comparatively high enrollment and 

persistence rates, little research has focused on the academic achievement and experiences of 

women with marginalized identities (Chambers & Walpole, 2017). As a result, the unique needs 

and issues of minoritized women are less likely to be addressed in policy or practice. Even 

though marginalized women have better college outcomes than their male counterparts, the lack 

of comparable outcomes to other women suggests that more research must be done to discover 

ways to improve their outcomes (Farmer, et al., 2016). Since the population and success rates of 

minoritized women are larger than those of men, minimal research, attention, and engagement 
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are given to this group (Patton, et al., 2015). Hughes and Howard-Hamilton (2003) suggest that 

minoritized women are experiencing isolation, oppression, and microaggressions on college 

campuses, which can lead to a lack of trust in their institutions. Additionally, Black women 

especially face stereotypes of being strong and independent, and in conforming to those roles, are 

offered fewer supports and experience more stress (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003). This is 

an alarming problem, as underrepresented women can appear to thrive while suffering in silence.  

To address the gap in degree attainment and resources available to women with 

marginalized identities at PWIs, additional research is warranted to explore their overall 

experiences. Additionally, as there are some institutions that have begun to recognize this issue, 

assessing activities designed to support student success allows them institution to respond to 

changing student needs (Chambliss, 2003; Leveille, 2006). This research adds to the literature by 

exploring how membership in a culturally based organization shapes the experiences of 

minoritized women at a predominantly White institution through the lens of Community Cultural 

Wealth. Because of their involvement in a university-sponsored culturally based organization, 

the participants in this study were able to speak in-depth about their experiences in college and 

how they leverage cultural wealth before, during, and after involvement with the organization.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this interpretive qualitative study was to gain a better understanding of 

how historically marginalized women leverage cultural wealth through participation in a 

culturally based organization while attending a PWI. The researcher aims is to provide 

information that allows institutions to improve current processes that perpetuate inequality while 

responding to the unique needs of minoritized students, particularly women. Pascarella and 
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Terenzini (2005) suggest that engagement is critical to student success in college, and institutions 

must develop programs and other opportunities that encourage students to be involved. 

Moreover, Bourdieu (1986) posits that social capital plays a major role in acquiring information 

and resources that contribute to success in education and career settings. Since minoritized 

students do not engage in the same ways as those in the majority, special attention must be paid 

in this area. As an alternative, Yosso (2005) suggests that underrepresented students possess 

additional forms of capital, which may be overlooked and underutilized in promoting their 

success at a PWI. Therefore, this study will address the gap in knowledge on cultural wealth for 

women with marginalized identities in PWIs, with the aim of assisting institutions design 

policies and practices to support this population. 

The researcher’s intent is to use a qualitative research design to explore how minoritized 

women, specifically those who have access to spaces with intentional programming for those 

with shared identities, experience college. Understanding their experiences can help institutions 

develop programs and practices that can contribute to greater success and close the achievement 

gaps found when comparing them to the general population. This issue is important, not only 

because of the consequences for women pursuing higher education, but also for their career 

prospects and ability to earn a living comparable to other groups. Women holding marginalized 

identities are at the bottom of the social order, which translates into disadvantages in the job 

market, including the inability to attain higher paying jobs, more prestigious positions, and social 

influence (Davis, 2009). This research allowed the personal accounts of minoritized women at a 

PWI to show how their experiences with institutional support contribute to them building and 

utilizing cultural assets to improve their college experiences. This information has implications 
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that can inform policy, resource allocation, and programming while also giving the institution 

valuable information regarding campus climate and student need.  

 

Research Questions 

 The researcher aimed to understand how the experiences of marginalized women taking 

part in a culturally based organization at a PWI experience college and leverage cultural capital. 

Gathering and understanding the experiences of these students may help institutions develop 

programs and processes to help improve the success rates for historically marginalized women in 

higher education. The data collected gave insight that can help shape campus climate, allocate 

appropriate resources, and strengthen retention and completion rates of minoritized women. This 

study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do historically marginalized women describe their experiences at a 

predominantly White institution? 

2. How do historically marginalized women make meaning of cultural wealth through 

involvement in a culturally based organization at a predominantly White institution? 

 

Rationale 

My interest in the study of historically marginalized women at a PWI stemmed from my 

personal experiences of both being a member of this group and working closely with other 

minoritized women to improve their academic and social success in college. I have attended 

PWIs throughout my post-secondary career and have struggled with issues of isolation, lack of 

institutional knowledge, and little support, especially from peers, mentors, faculty, and staff that 

share my identities due to their limited presence in these spaces. Additionally, in my fifteen years 
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as a higher education professional, I have made a point to create and participate in programming 

that helps students become more engaged and find shared spaces in post-secondary settings.  

While working in various settings in higher education, I have encountered targeted 

programming for populations deemed “at-risk.” This programming has focused narrowly on the 

experiences, risk factors, and success of men with marginalized identities, often Black males. 

Also, as I reviewed the literature regarding minoritized women in higher education, I found that 

much of the research that is not specifically focused on minoritized men instead focuses on 

marginalized populations while paying little attention to how intersectionality plays a role. 

Additionally, looking at minoritized populations as “at-risk” strips them of their agency and 

dismisses the strengths they bring to college. With limited resources, I understand the need to 

focus on populations that have the most members or the most need; however, populations in the 

margins are often overlooked, even when there are clear differences in success rates. I hope that I 

can begin to address those differences through this study. 

 

Significance of Study 

 Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 2005) posit that considering student characteristics 

allows researchers to explore if specific interventions or experiences affect groups differently. 

The cultural capital of undergraduate minoritized women in higher education is a relatively 

unexplored area of research. There is an abundance of research focusing on retention and 

graduation rates of marginalized men, as their college completion rates have continued to fall 

behind other groups. This has led to increases in policies and practices designed to address their 

needs. Since there is less research on minoritized women, there are fewer supports available that 

are aimed at maximizing their academic performance and improving their college experience 
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(Farmer, et al., 2016). Many students on campuses across the country hold multiple marginalized 

identities and creating support outlets that address the intersectionality of those identities would 

limit the need for students to choose a specific identity to access support (Greyerbiehl & 

Mitchell, 2014). Creating intentional spaces can help build diverse and inclusive learning 

environments that increase degree attainment, especially for marginalized groups. This study can 

be a significant step toward informing new policy and practices to improve college success and 

satisfaction rates among women with marginalized identities.   

There is also tendency for research to focus on barriers of underrepresented students due 

to deficits rather than focusing on success factors (Mishra, 2019). Using Yosso’s (2005) 

Community Cultural Wealth framework, this research aims to address barriers minoritized 

women face at a selective institution – as these women shares similar incoming assets as other 

students at the institution – while also recognizing their strengths used to navigate through 

college. There should be equitable outcomes for all students, and institutions have a major role in 

ensuring that all students have equal success regardless of their diverse needs. As higher 

education institutions continue to make commitments to diversity, it is important to explore the 

experiences of marginalized students to identify and address their challenges while 

acknowledging and leveraging their strengths. Learning how to retain diverse populations is 

equally important as knowing how to recruit them.  Therefore, understanding the elements that 

create a supportive climate for minoritized students, particularly those populations that have been 

overlooked, puts institutions in a position to make changes to support them (Cress, 2008).  
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Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework is the underlying structure of a study; it is derived from the 

existing literature on the topic, and includes the concepts, assumptions, and theories that inform 

the research (Merriam, 2015). This researcher employed Yosso’s (2005) concept of Community 

Cultural Wealth as a framework. This perspective considers the knowledge, skills, abilities, and 

relationships historically marginalized people use to survive and resist oppression in educational 

settings (Yosso, 2005). This was chosen because it takes an anti-deficit approach by focusing on 

the strengths of the subject (Gold, 2011). This is congruent with the culturally based organization 

the participants are involved in, which focuses on academic success and holistic support of the 

student. Another important facet of CCW is that it draws from a host of other relevant concepts 

and theories, including critical race and feminist theories, intersectionality, gender studies, social 

capital, and other student engagement models (O’Shea, 2016). The framework allowed 

participants to describe their experiences at a PWI and make meaning of the development of 

capital through a culturally based organization. 

 

Tentative Presuppositions 

Qualitative research requires the researcher to address any assumptions they have 

regarding the topic. The researcher assumes that the cultural capital minoritized women hold is 

unrealized and underutilized at a PWI. This assumption considers that people with marginalized 

identities experience prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination that impact their experiences in 

these spaces. At the same time, the experiences and supports minoritized women bring to college 

are not being taken advantage of to improve their experiences at a PWI. The researcher also 

assumes that shared spaces with intentional programming have a positive impact on sense of 



   
 

 13 

belonging and perceptions of campus climate, as it provides a support system, a safe space, and 

role models that hold similar identities. Regardless of these assumptions, qualitative research 

also requires that the research be led by the participants, and the researcher maintained this 

integrity by avoiding leading questions, using layered analysis, and reporting the experiences of 

the participants as they are.  

 

Definition of Terms 

Terms used within the context of higher education can sometimes be subjective in 

meaning depending on the reader, setting, and specific literature used to support them. Therefore, 

it is imperative to provide definitions for terms used throughout this research to provide context 

on how they will be used to answer the research questions. Specific definitions are provided for 

the following terms: 

Cultural Capital: “Knowledge and experience, acquired over time, from family, friends, 

mentors, or teachers that impart status, dispositions, cultural and linguistic expertise, and 

credentials” (Hinton, 2015, p. 303). 

Engagement: “The quality of effort students devote to educationally purposeful activities 

that contribute directly to desired outcomes” (Hu & Kuh, 2001, p. 3). This includes 

activities and behaviors that help students persist and complete their educational journey, 

as well as how institutions work to support them. This researcher focused on social and 

academic engagement. Social involvement includes participation in extracurricular 

activities/organizations, time spent on campus outside of academics, and belonging to 

social groups with other students (Astin, 1999). Academic engagement includes activities 

such as time spent outside of class on academics, interactions with faculty (in and out of 
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the classroom) and campus academic services, class participation, and involvement in 

study groups (Astin, 1999). 

Involvement: Involvement is sometimes closely related and/or used interchangeably with 

engagement. However, for this study it is defined as “the quantity and quality of the 

physical and psychological energy that students invest in the college experience” (Astin, 

1999, p. 523). This can be seen as the activities and experiences students choose to 

participate in at the institution.  

Predominantly White Institution (PWI): For this research, a PWI is defined as an 

institution with a majority White enrollment of 56 to 80 percent (McDonald & Vrana, 

2007).  

Social Capital: The acquisition and use of information and resources gained from the 

development of relationships and participation in social interactions (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Underrepresented: This researcher defined underrepresented students as those that have 

not persisted in higher education at similar rates to their majority, White counterparts. 

Additionally, while the researcher uses the term underrepresented to describe many 

historically marginalized identities, including those based in race/ethnicity, ability, 

gender, and/or sexual orientation, the major identities of focus include those of gender 

and race/ethnicity as described in the definition of historically marginalized women.  

Historically Marginalized (or Minoritized) Women: Chase et al. (2014) defines 

minoritized as “the ongoing social experience of marginalization, even when groups 

subject to racial-ethnic discrimination achieve a numerical majority in a population” (p. 

671). For this research, this includes any person who identifies as both a woman and one 

or more of the following racial/ethnic identities: Black/African American, 
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Hispanic/Latina, American Indian/Native American, Asian/Asian American/Pacific 

Islander, and/or of biracial descent. Historically marginalized and minoritized are used 

interchangeably throughout this study.  

 

Summary 

Women with historically marginalized identities are an overlooked population in higher 

education in terms of research, policy, and programming. Considerable research has addressed 

their male counterparts; however, it is important to address the needs of every population that do 

not have equitable rates of success. More investigation is necessary on the role institutions play 

in increasing engagement, and subsequently success, for minoritized women. Thus, the focus of 

this research was to explore how involvement in culturally based organizations help historically 

marginalized women develop cultural wealth at a PWI. Through the lens of Yosso’s (2005) 

concept of Community Cultural Wealth, the researcher used basic interpretive qualitative 

methods to allow participants’ perspectives guide the study.  

The following chapter will review the current research regarding minoritized women, the 

efficacy of culturally based organizations, and the role of cultural wealth in student engagement 

and success. This review distinguishes the gap in the literature, which guided the inquiry. The 

methods of the research will follow, outlining the approach and procedures that were used. 

Chapter 4 includes a presentation and analysis of the data, and Chapter 5 offers a discussion of 

the how the research questions were addressed along with implications for policy, practice, and 

future research.  
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Chapter 2. Review of the Literature 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) assert that the purpose of reviewing literature is so 

researchers can share existing research relating to a topic, frame a study within the larger context 

and dialogue of that research, and provide a framework to highlight the importance of a study. 

This chapter will take a thematic approach, exploring the most critical aspects of the research. It 

begins with a discussion of both historical and current experiences of minoritized women within 

higher education, including information regarding campus climate and engagement, two areas 

that are key to persistence. It is followed by a discussion on culturally based organizations within 

the higher education setting. Lastly, it provides background information on the theoretical 

framework that guided the research – Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth.  

The literature map (Figure 1) serves as an overview of the rationale behind the themes 

used in the review of the literature. Since the researcher’s goal was to address the role of 

culturally based organizations in leveraging cultural wealth of marginalized women at a PWI, 

three main themes were explored. First, the historical view of women and underrepresented 

minorities in higher education provided context for the current issues the population faces. Next, 

the role of intentional, shared spaces is explored to provide an overview of their benefits, 

shortcomings, and uses in higher education settings. Following this, the literature on Community 

Cultural Wealth is reviewed to understand the concept and why it is an appropriate framework to 

examine anti-deficit perspectives of the college experiences of marginalized women. These three 

themes come together to expose the gap in the literature, which identifies the necessity of the 

research.  
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Figure 1 

Literature Map 
 

 
 
Minoritized Women at Predominantly White Institutions 

 Throughout the history of the United States, women have been discriminated against due 

to their gender and were often denied the same opportunities available to men. Likewise, because 

of the history of systemic racism in the United States (US), those with marginalized identities 

have been considered second-class citizens and denied many of the rights given to the majority 
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of the population. The effects of this discrimination are still seen in many aspects of life, 

particularly in access to education and career options. Women, historically marginalized people, 

and those in lower socioeconomic categories, among others, were excluded from higher 

education institutions by law, policy, and/or practice for many generations (Renn & Reason, 

2021). Underrepresented women have the burden of dual discrimination due to race and gender, 

which leads to greater implications for access, support, and opportunities. 

 

Historical Context 

Although higher education has been available in the United States since the 1600s, the 

opportunity to attend these institutions was not always open to women or other marginalized 

people. After the revolution, the differences between the rights of women and men became more 

pronounced; as the US heralded citizens’ rights in Declaration of Independence, those rights 

were for free men, not women or other historically marginalized people (Coleman-Burns, 1989). 

Because of their place in society, women struggled to gain equality in many areas, with 

education being one of the most glaring differences.  

Education in colonial times was decided by the roles and needs of people in society. 

Women, whose role was in the home, only needed to learn to take care of the home and family. 

Everything they needed to know could be learned from their mothers, and formal education was 

seen as unnecessary. Until the 1790s, women were rarely literate; however, once education 

became an option, it was usually reserved for those needing earn a living (if marriage was not 

available) or intending to educate the children of the family (Solomon, 1985). After 

independence, however, the US no longer had a national religion that would be responsible for 

the moral education of society and teaching children discipline. This type of instruction would be 
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the responsibility of the family, and since mothers bore the responsibility of raising the children, 

it would be up to them to teach the children (Brazzell, 1996). This opened the door for women to 

be formally educated and assume this expanded responsibility. It was a great start; however, 

women were still expected to be educated for marriage and family, not for career or self-

fulfillment. 

The Civil War was a turning point in expanding educational opportunities for many 

minoritized groups in the US. During this time, women and minoritized people were granted 

greater access to higher education due to three significant changes:  

1. The Morrill Land Grant Act granted rights to public education for all; 

2. Job openings became available in factories and other male dominated professions 

while men were at war; and 

3. Some institutions became coeducational, and the women’s colleges began to emerge 

(Solomon, 1985).  

Once women gained more access to college, they slowly begin to outnumber men in 

coeducational institutions. Also, in opposition to presiding views of the inferiority of the female 

mind, they also begin to perform better in traditionally male subjects such as science and liberal 

arts. Unfortunately, while more institutions were opening to women, they were often limited in 

number and choices, and elite institutions continued to be a hurdle, with some not accepting 

women until as late as 1983 (Solomon, 1985). 

Even as more women were accessing higher education, the type of women that were 

enrolling were generally middle-class White women hoping to elevate their stations in life. For 

these women, attending college was important to develop social relationships, general culture, 

intellect, and prestige (Noble, 1956). Additionally, for most college women, higher education 
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and career were often a layover before marriage and family. Women also continued to be 

excluded from some aspects of education, faced bias in curriculum and instruction, and were 

often funneled into low-status, low-income fields. Though less pronounced, this phenomenon has 

persisted within women’s education today. 

While women have faced numerous challenges in accessing and completing higher 

education programs, minoritized women have faced even greater challenges. During slavery, it 

was illegal to teach slaves to read in many of the southern states, so many Black Americans had 

to be taught in secret meetings (Gasman, 2007). Black Americans in the free north had more 

access to education, yet opportunities were still limited compared to White Americans. Similarly, 

Latinx students had some access to higher education in the southwestern US; however, 

inequitable K-12 education limited their opportunities as well (Renn & Reason, 2021). Yet 

minoritized people understood the importance of education as a path to upward mobility and 

gaining equality for themselves and their communities (Beilke, 1999).  

Just as the Declaration of Independence excluded women, it must be noted that it also 

ignored the rights of historically marginalized people and the poorer classes as well; these 

contradictions, between the theory of the Declaration and its practice in society, set the basis for 

the inherent struggles of racism, sexism, and classism that continue to be waged throughout the 

history of the United States (Coleman-Burns, 1989). This set the stage for the founding of 

Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs), as it was difficult for underrepresented minorities to gain 

admission into existing institutions. These colleges would combine labor and study – giving 

greater access to poor students – and they hoped to rival elite White institutions such as Yale and 

Harvard (Noble, 1956). It was not until the Brown v. Board of Education ruling in 1954 that 

equal access to educational institutions was granted to all Americans; this ruling was 
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instrumental in increasing the educational attainment rates of minoritized students (Guiffrida & 

Douthit, 2010). Political movements like Brown v. Board, along with the creation of federal 

financial aid programs, were major advances in the access and persistence rates of minoritized 

students (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003). However, even as minority participation rates in 

college increased, there is still a large disparity in retention and graduation rates of 

underrepresented students, particularly at PWIs, which are generally more accessible than MSIs 

(Guiffrida & Douthit, 2010; Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013). 

While it is important to have some understanding of the plight of all women accessing 

higher education, it is equally important to recognize that women with marginalized identities 

faced even greater challenges than their White counterparts and that their experiences in both 

college and the workplace were much different. Once women were granted access to education, 

minority women were still being excluded from many spaces due to their ethnicity. One 

exception was Oberlin College, which began admitting minorities in 1833 (Perkins, 1983) and 

women in 1837 (Renn & Reason, 2021). Since this was one of the few spaces underrepresented 

women were welcome, many families made significant efforts to make sure their daughters could 

attend. For example, the first African American woman to earn a college degree, Mary Jane 

Patterson (in 1862), attended Oberlin, and her entire family moved from North Carolina for this 

to be possible (Perkins, 1983). This was a common practice in minoritized families, as it was 

necessary to access the limited opportunities available to them. 

Due to historical inequities that have persisted in the US, those who hold multiple 

marginalized identities face greater challenges both in higher education and the workplace. 

Despite this, minoritized women persisted in taking advantage of increased access to education, 

and by the mid-1940s, minoritized women attended college at higher rates than both their White 
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and male counterparts (Beilke, 1999). Black women, especially, understood the importance of 

education as a means of advancing themselves and their communities, and they pursued higher 

education to obtain training for a profession, prepare for marriage and family, and become more 

useful citizens (Noble, 1956). 

Although there has been major reform in minority and women’s rights, men are often the 

beneficiaries of racial and financial reform, while White women are more likely to benefit from 

gender equity practices (Gasman, 2007). It is also important to note that at a time when other 

women were educated to prepare them to find a husband and be better wives and mothers, 

minoritized women were expected to work to help support the family and use their education to 

uplift their race (Perkins, 1983). While facing prejudice for their race, class, and gender from 

various entities, there was also a struggle over the type of education minoritized women should 

receive in college. Educators did not want women to have higher aspirations than were allowed 

by society but wanted students to be prepared for multiple options; it was a delicate balance 

between supporting aspirations and preparing them to meet “realistic” goals (Solomon, 1985). 

Although minoritized women were subjected to different standards and quality of 

education, they were often more interested in gaining equality. In many institutions, women were 

seen as expendable distractions to male students and would lose out in any decision that pitted 

the male and female students against each other (Noble, 1956). In response to this and other 

challenges, Black women wanted to limit differentiation between men’s and women’s education, 

disprove inferiority, and be more competitive in the workplace; they insisted that the only 

differentiation should include instruction on being successful in a male dominated society, more 

stringent curriculum to help them overcome the double standard by being twice as good, and 

instruction on how to balance marriage, family, and career without tension (Noble, 1956). Even 
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while facing so many challenges, underrepresented women found ways to thrive in higher 

education settings. Research shows that underrepresented women are more successful in settings 

with higher proportions of minority students and faculty, as this increases the likelihood that 

underrepresented student experiences are acknowledged and creates a more welcoming 

environment (Baker, 2015). However, in the absence of increased diversity, ways to support 

marginalized women warrants exploration. 

 

Current Experiences 

Even as great strides have been made in access and curriculum, the experiences of 

minoritized women are much different than those of their counterparts. This includes those of 

minority men and White women, which are two groups they tend to be coupled with in research. 

However, because of the dual identities they represent, it can be a struggle to have their 

experiences represented. This section explores the literature on campus climate and engagement. 

Campus Climate 

Over time, women began to outnumber men at every institution type (Buchman & 

DiPrete, 2006). However, being the majority does not guarantee that they experience a 

welcoming campus climate. Renn and Patton (2010) defined campus climate as “the overall 

ethos or atmosphere of a college campus mediated by the extent individuals feel a sense of 

safety, belonging, engagement within the environment, and value as members of a community” 

(p. 248). Hurtado et al. (1998) describes four things that contribute to campus climate: (1) the 

institution’s history of inclusion; (2) it’s racial/ethnic diversity; (3) perceptions and attitudes 

between and among different groups on campus; and (4) intergroup behaviors and relationships.  



   
 

 24 

Women are still disproportionally affected by challenges to persistence, with historically 

marginalized women facing even greater challenges. Despite the barriers minoritized women 

have faced in the realm of higher education, they have still managed to somewhat persist and 

succeed compared with their male counterparts. This has not come without its own challenges. In 

addition to the historical barriers that have been in place since they first entered higher education, 

time and society have also perpetuated stereotypes, ethnic and gender roles, and other barriers, 

both in higher education and beyond. One of the greatest barriers minoritized women face, 

particularly in PWIs, is isolation and loneliness (Davis, 2009). Because they may be seen as 

intellectually inferior, they may be excluded from study groups or projects, receive poor 

evaluations of their work from classmates, or left out when important information is shared 

(Mishra, 2019). This can have a detrimental effect on an individual’s sense of belonging. 

Hurtado, et al. (2012) have defined sense of belonging as “a feeling of attachment and place 

within the overall campus community… precursors to persistence in college” (p. 18).  

In terms of education, sense of belonging refers to the feeling of relatedness and 

connection to others within the institutional community and the interactions that take place in 

these settings (Booker, 2016). When students do not persist or succeed in college, it is often 

connected to a lack of sense of belonging or integration into the institution (Tinto, 1993). 

