
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

ABSTRACT 

The Influence of Ethnic Student Organizations on Students' Sense of Belonging 

Kari S. Rood, M.S.Ed. 

Thesis Chairperson: Rishi R. Sriram, Ph.D.  

 
 Sense of belonging as a measure for a student's connection with his/her institution 

allows student affairs administrators to better serve their students. Increased sense of 

belonging is a higher indication of retention and allows students to further succeed. 

Racial and ethnic minority students make up a population of students who require 

different services and attention than their majority peers. This is evidenced by the 

presence of multicultural centers and ethnic student organizations on college campuses 

that specifically seek to acknowledge and celebrate the cultural differences among 

students and how to develop students through these measures. This study takes the 

opportunity to see how racial and ethnic minority students' sense of belonging differs 

depending upon their involvement in student organizations and more specifically the type 

of organization with which they participate.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
 One of the primary themes of change throughout the history of higher education 

in the United States is the diversity of student enrollment on college campuses. Although 

racial and ethnic diversity among college students is a primary concern among 

universities today, such was not always the case. Access for racial and ethnic minority 

students began to take shape in the 1820s when three Black men enrolled in higher 

education (Kujovich, 1993). In the following decades of the 19th century, some colleges 

and universities took steps toward affirmative and successful action that allowed racial 

and ethnic minority students to enroll. Unfortunately for the majority of minority 

students, education remained segregated until the middle of the 20th century.  

 The increased presence of ethnic minority students on college campuses 

progressed slowly due to the lack of intentional recruiting and other procedures centered 

on campus racial climate. The desegregation policies used to increase diversity in higher 

education were designed to modify the racial and ethnic makeup of colleges across the 

country. Research at desegregated schools suggests that their students have fewer racial 

stereotypes and less fear of hostile reactions in interracial settings (Hurtado, Milem, 

Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). The evidence suggesting a connection between a 

larger ethnic minority population and a decrease in racist behaviors encourages campus 

leaders to foster diverse communities on college campuses.  

 As the presence of racial and ethnic minority students grew on college campuses, 

it became evident these students had different needs from their predominantly White 
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classmates, and ensuring their success required addressing these needs. However, 

administrators failed to lead change efforts that addressed these needs at the institutional 

level. Instead, students acted as their own advocates to change campus structures in ways 

that made them feel less excluded. In the 1960s and 1970s, administrators finally gave 

direct attention to these students and their needs because of the growing dissatisfaction 

with the lack of a multicultural focus within the curriculum and campus activities (Sutton 

& Kimbrough, 2001).  

 Colleges and universities that seek to actively enroll and support students from 

diverse backgrounds for the sake of a better education are multicultural in nature. 

Multicultural institutions ignite creativity, expression, and achievement because all 

individuals feel valued (Manning & Coleman-Boatwright, 1991). As one scholar 

explains: 

The multicultural organization is one which is genuinely committed to diverse 
representation of its membership; is sensitive to maintaining an open, supportive 
and responsive environment; is working toward and purposefully including 
elements of diverse cultures in its ongoing operations; and... is authentic in its 
response to issues confronting it. (Strong, 1986, as quoted in Barr & Strong, 1988, 
p. 85) 
 

The change process of becoming a multicultural institution requires many resources. 

Among the many proposed benefits, multicultural institutions are more effective as 

organizations for teaching and learning because members are affirmed and fulfilled in 

their community (Katz, 1989). The values that drive an institution toward 

multiculturalism provide the theoretical framework for this study. 

 Recognizing and valuing the differences among students increases the 

multiculturalism of an institution. This is in contrast to the “color-blind” approach that 

seeks an environment where success is not determined by race or ethnicity but by equal 
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opportunity and one's qualifications. Gallagher (2003) notes that this approach tends to 

benefit the racial majority due to the racial hierarchy that is already in place. Moving 

away from this approach toward an environment that acknowledges and celebrates 

students’ diversity gives them identity safety, making students more comfortable in their 

surroundings (Markus, Steele & Steele, 2000). 

 
Conceptual Framework 

 Good intentions from administrators, in and of itself, for a diverse and 

multicultural institution will not automatically result in a safe community for all students. 

Student perceptions have the ability to create or disallow an inclusive community from 

forming on a college campus. Ethnic and racial minority students will commonly 

perceive their environment to be more racist, hostile, and disrespectful than their White 

peers (Rankin & Reason, 2005). Individual experiences shape a personal reality for 

students that can help or hinder them from connecting with their peers and the university. 

Research suggests that increased social connectedness – the level at which students feel 

comfortable with their surroundings, peers, and sense of belonging to the university – is a 

large factor in student persistence to graduation (Roberts & Styron, 2010). Universities 

can work to create multicultural environments that increase social connectedness and 

sense of belonging in students. One common approach to address a lack of 

multiculturalism on college campuses is the formation of ethnic student organizations 

that aid students of specific racial or ethnic minority backgrounds.  
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Ethnic Student Organizations  

 At predominantly White institutions, it is common that White students find their 

social connection through informal interactions with peers, while racial and ethnic 

minority students find connection through more formal interactions, typically found in 

student organizations (Tinto, 1993). Furthermore, racial and ethnic minority students 

scale down the campus environment by finding personal connections within student 

organizations that help to enhance their college experiences through a nurturing of their 

ethnic identities (Murguia, 1991; Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, & Trevino, 1997). 

Therefore, ethnic student organizations that have a specific cultural focus can create a 

formal environment for interactions among racial and ethnic minority students with 

shared backgrounds and culture.  

 Each group that shares an ethnic identity finds commonality in their unique 

history, traditions and values (Phinney, 1992). Recognition and celebration of these 

shared stories and ideals bonds a group together and gives members a sense of identity 

and purpose. Ethnic student organizations provide a constructed environment that allows 

for such connections by those individuals who desire to connect with others who share 

their ethnic identity.  

 Ethnic student organizations have a presence, with varying degrees of strength 

and size, on college campuses. The students who participate or are knowledgeable about 

the function of these groups perceive them to be worthwhile and important (Negy & 

Lunt, 2008). Even students who are not well connected with these organizations believe 

that they are beneficial. However, Negy and Lunt also found that even though students 

believe ethnic student organizations are beneficial, they are not sure why. Students 
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involved in such organizations see great purpose for their groups. However, in 

consideration of similar groups designed for different ethnicities, the same students were 

unsure about the effectiveness of such an organization.  

 For any college to actively work to help minority students succeed, specifically 

through ethnic student organizations, there must be a great investment of resources. 

Time, money, personnel, and space are all valuable resources on a college campus and 

require judicious stewardship. If the student population to which these resources are 

dedicated are not experiencing positive growth in the desired areas, then the solution 

could be to either reallocate those resources or rework the action plans to better help 

these students. In order to ensure that these resources are used well, it is important to 

study their effectiveness.  

 
Purpose of this Study 