Conversely, students with a stronger sense of belonging generally experience a smooth social 

and academic transition into college (Johnson, et al., 2007). Sense of belonging has important 

implications for student retention, persistence, and completion. Some factors that help indicate 

sense of belonging include relationships with peers, interactions with instructors (both in and out 

of the classroom), accessing academic support resources, faculty and staff support, and 

perception of campus racial climate and diversity (Johnson, et al., 2007). Sense of belonging can 
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also impact students’ perceptions of campus climate. Campus racial climate is particularly 

important for women with marginalized identities since, just as in society, it is influenced by 

historical, structural, behavioral, and psychological forces (Johnson, et al., 2007). 

Faculty interaction is another major factor in a student’s connection to the institution. 

Because of their direct contact with students, they are often where students look to determine if 

the educational environment is welcoming and inclusive (Hurtado, et al., 2012). Booker (2007, 

2016) found that professors with the most impact on retention are relatable, engaging, accessible, 

and authentic, and their interactions go beyond the classroom setting. Peer interactions in the 

classroom also contribute to sense of belonging. Underrepresented students whose peers treat 

them as a valuable addition to the class and consider their viewpoint and ideas important feel 

more connected to the educational environment (Booker, 2007). Therefore, expectations and 

practices set by faculty can promote tolerance and inclusion to improve perceptions of campus 

climate.  

For underrepresented students, campus climate is also be affected by discrimination and 

bias.  Perceived intolerance and prejudicial attitudes have an adverse effect on connection to the 

educational environment (Booker, 2007). To negate these effects, it is important that institutions 

provide validating experiences that promote self-worth, cultural affirmation, resilience, and 

retention (Hurtado, et al., 2012). Given these disparities and the way minoritized women 

experience campus climate despite being the majority on most campuses, more research on this 

population is warranted. This research should explore how women and people with marginalized 

identities experience campus climate. Additionally, institutions are slowly making efforts to 

support marginalized women. There should be more attention paid to interventions available to 

this population to determine what is most effective.  
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Campus Engagement 

Student involvement and engagement, which include faculty-staff interaction and 

organizational involvement, is another critical component of college retention, persistence, and 

completion (Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014). At the same time, American colleges and 

universities still appear to tolerate discrimination and prejudice based on many differences – 

including religion, politics, race/ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation (Cress, 2008). 

Consequently, minoritized students and women are more likely to report witnessing and 

experiencing discrimination on campus, which can distract them from engaging in the academic 

community and impede their academic and personal development (Cress, 2008). To reduce the 

numbers of these incidents underrepresented students experience, campuses need inclusive 

learning communities and to actively create spaces and conditions that promote student success 

(Hurtado & Ruiz-Alvarado, 2015).  

 For minority students, there are additional considerations for student engagement. 

Several studies suggest that Black and Latinx students in particular experience a double 

consciousness that plays a role in engaging with their institution. The daily lives of these students 

often bring together mainstream American culture with distinct ideas and practices related to 

their own cultures, leading them to make schema-relevant shifts in behavior (sometimes referred 

to as code-switching) in response to their current environment (Brannon, et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, while students are generally perceived to perpetuate discriminatory environments 

on campus, underrepresented students are ten times more likely to feel singled out or treated 

differently in the classroom due to their race, gender, or ethnicity (Cress, 2008).  

Given the shifts underrepresented students must make to fit into different societal groups, 

it is important for institutions to consider this when addressing student success and engagement. 
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Institutions that work to maintain a culturally diverse student body provide opportunities for 

positive contact among different groups and prepare students to be open to diversity (Cabrera, et 

al., 1999). This creates a positive campus climate by changing behaviors and attitudes at both the 

individual and organizational level and is an intentional way to build learning environments that 

facilitate identity development, understanding, and unity for and across all identities (Cress, 

2008).  

By creating inclusive environments with opportunities to engage with practices related to 

students’ racial/ethnic group, institutions can improve academic outcomes for all students and 

utilize the experiences of these students to address social and educational disparities (Brannon, et 

al., 2015). To accomplish this, it is not just important to discuss and display diversity on campus; 

it takes intentional efforts like investing more resources into behaviors that promote diversity, 

teach diversity through examples, hold the campus community accountable for acceptable 

behaviors, and be transparent about the economics of maintaining inclusive environments 

(Boening & Miller, 2005). Furthermore, student-faculty interactions must be a major focus of a 

diversity plan, especially at institutions with less diversity and fewer opportunities for minority 

involvement (Cress, 2008). 

Tinto’s (1993) theory of educational departure discusses the importance of students being 

integrated into the culture of the institution. This theory posits that academic success and 

persistence are indicators of successful integration and institutional support. Educational 

departure theory looks at both academic and social integration and suggests that while the 

classroom is integral to integration, the availability of student organizations and other outside 

support systems (both formal and informal) show that an institution is holistically supporting 
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their students. While Tinto’s (1993) theory can be applied to students who fall into the majority, 

there are some critiques when considering those with underrepresented identities.  

Tierney (1992) posited that Tinto ignores the impact of race, class, and gender, which 

makes it inapplicable to the experiences of minority students. Tinto also ignores the impact of the 

racial environment for minority students, which can be important to sense of belonging, student 

engagement, and student success (Baker, 2013). Theories that do not take race and ethnicity into 

account – ignoring the impact of racism and the unique experiences of underrepresented students 

– give incomplete or inaccurate understandings of the factors contributing to minority 

achievement (Harper, et al., 2018).  Baker (2008) suggests that minority students receive 

academic benefits from organizational involvement, but that it is also important to consider the 

type of organization, as race/ethnicity and gender show different results in different types of 

organizations. For instance, Black students receiving co-ethnic support in student organizations 

are more satisfied with their institution (Baker, 2015). Other studies found that the most 

important type of campus support for minoritized students is contact and support from faculty 

with shared identities (Baker, 2013, 2015). 

Steele’s (1997) concept of stereotype threat is also a consideration when discussing 

students with marginalized identities. This concept examines the racial environment of an 

institution and how it affects minority students. Stereotypes (generalizations applied to a group 

of people with shared characteristics) have been used to perpetuate barriers to opportunities and 

to justify both individual acts and institutional racism (Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013). Stereotypes for 

underrepresented students include ideas such as being seen as aggressive and violent, filling 

quotas, or assuming them to be first generation, athletic, or from difficult upbringings, ignoring 

positive background characteristics they may hold (Bourke, 2007). 
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According to Steele (1997), when students feel that they are evaluated through the lens of 

negative stereotypes, their performance is negatively affected. Research indicates that minority 

students spend a lot of effort on campus trying to disprove negative stereotypes; they feel the 

need to be a model minority by representing all underrepresented students, educating others 

about culture, and holding themselves to different standards of appearance, behavior, and 

interactions with others (Bourke, 2007). Additionally, minority students also experience 

microaggressions (subtle disparaging comments and actions) from both faculty and peers that 

serve to undermine them (Booker, 2016). 

Even with the prevalence of minority students code-switching to combat stereotype threat 

(Steele, 1997), they often still have limited interactions and acceptance at PWIs. Both 

spokesperson pressure and microaggressions can contribute to underrepresented students need 

for counter-spaces to build a sense of community, a shared purpose, and a place to speak freely 

(Booker, 2016). While minoritized students often find ways to self-segregate, with limited spaces 

on campus and the prevalence of White students on campus, underrepresented students are more 

open to socializing with all students; however, it is difficult to find that attitude reciprocated 

(Bourke, 2007).  Consequently, 43.6% of students have experienced some form of discrimination 

on campus, with 45.6% experiencing discrimination based on gender and 40.6% based on 

race/ethnicity, showing that stereotype threat is still salient at PWIs (Cooperative Institutional 

Research Program, 2015). 

Students holding marginalized identities are especially vulnerable because of ongoing 

negative stereotypes regarding their intelligence. In one study, African American students 

reported stereotypes and stereotype threat as the largest barrier to their academic achievement; it 

affected academic performance and memory, delayed academic progress toward degree, and was 
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a factor in this population having the lowest completion rates of all other racial/ethnic groups 

studied (Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013). For Latinx students, there is also a connection between facing 

discrimination and psychological distress (Azizova & Mendez, 2021). While this may not be felt 

in all environments, it can be very common in PWIs. Institutions, therefore, must provide 

supports that can help reduce this threat. 

These theories regarding student engagement often led to questioning whose 

responsibility it is to facilitate integration into college: the institution or the students. It has been 

suggested that facilitating a sense of belonging is the mutual responsibility of both the individual 

and the institution (Johnson, et al., 2007). However, it is also important to put additional focus on 

the racial climate of the institution. Particularly, institutions must be invested in creating an 

atmosphere of awareness around stereotype threat and helping students to confront stereotypes 

while coping with the pressure of stereotype threat (Johnson-Ahorlu, 2013). Exploring the 

experiences of minoritized students, particularly women, can help administrators discover ways 

to support these efforts. 

Academic Engagement 

The ultimate goal of higher education is for students to complete their studies and have 

career success, becoming productive global citizens. Accordingly, academic engagement is a 

primary objective for student success. For underrepresented student populations, this can be 

difficult for a variety of reasons. Positive relationships and interactions with faculty improve 

academic performance, yet minority students can be treated differently because of their 

backgrounds (Mishra, 2019). Stereotypes and bias can also interfere with learning, taking the 

form of lowered expectations, bias in grading, and being excluded from activities (Mishra, 

2019).   
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Ultimately, it is up to students to actively participate and take advantage of resources, 

activities, and programming provided by their institution. However, it is both imperative and 

advantageous for institutions to provide these outlets. While many universities have academic 

support services available for their students, they do not always address the specific strengths 

and challenges of minority students. When designing academic support services, factors such as 

race/ethnicity, income, background, and culture must be considered. It may be more cost 

effective to provide programming that addresses the need of the general population, yet targeted 

services may be more effective in retaining populations that have greater risk factors for non-

completion.  

Institutions must also remember that the importance of having a diverse institutional 

composition is not just limited to students and programming; diversity of faculty and staff also 

plays a role in student engagement and success. Peer engagement helps students acclimate to the 

college social environment and provides moral support but can have little effect on academic 

performance (Baker, 2013). Conversely, faculty support is shown to have a positive impact on 

academic performance and overall satisfaction (Baker, 2013, 2015; Mishra, 2019). Students who 

feel that faculty treat them with respect, provide honest feedback, and give academic and 

emotional support report a more positive campus climate; this leads to stronger relationships 

with faculty and results in higher academic confidence and grades (Cress, 2008).  

While it is important for all faculty to engage in these behaviors, minority representation 

in faculty and staff is paramount to minority student success. Underrepresented students have 

reported that they are often treated differently in educational environments, which can result in 

lower self-concept and greater academic challenges (Brittian & Gray, 2014). Additionally, not 

having opportunities to interact with same race faculty and staff has been found to be a deficit to 
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minority students (Bradley, 2010). Hiring more minoritized instructors is an important step in 

providing role models and mentors for all students, particularly those with diverse backgrounds 

(Cress, 2008). Unfortunately, faculty and staff diversity has increased at an even slower rate than 

that of the student body, even though they are shown to be more active with minoritized students 

and their mere presence can help students be more likely to persist (Candida II & Hilton, 2013). 

Faculty members with marginalized identities provide ethnic-specific knowledge and 

support and show students that they are valued and belong at the institution (Baker, 2013). The 

availability of same-race faculty mentors is important for underrepresented students, as they help 

to increase self-efficacy and help students develop more clearly defined goals; students also find 

that mentors that share similar identities are more supportive, which creates more satisfied 

students (Baker, 2015). Additionally, mentors with similar cultural backgrounds provide 

behavior modeling, emotional support, and a sense of belonging and connectedness that inspires 

confidence and academic success (Thomas, et al., 2009). Increasing the retention of minoritized 

students at PWIs may be a path to increasing faculty and administrators with similar identities, 

which is a key component in addressing the needs of minoritized women on campus (Dahlvig, 

2010).  

Even as institutions look for ways to create support systems that utilize existing faculty 

and staff to support underrepresented students, it is important to address why students seek co-

ethnic support. In addition to facing the same issues that plague other students acclimating to the 

college environment, minority students seek co-ethnic support to help them navigate the racial 

environment at PWIs. Stereotype threat and racial microaggressions are struggles that are unique 

to minority students, and co-ethnic support systems help reduce their effects by reinforcing 

academic excellence, helping students integrate into the social and academic systems, and 
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increasing a sense of support and belonging (Baker, 2015). Minoritized faculty are also more 

likely to be aware of the cultural climate on campus and the prevalence of inequity, which leads 

to the likelihood of increased culturally responsive teaching methods (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018).  

Similar to the retention of diverse students, it is just as important to support diverse 

faculty and staff as it is to recruit them. With the push to increase diversity, some institutions 

have practiced tokenism, hiring a few minorities to satisfy quotas or increase their visibility; 

however, they are still being marginalized as they may not have a voice in decision-making or 

access to necessary support and resources to be successful (Chun & Evans, 2008). This, of 

course results in high turnover of diverse staff, which students recognize and may see as lack of 

validation for them as well.  

Social Engagement 

Tinto (1993) indicates that persistence in college is largely influenced by how socially 

involved students are within the institution. Azizova and Mendez (2021) posit that student 

success should not be reduced to academic persistence and achievement, but a mix of degree 

completion and personal growth. This integration includes the relationships they form with other 

students, involvement in extracurricular activities and organizations, and time spent on-campus 

outside of the classroom. While the research in this area is valid for majority populations, its 

validity for marginalized populations is questionable in the context of a PWI.  

While theory suggests that student involvement promotes sense of belonging and student 

success, minority students at PWIs are more likely to be dissatisfied with the social environment 

on campus. Despite institutional claims of diversity and inclusion, underrepresented students find 

it difficult to identify campus groups and spaces where they belong and have ownership in – with 

the exception of ethnic-specific cultural centers, organizations, offices, or majors (Harper & 
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Hurtado, 2007). Minority students can also feel that opportunities to be involved in prestigious 

campus organizations and honor societies or receive prestigious awards on campus are not open 

to them (Bourke, 2007; Bradley, 2010). According to Bourke (2007), 

Students of color sometimes feel that their place and participation at the institution 

depends on the needs and wants of Whiteness. Only asked to be involved as a form of 

representation or entertainment. They are relegated to marginal spaces in which they are 

unable to access resources that would enable them to become a part of the culture that 

governs the norms, values, mores, and traditions of the institution. Their involvement 

with campus activities and other students is mediated through race. Through this 

permanence of race in their everyday lives, students of color face barriers to engaging in 

this discourse. (p. 112) 

This can be attributed, in part, to the problem of majority race students having the 

proclivity to mostly interact with peers with the same race, despite holding increasingly liberal 

views (Bradley, 2010). Institutions are responsible for supporting the success of diverse students 

through policies and programs that facilitate transition into the college environment that account 

for diverse needs and interests (Renn & Reason, 2021).  Therefore, it is important that culturally 

relevant support systems, such as support groups and student organizations, be in place to give 

underrepresented students appropriate outlets and allow them to focus more on their education 

(Thomas et al., 2009). These organizations help build their networks, give them places to share 

feelings and gain support, and play significant roles in persistence and retention (Mishra, 2019).  
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Culturally Based Organizations 

“The student’s peer group is the single most potent source of influence on growth and 

development in the undergraduate years” (Astin, 1993, p. 398). While social and academic 

engagement are important elements for success in education, it is equally essential to find a 

network of social support. Since underrepresented students at PWIs are often seen as outsiders, 

they tend to do better when connected to small, mutually supportive groups in which they feel 

comfortable (Mishra, 2019).  

Culturally based organizations are important avenues to increase campus engagement and 

academic success for underrepresented students (Hurtado, et al., 1999). Underrepresented 

students often look to culturally based organizations for support that is specific to their needs and 

helps them build a positive self-identity in an environment that can seem isolating (Baker, 2008, 

2015). These spaces can be places of refuge where racial/ethnic identity would not be tokenized, 

and they offer opportunities for leadership development (Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014).  

The key benefits of culturally based organizations are the opportunities for networking, 

building connections, and engagement with others with similar identities and shared experiences 

(Guiffrida, 2003; Harper & Quaye, 2015). Underrepresented students at a PWI interact with 

students who do not look like them on a regular basis in most spaces on their campuses; the 

respite they receive in co-ethnic spaces help them to reconcile these differences without the 

pressure to behave as a model minority or take an offensive stance (Hurtado, et al., 1999; Harper 

& Quaye, 2015; Patton, 2006). This type of engagement can have influence not only on social 

and academic success, but also a student’s intent to remain at their institution (Astin, 1993). 

Additionally, participation in culturally based organizations can also have long-lasting effects. 
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The connections made in these spaces can help build social capital, which translates to greater 

career opportunities and increased civic and community engagement.  

Co-ethnic Mentoring 

Institutions providing support and opportunities for culturally based organizations is a 

key component to the success of these programs and their participants. In addition to how 

institutional support conveys an investment in equity and the success of underrepresented 

students, building relationships with key individuals who provide assistance and create 

attachments to others can compensate for other resources that may not be available to some 

students (Mishra, 2019). This also allows for participants to find mentors with shared identities. 

Research has shown that mentoring supports students’ academic and social integration into the 

institution (Zalaquett & Lopez, 2007). Underrepresented students gain important benefits from 

forming mentoring relationships. This includes increased academic competency, improved 

navigation of the educational environment, better coping skills, access to more resources, and 

more meaningful social connections (Zalaquett & Lopez, 2007). Mentoring also helps to 

alleviate feelings of stress and anxiety for underrepresented students in college (Mishra, 2019).  

Peers play an important role in student success; they can share relevant information and 

resources and introduce diverse ideas and perspectives (Mishra, 2019). Peer mentoring, a formal 

relationship where qualified students support and guide other students to better navigate their 

education, can help students traverse the higher education culture by improving study skills, 

helping them make better course selections, providing motivation, and increasing students’ 

satisfaction with their academic experiences (Eby & Dolan, 2015; Mishra, 2019; Terrion, 2012). 

The knowledge and wisdom of students in similar situations can help students recognize and 
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understand campus policies and procedures, self-management skills, and other factors that affect 

academic success in ways that interactions with staff members cannot (Brocato, 2000).  

Peer mentoring encourages strong interpersonal connections to other students, which help 

foster acceptance and a sense of belonging in the college community (Damashek, 2003). 

Mentoring also has positive effects for the students serving as mentors. Young and Cates (2005) 

found that peer mentorship relationships improve academic performance, reduce stress and 

anxiety, enhance engagement, and add value for both mentees and mentors. This study also 

suggests that mentors received enhanced self-confidence, motivation, communication, and 

organizational skills as a result of helping other students succeed.  

Forming mentoring relationships with college faculty and staff can give minoritized 

women access to additional knowledge and supports, which can be instrumental in gaining forms 

of capital that contribute to their success in career and education. While many students do not 

seek relationships with college faculty and staff, Hurtado and Carter (1997) acknowledge that 

faculty/student relationships provide benefits to students such as improved learning outcomes, 

better integration into college life, access to resources, increased student retention, and enhanced 

post-college prospects. Additionally, since college racial composition and racial climate may 

affect the satisfaction of women with marginalized identities, faculty support, especially from 

those holding similar identities, may also help students reduce stereotype threat by increasing 

students’ sense of connection (Baker, 2013). While having no effect on academic performance, 

higher proportions of minority students and more positive perceived racial climates have a 

positive correlation with the overall satisfaction of marginalized women on campus and may 

reduce the challenges associated with attending a PWI (Baker, 2015).   
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Greek Letter Organizations 

No discussion of culturally based organizations can be complete without mentioning 

Greek-letter organizations (GLOs). GLOs have been especially important to minoritized 

students, particularly women. Culturally specific sororities offer a strong ethnic identification 

that gives them a sense of belonging and motivates them to persist; these groups also provide 

personal and professional connections and preserve their cultural values within a PWI setting 

(Delgado-Guerrero, et al., 2014).  In a community where historically marginalized women are 

usually at the bottom of the social hierarchy, these organization provide a place free of the 

gender issues found in male-dominated spaces and a safe zone with others that share their lived 

experience (Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014). 

However, GLOs cannot be the only avenue available to minoritized students to find co-

ethnic spaces on campus. While they offer many benefits to their members, fraternities and 

sororities are not a good fit for every student. The exclusionary nature of these types of 

organizations does not offer a space to most underrepresented students; this is especially 

prevalent in culturally specific GLOs which are generally more selective and often have more 

secretive and demanding membership processes (Parks, 2008). It is difficult for students without 

prior context to understand how to engage with these organizations (Parks & Hughey, 2020). 

GLOs are also cost-prohibitive to many students, especially those from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds (Parks & Hughey, 2020). More importantly, due to the limited resources 

(comparable to White GLOs), these organizations are often not present and/or available to 

students at many institutions.  
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Culturally based organizations can also serve to address the intersectionality of 

underrepresented students. Intersectionality, coined by Crenshaw (1989), explores the way the 

legal system and movements related to race and gender can erase the experiences of 

marginalized women (particularly Black women). In previous research, Lorde (1984) describes a 

similar phenomenon looking at the way multiple identities (including sexuality, race, gender, and 

socioeconomic status among other factors). Considering the ideas of intersectionality, culturally 

based organizations can be an avenue for students to explore their multiple identities and provide 

holistic support.  

While underrepresented students find these organizations to be helpful to their success, 

there are some critiques of them. Some research suggests that organizations separated by race 

worsen race relations and prevent their students from integrating to the overall college 

environment. In contrast, Baker (2008) finds that while Greek letter organizations can have a 

negative effect on performance, racial composition of organizations has little to no effect on 

academic performance. However, the best peer support organizations for improving academic 

performance are those organized by the institution itself, regardless of ethnic make-up (Baker, 

2013).  

 

Theoretical Framework: Community Cultural Wealth 

Inclusion in social networks allow people to access resources and information not readily 

available to everyone, while also emphasizing achievement and status (Mishra, 2019). However, 

these resources are not distributed equally, benefitting some groups over others due to socio-

economic status, race/ethnicity, and/or gender (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu (1986) explores how 

people acquire, access, and use resources gained through relationships, otherwise known as 
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social capital. These relationships can come in two different ways: (1) bonding relationship, 

which are built through family or people with similar characteristics or backgrounds; and (2) 

bridging relationships with those who have access to resources through their own ties and can 

transmit their access to others (Lardier, Jr., et al., 2017). Individuals can access the various types 

of social capital through these bonding and/or bridging relationships. 

There are three main components of social capital: social confidence, social participation, 

and social integration (Tonkaboni, et al., 2013). The first of these, social confidence, is a 

precondition of the others, and includes an expectation of honesty, loyalty, mutual investment in 

others. Social integration involves cohesion and a division of labor and resources. The last 

component is social participation, where members of the group act as partners, pooling their 

information and resources to achieve collective goals (Tonkaboni, et al., 2013). Bourdieu (1986) 

also describes different forms of capital: economic capital (money, property, etc.), social capital 

(i.e., social connections, networks, obligations, and information), and cultural capital (cultural 

goods, educational qualifications, etc.) (Bourdieu, 1986). Two of these, social and cultural 

capital, is acquired through family, education, community, and experiences and are most 

advantageous to dominant groups that have the power to legitimatize certain social norms and 

limit access to resources (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). This perpetuates social hierarchies and 

inequality by diminishing the ability of others to accumulate capital (Bourdieu, 1986), which is 

particularly noticeable at PWIs, where White, male, and middle-class is seen as the baseline.  

Educational institutions, especially at the post-secondary level, are a microcosm of the 

role social capital plays in maintaining inequality in society. The ability to access higher 

education, particularly in selective institutions, follows a familiar process: college preparation 

and admission, adjusting to the college environment, and preparation for post-college prospects 
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(Rios-Aguilar & Deil-Amen, 2012). Those students with access to strong social networks and 

privileged information navigate the process well; these students understand processes, have 

connections to help with college admission and success, and can maintain those connections to 

improve career and social prospects. Those that enter without such knowledge and connections 

have more difficulty gaining access to education, navigating the college environment to 

completion, and accessing the career and social resources to accumulate social capital for future 

generations.  

A critique of Bourdieu is that it limits the effect of agency, theorizing that the structural 

forces of social capital cannot be controlled (O’Shea, 2016). This idea is grounded in the idea 

that White, middle-class, and male are the standard, which leads to deficit approaches assuming 

minoritized students need to be fixed (Rincon et al., 2020; Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). Students 

with marginalized identities may not benefit from several forms of social capital because of the 

various identities they hold, yet they do possess other types of capital unique to their identities. 

While Bourdieu (1986) does allow for some interpretation of who constitutes the majority, it still 

focuses on maintaining capital within homogenous groups. Yosso’s (2005) concept of 

Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) builds upon Bourdieu (1986) by considering the beneficial 

role of familial and social supports in academic success and broadening the scope of what should 

be recognized as capital and who holds it.  

Community Cultural Wealth is the idea that families and communities develop and 

nurture their own kinds of capital (Yosso, 2005). It considers that there are forms of cultural 

knowledge that have equal value, and it is informed by gender studies, critical race theory, 

migrant studies, intersectionality, and sociology (O’Shea, 2016; Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). 

CCW describes values and ideas within historically marginalized communities that encourage 
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persistence despite obstacles they may face (Yosso, 2005). Some of these are inherent factors, 

while some are gained through overcoming systematic disparities (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018). 

Taking these concepts into consideration is paramount when finding ways to support and retain 

students with underrepresented identities.  

CCW allows us to explore systematic issues that affect students’ success and helps 

uncover the role institutions play in the persistence of minoritized students (Samuelson & Litzler, 

2016). Using an anti-deficit approach, CCW does not assume that those students not considered 

part of the majority do not possess capital; in contrast, it recognizes that underrepresented 

populations have alternate skills, abilities, and networks that are equally helpful. This allows 

institutions to create spaces where these other forms of capital can be utilized to support their 

success (Yosso, 2005). Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1993) also plays a role in CCW, and it is 

particularly relevant for minoritized women. CCW broadly uses intersectionality to account for 

an individual’s race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and other defining characteristics to 

explore their experience. Intersectionality recognizes that individuals do not experience life 

through the lens of a single identity, but that their multiple identities combine, shape, and 

respond to each other, creating unique experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). While ample research and 

social movements tend to focus on a single identity, it is important to recognize the impact 

multiple identities have on minoritized women.  

Forms of Cultural Capital 

Yosso (2005) discusses six forms of cultural capital. These include aspirational, 

resistance, linguistic, navigational, social, and familial capital. These types of capital do not 

stand alone; instead, they operate dynamically, building on one another (Samuelson & Litzler, 

2016). They are also not specific to a certain culture or ethnicity yet have been useful when 
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applied to historically marginalized communities and other underrepresented groups in education 

(O’Shea, 2016). Figure 2 illustrates the CCW framework; it shows the relationship between the 

types of capital. The arrows represent how each type of capital is interdependent and 

complement each other to build the framework (Yosso, 2005).  

 

Figure 2 

Six Types of Capital Adapted from Yosso (2005)  

 

 

 

Aspirational capital refers to an individual’s ability to maintain hope for the future 

despite obstacles they may face (Yosso, 2005). O’Shea (2016) likens this concept to the ideas of 

resilience and possibility. In one study, 61% of students recognized aspirational capital as 

contributing to both their decision to pursue their education and persist until completion 

(Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). This study also points out that aspirational capital is an important 
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strength even when students do not recognize the barriers they may have. In their study of STEM 

students, Rincon and Rodriguez (2021) found that aspirational capital was provided by both 

college peers (examples of success) and their commitment to their home communities (being 

able to bring everyone up). The resiliency that aspirational capital provides helps 

underrepresented populations consider possibilities beyond their present circumstances (Yosso, 

2005). 

The use of oppositional behavior to challenge the status quo describes resistance capital 

(Yosso, 2005). This type of capital is important, as it includes the passing of cultural knowledge 

and wealth despite oppressive forces to assimilate (Yosso, 2005). This resistant behavior can 

take many forms. For example, individuals that subscribe to conformist resistance are motivated 

by social justice without critiquing systems of oppression; instead, these individuals learn to 

operate within the existing social structure (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). The opposite of this, 

transformational resistance, hold oppressive systems accountable in the quest for social justice 

and fixing the system (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). The intersection of conformist and 

transformational resistance is resilient resistance, which works to change negative ideas and 

behaviors without changing the structures that perpetuate inequality (Samuelson & Litzler, 

2016). Regardless of the form, resistance capital indicates a desire to prove negative stereotypes 

wrong, which drives students to not only persist and succeed, but also do better than other 

students (Yosso, 2005). In their study of cultural wealth of Black and Latinx engineering 

students, Samuelson and Litzer (2016) found that conformist and resilient resistance to be more 

prevalent. This was seen in the participants determination to complete their program, disprove 

stereotypes, and work harder to be better (resilient) and in the participants’ quest for social 

justice while not critiquing the structures that hindered progress. 
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Yosso (2005) describes linguistic capital as communication skills, which includes 

knowledge of multiple languages and communicating through storytelling and other forms of art. 

Linguistic capital is especially important for minoritized students, who often possess multiple 

languages, dialects, and communication styles. One study found that Latinx students nurtured 

linguistic capital through their home language (usually Spanish), which they found to be assets in 

their professional lives (Rincon & Rodriguez, 2021). Underrepresented students may also have 

experiences with learning oral histories with their cultures, which can build skills such as 

“memorization, attention to detail, dramatic pauses, comedic timing, facial affect, vocal tone, 

volume, rhythm and rhyme (Yosso, 2005, p. 79). These assets are important social, 

communication, and academic skills.  

Navigational capital describes the ability to effectively move within social networks and 

institutions created with dominant culture in mind (Yosso, 2005). This type of capital is similar 

to aspirational capital, yet it focuses on the skills individuals build in order to navigate spaces. 

These skills include resilience and the capacity to achieve and persist despite challenges such as 

isolation, racism, low expectations, and a lack of role models and mentors (Samuelson & Litzler, 

2016). When studying historically marginalized students in engineering programs, Samuel and 

Litzler (2016) found navigational capital to be the most common form utilized by this group. 

They discussed strategies such as learning from experience, making connections with others that 

could help facilitate success, and maintaining confidence when faced with adversity; this 

suggests that building navigational capital by helping students understand what it takes to 

navigate institutions could benefit all students.  

The networks that surround individuals with resources and support make up social capital 

(Yosso, 2005). While students with privileged identities use their networks to move adeptly 
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through systems and institutions, people with marginalized identities use their social networks to 

build confidence and access alternate avenues to success. Yosso (2005) asserts that minoritized 

communities utilize these resources to gain success in education and career, and then share that 

information with their social networks, essentially helping other in the community achieve that 

same success. For example, Rincon and Rodriguez (2021) found that Latinx students in STEM 

utilized pre-college networks to gain entry into the field, then utilized peer networks for 

continued support in college.  

Finally, Yosso (2005) describes familial capital as cultural knowledge built and passed 

through families, communities, and friend groups. Like social capital, familial capital is 

committed to the well-being of a community, and emphasizes connections, learning from the 

struggles of others, and giving back to the community (Samuel & Litzler, 2016). Rincon and 

Rodriguez (2021) found that Latinx STEM students maintained familial capital by maintain 

strong ties with their families, which helped them to form their identities as STEM students. 

Familial capital informs and develops emotional, moral, educational, and occupational values 

that motivate students and helps them persist (Samuel & Litzler, 2016). The focus on community 

well-being and the expanded definitions of family seen in underrepresented communities is 

important in combatting isolation and sharing resources so that everyone can have access to 

success (Yosso, 2005).  

Building Capital for Minoritized Women  

Community Cultural Wealth is an appropriate lens to view minoritized women at PWIs. 

Traditional student engagement and social capital theories use a deficit approach that overlooks 

structural barriers (i.e., inequitable distribution of resources, faculty and staff representation, 

bias, and discrimination) and places the problem with the individual, which does not address 
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their issues in a meaningful way (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). On the other hand, CCW – 

grounded in critical race theory and intersectionality – takes an asset-based approach, examining 

factors and values that support persistence (Samuel & Litzler, 2016). 

Research has used CCW to explore how minoritized communities build on community, 

family, and generational resources to survive, adapt, and thrive within predominantly White 

spaces (Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). Wick, et al. (2019) explored how first-generation Latinx 

students leveraged their existing cultural wealth while participating in service activities abroad 

and found that they increased and utilized linguistic, familial, aspirational, and resistant capital to 

increase engagement, capacity for learning, and growth. Habig, et al. (2021) applied CCW to 

youth learning and engagement, tracing three students with marginalized identities as they 

participated in a long-term science learning program. They found that their existing capital and 

the capital gained through participation fostered persistence and achievement in the STEM field; 

this finding highlights missed opportunities to leverage students’ cultural wealth and strengths to 

improve educational outcomes.    

Other research has discussed how certain types of capital can be useful in the success of 

minoritized communities. Zell (2014) explored how aspirational and linguistic capital related to 

success in graduate programs, finding that these nontraditional forms of capital can promote 

positive educational and career outcomes. Naidoo, et al. (2020) explored how CCW can support 

culturally and linguistically diverse learners in physical therapy, finding that social and linguistic 

capital could be used as navigational capital to help learners connect better with patients and 

faculty. However, they also found that using social capital may be a barrier to setting patient 

boundaries, and using linguistic capital sometimes resulted in a disconnection from the overall 

organizational culture. Additionally, McGowan and Perez studied how Black undergraduate men 
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gained aspirational, familial, and navigational capital through summer bridge programs and 

subsequent peer networks. They found that their networks helped them create social capital 

through counterspaces with others with shared identities and experiences, helping them negotiate 

being Black men in predominantly White spaces.  

However, it is important to look even further to explore how cultural wealth is exhibited 

differently when multiple identities are considered. For example, Samuelson and Litzler (2016) 

found that African American men were more likely than women to discuss resistant capital. The 

article also notes that gender and cultural socialization play a role in these differences. Rincon et 

al. (2020) completed a qualitative analysis of first- and continuing-generation Latinx students in 

STEM fields and found that though both entered college with cultural wealth, continuing-

generations students also possessed traditional types of capital. This study also found that Latinx 

students actively sought out spaces that would foster, nurture, and cultivate their cultural wealth.  

When considering building capital with minoritized women, it is imperative to consider 

how they utilize their existing capital and build new forms. Samuelson and Litzler (2016) discuss 

how all types of familial capital support persistence; mentoring offers benefits to both mentors 

and mentees that encourage perseverance and persistence. This is related to the commitment to 

community well-being through giving back and being motivated to succeed to be a good role 

model (mentor) or follow an example (mentees). Park et al. (2019) discusses the notion of 

spiritual capital as an additional form of cultural wealth, which intersects with other types of 

capital for minoritized populations who often have strong religious and spiritual ties.  They 

recognize that spirituality can have complex influences that can reinforce oppressive norms; 

those with spiritual ties connect hope and faith to persistence in the face of challenges. 

Additionally, Jimenez (2020) considers the idea of migration capital – knowledge and skills 
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formed through migration and immigration experiences. Her study followed a teacher who used 

CCW as a framework for curriculum for immigrant students and found that it helped students 

learn and heal through stories of their experiences.  

Even though CCW has been utilized in multiple areas of research, there has still been 

limited research on the experiences of minoritized women. When this population is the focus, it 

is often in relation to specific groups such as athletes, STEM students, or those involved in the 

Greek system. For example, Cooper et al. (2017) studied Black, female Division I athletes and 

found that they were able to leverage familial, resistant, aspirational, social, and navigational 

capital to find success in college. While phenomena like this is important, niche populations like 

student athletes are only a small portion of undergraduate women with marginalized identities. 

There is a much greater number of women in this population that does not have access to 

organizations of others with shared identities and experiences. Additionally, the specific 

organizations often have an additional set of supports and challenges specific to that group.  

While Yosso’s (2005) model considers the idea of capital for those who are not members 

of the dominant social group, it is not devoid of flaws. Yosso (2005) addresses how those with 

underrepresented identities can build capital, yet it misses important facets of how the prior 

experiences of individuals impact their integration into the university environment (O’Shea, 

2016). While the research shows that certain strategies can contribute to the success of minority 

students, it is important to address how to ensure they access those opportunities. The challenge 

for institutions is to lose the assumptions that all students are the same and work with the range 

of strengths and capitals they bring with them (O’Shea, 2016).  

Even with its flaws, CCW remains an apt framework for exploring marginalized 

populations in educational settings. By considering the wealth students receive from their 
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experiences, families, and communities, CCW allows them to leverage those strengths. However, 

even with its longevity in educational research, there is still little attention paid to some 

populations and types of interventions. This includes minoritized women and non-selective 

culturally based organizations. This researcher begins to address this gap with this study.   

 

Gap in the Literature 

Major shifts in the kinds of students populating American colleges and universities may 

mean that we need to rethink or expand our concepts about the outcomes of 

postsecondary education.  

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998, p. 153)  

There have been few studies devoted to the investigation of the impact of culturally based 

organizations on cultural wealth for minoritized women enrolled in small, liberal arts, 

predominantly White institutions. The majority of studies that investigate social capital focus on 

mainstream student groups, leaving the social networks and academic success of 

underrepresented students unexplored (Mishra, 2019).  Additionally, research on culturally based 

organizations and intentional shared spaces tend to explore Greek letter organizations, athletes, 

or other selective groups. Even when minority populations receive attention in research, it often 

views the experiences of women and racial minorities separately, ignoring how gender and race 

intersect (Chambers & Walpole, 2017, Samuelson & Litzler, 2016). The intersection of race and 

gender contributes to the challenges these women face and the needs that arise because of those 

challenges. Looking and feeling different than their peers affects how they interact in the 

classroom and with professors (Samuel & Litzler, 2016). More attention needs to be given to the 

history of minority women and the significance that history still holds in university settings. 
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Also, while similar themes can be found in the experiences of minoritized women compared to 

others on campuses, their multiple identities come with additional needs (Farmer, et al., 2016), 

making it necessary to explore how different forms of capital can be utilized to fulfill those 

needs.  

There is also insufficient research on the strengths of underrepresented students. An anti-

deficit approach is necessary to highlight the strengths of these students and how they facilitate 

access to information and resources (Mishra 2020). These students enter college with similar 

social and academic backgrounds as their classmates, graduate in large numbers, and tend to do 

well after college (Baker, 2008). However, race, gender, and other cultural influences can affect 

how students experience college (Bradley, 2010). Subsequently, students holding 

underrepresented identities have achievement rates that are not comparable to their peers. While 

there is a growing body of research in this area specific to minority males, additional exploration 

is needed to determine if issues impact women differently. Research is also necessary to explore 

factors relating to the persistence of women who hold multiple-minority statuses (Booker, 2016).  

While Community Cultural Wealth serves as an apt framework for exploring the 

experiences of minoritized groups, it has not been widely used to explore women with 

marginalized identities. Research thus far has included the Latinx community, minoritized 

students in STEM, and other identities such as first-generation, student athletes, and historically 

marginalized men (Habig et al., 2021; Wick et al., 2019). It is also critical to explore how 

marginalized students maintain cultural wealth from their families and home communities and 

convert them into more traditional forms of capital in a new environment (Rincon & Rodriguez, 

2021).  
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Further research is needed to examine the overall experiences of minoritized women at 

PWIs, particularly those involved in programs and organizations designed to support their 

success. This is an important anti-deficit approach that considers ways to build on the strengths 

they hold, particularly in comparison to the success rates of their male counterparts. Instead of 

focusing primarily on the issues students face, it is important explore how to build on the 

strengths they already possess; it is a solution-focused goal. It is also imperative to examine the 

experiences of minoritized women specifically (as opposed to comparison studies) to help 

capture the impact of their intersectional identities. This research seeks to extend the literature on 

cultural wealth experiences while filling the gap in research on the success of minoritized women 

at a PWI. The participants in this study are members of this overlooked population, and their 

participation in a culturally based program make them ideal subjects to explore leveraging 

cultural capital with this type of intervention. Using the concept of CCW to determine how 

women use existing assets will be an important contribution to the literature, as it provides 

meaningful information that can be used to inform policy and practice at PWIs.  

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter reviewed the existing literature related to the historical and current 

experiences of minoritized women attending PWIs, the impact of culturally based organizations, 

and a review of the concept of Community Cultural Wealth as a guiding theoretical framework. 

This body of literature exposes gaps in the literature, setting the stage for the current research. 

This study will add to the literature by exploring how culturally based organizations influence 

the experiences of minoritized women in building and utilizing cultural capital in a PWI setting. 

The following chapter will detail the research methods used in the study. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore historically marginalized 

undergraduate women’s experiences with culturally based organizations at a predominantly 

White liberal arts institution in order to better understand how they develop cultural capital. 

There is limited research in higher education regarding this population. This group has greater 

success at the college level than their male counterparts yet still lag behind other student groups. 

This researcher seeks to address this oversight by using an assets-based approach to investigate 

how women with marginalized identities make meaning of their experiences with culturally 

based organizations, specifically as it relates to their development of cultural capital. The 

researcher followed Merriam’s (2009) basic interpretive qualitative design. This chapter provides 

an overview of the research approach and methodology, procedures for data collection and 

analysis, philosophical assumptions, trustworthiness, delimitation, and limitations.  

 

Research Questions 

All research starts with a question. We wonder about something, why it is the way it is, 

what it is, the extent to which a particular phenomenon is unique or widespread, and so 

on. So too, with qualitative research.  

(Merriam, 2015, p.126) 

The questions that guide qualitative research are concerned with the meaning people 

construct about an experience or phenomenon (Merriam, 2015). For this study, the researcher 

explored how historically marginalized women use cultural capital to make meaning of their 
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college experience, specifically those who have access to culturally based organizations. 

Understanding their experiences can help institutions develop programs and practices that can 

contribute to greater success and close the achievement gaps found when comparing them to the 

general population. To understand how minoritized women develop cultural capital at a 

predominantly White liberal arts institution, the following questions guided the research: 

1. How do historically marginalized women describe their experiences at a predominantly 

White institution? 

2. How do historically marginalized women make meaning of cultural wealth through 

involvement in a culturally based organization at a predominantly White institution? 

 

Methodological Approach 

Qualitative methodology is the most appropriate methodology for conducting this type of 

study. This approach follows the idea that a person’s reality is not a fixed, measurable, consistent 

phenomenon, but instead is socially constructed by how people interact with the world around 

them (Merriam, 2015). Unlike a quantitative approach, which identifies variables prior to 

measuring the strength of each factor, this approach involves exploring how people experience 

and find meaning to specific contexts or events (Merriam 2015; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

Qualitative inquiry examines how people make sense of their experiences (Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). Qualitative research is characterized by the following characteristics: 

1. It attempts to understand how people make meaning of their world and experiences. 

2. The researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, with the ability 

to respond, process, clarify, adapt, and explore the responses of the subject. 
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3. It is inductive, in which the researcher gathers data to build a hypotheses or theory. 

Quantitative theory, in contrast, is deductive – starting with a hypothesis that needs to be 

tested.  

4. It is richly descriptive, relying on words and images to understand the phenomenon from 

the participants’ perspective (Merriam, 2015). 

Qualitative methodology is exploratory in nature, which was appropriate for this research 

since there is little research available on the issue and population (Merriam, 2002; Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015). Qualitative research relies on the views of participants; inquiry involves asking 

broad, general questions to explore an issue (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). In contrast, a 

quantitative approach may be limiting and not allow for the full range of experiences the 

participants have in college. Qualitative inquiry is not only interested in the events and behaviors 

that occur, but also how participants make sense of these events and react accordingly (Maxwell, 

2005). As the primary instrument for the study, the researcher was able to adapt the data 

collection and analysis process. While there was an interview protocol, the semi-structured 

nature of the interviews allowed the participant answers to change the order of or the questions 

themselves as needed. Also, the use of documents and researcher records gave context to their 

experiences and allowed the researcher to further explore related events and actions. 

Additionally, since the study was inductive in nature, the data analysis provided unexpected 

insights and revealed additional supports and challenges related to the experiences of minoritized 

women at a PWI.  

This research included rich descriptions that allowed insight into how the participants 

experience their world. The analysis includes both direct quotes from participants and 

interpretations and insights from the researcher. The themes that arise from these descriptions 
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were important to the discussion of how this information can be used to improve the outcomes of 

other minoritized women attending PWIs. This methodology also provided an opportunity for 

women with marginalized identities who participate in culturally based organizations on a 

predominantly White liberal arts campus to discuss whether these organizations contribute to 

developing their cultural capital. A qualitative approach allowed their experiences to guide the 

research and conclusions. In turn, the participants were allowed to define their experiences and 

the part the organization plays in their journeys.  

 

Philosophical Assumptions 

This research was conducted using a constructivist lens. Merriam (2015) describes the 

constructivist paradigm as the idea of interpreting how subjects make meaning of their 

experiences from their own viewpoint; the underlying goals of this paradigm are discovery, 

description, meaning, and understanding. This uses an interpretive lens, which does not separate 

the social meaning or perception of participants from their social reality (Bailey, 2007). This 

research utilized open-ended and probing questions during interviews to create a full picture of 

the participants’ experiences and interpretations, specifically as to their sense of cultural capital 

at a PWI and their participation in a culturally based organization.  

 There are three key components to constructivism. First, it is characterized by a 

symbiotic relationship between the researcher and the subject – they are interdependent and 

interactive. Second, an individual’s reality is complex and cannot be easily quantified. The last 

component is a result of taking the previous ideas into account – the values and realities of the 

researcher, participants, and the setting build the foundations for every aspect of the study 

(Broido & Manning, 2002). A constructivist lens considers the context and setting, as 
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experiences of participants and how they make meaning of those experiences is social and 

dependent on interactions with others (Merriam, 2015). This paradigm relies on the views of the 

participant, which results in a complex view of the subjects being studied (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018). Social constructivism also assumes that the researcher’s interpretations are also shaped by 

experience and background (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Collecting background information of 

both the participants and program and the use of probing, open-ended questions will allow the 

research to develop themes rather than concrete cause/effect relationships.  

Constructivism was the ideal approach to this study, as it looks at how individuals 

develop within a social context. The participants in this study are members of a social 

organization with others holding similar identities, while in the context of a larger social 

construct (the university setting) where they hold underrepresented and/or marginalized 

identities. Using the constructivist paradigm allowed the participants to define their college 

experiences and how engagement with culturally based organizations impacted their success.  

 

Research Approach 

Creswell (2018) asserts that qualitative research is a superior way to examine the events 

and processes that lead to certain outcomes. While qualitative inquiry offers several options for 

research design, this study followed Merriam’s (2009) basic interpretive qualitative design. For 

this design, researchers are interested in “how people interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, 

p.23). Merriam (2002) also asserts that this type of inquiry relies on the notion that reality is 

always evolving and socially constructed by individuals based on their lived experiences. An 

interpretive qualitative study exemplifies the characteristics of qualitative inquiry. It is interested 
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in how participants make meaning of their experiences; in addition, the researcher is the 

instrument, using inductive data analysis and rich description (Merriam, 2015). The researcher 

utilized interviews, documents, and researcher records to identify patterns and themes and 

provide rich descriptions that answered the research questions. In addition, the researcher did 

member checks for accuracy and left room to explore unusual and unanticipated responses – 

another primary characteristic of basic qualitative inquiry (Merriam, 2002). 

Basic interpretive design was the best choice for this research, as it aims to discover and 

understand a phenomenon and the perspectives and worldviews of these involved with it 

(Merriam, 2015). While the research involved characteristics of other types of qualitative 

research, such as interest in a phenomenon (phenomenology), sociocultural data interpretations 

(ethnography), the use of stories as data (narrative inquiry), and addressing a community issue 

(qualitative action), this research explored how the participants make meaning of their 

experiences (Merriam, 2015). Interpretive qualitative inquiry is not without limitations. One 

concern is the use of the researcher as the instrument, as interpretations can be colored by the 

individual’s own bias (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2015).  Also, since the research is based on 

individuals or specific cases, there is also some concern regarding generalization (Creswell, 

2013; Merriam, 2015; Yin, 2014). Additionally, some criticize qualitative research as it does not 

allow for determining a cause/effect relationship (Yin, 2014). These concerns are addressed 

when discussing the trustworthiness of the study.  

 

Context of the Study 

The research took place at a small, public, liberal arts college in the southeastern United 

States (US). It is a traditional, residential campus with undergraduate students from 40 states and 
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26 countries and is a member institution of the larger state college/university system. The 

institution is located in a small city with a population of over 92,000 people. The town, much 

like the institution, is predominantly White with Black, Native American, Latinx, Asian/Pacific 

Islander, and multi-racial persons making up 11.2, 0.4, 6.8, 2.0, and 1.9 percent of the 

population, respectfully (2019 Census data).   

For this study, the institution is referred to as South Eastern University (SEU). As of fall 

2019, SEU had a total full-time student enrollment of approximately 3,600, with a female 

population of 57%. Over 75% of students identified as White, with 5% identifying as Black, 

8.6% Hispanic/Latinx, 2.1% Asian/Pacific Islander, and less than 1% Native American 

(Institutional Data). These ratios are much lower than the overall US, in which Black and 

Hispanic make up 14% and 19%, respectively, of undergraduate enrollment (NCES, 2019). The 

number of full-time faculty and professional administrative staff that identify as historically 

marginalized women at SEU is also small compared to the general SEU population. While they 

represent 7.7 and 6.4% percent, respectively, in real numbers that was 28 out of 391 employees 

(Institutional Data). Additionally, there were no women with marginalized identities in executive 

administrative positions during the time the study took place.  

 

Site Selection 

 The location of the study should be determined by the research questions (Brooks, et al., 

2014). SEU was chosen as it is a liberal arts PWI with an underrepresented minority student 

population of less than the average for enrolled students across the United States. As a selective 

admissions institution, SEU’s high standards for admission allow for the inclusion of minoritized 

women who come to college with many of the same strengths, qualities, and resources of the 
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majority population. This setting was an apt location when utilizing the anti-deficit approach of 

CCW as a theoretical framework.   

In 2017 SEU started a culturally based organization (referred to as Heritage for this 

study) to connect minoritized undergraduate women with campus departments, resources, 

faculty, staff, and students to ease their transition into the campus and surrounding community 

(Institutional Website). Heritage began with the goals of providing holistic support and 

increasing the retention rate of women-identified minoritized students at SEU. This is 

accomplished through leadership and personal development workshops, service and social 

events, ongoing small group sessions, and faculty/staff and/or peer mentoring. The program 

promotes leadership and growth, appreciation, celebration, and empowerment of self and others 

(Institutional Website).   

 

Participants 

An essential decision in the research process is deciding where and with whom to 

conduct the study (Maxwell, 2005). In qualitative research, participant selection consists of a 

small number of individuals with special interest or expertise about the phenomenon (Merriam, 

2015; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). The eight participants in this study were intentionally 

selected, as they are currently experiencing the phenomenon of study. Determining how many 

participants to include followed an inductive process. Since the goal was to understand a 

phenomenon through the experience of those involved, random sampling was not ideal 

(Merriam, 2015). The research instead employed purposeful sampling to identify participants. 

This type of sampling selects information rich cases, taking the central issues into account 

(Merriam, 2015).  
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 Purposeful sampling is based on the idea of discovering ideas and gaining insight into a 

phenomenon, which allows the researcher to choose participants based on relevant criteria 

(Merriam, 2015). This choice includes who should be interviewed as relevant to the central 

phenomenon (Merriam, 2015). According to Patton (2002), the number of participants is 

determined by the purpose of the study; there are no concrete rules guiding sample size. The 

decision for sample size depended on the following factors: a) the purpose of the study; b) what 

is the researcher seeking to learn; c) what information is useful and important; d) what 

information is credible; and e) what information can be gathered in the available time and 

resources (Patton, 2002).  

Since the researcher aimed to understand how minoritized women experience cultural 

capital when involved in a culturally based organization at a PWI, the participants included 

undergraduate women who are members of the Heritage program at SEU. Thus, the students 

interviewed had relevant insights as members of the population of interest. For the 2019-2020 

academic year, Heritage had 23 members. For the purpose this research, the candidates for 

selection included any Heritage participant that identifies as a woman, Black, Hispanic/Latina, 

Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander, and/or Native American (including those with mixed-

race heritage) and has participated for at least one semester as an undergraduate student.  

Based on the criteria, the Heritage faculty advisors were instrumental in identifying and 

contacting appropriate participants. The researcher sent an email detailing the study and 

participant requirements to both the faculty advisors (Appendix A) and the student email 

accounts of identified candidates (Appendix B). All candidates completed a brief questionnaire 

to confirm their eligibility for the study and to collect demographic information pertinent to the 

research (Appendix C). In total, eight participants met the criteria and agreed to take part in the 
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study. Each participated in an interview conducted over the Zoom platform due to COVID-19 

precautions. The interviews were, on average, 90 minutes. Table 1 shows the demographic 

make-up of the participants. 

 

Table 1 

Participant Information 

Participant Age Race/Ethnicity Current 
Year in 
School 

Major Semesters 
with 

Heritage 
Sarah 

22 
Black/African American Graduate 

Student 
Information 
Technology 6 

Violet 
22 

Black/African American Fourth Year Psychology 
4 

Patricia 
21 

Black/African American Third Year Chemistry 
2 

Arles 
20 

Asian/Asian 
American/Pacific 
Islander 

Second 
Year 

Mechatronics 
Engineering 1 

Stephanie 23 Latinx Graduate   Art and 
Sociology  3 

Danielle 
20 

Black/African American Third Year Chemistry 
3 

Amelia 21 Latinx Third Year Creative Writing 2 
Naomi 

22 
Black/African American Graduate 

Student 
HR 

6 

 

Data Collection 

 In qualitative research, data are typically collected within the setting of the participants, 

and the researcher is both subjective and reflexive while conducting the inquiry (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015). Data collection does not include preestablished or distinct variables, but instead 

protocols emerge as the researcher learn from participants (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). This 
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inductive process receives necessary data from several sources. Using Merriam’s (2009) 

approach, this research included three primary sources of data for qualitative inquiry – 

interviews, documents, and researcher records.  

Interviews 

The main data method used in this research was interviews. Interviews allowed the 

researcher to obtain information about people’s experience through direct quotes (Merriam, 

2015). In qualitative inquiry, interviews consist of a purposeful dialogue with the goal of 

obtaining information about a topic (Menter, et al., 2011). According to Merriam (2009), 

interviews allow a researcher to capture information about how people interpret the world around 

them. The interviews involved in qualitative research consists of general emerging questions that 

allow the participants to form their own responses and interpretation (Plano Clark & Creswell, 

2015).  

Interviews are used in qualitative research for a few reasons. First, they are flexible, 

allowing for additional description to understand why an issue is occurring. Second, using 

multiple interviews and participants allow for comparison between each participant and 

triangulation with other methods used, making the findings more robust. Third, it is a method 

that allows for greater access to information; everyone may not be willing or able to provide 

information using other methods of data collection (Menter, et al., 2011). Additionally, this 

method also allowed the research to better understand the events and resources provided by the 

program. Interviews allow people to express themselves using their own terminology, gives the 

researcher the opportunity to seek clarification, and may highlight unforeseen issues relevant to 

the phenomenon (Menter, et al., 2011). The semi-structured format used in this research involved 

the researcher mapping out the general topics and questions related to the phenomenon, while 
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allowing the conversation to be open to different directions or other information that may be 

relevant to the study.  

While interviews are a common form of data collection for qualitative research, they also 

have some limitations. First, they are limited by the memories and perceptions of the individual 

participants, which may not be an accurate description (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

Interviews are also time consuming; multiple interviews take several hours, and the transcription 

can take even longer (Menter, et al., 2011). Interviews can also be skewed by issues such as 

unequal power dynamics, personality and/or identity differences, undue influence of the 

researcher, and the sensitivity of the information or topic (Menter, et al., 2011).   

Initially, this research was to include in person, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews 

with participants. However, due to the impact of the COVID-19 virus and the measures that need 

to be taken to mitigate transmission, the interviews were conducted virtually via Zoom. 

Conducting the interviews using the Zoom video platform allowed the researcher to also observe 

non-verbal cues that allowed for additional exploration of the topic. The data included video and 

audio recordings of interviews based on a formal interview protocol (Appendix D). The 

interview protocol was guided by the research questions. Informed consent was secured from 

each participant prior to the interviews, and consent to audio and/or video recording was also 

required to be included in data analysis. Participants were also asked to complete a demographic 

questionnaire (Appendix C); this assisted the researcher in illuminating differences in the 

participants’ experiences during analysis.  

Each interview lasted approximately 90 minutes, on average. The recordings were saved 

on an encrypted server and transcribed, using pseudonyms to protect the anonymity of the 

participants, program, and institution. In order to protect the integrity of the interviews, 
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participants were given the opportunity to review and validate the transcriptions. In addition to 

recorded data, the researcher took detailed notes to highlight participants’ responses, 

observations, and personal reflections, as well as serve as a back-up in case the recordings failed 

in any way. These notes also allowed the researcher to denote recurrent themes or additional 

questions that emerged during the research process. Physical data, including any printed 

transcripts and field notes, were secured in a locked file cabinet.  

Documents 

In addition to interviews, this research included a review of documents pertinent to the 

institution, program, and students. Documents can be a rich source of information for research, 

as they are both relevant and grounded within the context of the setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

The ability to include excerpts and quotations from these documents allowed the researcher to 

have a better understanding of the institution, the program, and the mission and goals of both 

(Merriam, 2015). For this research, the program documents provided descriptions of the program 

and structure, information regarding program and student success, and survey data from program 

participants.  

Documents were also used to understand the demographics, needs, and challenges of the 

program and study participants. This information added an additional layer of analysis to the 

participant interviews and the researcher’s reflections. Since documents collected are not usually 

prepared for the purpose of the research, they have strengths and challenges. Documents that 

have not been specially prepared can give an honest view of the framework and inner workings 

of an organization; however, the information contained in them can be incomplete or inaccurate 

and may or may not be representative of the different perspectives of the stakeholders involved 

(Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015).  
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Researcher Records 

In addition to interviews, the research also utilized detailed field notes taken by the 

researcher during data collection. These notes were taken both during interviews and 

immediately after while the information and observations were fresh, and throughout the analysis 

process. The field notes collected in this study provided detailed information regarding the 

interview setting, context, and the body language and nonverbal cues of the participants (Patton, 

1999).  

Journaling also played a role in data collection. This allowed the researcher to record 

self-reflections and notes on the method and context of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

This data included the researcher’s personal thoughts on the interviews and experiences that took 

place throughout the course of the research process. Journaling also allowed this researcher to 

make note of thoughts and questions that arose during the interviews that required further 

investigation and allowed for transparency in order to maintain trustworthiness.  

Other Considerations 

As the researcher is not a participant in the program being researched, it is also important 

to acknowledge the use of a gatekeeper. In research, a gatekeeper is someone who holds a role at 

the site and provides access to the activities and participants (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). For 

this study, the gatekeeper involved included the director/advisor for the Heritage program, who 

was in support of the research.  
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Data Analysis 

 Data analysis in qualitative research is an inductive process that involves building themes 

from the data and interpreting its meaning (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). For basic qualitative 

inquiry, data collection and analysis should be a concurrent process. Since the researcher has no 

knowledge of what can be discovered from the data, ongoing analysis throughout data collection 

helps to avoid unfocused, repetitive, and overwhelming volumes of data to be processed 

(Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) also suggests the researcher be immersed in the data, 

continuously analyzing it throughout the collection process with a more rigorous analysis after 

reaching saturation.  

 In basic qualitative inquiry, the preparation of data is paramount. As analysis is an 

ongoing process, interviews were transcribed by the researcher and analyzed throughout. 

Verbatim transcription is necessary to data analysis, as the answers to the research questions are 

found in the responses of the participants (Merriam, 2015). While reviewing the interview 

transcripts, program documents, and researcher records, a preliminary exploratory analysis was 

performed, guided by the research questions. This allowed the researcher to build on what was 

learned to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon; this also helped determine the point 

of saturation (Merriam, 2015).  

After completing all the interviews, a more rigorous data analysis began. Merriam (2015) 

has identified a process for intensive data analysis. The first step in the process was to identify 

raw data and exact wording that answered the research questions. Next, findings were derived 

from the data; this included taking the answers found in the raw data and starting the process of 

finding themes or categories. A comparative analysis followed, which helped to connect themes 

found in the individual transcripts, identifying repetitive ideas and outliers. The intensive data 
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analysis utilized Saldaña’s (2016) two cycle approach. The first cycle used Verbatim Coding; 

this foundational process split the data into coded segments. The second cycle process that was 

employed, Focused Coding, allowed for comparisons of the codes to the six areas provided by 

the theoretical framework (Saldaña, 2016).  

 Once transcription and initial analysis was complete, the researcher employed Verbatim 

Coding to the interview transcripts and program documents. Also called literal coding, this type 

of coding found terms used by the participants and found in the documents to determine 

recurrent patterns which can be translated into codes (Saldaña, 2016). Verbatim coding is 

appropriate for research that prioritizes the participant’s voice, which allows the research to 

capture the fundamental meanings in their experience (Saldaña, 2016). This type of coding also 

encourages enhanced exploration of the data, as it does not limit the number of codes; the 

researcher’s reflections and second cycle coding refined the analysis prior to reporting (Saldaña, 

2016).  

 Second cycle coding is a more advanced way to analyze the data, reorganizing the 

findings into more refined and concrete codes (Saldaña, 2016). This research utilized Focused 

(or Selective) Coding at this stage. The goal of Focused Coding is to develop a more limited 

number of larger categories, with the raw data holding different degrees of belonging into those 

categories (Saldaña, 2016). This was an inductive process that moved from broad categories of 

repetitive ideas, words, and phrases, to themes (broad concepts used to generate theories and/or 

conclusions) (Menter, et al., 2011).  

Using the codes found in the first cycle, the researcher created levels within the themes 

and connected them to larger categories of ideas; this is known as layering the themes (Plano 

Clark & Creswell, 2015). In this research, Focused Coding utilized the six dimensions of capital 
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defined by Community Cultural Wealth, placing the verbatim codes found in the first cycle into 

the defined categories of familial, social, navigational, resistant, linguistic, and aspirational 

capital. The resulting themes (along with any anomalies that were found) built the narrative that 

laid the foundation for the findings and discussion included in chapters 4 and 5.  

 

Trustworthiness 

An important part of research is making sure the findings are trustworthy. Fostering 

trustworthiness of research involves utilizing strategies that ensure data collection and findings 

are credible and accurate (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). As this research was driven by social 

constructivism, it was important to remain focused on the voices, experiences, and ideas of the 

participants throughout the study (Creswell, 2013). The methods used to ensure the validity of 

the findings were a major contribution to the transferability, reliability, and credibility of the 

results (Merriam, 2009).  

Multiple strategies were used to ensure the credibility of the findings. First, the researcher 

collected data until the point of saturation; this data included thick, rich description to provide 

transferability. Interview transcripts, program documents, field notes, and journal entries 

provided a well-rounded view of the data and supported the researcher’s interpretations. 

Additionally, participants had the opportunity to review their transcripts to both validate the 

accuracy of their interviews and have the opportunity to make corrections or offer additional 

information. Merriam and Grenier (2019) note that these “member checks” validate the 

researcher’s interpretations.  

Triangulation was also used to ensure trustworthiness. Triangulation is simply 

corroborating evidence found within the different forms of data collected to ensure the 
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representations of participants’ experiences and perspectives are credible (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015). This included seeking cases that did not conform to patterns found in data 

analysis, challenging the researcher’s assumptions, and considering alternate explanations for 

findings (Patton, 1999). Data was also triangulated through the alternate means of data collection 

– documents, member checking, the researcher’s field notes, and journal entries. The use of 

multiple data sources corroborates evidence and minimizes the opportunity for bias (Patton, 

1999).  

While no individual is free from bias and assumptions based on their own experiences, 

this does not imply that the findings are not valid. The purpose of this type of research is to 

challenge issues of equity and enhance the learning of students (Menter, et al., 2011). It is not 

necessary to assume that the researcher is neutral or biased; what is important is that any biases 

or assumptions are transparent to the reader. To be transparent and ethical in this research, the 

researcher utilized bracketing procedures. Bracketing is when the researcher acknowledges their 

own views and experiences and sets them aside during analysis (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). 

Acknowledging bias allowed the researcher to make corrections as needed while also informing 

the reader so they can put the findings in perspective (Johnson, et al., 2004). This research 

acknowledged this in the positionality statement included below.   

 

Ethical Considerations 

 Menter, et al. (2011) define ethics as “the branch of philosophy that deals with defining 

what is good (and what is bad) and with distinguishing the right from the wrong.”  Ethical 

practices are imperative to the trustworthiness of data and the preservation of the research 
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community as a whole. This section will discuss the steps taken to secure the safety of the 

program and participants in this research.  

First, an application to the Institutional Review Board was submitted to ensure that the 

research methods are ethical and exposes participants to minimal risks. This study posed minimal 

risk to the participants, and every attempt was made to limit negative impacts. Participants were 

made aware of the purpose of the study, research methods, and how the information was to be 

used prior to the interview process, and they were able to freely choose whether to participate in 

the study. Both written and verbal consent was obtained from each participant, and they were 

free to ask questions prior to participating or withdraw from participation at any time. The 

informed consent (Appendix E) also outlined the extent of confidentiality and anonymity they 

could expect with their participation.  

While it may be impossible to ensure complete anonymity and/or confidentiality in 

research, some steps were taken to make an honest effort of both. Pseudonyms were assigned to 

all consenting participants – as well as to the program, institution, and any others named in the 

interviews – to ensure anonymity; all physical data were stored in a locked file cabinet and all 

digital data were preserved on an encrypted server. Participants were also made aware of the 

duty of the researcher (as a mandated reporter) to report any information obtained that may be 

pertinent to the health and safety of the participants or others.  

 

Positionality 

Qualitative inquiry is subjective in nature, as subjectivity has a role in all aspects of the 

research; this includes choosing a topic, guiding research questions, site/participant selection, 

and data interpretation. Researcher bias can be thought of as the influence of the researcher’s 
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predispositions on some part of a study, including research questions, design, and the final 

product (Menter, et al., 2011). Additionally, reflexivity is an important facet of positionality. 

This is when the researcher reflects on their bias, values, assumptions, and experiences, as well 

as the relationship with the participants, which can all affect interpretations and conclusions 

drawn within the study (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). This section will discuss how the 

researcher is positioned within the study personally, culturally, and regarding past experiences.  

As the instrument in qualitative research, it is important to recognize my proximity to the 

research and make it transparent to the reader. This allowed me to consider my own subjectivity 

as I analyzed the data and pay special attention to the methods of trustworthiness described 

above. I hold both a personal and professional interest in this population, as both a student and 

former student affairs professional at multiple PWIs. My professional career includes work 

within the K-12 sector with students preparing for post-secondary education, administrative 

positions within student affairs, and serving as a mentor for students with marginalized identities, 

particularly women. Additionally, I have attended large PWIs for all my post-secondary 

education, including my current program. Reflecting on my own experiences in developing 

cultural capital in these spaces has stoked my interest in learning from other women who attend 

PWIs about how they make sense of their experiences. It is my hope that the knowledge 

collected from this research could inform policy, practice, and programming to improve the 

educational outcomes of future minoritized women pursuing post-secondary education.   

 

Delimitations 

The research was designed to explore the experiences of minoritized women at a PWI 

and allowed the participants to guide the exploration and evaluation of their significance in 
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leveraging cultural wealth. To manage the breadth of information available on this subject, 

certain delimitations were in place. First, the research was limited to one small, liberal arts 

institution in the southeastern United States, which allowed the researcher to facilitate one-on-

one interviews. Participants were also limited to minoritized women designated as full members 

of Heritage from fall 2018 to the present. Specifically, this only included those women who were 

active undergraduate students for at least one semester within the time frame, as they had 

participated in the different types of meetings the organization offers and were able to speak to 

its benefits and challenges. 

 

Limitations 

As with any research, particularly qualitative inquiry, this study has limitations. This 

research employed purposeful sampling of minoritized women participating in a culturally based 

organization at a small, liberal arts college in the southeastern United States. Due to the size of 

the college and program, the number of available participants was limited and may not be 

representative of a wide range of diverse experiences of women with marginalized identities at 

PWIs. This may limit the generalizability of the study to other campus environments, especially 

those of larger institutions or in other regions. Therefore, the transferability of the findings is 

limited to similar contexts and not intended to serve as a universal narrative of college 

experiences of minoritized women. 

Maxwell (2005) notes researcher bias as another limitation of qualitative inquiry. It is 

possible that the researcher’s personal experience and knowledge as a student and staff member 

at PWIs may have had some influence on data collection and interpretation. This was mitigated 

by the collection of rich, thick data (Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Therefore, the researcher made 
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every attempt to avoid assuming knowledge by asking probing questions and completing 

member checks even when there was familiarity of the topics being discussed. 

Unexplored factors are also a limitation of this research. The researcher recognizes that 

participants may be predisposed to other factors that contribute to their cultural capital in a 

higher education setting. As with all research, it is impossible to account for every construct that 

can influence the subject of study. Additionally, since the participants are all involved in an 

institutionally supported organization, the data were limited in addressing how minoritized 

women develop cultural capital without this intervention.  

The limitations discussed here are common to qualitative research and do not invalidate 

the findings. These limitations were mitigated by employing trustworthiness techniques. Despite 

these limitations, the findings of this study have the potential to provide valuable information 

about the experiences of minoritized women at a PWI. Also, while the results may not be 

generalizable to all campus environments, they may be transferable to some women with 

marginalized identities at other PWIs. 

 

Summary 

This chapter provided a review of the methodology and research design to show the 

connection between the issue and using a basic qualitative inquiry approach. The researcher 

aimed to gain a greater understanding of the experiences of cultural capital of minoritized 

women at PWIs, specifically those involved with culturally based organizations. Using social 

constructivism as a philosophical assumption, the goal of the researcher was to clarify how 

participants make meaning of their cultural capital to be successful in college. In addition, the 
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researcher’s positionality, delimitations, and limitations were discussed, along with an emphasis 

on trustworthiness techniques that were employed to ensure the validity of the research. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

This chapter presents the key findings that have emerged from the analysis of the semi-

structured interview and analytic memos involved in the data collection process. The purpose of 

this qualitative research project was to explore how women from underserved populations build 

cultural wealth and make meaning of their college experience while participating in a culturally 

based organization. To understand this, the following questions guided the research:  

1. How do historically marginalized women describe their experiences at a predominantly 

White institution? 

2. How do historically marginalized women make meaning of cultural wealth through 

involvement in a culturally based organization at a predominantly White institution? 

The experiences explored in this research highlight the potential for building and promoting 

resources that support underrepresented women at PWIs. This chapter will illustrate how cultural 

wealth is leveraged in a small, predominantly White, liberal arts setting. The themes are 

discussed in correlation to the types of capital involved with the conceptual framework of 

Community Cultural Wealth. This includes aspirational, familial, social, navigational, resistance, 

and linguistic capital, and will include discussions of their existing capital, needs they had before 

engaging with the organization, and capital that was strengthened while partnering with members 

of the organization and the extended community involved. Additionally, details of the program 

are highlighted, and certain themes were derived from how these women experienced college.  
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College Experiences 

One focus of this research was to understand how minoritized women experienced 

attending a PWI. As a baseline, the researcher asked questions regarding the participants’ 

experiences prior to connecting with Heritage. While there were varied experiences, many fell 

into four general areas. The women interviewed discussed the differences they experienced when 

entering the college environment, social challenges they faced, and how their experiences were 

influenced by their identities. Additionally, while most participants had difficulties transitioning 

to college, a few of the women mentioned how their educational journeys improved. 

As with most post-secondary students, regardless of identity, the transition to college 

posed a challenge for many participants. The women interviewed had been, for the most part, 

excellent students throughout their lives. However, this did not stop feelings of self-doubt in this 

new environment. Danielle discussed how she had to overcome a major bout of insecurity when 

she initially arrived at the university. She described breaking down and feeling like she would 

not be successful.  

While some of the participants had the privilege of mentors to offer them guidance, 

others were lost. Stephanie expressed her confusion with the terminology: 

I didn’t understand the terms. I didn’t understand what the words were. I don’t know 

what this means. And then when it came to getting money for FAFSA, it was taxes. I was 

like, ‘I don’t know what FAFSA is?’ It was a lot of me figuring it out on my own, 

googling things like ‘what does this mean? Do I put a zero on here? Like, how do I figure 

out this?’ 

Patricia had a similar experience with navigating the college environment, even during the 

application process. She did not have others in her household with relevant knowledge about the 
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steps she needed to take to get in or how to be successful once she matriculated. Like many first-

year college students, Patricia did not have the self-advocacy skills or information needed to 

meet all of her needs: 

My first semester [in college], I was kind of lost. I didn’t know what I was doing. And no 

one told me there was people there to help you. No one told me or prompted me to ask 

questions, or the right questions. But I knew that I needed to be put in a position where I 

was going to be told information. 

The college workload also presented a challenge for some participants. Once Stephanie 

got to college, she faced even more challenges. Because she was adjusting to the increased 

workload, did not make many efforts to pursue extracurriculars: 

I wasn’t that prepared for the type of workload. I was very used to being really good at 

school. “I was smart” was one of my defining personality traits. And my first year, 

especially first semester, was good because that’s the only thing I was doing. I felt 

horribly, like social wise, but because I didn’t have anything better to do and I didn’t 

know how to, school was the only thing I did. And kept doing it the way I knew how to, 

and they were freshmen classes. So, they were very similar to my AP courses in high 

school. So, I did fine. But I never learned how to study. I still do not know how to study. 

Um, so yeah, so that became kind of an issue. 

This is a common issue with students that easily excel in K-12 settings, especially those taking 

advances coursework in high school. The ease of getting good grades and being praised for doing 

well without working hard can have detrimental effects on a student’s confidence and 

persistence. While it may not pose an issue immediately, once course work begins to challenge a 



   
 

 79 

student, they may be less successful. Violet had a similar experience, yet even more pronounced 

since she took a couple classes at SEU in the summer before her first year: 

I think the academic rigor wasn’t too bad considering I had taken the two classes over the 

summer. But I think just like staying organized was difficult, because you want to get 

into so many things Freshman Year. Usually, towards exams, I feel like a lot of burnout, 

which I hadn’t necessarily experienced the same way because deadlines were longer, and 

you also weren’t in school for that long. So, it’s more compact than in high school. That 

was a lot to get used to. Because I think, in my two classes, there wasn’t necessarily a 

massive amount of work. But like when I started getting an actual workload, it was a little 

bit more stringent and important for me to do so. So, I didn’t necessarily do well, my first 

semester. Or my second.  

Some participants did not have the networking skills to build critical relationships, 

particularly with key faculty and staff on campus. Arles discussed her lack of connection: 

I don’t connect really well with faculty and staff. Like, that’s not really my thing. And 

it’s harder, especially when you only see them for like 15 weeks versus an entire year. 

The only person that I think I’ve really connected with is my advisor, mostly because she 

has to be there for me because she’s my advisor. I maybe have connected with one other 

teacher, but that’s not really me.  

Since the K-12 environment allows for more interaction with faculty over a longer period of 

time, may students build relationships with them by proximity or default. However, at the 

college level students have to be more intentional and proactive in making those connections.  

Academics is not the only area that was different. Another need that was prevalent, 

especially amid a challenging school year (2020-2021), was the need for general life skills and 
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mental health resources. Danielle talked about how her dual enrollment classes prepared her for 

academics, but not with the added pressure of learning to be independent: 

I wasn’t really prepared for the change because yes, I did dual enrollment in high school, 

but it’s not the same thing as being on your own. You have to fend for yourself, basically. 

And I wasn’t really prepared for that, in a way because I’ve been sheltered in my life. 

And I understand that. It’s just like, you have this free time, nobody’s gonna tell you 

what to do. You just have to figure it out. It was honestly kind of taxing to figure out.  

Amelia also expressed the challenges of being independent for the first time: 

I had never really lived without my parents before. I have also never lived with anyone 

else before. I was in a new place as well. So, it was like, all this stuff; I didn’t know how 

I was going to react to it. And so, my reaction was not very successful at first. I was 

really doing badly in my classes, like I would be sleeping super late and stuff. And 

staying out super late. And I guess I was not ready for that. It was like a maturity thing, I 

guess. And the actual academics was pretty hard. But like, even to get to that point, just 

to be able to wake up and go to class. I didn’t even have that together. 

Like many first-year students, the transition to independence can be more challenging than the 

academic rigor. The participants in this study were no different; they also faced organizational, 

time management, and basic life skills challenges – all while being alone in a new environment.  

The social aspect of the PWI was another challenge the participants faced. Several 

participants spoke of the isolation they experienced. Danielle mentioned how she had trouble 

making friends during her first year at SEU. She spent much of the year only socializing with her 

roommate. Amelia agreed, noting that since she tends to be shy, it was difficult to find others she 

could make organic connections with when she first entered college. She mentioned “finding my 
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people was a big hurdle.” This was a common sentiment across the board for the participants. 

Even those who came to SEU with students from their home communities found that it was 

difficult to find people with similar goals and interests. With the college years being a time of 

accelerated personal growth, it also becomes a time of severing old connections and making new 

ones. This is especially challenging for students who may be more introverted or have other 

challenges they are dealing with.  

While some of the transition and social challenges were normal for new students, the 

participants relayed how some challenges were specific to the identities they hold. The term 

‘culture shock’ was used several times throughout the responses: 

I wasn’t that prepared for the culture. It was just it was very different. Like, I just felt like 

I didn’t fit in. and when I first got to SEU, I just didn’t see too many people that I thought 

I could relate to. And it being a completely different city where I didn’t know anyone 

from my high school that went with me either. Um, yeah, it was definitely kind of 

isolating. I didn’t really leave my room. I didn’t. I just felt like the only thing I could do 

was focus on studying and that’s it. I just felt like very, very out of place. (Stephanie) 

Amelia shared similar sentiments when describing her time at SEU before joining 

Heritage. She mentioned being really unhappy at SEU before realizing that she had to be more 

intentional about finding other with shared interests and identities. She explained how her dad 

also encouraged her to “find her people,” which led to her joining a living learning community 

for minoritized students when she first started college. However, that did not help her build 

friendships with others that understood her unique challenges.  

 Arles, who has had great experiences in college, also mentioned how hard it can be to 

find a social group. Since she had never really been a social person before entering college, she 
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remembered her first year only having two friends, both her roommates. That became 

problematic in her second year with the start of the COVID-19 pandemic: 

I think that ruined part of this year, COVID, because we couldn’t go out and do stuff and 

get away from each other. So, I wish I made more friends my freshman year, instead of 

just having like, one or two, because then I could, if I didn’t feel like hanging out with the 

one or two friends that I had, I could go hang out with a different group. 

 Some participants felt like outsiders. Being one of the few minorities on campus – and 

often the only minoritized person in their classes – they would sometimes feel like they did not 

belong. Danielle noted that in her classes, she would sometimes walk into a class of people 

staring at her and questioning why she was there. That kind of reaction from others would limit 

women from making those key connections they need in their major and career. When asked 

what types of things may have improved her college experiences, Violet had a very clear 

response:  

Probably starting off with a suite of Black women probably would have improved my 

college experience, but also having more people of color in general on campus. And more 

professors, I think there’s only three Black women professors on campus currently and 

having more of them in different departments. 

Literature on minoritized student populations has maintained the importance of seeing 

diversity in peers and faculty in increasing sense of belonging, feelings of acceptance, and 

validation. The low numbers of minoritized women on campus, especially in faculty, staff and 

administration did not go unnoticed for these participants, and it contributed to their feelings of 

isolation and feeling like an outsider.  
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When faced with issues around race and equity, they did not always know how to 

practice the self-care they needed while also advocating for themselves. Patricia mentions how 

the racism she faced in college tended to be bolder and “in your face.” However, her reports of 

incidents would often be dismissed, or (in cases of faculty/staff offenses) dismissed with a target 

on her back. Because of the limited number of minorities on campus and in their classes, even 

anonymous reports were not anonymous as it is easy to figure out who complained. 

As a woman in STEM, it’s interesting for my major specifically. I’m a BS in chemistry, 

and I am the only person of color in all of my classes for chemistry. And sometimes I 

forget, but then other times, it’s really noticeable. Like, whenever I’m struggling with 

something or I need extra help, I don’t want to ask other people because I feel like I have 

to prove that I deserve to be there. I’m standing out; I’m the only person of color in there. 

And I feel like, in a way, I’m representing everyone else and all the other black women. 

And so, if I can’t get this, they’re gonna think that we all can’t get this. And so, I try to do 

my best without asking other people. And I feel like it’s harder for me to even ask 

teachers sometimes, because they’re so they’re just so rude. Issues come up, and like 

those issues are a lot of times around race or you know, or you being a woman. 

That feeling that they had to be model minorities, representing entire cultures (sometimes 

not even their own), was prevalent in the participants’ experiences. Stephanie said, “I was kind 

of like the representation of my identities.” Amelia recounted how sometimes as the only 

minority in class, other students would sometime say something “edgy” to see how she would 

react. Violet mentioned that she often felt tokenized and thought that having more diversity 

would help diversify the curriculum and class discussions as well.  Naomi’s experience with 

tokenism involved the institution’s marketing:  
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They always would want anyone that they saw often to be a part of like any pictures for 

the campus. I thought it was so funny. My senior year. I had four different pictures from 

each different year. Different parts of the website, like I had a picture from freshman year 

where you wouldn’t have known that was me. A picture that was really recent. Where it 

was like, ‘Oh my god is this the same girl on all these different pages?’ They always 

wanted you to be a part of anything when it came to like entertainment, or anything for 

the page. 

Participants also spoke about the unspoken rules of being a minority in a majority White setting: 

I’m a first-generation college student, and I’m a black girl. I have to strive to be the tip 

top. I feel like I put that pressure on myself because no one ever told me you gotta be 

better than everyone else. You know, it’s that unspoken thing; it’s the black tax basically. 

When you’re here and a person of color, you’re like, ‘Oh, I gotta strive harder. They’re 

already looking at me like I’m lower than them. I have to make sure that they know I’m 

at their level and above their level.’ I put that on myself. (Sarah) 

 Because of these experiences, finding safe spaces on campus was a common desire; 

however, they were not easy to find. Naomi mentions how difficult it was even as the institution 

boasts about their level of diversity: 

I feel like you have to go out of your way to find those safe spaces or safe areas that you 

need and to feel like you really belong. Because the thing is PWIs like to be like, ‘Oh my 

god, we’re so diverse.’ And my whole entire time, I’m like, ‘y’all are a bunch of diverse 

white people, and you need to be very intentional when you say you’re diverse because 

not racially, not ethnically, not like when it comes to different [identities]. 
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Because finding those shared, intentional spaces was difficult for the participants, there were 

multiple comments about not really feeling comfortable being themselves on campus. Stephanie 

noted that she felt like she was hiding parts of her personality, especially regarding things that 

were important to her family or culture. She, like others, did not want to spare the energy of 

explaining why those things are important. 

 A couple of the participants took a different route to finding social connections, with 

mixed results. While minority Greek organizations can be a good source of capital for 

minoritized students, they can be both inaccessible and selective. Stephanie and Sarah both 

discussed their experiences joining a historically White sorority: 

My sophomore year of college, I joined a mostly white sorority. For some people, I was 

like their only Hispanic friend or only Hispanic close friend. And I was like, ‘Okay. 

Don’t be too stereotypical.’ But also, like that’s literally how I am. Definitely, I felt kind 

of sometimes like, the token person of color there. (Stephanie) 

Both women mentioned that they still had a small social circle within the sorority because they 

did not necessarily find genuine connections. Sarah explained, 

Everyone wants to let you know that they’re an ally, or that they care for you or that 

they’re there for you. But at the same time, they’re just doing some suspicious stuff. Oh, 

God. I wanted to drop so often. But that’s all of us. But like my [big sister’s] white, but I 

enjoyed her every single moment because she saw me as me. Like we all we like the 

same things. We did the same things. She didn’t let anyone look at me differently. So that 

was really nice. But everyone else sometimes like I feel like they’re really fake. Because 

like a lot of times people have been like, ‘Oh, I hope you’re feeling okay, I hope you’re 

all right. The way I see things is like it’s very hashtags. Very trending. So, like when a lot 
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of things happened, like everyone’s posting black boxes on their thing, but I don’t see 

you actually doing anything. I don’t see you out here speaking out. I don’t hear you 

telling [people] they’re racist. Like peers. No, you’re just over here posting on Instagram 

and Snapchat just so people see you doing it, but you’re not doing anything?  

Mental health, another area in which college students struggle, was particularly 

challenging for some because of their identity. Like a lot of first-year students, Danielle 

experienced mental health challenges while transitioning to college; however, she found it 

difficult to get support because there was no diversity in the school’s mental health professionals. 

Since a lot of her challenges were related to her experiences and identity, she did not think that 

the counselors on staff would understand or be able to help her. While it is not impossible that 

someone who does not share their identities could help them, that was just another example of 

how the institution did not validate their identities or experiences.  

In contrast to some of the other college experiences had by the women in this study, there 

were some experiences that were improved at the institution. For instance, Amelia recently 

learned that she has a learning disability, and the university has done a great job of providing the 

accommodations she needs, which helps her be strong academically. Arles, who says she was 

originally “terrified of leaving home” ended up having a great experience during her first year, 

despite the challenges she faced: 

When I went off to college, in that first semester, I just had like, an amazing semester. I 

was like, ‘You know what, I don’t want to go home, I want to stay here. Like, I’m never 

coming back.’ But I had to come back, and I was like, ‘I’m gonna go back to school, I 

want to go back to school.’ And then we go back for a second semester, and everything’s 

great. And then COVID hits, and I’m like, ‘No, don’t take this away from me.’ 
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Naomi also remembered her initial experience as a good one. She attended a small, 

predominantly White high school, and had her culture shock with that transition. She recounts 

gaining more confidence in college: 

Now, when I got to college, I will say that I did speak up and I started talking more. I’ve 

had some good experiences there. I do think my experience would have been definitely 

different if I attended an HBCU, because I could have had the choice to go to like HBCU. 

I did want to transfer, but I’ve had conversations with other people of color of why they 

hadn’t transferred out or like we had conversations when the ins and outs of it. But in 

high school, I just kind of let it go because I knew that high school is not the end. And 

that’s not what really focused like me as a person. Now I’m just like, you can’t really get 

a rise out of me, unless you’re my family or you know me personally. But thinking back 

on high school, yeah, there are a lot of things in high school, but then when I got to SEU, 

I just kind of gained more confidence and met my specific group of people. 

 Many of the experiences the participants shared were similar to those of other college 

students. Going to college is a time of massive growth and transition, and many students, 

regardless of identity, need support during this time. Institutions have made great strides in 

providing support to the general new student population. Through orientation and first-year 

experience programs, many of these challenges are being addressed, easing the transition. 

However, for students with marginalized identities, there are a host of additional challenges and 

stressors directly related to those identities.  
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The Heritage Program 

According to program documents, “the mission of [Heritage] is to provide a holistic support 

network for women-identified students of color at [SEU] through empowerment, leadership 

development, and identity-based social and learning activities. Ingrid, the founder and program 

director, wanted to pair first-year minoritized women with upper-class students who would help 

them successfully transition to the institution and surrounding community.  

Peer mentors in Heritage were trained to address several topics including making 

connections, academic support, being away from home, and making a successful transition to 

college. In addition to providing peer mentors, membership in Heritage also included social and 

bonding events. The goal of the program was to increase the retention of minoritized students; 

therefore, membership was not limited to first-year students. Heritage began in the fall 2018 

semester with 14 students (approximately 3.5% of the eligible student population) and five 

program leaders. 

The three main tenets of Heritage were the following: 

1. It is built on storytelling and vulnerability – it is a space for truth; 

2. It is ongoing – they will support students throughout their tenure at SEU; and  

3. It is reciprocal – participation is a commitment and investment. 

There are three main types of programming involved in Heritage – Family Meetings, Level 

Up Workshops, and Mentoring Meetups.  

Family Meetings were spaces that focused on “personal wellness and growth through trust 

and relationship-building exercises.” One of the first sessions held was titled “Self-Care, Self 

Love, and Self Awareness: Health and Happiness in Communities of Color, and provided 

discussion, reflection, and resources to promote health, wellness, and self-care. There was also a 
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group on sex positivity that allowed members to have an open discussion about sexual identity, 

sexual behaviors, and promoting safe and consensual sex. Arles recalls this session, recounting 

that this was the first time a topic like this was presented to her, and it was in a space that felt 

comfortable and nonjudgmental. In addition to the focused presentations, Family Meetings also 

had member check-ins where participants could have open dialogue on their current well-being 

and important topics in the media and community.  

The Level Up Workshops were also a popular session with this study’s participants. These 

meetings “highlight professional development, career and postgrad preparation, and skill-

building.” These sessions introduced life skills such as financial literacy, time management, 

postgrad options, and communication and networking.  Additionally, this time would include 

open discussions on topics such as navigating higher education as a minoritized woman and 

meetings with community members about how they gain success in predominantly White spaces.  

In addition to Family Meetings and Level Up workshops, Heritage mentors also hosted 

Mentoring Meetups. These were scheduled according to members schedules and were 

opportunities to check in and communicate outside of the program led sessions.  Lastly, social, 

community service, and team-building events are held monthly to provide fun and bonding time 

for members. One aspect of the program that has paused in light of the COVID-19 pandemic is 

the Heritage retreats. These one-day events included a Family Meeting, teambuilding exercises, 

goal setting, and mentor training. The participants in this study that were members before the 

pandemic spoke highly of these events. Naomi remembered those times fondly, recalling how 

the thought and care the program leaders put into the retreats had the added effect of 

strengthening her commitment to the program: 
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I would definitely say the retreat stood out to me because I feel like that was like the extra 

mile that was needed. A lot of clubs or extracurriculars and didn’t really have any thing that 

like stood out. But like, retreats showed that like they care. [The program leaders] took time 

in their day to plan these events put an effort, so we need to put in our effort to. 

This was also another reason participants connected so well with Ingrid. Not only did she seem 

to genuinely care about the participants and their well-being, but she also recognized their needs 

and created programs to support them. The program does intend to bring this important event 

back when it is safe to do so.  

 Heritage was received positively by its participants. After the first year of the program, 

all but two members decided to continue with the program. Members described it as a 

welcoming program that provided a safe space for minoritized women, and most were pleased 

with the mentoring relationships they formed. They also appreciated the resources provides, with 

one member commenting on appreciating having someone to turn to when she needed help.  

 The program was not perfect; however, the leaders were open to feedback. Some of the 

challenges members experienced included struggling to make events, wanting more bonding 

time with the other members, and needing more time with and training for mentors. It was also 

suggested that more accountability be in place to encourage participation; this feedback was 

instrumental in building the structure of the program. The program now includes accountability 

measures, and they have moved to a group mentorship model that is more consistent (with 

intentional programming) while still allowing for flexibility and in the mentoring experience. 

 The most recent assessment results show continued program improvement. The majority 

of members reported that since joining Heritage they are confident they can articulate and 

complete their goals, are more motivated to complete their goals, and have seen improvement in 
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their interpersonal skills. This includes increased comfort with having meaningful conversations 

on topics such as race, gender identity, and sexual orientation. They report gaining career 

experiences, expanded networks (personal and professional), and vocabulary regarding identity. 

Participant comments included improvement in communicating boundaries and advocating for 

themselves, and appreciation for having a safe space on campus where they can have meaningful 

conversation and support without being othered. 

The participants in this study also gave feedback about Heritage. The most common 

feedback was on the marketing practices; most participants were found through other members. 

Even though the program was advertised throughout the institution, participants felt that they did 

not understand what it was or did not think they could commit the time to be involved. 

Additionally, some women saw it as a program for Black women; those participants who do not 

identify as Black did pursue interest because of this. However, once they understood and became 

involved, many regretted not joining earlier.  

 The review of the program documents and feedback is consistent with the interview 

results. The program structures and activities are built to help participants leverage all areas of 

cultural wealth. Additionally, the feedback from program participants exhibits stronger examples 

of linguistic capital than were found in the study participants’ responses. These findings will be 

considered in the discussion in chapter five.  

Cultural Capital 

The results of this section of the research were derived from interview questions designed to 

gather information the participants’ pre-existing capital and how they built and utilized capital 

with the help of a community of others with shared identities. Program documents were also 

used to illuminate the specific interventions provided by Heritage. Significant accounts were 
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taken from the data and analyzed and arranged in line with the types of capital. In the sections 

below, each type of capital will be highlighted with quotes from the participants.  

Aspirational Capital 

 Many of the participants discussed ideas related to aspirational capital. This type of 

capital involves the ability to see beyond current obstacles and consider possibilities and hope for 

the future (Yosso, 2005). This was an area of strength for many participants before engaging 

with Heritage. The aspirational capital they exhibited fell into two main themes: representation 

and persistence.  

 The participants had no doubt they would attend college and be successful, regardless of 

the challenges they faced in the process. One participant, Amelia, recounted that it was never a 

question that she would attend college – it was just assumed and that is what she was preparing 

for her whole life. For many, it was due to representation either within their families and 

communities or through media. Seeing other minoritized women be successful helped them to 

see themselves in that way and gave them the determination to press forward. In addition to 

seeing others in her family succeed in college, Danielle mentions images and connections on 

Instagram and other social media platforms as sources of aspirational capital. Seeing other 

successful women and having them encourage her during challenging times really pushed her to 

keep going when she did not believe she could. 

 Other participants shared similar stories of having parents and mentors with college 

experience telling them that they were capable of achieving even more. Some were placed in 

environments that would prepare them for college, and it was an expectation that they would 

attend. Even those who did not have family members with college experience found mentors in 

neighbors or programs they participated in when they were younger. For those participants, it 
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was the idea that their current circumstances did not have to be permanent. Having that gave 

them motivation, determination, and helped them persist. Naomi spoke about the determination 

she had early on despite entering a challenging environment: 

It would be described as a culture shock. I went from having people that look like me 

every day and having my friends and where like, only the teachers were white or have a 

different ethnicity or background or race. Whereas in high school, everyone looked 

different from me, and I was the only one, and I stuck out like a sore thumb. And so, I 

definitely had that experience. And really, I was thrown into that and didn’t even realize 

what was going on until I went to college and really got very intentional about who I 

wanted to be and what made me who I was.  

While Naomi experienced her culture shock earlier in life, others also shared similar 

determination and persistence despite challenges. Because of the economic circumstances 

Stephanie grew up in, it was an expectation that she would go to college. Part of it was 

recognizing that she had opportunities that so many others did not, and it was a chance to 

improve her circumstances with more varied and lucrative career options. That alone was a 

motivating factor.  

Patricia came from similar circumstances and described how she needed to persist to improve all 

aspects of her life:  

I knew I had to keep pushing forward, because I know that I need to get a degree in order 

to get where I want to be in life. If I don’t, if I just quit, I have to come back, and I don’t 

want to live that life where I’m living paycheck to paycheck and struggling. I feel like 

when you struggle financially, you struggle in almost all areas in your life, mentally, 

emotionally, physically, and with your health in general. So, I was like, I need to get this 
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done for me. Right now. I may be pissed about it, but I can get through this right now. 

This is temporary.  

 Even as the participants came to the university with a significant amount of aspirational 

capital, their interactions in Heritage with other women with shared identities still proved useful 

in building additional capital. The themes were mostly consistent with their pre-existing capital 

(representation and persistence). Additionally, there was also an underlying theme of connection 

that helped them through obstacles they faced in a college environment.  

Representation continued to be a key component of aspirational capital, and there was a 

focus on both having and being a role model. Danielle appreciated having a mentor nearing 

graduation, as it was a sign that she could also make it through. She was also inspired thinking 

that she could do the same for her mentees and others in her home community.  

I want to be an example for folks in my old community. I want them to be able to see me 

as I am and think, “Hey, if she can do it, then I can do it.” So that’s really important to 

me, being a role model. Because when I was growing up, I didn’t see a lot of fat, Black 

scientists. But here I am. So that’s what I want to be.  

Violet had similar experiences, noting that she wanted to excel to show other minoritized women 

on campus the benefits of working hard and being supported by a community of women like her. 

Having shared identities with other members of the organization was also important in building 

connections. Violet discussed how being around others with similar goals was important, both as 

motivation and as a support system.  

Persistence was another prevalent theme, as their mentors and peers motivated them to 

stay focused and overcome obstacles. Amelia mentions how having her mentor not only helped 

her to persist, but also fostered her attachment to the university: 
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I think I honestly just would have left, and I don’t know, probably gone to a different 

school. Because before I took a gap year, and I had to do some soul searching and 

whatever. So, when I decided to attend SEU, I was like, ‘hey, time to be my college self,’ 

and it was really hard at first. I was sleeping in and not going to class, and I only had a 

few friends. I would just do everything with them Because I was scared to try to make 

other friends. And yeah, I mean, if I hadn’t met Ingrid, I would probably have just been a 

lot more lonely and not ever done something that I could actually be proud of. I think I 

might have joined the Latinx Student Association (LSA). But like if I hadn’t joined 

Heritage, or if I hadn’t known Ingrid, then I don’t think I would have the feeling of that I 

was attached to the school in anyway. 

Representation and persistence were the most common ways the participants utilized 

aspirational capital. Even though most participants entered college with strength in this area, 

their involvement with the women of Heritage allowed motivated them and made them want to 

motivate other women. Also, having the shared space pushed them to persevere despite 

transitional and identity-based challenges. In both building and utilizing aspirational capital, 

Sarah may have summarized it best: 

I’m always about representation because representation matters. Because if you see 

another woman of color out here succeeding or doing great things, and you go, ‘okay, I 

can do it.’ Like when you see like a Black president and think, ‘oh, my God, I could be a 

black president. Now a woman vice and oh my god, I could be vice president now.’ 

You’re just seeing these things, sparking these little light bulbs in people’s heads. Like, ‘I 

can do that, too.’ So, it definitely gave me a stronger sense of I can do this. And that I can 

support other people and show them that, hey, you could do this too. 
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Familial Capital 

A common thread among all participants was how intentional shared spaces helped them 

build familial capital. Yosso (2005) describes this as knowledge built and passed through 

communities. This type of capital expands the definition of family by emphasizing connections 

and shared resources, and it is an important factor in combatting isolation. Of those participants 

that came to college with experience in this area, the theme of community was prevalent. This 

included having family present and involved in their educational journey, the ability to build 

relationships, and wanting to help others in their community.  

Amelia attributed the familial capital she built throughout her life to her family, 

particularly her mom, who were always strong supporters of her educational journey.  Sarah did 

not necessarily have support on the academic side, yet she still felt the value of familial capital: 

I guess it’s more like moral support because they don’t know anything about like the 

schooling or how to do it or anything like that. It was like, oh, okay, I got these grades. 

‘Okay, you did your best, right. That’s good. I’m glad you made it.’ Even in high school, 

my mother couldn’t help with any of my homework. I’ll just say, ‘I don’t understand 

this,’ she’s like, ‘I don’t understand it either.’ So, it’s more just moral support, stuff that’s 

not academics or like monetary value or anything like that. Just those things that make 

you feel at home. 

Stephanie describes her existing familial capital in terms of her ethnic community: 

I feel like it’s within my culture to help those in your community. It’s like a ‘it takes a 

village’ kind of situation. Like, if someone needs help you help them because they would 

help you back; they’re your people, that’s what you do. So, I think that was helpful in 

college when it came to trying to build those relationships with others and because you 
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kind of open like a door or we’ll help each other even if we don’t really know each other 

that well [because] we’re part of this group. So, this is our community now. So, we will 

help each other out if we need it. I felt like that was something that from my culture that 

brought strength to the university setting. 

 It was important to the participants to find organic connections, which proved to be a 

difficult task. Some mentioned this as a reason for joining Heritage. Violet shared that her reason 

for joining Heritage was to “have a better sense of community, because I never saw a whole lot 

of people of color on campus anyways. Specifically, women, so being able to talk to them and 

see more of them was really great.” Because of the lack of representation at their institution, 

leveraging familial capital in Heritage was paramount. The discussions showed growth in four 

major areas: shared identities, environment, building relationships, and having a support system 

on campus. These things proved to be a vital part of these women feeling connected to the 

university.  

Patricia valued having a space with people that looked like her and shared her 

experiences. She described it as empowering:  

It’s a place where you’re comfortable to talk to one another about any situation that you 

really want to address. But by doing that, if you’re facing some type of struggle, you’re 

around a bunch of other women who are who are feeding you that empowering energy.  

Shared identity was often identified as a sense of community or family. It was 

characterized by diversity, shared experiences, and a celebration of culture and self. Those 

shared identities helped with the relationships they were able to build within the university. The 

mentors and other women within the organization became a sort of “home” to the participants, 

improving their sense of belonging. When asked who their primary family/community is on 
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campus, most participants clearly identified Ingrid and the women of Heritage. Danielle 

described this as an opportunity to choose who they spend their free time with, creating a more 

positive environment. She described the value of shared identity:  

It’s immeasurable, the value is really immeasurable, because I know that if I weren’t 

surrounded by women of color, I probably would be miserable. Because having that 

sense of community and being like, ‘Hey, y’all share similar experiences to me.’ Just 

having someone there that is like, ‘Yeah, I’ve been through that, too,’ is like a lifeline at a 

PWI. Because like, you will not get that experience anywhere else on campus. Because 

nobody else looks like you on campus. Nobody else is perceived like you anywhere else 

on campus. So that, I would say that, that that is just immeasurable. 

Others agreed, describing the women of heritage as “a community or sisterhood.” Amelia 

identified it as a “feeling of belonging” that takes so much longer to find and earn in other 

campus spaces.  

 The intentionality of programming in Heritage also leveraged familial capital. Stephanie 

remembered the Family Meetings as having the most impact for her. Having the time and space 

to share ideas without pretense or explanation created a much-needed community. The strength 

of their bond was on full display during the COVID 19 pandemic. It provided a social outlet and 

support system during a time of extreme isolation for students across the country. Even 

Heritage’s director, Ingrid, noted that this organization became one of the most necessary and 

well-attended programs even when most events were held over the Zoom platform.  

Being in an organization with similar women also helped in building a much-needed 

support system in an institution that did not necessarily provide that to the participants. They 

discussed how just having others that cared about their well-being made a difference. Naomi 
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recalled having to go out of your way to find safe spaces where she belonged, and she thought 

the university should be more intentional about creating diversity and supporting diverse 

students. Violet and Sarah also appreciated the support they found in the space that Heritage 

provided. They both discussed the value of being with women who look liked them and were 

invested in their success, noting the hope and motivation it provided. Sarah was especially 

grateful, noting that many marginalized students leave SEU because of the lack of diversity, so 

having this space “gives me a sense of purpose and as if I matter, and it’s like I can make a 

difference for someone else, especially someone who’s coming in new and who doesn’t know 

anyone.”  

Ingrid, the organization’s founder and faculty advisor, served as a mentor to many of the 

participants. She served as sort of a home-base for many of the minority students on campus. The 

participants’ responses spoke of how for many of them, she was the first person on campus to 

connect with them, which led to them having stronger ties to the institution. When speaking of 

Ingrid, Amelia shared this: 

She became like my first mentor when I got to SEU. And she really went beyond just like 

guiding me and asking about academics and stuff, but she would always be like, ‘Are you 

okay? Are you still talking to those girls? Are you still friends with them? How are you 

doing? Are you lonely? You know, are you eating?’ She’s the best and she encouraged 

me to join like the cultural affinity groups, which I had never heard of on this campus or 

any school. I’ve never really been a part of a group that was explicitly for people like me, 

I guess. I mean, it’s not exclusive necessarily, but it’s an affinity group. Because now I 

know what that means. I love the concept that you know, we’re together because it’s a 

common thing. 
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Environment played a part in both the women’s comfort and motivation, as the 

participants described their time spent together using words such as positivity, comfort, and 

relaxing. While discussing what campus life is like at a PWI, Danielle mentions the lack of 

diversity outside of Heritage and anticipating interactions with other members to discuss issues 

that arise day to day. Some participants credited the environment of Heritage as being helpful to 

their college experience and success, having an impact on the participants’ motivation. Being in 

a shared space motivated Sarah to “be a better leader and celebrate all women of color, 

especially myself.”  

The environment of a culturally based organization also strengthened the participants’ 

ties to the university. Many even considered leaving the institution before learning of and joining 

Heritage. 

I think it contributed to my success because I had people to talk to, and I had people who 

were going through the same types of things. I feel like you like you can be successful on 

your own and be a one man show, but I feel like you also need those people and that 

support system at school because your family’s not at school. And these people take out 

the time in your day to talk to you or to listen to your problems or to even just give you 

resources to help yourself. And I feel like it just really helps you remain confident, 

because a lot of times at SEU, we wanted to transfer; we didn’t want to be there. We were 

like, ‘y’all don’t understand how we’re feeling every day,’ especially when we have like 

elections and stuff going on, or like the state of the world last year when everything was 

just blowing up in our faces. It was just always good to have people who were you like, 

‘you look like me? And you know what I’m going through?’ And it doesn’t have to be 
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like empathy type of thing, like you actually know what I’m going through? Because 

we’re going through the same types of things. (Naomi) 

Familial capital proved to be a major need for the participants, even those who had high 

levels before entering college. The community aspect provided by Ingrid and the other women in 

Heritage allowed them to be in a space with other with similar identities. This created an 

environment where they felt safe to be themselves, build important relationships and 

connections, and find a support system to motivate and encourage them. It became their home 

away from home.  

Social Capital 

Social capital was also discussed as an important benefit of the participants mentoring 

experiences. This type of capital includes networks that offer resources and support, build 

confidence, and share information to help everyone in the community build success (Yosso, 

2005). The prevalent theme in this area was networking. While some participants had experience 

and skill in this area, all the women felt the need for practice and felt that being in groups with 

other minority women helped them to build upon their skills and grow their networks.  

Having spaces they could enter without being othered offered them a lifeline on campus. 

Patricia appreciated the comfort she felt with the Heritage women: “I have people that I can talk 

to you without, you know, all the judgement behind it.” Violet shared similar positive aspects of 

being around other women like her. She credits the support and accountability for helping her 

improve her academics and communicate more. 

Arles had a similar experience. Noticing that her social group was fairly homogenous 

given the makeup of campus, she began to crave more diversity in her immediate circle, stating 

she was ready to “meet new people and get different perspectives on life.” This is another way 
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the women improved their social capital. The connections they made with others on campus and 

within the community led them to broaden their networks. A couple of the women spoke about 

other groups that spawned from Heritage, particularly a mental health group that became 

necessary during 2020: 

So, since I joined Heritage, I have joined another group called Wellness, which has kind 

of like broke off from Heritage. It’s basically a mental health group for people of color on 

campus. (Danielle) 

Multiple participants connected with Wellness, which helped grow their network of others on 

campus facing similar mental health challenges. Others appreciated the faculty and staff 

connections they formed. Naomi, who began taking advantage of the campus multicultural center 

early in college, recalls meeting Ingrid and leveraging that connection to meet other faculty and 

staff with similar identities.  

The organization also provided resources for the participants. A key aspect of the 

Heritage was the Level Up session. These meetings helped them build social and leadership 

skills and were often related to the unique circumstances of being minoritized women. A key 

component of what made the affinity group special was the intentionality of the things they 

offered minoritized women on campus: 

I think it was different because it was very intentional. Whereas like other organizations 

that were having a meeting to talk about things, and that’s it. Whereas in Heritage we had 

to meet for our different sessions. And then we had check ins, we have mentors and 

mentees. We did retreats and stuff like that. And it just seemed very intentional. So, it 

was just different because I felt like it was making an impact. (Naomi) 



   
 

 103 

Violet shared a memory of attending Level Up meetings. She recalled discussing body 

positivity, which sometimes excludes women with racially marginalized identities, similar to 

other gender related movements. Structured activities like Level Up and Family Meetings 

offered new and different perspectives while promoting self-care, self-improvement, and 

accountability. Naomi recalls building her confidence and learning to advocate for herself. In 

regard to the connections they made in Heritage, Sarah added, 

I guess the connections that you make, whether they’re actual physical connections, or 

like, mental and emotional connections with other members in the Family Meeting. So, I 

remember one activity, we’re just writing on the board. Like, we were answering 

questions, and we were all writing these feelings. Most of us like grow some of the same 

feels. We’re all like placing tic marks on other people’s feels like ‘yeah, I feel this one so 

much.’ Like, ‘oh, wow, we all feel the same things. Even though we go through different 

things.’ 

Social capital was credited as the most important type of cultural wealth for the 

participants. This was the area they struggled to build most, and they felt that Heritage helped 

them expand their networks, provided resources for both academic and personal growth, and 

included intentional structures and programming that made it more than just another campus club 

or organization. Leveraging social capital strengthened their ties to SEU, and the skills built in 

this area were things that would help them beyond college. 

Navigational Capital 

Navigational capital, which Yosso (2005) describes as the ability to move within social 

networks with the dominant culture in mind, was an important factor for the participants, 

especially considering the challenges brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. The skills learned 
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in Heritage not only helped the women navigate the spaces on campus, but also offered resilience 

in a time where isolation, racism, and other forms of adversity were common. The participants 

noted that entering a PWI required minority women to possess certain skills such as creativity, 

flexibility, and critical thinking. 

 Violet mentioned programs she participated in middle and high school that taught her 

critical thinking, project planning, and problem solving. Stephanie experienced a lot of transition 

when she was younger, which taught her flexibility and adaptability: 

As a child and moving to a lot of different schools, I felt like I became very adaptable and 

flexible to the places I was in. So that was definitely something that I needed to use a lot 

when I went to SEU. Because the environment is different. Pretty much any program or 

different group of people you interact with is a different dynamic. So, I had to figure that 

out quickly.  

Some participants were fortunate to have family and/or other mentors that shed light on 

the college process for them. This was helpful in their transition to a new environment. Violet’s 

immediate family had all attended college, which helped her understand the logistics of applying 

and attending as well as what to expect when she started. Sarah credits her teachers and mentors 

for helping her figure out her career goals and post-high school options. Additionally, Danielle 

mentioned that she participated in dual enrollment in high school, which helped her understand 

the rigor of college courses. Naomi, who attended a private high school, remembers the 

navigational capital she built there: 

I remember like applying for college. I talked a lot with the counselor there. It felt like a 

lot of hand holding, but we pay so much; private school is expensive. I realized that I had 

a lot of privilege and a lot of advantages that a lot of people didn’t get. There were a lot 
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of opportunities and advantages and things that I got pushed forward. So, for me the 

process was easy. I don’t think I faced the same challenges as many people. I feel like I 

was well prepared. I feel like that privilege, going to that private school. Like we had to 

be in AP classes, and we had to be in honor’s classes. There weren’t a lot of regular 

classes for us to take. The SAT and ACT, that was my challenge with getting to college 

and making sure I had a score that was good enough. Because I did take the ACT twice 

and the SAT once. And I did go through prep classes. But other than that, I think with 

having that [private school] there, it was pretty straightforward. They were making sure 

we were ready and made sure that we were some of the top candidates. 

The participants shared a mindset of investment; both the cost and commitment it takes to 

complete a degree required them to have a good work ethic and plan ahead. Violet credits the 

same programs from her youth for instilling her work ethic. Sarah mentioned how a mentoring 

program from high school set her on the right path: 

Because with that program, I was able to pinpoint what I wanted to do, like my major, 

because I know a lot of people who change a major like three or four times freshman 

year. I knew exactly what I wanted to come in and do, and I committed. I didn’t have to 

change anything else. I was like, ‘Okay, I’m ready, get everything done, so I can commit 

already. And like, choose my major and be done.’ So, it was like a straight path there. So, 

I was able to go through the figuring things out and the informational interviews with 

people, and I was able more to figure out what I wanted to do. So, I guess it really shaved 

some time and really narrowed down the scope of what I want to do. 
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On the other side of this were participants that developed their work ethic from the lack 

of resources. Stephanie, who grew up with parents that were learning English at the same time as 

her, discussed her educational struggles growing up: 

I think part of it was also like I had to want to learn, especially when I was younger. I 

didn’t really have anyone checking over my spelling or my grammar growing up, so I 

still really struggle in those. And, yeah, it wasn’t like I got any help at home for 

homework and stuff like that. So, it definitely made me have to work for it. So even 

though like my first year at SEU was a little bit difficult, I didn’t want to switch schools 

again, cuz I switched schools a lot. Growing up, I went to five different elementary 

schools I want to say. My time at SEU was my longest time ever at one school, so I was 

not about to transfer. Also, because it’s a money investment, it’s like, if I transferred to 

another school, they’re not gonna want to take some of these classes. And I’m gonna 

have to spend more time, more money. So, I’m gonna sit through; I’m going to try to find 

places to make me feel more comfortable here. 

The most common need the participants had prior to joining an affinity group was for 

resources. The social networks of the dominant culture offer structure, guidance, and knowledge 

necessary for success. Participants agreed that being a part of culturally based organization 

helped them to build navigational capital in the form of both skills and resources. Even with the 

advantages Naomi had, she still felt that her connection to the women in Heritage opened the 

door to even more resources and tools to help her be successful. The resources made available to 

students in this intentional space included knowledge on accessing accommodations and key 

college and career information. The Level Up meetings would bring in guest speakers and other 
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women with marginalized identities from the campus and surrounding community, giving 

women access to additional information and mentors.   

Participants noted that the intentional sessions included various topics, and they 

appreciated having a voice in choosing them. Some topics included building healthy 

relationships, budgeting and financial literacy, and ways people achieved success. While the 

sessions were fun, they also enhanced skillsets they may not have had without this intervention. 

Skill-building was a major piece of navigational capital the women built in these intentional 

spaces.  

For those with little knowledge of what college entails, having other women with shared 

experiences helped them understand how to navigate the college environment as a minoritized 

woman. This was a key element of persistence for some: 

I would be one of the many, many students who transferred out if it wasn’t for [Ingrid] – 

because I know so many people who have left – but I honestly would not have come 

back. If, you know, I didn’t feel like I had some clarity there. And I feel like the clarity 

came from Ingrid, you know, pointing me in the right direction and counseling me and 

explaining things to me that, you know, other people just assume that you know. She’s 

honestly been there the whole time for me. So, yeah, she’s played a huge role for me. 

The intentional sessions also helped build navigational skills. Participants learned how to use 

social capital to get their needs met. Violet remembers what she learned and the people she met 

in the Level Up and Family Meetings: 

Our Level Up meetings, which are kind of like talking with business professionals, like 

realtors and owners of nonprofits and how they got started and what their education was, 

and how they navigated, like being in a mostly white space. And from Family Meetings, 
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getting take home information, being able to try things out for yourself, or try out new 

ways of self-care, things like that. It’s kind of like you learn a lot, but then you can also 

take it home and apply it. 

Naomi also remembered the contacts and skills she learned, noting that those sessions almost 

always had an objective or agenda and offered new perspectives and useful information.  

Many of the participants also noted the personal growth they had by simply being 

surrounded by women with similar identities. This was seen in the lessons they learned about 

self-care and how to advocate for themselves and their needs. Danielle admitted that she is really 

shy, and the mentors in Heritage really helped her stand up for herself, ask for the things she 

needs, and bring up important issues. Similarly, Violet found that it became easier to 

communicate her needs with professors. According to Stephanie, the environment that was 

created allowed for personal growth in a safe space where she recognized how much things 

affect them. When asked about the most important skill learned in Heritage, Sarah called it 

‘finessing’: 

Yes. That’s the skill. Learning how to finesse and work smarter, not harder. Like you 

don’t have to do so much if it’s like so super simple. Definitely all in finessing. 

Resistance Capital 

The spaces created by the mentors provided a source of resistance capital. Within the 

group and during meetings, the participants were able to pass cultural knowledge and resist 

assimilation (Yosso, 2005). While many participants brought existing resistance capital with 

them to college, the organization and the spaces they held were characterized by wanting to 

disprove negative stereotypes and perform at higher levels than other students. The experiences 
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discussed in this area displayed all three types of resistance capital: conformist, transformational, 

and resilient.  

In conformist resistance, individuals learn to move within the existing social structure 

and attempt to find social justice without critiquing the status quo. Transformational resistance 

lies at the opposite end of the spectrum from conformist resistance. Individuals displaying 

transformational resistance hold their oppressors accountable while fighting for social justice 

(Yosso, 2005). While conformist and transformational resistance lie at opposite ends of the 

resistance spectrum, resilient resistance lies at the intersection. These individuals work to make 

changes to ideas and behaviors while not working to change the oppressive structures that have 

perpetuated them (Yosso, 2005).  

The participants that came from predominantly White elementary and high schools 

tended to have more pre-existing resistance capital. They had experience facing racism, 

tokenism, stereotypes. Danielle expressed that she had to be more assertive from a young age, 

and even as she excelled in her courses, she was still often seen as the token. She also 

remembered that racist acts and words were commonplace, and she did not feel the support of 

teachers and/or school administration: 

You can count the amount of folk of color on your hand in my school. So even the adults 

didn’t really care because it was just what it was. Also, when Obama became president, 

the amount of ‘n words’ that I heard was ridiculous. Coming from whether it was the 

adults there or the kids there, and you go to the administration, and they wouldn’t do 

anything because that’s the status quo. Even with someone that’s in my “corner” – and 

I’ll say that with quotations around it – it was still just like, hold your peace. Hold your 

breath. You can’t be too upset because they already see you as other. 
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Being the only Asian person in her school, Arles had a similar experience of being 

othered. However, she chose the route of assimilation. She mentioned that because people looked 

at her as “exotic,” she pushed away from her own culture and tried her best to blend in with 

everyone else. When asked about stereotypes she may have faced before college, she expresses 

how she tended to lean into them:  

In high school I think everyone thought that because I was Asian, I was the smart person. 

Cause like Asians are supposed to be “good at math and science.” Ironically, I am good at 

math and science, so I guess I kind of fulfilled that stereotype. I personally don’t think 

I’ve minded because I actually do enjoy the STEM field. I am pursuing a STEM career 

and a degree in STEM. So, I didn’t really think too much of it as like being offensive, 

considering the fact that I actually genuinely enjoyed it. 

Violet also went the route of assimilation prior to college. She mentioned feeling judged and 

stereotyped based on her clothing and hairstyles, and she sheltered herself from her Blackness in 

fear of being ridiculed.  

Patricia’s resistance capital was built by her interactions with other minoritized people. 

As a woman who is both Black and Latina, she had to find her own identity: 

Like in the Latino community, basically, there’s the ‘She’s not fully Hispanic.’ And then 

if I were to hang out with my Black friends, they’d be like, ‘Oh, she’s not completely 

Black.’ Because, you know, there’s this whole stereotype of what a Latina is supposed to 

be like and how a Black woman supposed to be like, and I do not fit any of those 

stereotypical categories. And so, if you don’t fit into that category, you feel rejected in a 

way. I’ve learned, ever since I was a little girl, that I am who I am, and I have to carry 
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myself confidently. Because if I let people tell me or put a certain label on me, I’ll start to 

slowly believe them, and that’s a really big issue for people who are biracial. 

 The participants credited the mentors in Heritage for teaching them new ways to utilize 

their resistance capital. Sometimes it was for teaching moments. Two participants mentioned a 

meeting with the dean of students and other student leaders where one student made a comment 

about colored people. They note that before being involved in Heritage, this comment may have 

either upset them enough to make a scene, or they would overlook it in order to avoid 

confrontation. However, they were able to leverage their resistance capital to have a private 

teaching moment with the student after the meeting. This was a show of patience and resilient 

resistance.   

 Danielle also recalled an experience that stemmed from microaggressions and how she 

deals with things without conforming to stereotypes: 

To be honest, I don’t think I would have gotten this far. Because in my head, I’m 

constantly calling people out whether it be a microaggression or just like a slip of the 

tongue or anything, and I’m just like, ‘Okay, that was wrong.’ So, I don’t because if I had 

called out every old white man for saying something racist, then I definitely would not 

have gotten as far as I have gone. I did have one professor that was kind of insensitive. 

There were three people of color in this class (which is a lot for SEU), and we didn’t 

understand something. And then when we finally got it, the man said he felt like the 

Helen Keller story, because we finally understood what we were doing.  

Naomi noted that because of systemic oppression, there is a need to minoritized women to be 

resilient and ambitious. She understands that she is expected to work ten times harder, but states,   
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I feel like I haven’t come this far just to give up. I want to beat the odds. But I feel like 

that culture and just like knowing and being aware that I am a Black woman, and I will 

always be treated differently because one, I’m black and because two, I’m a woman. 

Ingrid, the program director, would remind the participants of the importance of using resistance 

capital in predominantly White spaces. Amelia recalled that she instilled in them that their 

success was bigger than themselves, and even when it feels like they aren’t making a difference, 

it will for someone else. According to the participants, the most important lessons in resistance 

capital found in this organization was pride in culture, self, and identity. Naomi noticed that she 

gained an additional level of confidence. She attributes the change to having the space to be 

herself, which taught her to be more comfortable outside of the group as well. Violet mentions 

that in Heritage she feels “more proud to be Black, a woman, and a woman of color in general.” 

Sarah shared that sentiment: 

I’ve definitely become more sure of myself and more confident in me. And like at this 

time, because definitely, I have imposter syndrome so much. But then I’m like, ‘okay, no, 

you got this. You’re a strong woman of color. You got it.’ Like no matter what no one 

says, you’re out here doing amazing things like all these other women of color that you 

saw, in their presentations and the Family Meetings and the Level Ups. You’re doing 

amazing things. Don’t look down on yourself. You know?’ 

Resistance capital can be displayed in many ways, and the participants found ways to 

utilize this form of wealth within their shared space as well as in other campus environments. 

They leveraged their capital by learning to disprove stereotypes, gain confidence, and be more 

comfortable being themselves in predominantly White settings. They also learned the importance 

of using this type of capital to improve conditions for future minoritized women on their campus. 
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Linguistic Capital 

 Linguistic capital – communication skills and assets (Yosso, 2005) – were not as 

prominent in the interviews as other forms of capital that were discussed. The participants 

mainly alluded to linguistic capital in the idea of “code switching.” In this area, some of the 

participants already had the experience of being a minority in all-White spaces and were well-

versed in the language of the dominant culture. Two of the participants were bilingual and 

discussed how they used language to help others within their home communities. Patricia used 

her linguistic capital in high school to help new English learners, understanding that language 

helped those students learn the material while also creating a bridge to a new culture.  

 Colleges and universities tend to have their own languages in the forms of terminology 

and processes. Unless there is someone to explain the words of college to underrepresented 

populations, there is a need for intentional spaces to provide context and help them succeed. 

Having an intentional space for minoritized women gave many of the participants the ability to 

utilize their linguistic capital in different ways depending on the setting, which they referred to as 

“code-switching.” While in classes and spaces where they were the minority, they understood the 

need to speak and act in certain ways. Some women noted the need and ability to both assimilate 

with the dominant culture and look for affirmation.  

 Danielle recognized that she used this method often, tending to speak more “proper” in 

certain settings. She was very cognizant of word choice and how it affected the answers and 

support she needed. She also found herself being more apologetic, as it would make her appear 

less aggressive to faculty and other students and get things done faster. However, participants 

noted the negative side of code-switching. Though Danielle often employed this method with her 

professors, it is not always effective: 
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Sometimes when I code switch with my professors, I don’t say what I actually need 

because I’m trying to say it nicely or in a way that would be perceived as being nice. So, 

my message might not be completely heard because I’m trying to not be the angry Black 

woman. 

In contrast, within the confines of their culturally based organization, they were able to 

code-switch to express their real thoughts, vernacular, and language. Discussions among the 

group would allow them to talk about the negative experiences they encountered. These showed 

up in the form of racism (both overt and covert) and judgment (or fear of being judged). 

Stephanie mentioned that she generally felt like an imposter in other spaces, and it would prevent 

her from being actively involved. Patricia agreed: 

Being in a Heritage meeting, this space is more comfortable to address anything you 

really want to versus like another group or other settings on campus, you’re like, ‘this 

isn’t going to be a progressive conversation, or they’re going to dismiss it in the first 

place. So let me just not even bring it up’. In classes, there’s a filter on my 

communication so that I can avoid stereotypes or being conformed to a stereotype. And 

being judged, and I guess, not fitting in. I already stand out, and I didn’t want to stand out 

even more. So, there’s a filter on that communication. And then I guess, Heritage, there’s 

not really much of a filter. I feel like I feel okay to say what I need to say without being 

judged. (Patricia)  

Sarah also felt this way, especially considering the racial unrest that occurred over the 

last couple of years. Heritage meetings became an outlet for the women to vent and air their 

frustrations. Sarah mentioned that when there were racially charged events in the news, other 
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students would expect certain reactions. However, in this space they are able to talk about their 

real feelings without having to give context or comfort others.   

Participants described how this intentional space gave them space to be themselves while 

also learning to communicate with outsiders better. Violet found more people she could form 

genuine connections with, and the communication in Heritage helped her improve her 

communications with professors and feel more comfortable presenting herself in a more organic 

way. Most importantly, the linguistic capital utilized in this space allowed for the participants to 

build stronger connections to both others in the group and the institution as a whole. The 

conversations they had with other members had a level of comfort and honesty that led to real 

discussions about common experiences.  

According to Amelia, the shared space was a place where minoritized women could relax 

and be honest. Arles agreed, especially since this was one of the few spaces in her life where she 

found others who could relate to her experiences. Stephanie described the time they spent 

sharing their experiences as affirming, and it led her to question her level of comfort in other 

spaces: 

We would sometimes say personal feelings, but we felt comfortable around each other to 

be able to share those. And I felt like that was something really big that Heritage gave me 

also because I took it more of a ‘wow I’m so comfortable being in this space. How 

uncomfortable was I being in other places and doing the same kind of work, sharing how 

it felt, but then having to feel like I was defending the way I felt.? And being around 

Heritage, even on the days I didn’t speak up, I could, and I wouldn’t feel like I had to 

defend it.  
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Having the space to express themselves without having to add subtext was a common 

theme throughout the interviews, giving participants a level of comfort and helping them 

persevere in the PWI setting. This is consistent with previous research that identify 

counterspaces as a place of escape from the racial pressure of the college environment and share 

survival strategies with others with similar experiences (Rendon, et al., 2004). Though the 

participants still utilize code-switching regularly, the linguistic capital they gained has allowed 

them to add more of their authentic selves to their conversations.  

 

Summary 

After a thorough analysis of the data, the researcher was able to identify themes, both in 

the participants’ experiences and within the six areas of capital included in Community Cultural 

Wealth. The transition to college – which can be difficult for any new student – was often made 

more difficult due to the identities they held. In some cases, this led to feelings of isolation, 

difficulty navigating the institution, and mixed reactions to the bias they faced. Some participants 

looked for connections in various organizations found on campus, with mixed results. And while 

most found the transition difficult, there were instances where the experience was positive. 

While there were some clear differences within each type of capital, there was a 

considerable amount of overlap within the nuances of each area. The participants came to the 

institution with a diverse array of experiences yet shared similar challenges and areas of growth 

in cultural capital. Even as earlier research debates the efficacy of culturally based organization, 

the responses in this study seem to support the idea that having intentional, shared spaces for 

underrepresented students helps them build and utilize cultural capital.  
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Based on the data analysis, each type of capital was grown and utilized in some way 

through participation in the organization. Two areas, familial and social capital, were particularly 

affected by the activities and people in Heritage. With the isolation of a PWI setting and the 

challenges of starting college, the participants were searching for community, comfort, and 

support, which was provided by the space held with other women with similar identities. 

Additionally, the respondents felt that they were able to increase their social capital and broaden 

their social networks through intentional programming that introduced them to other minoritized 

people (particularly women) within the institution and throughout the community. The cultural 

wealth they built increased their connection to the institution and provided long-term benefits 

that will contribute to their success. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The purpose of this research was to examine how membership in a culturally based 

organization shapes the experiences of minoritized women at a predominantly White institution. 

Specifically, the researcher was interested in how minoritized women develop and utilize 

cultural wealth within these organizations. This study was guided by the following research 

questions: 

1. How do historically marginalized women describe their experiences at a predominantly 

White institution? 

2. How do historically marginalized women make meaning of cultural wealth through 

involvement in a culturally based organization at a predominantly White institution? 

Using Yosso’s (2005) theory of Community Cultural Wealth, the researcher sought to 

understand how minoritized women experience capital in the six major areas of cultural wealth: 

aspirational, familial, social, navigational, resistance, and linguistic capital.  

 The research setting for this study was at a predominantly White liberal arts institution in 

the southeastern United States. The student population is over 50% female, with less than 25% 

identified as underrepresented minorities (Institutional Data). The research followed a basic 

interpretive qualitative design, gaining participants through purposeful sampling. Data were 

collected through program documents and semi-structured interviews recorded via the Zoom 

web platform and analyzed using a two-cycle approach. The first cycle employed verbatim 

coding to identify themes and codes; the second cycle utilized selective coding, layering the 

themed found in the first cycle into the six dimensions of capital defined by Community Cultural 
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Wealth. This chapter offers a discussion of the key findings described in the previous chapter. 

These findings add to the literature on the experiences of minoritized women and culturally 

based organizations. Using those findings, as well as other questions that arose in the research, 

the chapter will also include implications of the research and recommendations for future 

research.  

 

Key Findings 

The findings of this research give voice to the participants’ experiences as minoritized 

women in a predominantly White university setting. The study explored the experiences of these 

women before and after participating in a culturally based organization. While their general 

experiences were explored, this research specifically examined the impact of participating in a 

culturally based organization with intentional programming on their development and use of 

cultural wealth. Viewed through the six types of capital established by the theoretical framework, 

the study found that familial and social capital emerged as the two areas with the most need 

(prior to joining) and growth (after participation).  

Research Question One: Experiences 

How do historically marginalized women describe their experiences at a predominantly White 

institution? 

 This research was interested in exploring the experiences women with marginalized 

identities have in a PWI setting. The data indicate that minoritized women experience the same 

transitional difficulties as all students when attending college; however, they experience 

additional challenges related to them being both women and holding marginalized ethnic and 

cultural identities. Three themes emerged in relation to this research question: 1) navigating the 
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increased rigor of the college environment; 2) difficulties making social connections; and 3) 

identity-specific challenges.   

The transition to college is often challenging for new students; the participants in this 

study were no different. These women, who often did not have trouble with academics prior to 

college, were not necessarily prepared with the increased rigor combined with new independence 

and responsibility. This led to feelings of insecurity, self-doubt, and, in some cases, mental 

health challenges. Participants mentioned things like a lack of information and resources, issues 

with time management, and few connections with faculty and staff at the institution. Also, since 

this was the first time many were living outside of the sheltered existence of home, they were 

learning independence and how to live with new people. The combined challenges sometimes 

led to mental health challenges and other negative side effects. 

Another challenge the participants faced was with making connections with others. They 

reported that they did not have a sense of belonging, which Tinto (1993) suggests is connected to 

persistence and success in college. Participants spoke of feelings of isolation – some made worse 

by their introverted natures. This made it difficult to make new friends and find people with 

common interests. Others could not navigate being a student and having a social life, so they 

chose to focus on academics, forgoing social connections. Their limited social circles became 

even more challenging due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which limited their ability to form new 

connections due to social distancing.  

Both transitional and social connection issues were often compounded by the 

participants’ marginalized identities. This is consistent with previous research that found that at a 

PWI can lead to burnout, feelings of isolation, and lower overall well-being (Davis, 2009; 

Molina, 2008; Linder & Rodriguez, 2012; Shavers & Moore, 2014). Several of the participants 
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described it as culture shock. Being among the few minoritized students on campus, they often 

felt like outsiders. The women spoke of facing bias, feeling the need to be perfect representatives 

of their own and/or all marginalized identities. They felt that they had to prove their worth in a 

PWI setting. This has been an issue since marginalized women began accessing higher 

education. Historically, minoritized women have needed to be careful of their public personas 

and work harder to prove their social and intellectual worth despite their continued success in 

higher education (Bair, 2009).  

Historical and structural forces have a major influence on campus racial climate 

(Johnson, et al., 2007). While the institution considered itself diverse, the students did not see 

this reflected in the population. Hughes and Howard-Hamilton (2003) assert that generic 

approaches to diversity, especially related to women with marginalized identities, do not have 

much of an effect on isolation and stress these students experience due to their minoritized status 

on campuses. Because of this and the weight of stereotype threat, several participants felt the 

pressure to work harder, be better, and show no weakness with other students. 

The participants in this study prioritized finding safe, shared spaces with other women 

with shared identities – something scarce on their campus in both the student and faculty/staff 

population. However, research suggests that minoritized students are more open to socialize with 

all students, regardless of identity (Bourke, 2007). Two of the participants made attempts to find 

a safe space in a predominantly White sorority that had some minoritized women as members. 

While they managed to find a few allies within the organization, they did not find the level of 

comfort and acceptance they craved.  

Despite the many challenges the participants experienced in the PWI setting, some did 

have positive experiences. Their past experiences helped them to build confidence, learn the 
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college process, and make crucial connections with college faculty and staff. For those who may 

have had challenging high school experiences, SEU offered respite. Others were able to quickly 

adjust to the transition and learn to thrive.  

Research Question Two: Cultural Capital 

How do historically marginalized women make meaning of cultural wealth through involvement 

in a culturally based organization at a predominantly White institution?  

In addition to exploring the experiences of minoritized women at a PWI, this research 

was also interested in how minoritized women experience cultural wealth when involved in a 

culturally based organization. The literature suggests that involvement with the college 

environment has a positive relationship to the academic performance of underrepresented 

students, yet these students are more likely to feel disconnected and isolated than other students, 

leading to a gap in performance and retention, especially at selective institutions (Baker, 2008). 

The participants in this study were members of a university-sponsored organization with 

intentional programming for undergraduate women with marginalized identities. The interviews 

explored how participants built and utilized capital as defined by Yosso’s (2005) Community 

Cultural Wealth. This section will explore themes related to each type of capital: aspirational, 

familial, social, navigational, resistance, and linguistic. 

Aspirational Capital. Yosso (2005) describes aspirational capital as the ability to see 

beyond current obstacles and consider possibilities and hope for the future. The participants in 

this study all entered the institution with a lot of strength in this area. Some had role models 

throughout their lives that helped them see that they could reach their educational goals. They 

mentioned family members, people in their communities, and even those in media as examples 

of the possibilities they could achieve. Others used their life circumstances as motivation. In 
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these cases, their home financial circumstances, family situations, language barriers, and other 

challenges gave them determination to bring themselves and their families into a better future.  

The major theme found in aspirational capital was representation. Having and being role 

models was an important factor in the participants’ success. Though it was common for 

participants to have pre-existing aspirational capital, involvement with a culturally based 

organization helped them solidify their determination and belief that they could reach their goals. 

Being in a space with other women with similar goals and celebrating their successes helped 

them see the finish line, even as they faced challenges at the institution. Also, the participants’ 

desire to be an example for others in their communities was an impetus to push through when 

they felt like giving up.  

Familial Capital. Familial capital emphasizes connection and shared resources and 

knowledge passed through communities. Some participants came to college with strength in this 

area. This sometimes appeared as knowledge of the college process; for some, this was 

encouragement and moral support. Even though pre-existing capital was prevalent this area for 

participants, this also proved to be a type of capital that was most desired before finding their 

shared space. When discussing their experiences prior to joining Heritage, finding their people 

was a recurrent theme.  

Participants shared that belonging to a culturally based organization provided capital in 

four main areas: finding people with shared identities, being comfortable in their environment, 

building familial relationships, and having a support system on campus. The mentors and other 

women with similar identities gave many participants a sense of community and family. Some 

referred to the group as their “home base,” and for some, it was the first place on campus where 

they felt like they belonged. Participants also noted that the positive environment of a shared 
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space offered them a level of comfort and respite from their carefully curated personas; with that 

comfort came the ability to be themselves, celebrate their culture and success, and validation for 

how they viewed their experiences at a PWI. This was a vital support system for many 

participants – a space without judgement that offered accountability and encouragement. More 

importantly, the familial capital built in their safe spaces was often the thing that helped them 

persist at the institution.  

Social Capital. The other area that showed major growth with these participants was in 

the area of social capital. Bourdieu (1986) describes this as how people access, use, and acquire 

resources that provide access to information, social support, and economic resources. Yosso 

(2005) expands this definition to include networks that offer resources and support, build 

confidence, and share information to help everyone in the community build success. Social 

capital had the most impact on how the participants in this research experienced college, in line 

with previous research that has shown it to play a significant role in having success in higher 

education (Bourdieu, 1986; Mishra, 2019). As discussed with the first research question, finding 

social networks was a major concern for participants when they came to the institution.  

Engagement has been shown to be critical to student success in college (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 2005). However, participants in this study lamented on the dearth of engagement 

opportunities made available to them at their institution. The prominent theme in this area was 

networking. More specifically, having an organization that offered opportunities to meet other 

women with shared identities across the campus and community helped the participants build 

social skills, gave them access to untapped resources, and expanded their networks even outside 

of the confines of the group. Through intentional programming, participants were learning new 

skills, meeting prominent people within the community, and learning to use their voices and 
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advocate for themselves. The women were also exposed to diverse perspectives, expanding their 

knowledge base and helping them build confidence.  

Navigational Capital. For some participants, navigational capital (the ability to move 

within social networks) was also strengthened by being involved with a culturally based 

organization. For those unfamiliar with the college environment, the mentors and other women 

served as a guide to the intricacies of higher education. Additionally, nearly all participants 

expressed a need for resources and tools such as access to accommodations, college and career 

guidance, and faculty, staff, and community contacts. 

Though many participants saw this space as a relaxed environment, a key component of 

the organization intentional programming. Several of the women lauded the two types of planned 

sessions involved in Heritage. Level Up meetings included presentations from successful women 

and lessons on navigating predominantly White spaces. On the other hand, Family meetings 

offered a space to discuss relevant topics, practice life skills, and build confidence.  

Resistance Capital. Culturally based organizations offer spaces for ethnically 

marginalized students to pass cultural knowledge and resist assimilation (Yosso, 2005), making 

them excellent sources of resistance capital. The participants often sought to defy stereotypes by 

working harder to perform at higher levels than other students and hiding their vulnerabilities. 

Heritage offered them a safe space to display vulnerability while building their resistance capital.  

The women in this study all had some level of pre-existing resistance capital; it is required to 

achieve a certain level of success in education. Some participants discussed skills they learned 

early in life that helped them resist racism, tokenism, and stereotypes. These skills often 

displayed conformist resistance (moving within existing social structures without critiquing the 
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status quo), as they did not necessarily have the knowledge and skills fight systemic oppressive 

structures.  

One way participation in the culturally based organization helped build resistance capital 

was by giving participants the skills to resist assimilation. Some participants learned to use 

resilient resistance (changing ideas and behaviors without changing the structures that perpetuate 

them) to address racial incidents with other students. Others would actively fight for social 

justice by holding others accountable (transformational resistance). The most important lessons 

in resistance, however, were those on taking pride in self, culture, and identity, giving 

participants the confidence to show more of themselves in predominantly White settings. 

Linguistic Capital. A major theme in the area of linguistic capital was the idea of code 

switching. While a couple participants held other forms of linguistic capital (i.e., language skills, 

cultural knowledge, etc.), participation in a culturally based organization provided a space to 

display vulnerability in speech, actions, and communication. The mentors and other organization 

members also helped to advance the ability to code switch to include speaking in ways that also 

ensure that participants are also advocating for themselves and getting their needs met.  

Participants also found a space to share experiences and learn from each other. The 

respite they found with other women with shared identities proved to be vital in light of the 

pandemic and racial unrest across the country in 2020. Participants discussed the importance of a 

space to vent their frustrations, have honest conversations about current events, and take care of 

their own emotions and mental health without having to add subtext or make others feel better. 

This helped them be more effective in communications outside of the group as well.  
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Summary of Findings 

 The findings in this research highlighted the duality of the participants’ experiences. 

While each of the women had diverse experiences prior to and during college, many of their 

experiences as minoritized women were similar in the university setting. They had similar 

experiences with other faculty, staff, and students on campus, and they appreciated similar 

aspects of the spaces, resources, and connections their organization provided. The findings also 

highlighted the ways that each type of capital is interconnected. The experiences of the 

participants often required leveraging several forms of capital. Familial capital and social capital 

both led to expanded networks of support. Linguistic and resistant capital played a role in the 

code-switching participants practiced, as well as being a prominent feature of the safe space of 

respite from the challenges of being in a predominantly White space. Additionally, each area of 

capital was an integral part of building and utilizing navigational capital and contributed to the 

women’s ability to build aspirational capital for themselves and utilize it to help others in their 

communities.  

 

Implications for Policy and Practice  

The findings of this study confirm that culturally based organizations have influence on 

the ways minoritized students experience cultural wealth, while also exposing the dearth of 

research on students with intersecting underrepresented identities, specifically minoritized 

women. Furthermore, while Community Cultural Wealth is an ideal framework for studying 

underserved populations, it is rarely utilized to explore the experiences of women with 

marginalized identities. Given the challenges of intersecting underrepresented identities, it is 

critical to examine this population in order to adjust student affairs practice at PWIs accordingly.  
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As the researcher aimed to provide insight into the experiences of minoritized women 

and how they develop cultural wealth, the findings have significant implications for policy and 

practice. Since Bourdieu (1986) posits the benefits of social capital for the success of members 

of the majority population, it is critical to understand the mechanisms that allow marginalized 

populations to share and utilize the capital within their communities and leverage those assets to 

promote success in academic settings. Yosso’s (2005) framework does this by taking an 

intersectional, anti-deficit approach that utilizes the values, assets, and strengths of underserved 

populations (Gold, 2011). The findings of this study and similar research can be used to inform 

student affairs practice, program design, and availability of resources to historically marginalized 

undergraduate women.  

Creating an atmosphere for minoritized students to successfully integrate into PWIs 

requires a commitment from administrators, faculty, and staff to restructure programming and 

curricula in ways that support their success (Canaba, 2021). These findings highlight the 

importance of minoritized women to have access to safe spaces with others that share similar 

identities. The participants’ responses indicated that these spaces helped them to develop and 

utilize capital in all areas, with familial and social capital being particularly relevant. These two 

areas were common types of capital that the participants had in abundance prior to entering a 

predominantly White setting, yet they found it difficult to access once they entered college. 

Culturally based organizations opened the door for the participants to improve their academics, 

gain a sense of belonging, and strengthened their ties to the institution. At the same time, it 

offered a necessary respite from the challenges of being tokenized, marginalized, and “othered” 

in most campus settings. 
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The data indicate that it is not just important to find spaces with shared identities; it is 

also critical to provide intentional programming within these spaces. Pascarella and Terenzini 

(2005) suggest that institutions must develop programs and other opportunities that encourage 

students to be involved. Habig et al. (2021) also supports this, positing that programming must 

have a focus of leveraging strengths to increase equity and achievement. The intentional 

programming in Heritage allowed the participants in this research to explore their identities, 

build critical social networks, navigate the institution better, and learn skills that will help them 

be more successful in all areas of their lives. The participants found the planned sessions 

provided by their organization gave them a greater sense of belonging while deepening their 

understanding of how to thrive within systems that were not created with them in mind. The 

study also revealed that the conversations and activities in these sessions supported their 

academics, mental health, and social interactions. Moreover, the participants indicated that 

involvement with a culturally based organization and participating in its intentional 

programming helped them build confidence and self-esteem while celebrating their cultures, 

their achievements, and their successes.  

Student affairs professionals may find it beneficial to provide culturally based 

organizations and spaces on campus. Having venues to negotiate identity and the systems of 

power and privilege that marginalize their identities can improve interpersonal relationships and 

have enduring impacts on minoritized students (McGowan & Perez, 2020). In that same vein, 

institutions will have to recognize the need to recruit and retain more diverse faculty and staff. 

This is highlighted in the way participants identified Ingrid, the program founder and director, as 

a key component in their connection to the institution and their personal growth. As is often the 

case in predominantly White spaces, this is one individual who us doing the labor of supporting 
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this population. However, what happens when that person leaves the institution? This makes a 

case for institutional support for these types of interventions, as it cannot be dependent on the 

current staff but have the structural support to continue despite staffing changes.  

Underrepresented students often view their faculty interactions as indicators of how 

inclusive the campus environment will be (Hurtado, et al., 2012). Studies indicate that minority 

students can be treated differently because of their backgrounds. Mishra (2019) found that 

stereotypes and bias (in the form of lower expectations, grading bias, and exclusion from 

activities) interfere with student learning. Participants in this study confirmed this with anecdotes 

about treatment by professors and grade disputes. Due to the bias they experienced, participants 

indicated that they made concerted efforts to connect with other minoritized women on campus, 

and it was their leadership in the organization that strengthened their ties to each other and the 

institution. These women served as role models and helped them navigate the social, academic, 

and racial environment of the university. 

The research on campus engagement of underrepresented students supports these 

findings. While peer engagement is shown to help students acclimate to the social environment, 

faculty support has a positive impact on academic confidence, performance, and overall 

satisfaction (Baker, 2013, 2015; Mishra, 2019). Baker (2013, 2015) also found that the most 

important type of support for minoritized students comes from minoritized faculty. Faculty 

members holding marginalized identities provide ethnic-specific knowledge and support and 

show students that they are valued and belong at the institution; this increases self-efficacy, 

connectedness, and student satisfactions (Baker, 2013). However, research has shown that 

minoritized faculty and staff are often overtaxed with their regular job responsibilities and the 

additional mental labor and time commitment to being a safe space to students with shared 
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identities. Some institutions have also practiced tokenism, hiring a few minorities to satisfy 

quotas or increase their visibility while not giving them a voice in decision-making or access to 

necessary support and resources (Chun & Evans, 2008). This, of course, results in high turnover 

of diverse staff, which students recognize and can see as lack of validation for them as well. 

 

 Implications for Future Research 

This research adds to the literature on the experiences of minoritized women and has key 

implications for policy and practice in higher education student affairs. However, there are 

several gaps still on this topic that still need to be explored. The current research examined the 

experiences of minoritized, undergraduate women at a small, predominantly White, liberal arts 

institution in the southeast United States. The size of the sample, type of institution, and 

theoretical framework open the possibilities for future research. While women holding 

marginalized identities at PWIs may share some similarities, there may be regional, campus size 

and makeup, and programming differences depending on the institution. It would be especially 

interesting to explore the experiences of women who attend large institutions with more 

minoritized students and greater resources.  

This study also broadly defined minoritized women to include several underrepresented 

identities. However, understanding identity and intersectionality, the researcher sees the 

necessity to disaggregate these populations. It can be inferred that the Black woman experience 

is different than that of a Latina, and this is consistent in all of the identities included in this 

study. Additionally, minoritized populations are often grouped in broad terms. Asian/Pacific 

Islander and Latinx populations encompass a wide range of identities depending on nationality 

and cultural backgrounds; these communities also have different rates of college access, 
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persistence, and completion (Azizova & Mendez, 2021). While some identities share some 

similarities, this phenomenon was highlighted through Arles’ responses, who was the only Asian 

participant. While she appreciated the space provided in the organization, her interview exposed 

differences in how she experiences mostly White spaces and the types of cultural challenges she 

faces. Exploring these nuances is critical to understanding the best methods of student 

development. In this same light, it would also be prudent to examine the cultural capital of other 

student categories, such as non-traditional, graduate, and commuter students.  

As intentional programming was a prominent feature of the organization in this research, 

it may also be interesting to explore the types of programs that are most effective for academic 

success. Additionally, while qualitative design is an excellent fit for exploring student 

experiences, it would be interesting to see quantitative research that helps identifies trends in 

retention, persistence, and academic success for undergraduate women with marginalized 

identities involved in culturally based organizations.  

It is also important to recognize the effect current events have on research. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, certain forms of data collection were not available, limiting the research. 

The researcher intended to collect field observations during the Level Up and Family Meetings, 

yet social distancing protocols did not allow for this important information collection. 

Additionally, as the institution moved to more online learning, many students were unavailable 

to participate in the research as they had either left the institution or not interested in completing 

interviews in the default platform. It would be interesting to see what information would be 

revealed with additional qualitative and/or mixed methods.  
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Conclusion 

Research has suggested that formal, university-sponsored activities tend to be more 

beneficial for minoritized students (Mishra, 2019). Therefore, it is important that culturally 

relevant support systems, such as support groups and student organizations, be in place to give 

underrepresented students appropriate outlets and allow them to focus more on their education 

(Thomas et al., 2009). These organizations help build their networks, give them places to share 

feelings and gain support, and play significant roles in persistence, retention, and satisfaction 

(Mishra, 2019).  

The findings in this research were consistent with the literature on culturally based 

organizations. While some participants did experience academic challenges, they agreed that the 

social challenges were far more pronounced and had a greater effect on their overall successes. 

Astin (1999) asserts that students’ peer groups have the most influence on their growth and 

development; for these participants, this proved to be true. They agreed with the findings of 

Mishra (2019); they experienced holistic improvement by being connected to a mutually 

supportive group where they felt comfortable to be themselves.  

The participants’ involvement with a culturally based organization and its intentional 

programming helped them to increase engagement and satisfaction with their college 

experiences. Consistent with other studies of culturally based organizations, they found support 

specific to their needs, decreased isolation, and provided a space where their identities would not 

be stereotyped or tokenized (Baker 2008, 2015; Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014). Participants 

explained how finding spaces with shared identities gave them opportunities for networking, 

engagement with others with shared experiences, provided a home bases for those who were just 

learning to be independent adults. Additionally, the faculty and staff program leaders (as well as 
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guests invited to planned session) provided co-ethnic mentors that are critical to the success of 

underrepresented students.  

An important distinction of this study is that it views the intersectional identities of 

minoritized women. Much of the existing research on underrepresented students either combines 

all genders or focus on men (Cuyjet, 1997; Greyerbiehl & Mitchell, 2014; Harper, 2012). While 

that literature has important implications for the success of minority students, it overlooks the 

challenges of minority women who constitute a much greater portion of the student population. 

This has implications on both the success of this group and their satisfaction and well-being. This 

research was also purposeful in researching culturally based groups that were not Greek letter 

organizations. While this is a valid option for students seeking support in shared spaces, the 

researcher thought it important to study organizations that were less exclusive and more widely 

available to minoritized women.  

While this research adds to the literature, there is still a need for more research on the 

experiences of this student population. The findings of this study illuminate the need for 

institutions to validate and support overlooked populations. This research began with a quote 

from James Baldwin, “The place in which I fit will not exist until I create it.” This has been the 

case for many underrepresented students throughout history. And while some responsibility is on 

the student to be engaged and find their spaces on campus, institutions also need to provide 

opportunities and support for underserved students, faculty, and staff that may not have spaces to 

find. One participant, Sarah, wanted the researcher to leave her interview with one thought, 

“Representation matters.” That is what institutions, and especially student affairs professionals, 

need to remember.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Recruitment Email to Program Leaders  

Dear [Program Name] Director, 

I am conducting research in partial fulfillment for the Doctor of Education in Higher Education 
Administration at the University of Alabama. The purpose of this qualitative research study is to 
explore the experiences of undergraduate women of color involved in mentoring programs at 
Predominantly White Institutions. This research aims to explore how mentoring helps students 
build and utilize cultural capital to enhance student success. This study will give undergraduate 
women of color a voice and contribute to the existing body of knowledge surrounding the assets 
of institutional support for underrepresented women. 

Participants for this study will be selected from members of [Program Name] who identify as (a) 
an undergraduate student, (b) of Black/African American, Latinx, Native American, Asian/Asian 
American/Pacific Islander, and/or biracial descent, (c) a woman, and (d) willing to participate in 
the study and share their experiences.  

If you know of potential participants within your program who meet the qualifications listed 
above and would like to participate in this research, please contact me at 
tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu and include the potential participants’ names and email addresses so 
that I may contact them and provide additional information.  

Should you have any questions about participation in this study, please contact Tamaica Martin 
by phone at (571) 316-7807 or by email at tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu. You may also contact 
Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 or toll-
free at 1-877-820-3066 if any concerns arise during the course of the study. 

Thank you, 

Tamaica Martin 
Doctoral Student 
Department of Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies 
The University of Alabama 
tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu 
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Appendix B. Recruitment Email to Identified Participants 

 

Dear <Name>, 

I am conducting research in partial fulfillment for the Doctor of Education in Higher Education 
Administration at the University of Alabama. The purpose of this qualitative research study is to 
explore the experiences of undergraduate women of color involved in mentoring programs at 
Predominantly White Institutions. This research aims to explore how mentoring helps students 
build and utilize cultural capital to enhance student success. This study will give undergraduate 
women of color a voice and contribute to the existing body of knowledge surrounding the assets 
of institutional support for underrepresented women. 

Participants for this study will be selected from members of [Program Name] who identify as (a) 
an undergraduate student, (b) of Black/African American, Latinx, Native American, Asian/Asian 
American/Pacific Islander, and/or biracial descent, (c) a woman, and (d) willing to participate in 
the study and share their experiences.  

If you meet the qualifications listed above and would like to participate in this study, please 
complete the attached Demographic Questionnaire.  

Should you have any questions about your participation in this study, please contact Tamaica 
Martin by phone at (571) 316-7807 or by email at tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu. You may also 
contact Ms. Tanta Myles, the Research Compliance Officer of the University, at 205-348-8461 
or toll-free at 1-877-820-3066 if any concerns arise during the course of the study. 

Thank you, 

Tamaica Martin 
Doctoral Student 
Department of Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies 
The University of Alabama 
tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu   
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Appendix C. Demographic Questionnaire  

The information provided in this questionnaire will assist the researcher in understanding the 
background of potential study participants. Completion of this questionnaire does not obligate 
you to participate in the formal study if selected. All of the answers provided will be kept 
confidential, and any demographic data used in the findings will either be reported in aggregate 
form (i.e., “Program participants fell into the categories of…”) or reported using a pseudonym to 
protect the participant’s identity.  
 

1. Name 
2. Preferred Pronoun: 
3. Email Address: 
4. Telephone Number: 
5. Age: 
6. Race/Ethnicity: 
7. What gender do you identify as? 
8. Major: 
9. Year in school: 
10. Do you currently work? 

a. If so, on- or off-campus? 
b. Average hours per week? 

11. Please list any activities or organizations you are involved with. Include work, clubs, 
volunteer opportunities, etc.; please include those activities not affiliated with the 
university. 

12. Has either of your parents attended college? 
13.  How many semesters have you participated in the program? 

a. Have you been provided a mentor? _____ Peer _____ Faculty/Staff _____ Both 
b. Have you served as a mentor?  
c. Do you plan to participate in future semesters? 

 
 
 
 
If selected for the study, it will require a recorded interview using the Zoom platform or by 
telephone. All data will be kept confidential and held on a secure server. Please check all that 
apply. 
______ I am willing to participate in a recorded Zoom video interview. 
______ I am willing to participate in an audio-recorded telephone or Zoom interview.  
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Appendix D. Interview Protocol 

Introduction 

Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences as a student with me. The purpose of 

this research is to better understand your experiences in a college sponsored culturally based 

organization and how that may or may not have affected your success in college. In the interview 

today, I will ask you about your experiences in college with an emphasis on your experiences as 

a member of the program.  

Research 
Questions 

Question Theoretical Framework 

Informational Tell me about yourself? Where are you from? Background 
Existing capital Who would you consider to be your mentors 

before coming to college? Existing capital 

Existing capital How would you describe your upbringing? High 
school experience? Existing capital 

Questions 1 & 2 What skills do you have that help you navigate 
the college environment? What role has your 
mentor played in helping you navigate the 
university? 

Navigational 

Question 2 How have you made connections with peers, 
faculty, and staff on campus? Social 

Question 1 What role has involvement in Heritage played in 
connecting you with people and/or resources on 
campus? 

Social 

Questions 1 & 2 What do you feel is the difference in how you 
communicate at home, in classes, and with other 
participants of Heritage? Any advantages, 
disadvantages to that? 

Linguistic 

Existing capital What are some assets you feel you brought to 
college? Existing Capital 

Informational Why did you choose this college? Aspirational 
Existing capital What were some of the challenges you faced to 

get to college? Aspirational 

Existing capital What factors contributed to you continuing to 
pursue your goals despite the obstacles you 
faced? 

Aspirational 

Question 2 In your first year of college, do you feel that you 
were adequately prepared for college? Navigational;  
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Questions 1 & 2 What has been your experience here so far? Navigational;  
Question 2 How have you overcome obstacles since starting 

college?  Resistance 

Question 1 What stereotypes have you faced in high school 
and college? How did you respond to them? Resistance 

Question 1 Do you speak any other languages? If so, what 
impact do you feel it has had on your success in 
college? 

Linguistic 

Questions 1 & 2 Who do you rely on during challenging times 
before coming to college? Who do you rely on 
now? 

Familial; social 

Questions 1 & 2 Before joining Heritage, how did you make social 
connections on campus? How have your social 
connections changed since joining? 

Social 

Informational How did the mentoring component play a role in 
your decision to join Heritage? General 

Existing capital What role did you family and/or home 
community play in your educational journey? Familial;  

Questions 1 & 2 How would you describe your primary 
community/family on campus? What role has 
mentoring played in that? 

Familial 

Question 1 How do you feel your mentor and the other 
women in the program contribute to your college 
success? 

Familial; social 

Question 1 Do you think that having a mentor has helped you 
with your integration into the college? Why or 
why not? 

Navigational; social;  

Question 1 
What, if any, do you consider the most valuable 
part of having a mentor? General 

Question 1 
What would you say is the value of serving as a 
mentor? 

Navigational; social; 
familial;  

Question 1 Can you share about your relationships with 
mentors in the program? 

Social; familial; 
linguistic 

Question 1 What would you say are negative aspects of 
having a mentor, if any?  General 

Question 1 How important is it to have mentors and spaces 
with other woman of color? Why? Familial; linguistic;  

Question 1 What do you see as the role of your mentor? 
Peer? Faculty/Staff? 

Navigational; social; 
familial; linguistic; 
aspirational 
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Question 1 What was involved in your meetings with 
mentors? 

Navigational; social; 
familial; linguistic; 
aspirational 

Question 1 How would you describe your role as a mentor? Social; familial; 
navigational; linguistic 

Question 1 What are some assets that have come from your 
mentoring relationships? General 

Question 1 What, if any, parts of your mentoring 
relationships motivate you? 

Resistance; social; 
familial 

Questions 1 & 2 What is one thing would have improved your 
college experience? Your experience with 
Heritage? 

General 

Question 1 In what ways has your college experience 
changed since joining this organization? General 

Questions 1 & 2 Is there anything else about your experience with 
the college, Heritage, and/or mentoring that you 
would like to share? 

General 

 

Research Questions 

1. How does involvement in culturally based programming contribute to the development of 

cultural capital at a predominantly White institution? 

2. How do minoritized women make meaning of their experiences at a predominantly White 

institution? 
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Appendix E. Informed Consent  

Study: The Influence of Mentors on the Development of Cultural Capital for Undergraduate 
Women of Color at a Predominantly White Institution 

Please read this informed consent carefully before you decide to participate in the study. 

Consent Form Key Information: You have been asked to be in this study because you meet the 
desired criteria for participation in the study which is to be an undergraduate student of color 
who identifies as a woman involved in a formal mentoring program. If you meet the criteria and 
agree to be in the study, you will be asked to do these things:  

- Complete a pre-screening questionnaire prior to being selected for participation  
- Complete an audio and/or video recorded interview with the researcher  
- Provide any written or non-written documentation relevant to your involvement in the program 
that may benefit the investigator’s understanding of your experience   

The minimum time requirement is the completion of one 60-minute interview with the 
possibility of additional follow up communication in the future.  

 
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of the study is to find out more about the 
experiences of women of color at predominantly White institutions. This research aims to 
explore how mentoring helps students build and utilize cultural capital to enhance student 
success. This study will give undergraduate women of color a voice and contribute to the 
existing body of knowledge surrounding the assets of institutional support for underrepresented 
women.  
 
What you will do in the study: You have been asked to be in this study because you meet the 
desired criteria for participation in the study which is to be an undergraduate student of color 
who identifies as a woman involved in a formal mentoring program. A list of interested students 
was provided by the program leaders.  
 
If you meet the criteria and agree to be in the study, you will be asked to do these things:  
- Complete a pre-screening questionnaire prior to being selected for participation  
- Complete an audio and/or video recorded interview with the researcher  
- Provide any written or non-written documentation relevant to your involvement in the program 
that may benefit the investigator’s understanding of your experience   

The minimum time requirement is the completion of one 60-minute interview with the 
possibility of additional follow up communication in the future. Due to the nature of the 
research, the interviews will be recorded. Consent to being recorded is required for participation 
in the study. All files will be protected, and the use of pseudonyms will ensure anonymity in the 
reporting of results. You have the option to skip questions or stop participating in the interview 
at any time.  

 



   
 

 152 

This study is being done to find out more about the experiences of women of color at 
predominantly White institutions. This research aims to explore how mentoring helps students 
build and utilize cultural capital to enhance student success. This study will give undergraduate 
women of color a voice and contribute to the existing body of knowledge surrounding the assets 
of institutional support for underrepresented women. 

 
This knowledge is useful because women of color are an increasing population of students in 
higher education, but in some cases experience lower success rates than their White counterparts. 
Research has addressed the experiences of men of color in higher education settings yet has often 
neglected to address women due to their relative success. The results of this study will help 
college administrators better understand the experiences of women of color and how to better 
support them as they pursue higher education. 

 
Time required: The study will require approximately 1 hour of your time. 

Risks: Participation in this research study comes with minimal risk. It is possible that sharing 
your experience may bring up unpleasant memories about your college experience and 
adjustment to the University, but no serious negative side effects from participation are expected.   

 
Benefits: Although you will not benefit personally from being in the study, you may feel good 
about knowing that you have helped other transfer students.  

 
This study will help higher education administrators to be more helpful to future women of color 
pursuing post-secondary degrees. The large benefit is that better supporting women of color to 
degree completion benefits their future career and social outcomes, which also benefits society as 
a whole. 
 
Confidentiality: Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent 
permitted by law and will not be made publicly available. Participants’ confidentiality will also 
be protected by separating signed consents from interview materials, using pseudonyms for 
participants in reporting the results, keeping both audio files and transcriptions in a locked 
drawer, and the destruction of recordings a year after the study has been completed. 
Additionally, the only persons with access to the study documents or recordings will be the 
investigator, Tamaica Martin, and Dissertation Chair, Dr. Frankie Santos Laanan who will be 
overseeing the research. If any results are published your identity will remain confidential. 
 
Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.      
 
Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any time 
without penalty. Any recordings of your interview will be destroyed should you decide to 
withdraw.   
 
How to withdraw from the study: If you want to withdraw from the study, you can tell the 
researcher to stop the interview and recording. There is no penalty for withdrawing. If you would 
like to withdraw after your materials have been submitted, please contact Tamaica Martin at 571-
316-7807 or by email at tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu.  
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Compensation/Reimbursement: The only cost to you from this study is your time spent 
speaking with me about your experiences. There is no compensation for your participation in this 
study. 
 
If you have questions about the study or need to report a study related issue, please 
contact: 
 

Principle Investigator 
Tamaica Martin 
Doctoral Student 
Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies 
The University of Alabama  
571-316-7807  
tsjackson3@crimson.ua.edu 
 
Faculty Advisor: Frankie Santos Laanan, Ph.D. 
Department Head and Professor 
Educational Leadership, Policy, and Technology Studies 
The University of Alabama  
Phone:  205.348.5811  
Email:  laanan@ua.edu 

 
If you have questions about your rights as a participant in a research study, would like to 
make suggestions or file complaints and concerns about the research study, please contact: 
Ms. Tanta Myles, the University of Alabama Research Compliance Officer at (205)-348-8461 or 
toll-free at 1-877-820-3066.  You may also ask questions, make suggestions, or file complaints 
and concerns through the IRB Outreach Website at http://ovpred.ua.edu/research-
compliance/prco/. You may email the Office for Research Compliance at 
rscompliance@research.ua.edu. 
 

Agreement: 

� I agree to participate in the research study described above. 

� I do not agree to participate in the research study described above. 

� I agree to video (audio, photograph) in the research study described above. 

� I do not agree to video (audio, photograph) in the research study described above.  
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Signature of Research Participant        Date 
 

Print Name of Research Participant 
 

 
Signature of Investigator or other Person Obtaining Consent    Date 

 

Print Name of Investigator or other Person Obtaining Consent 
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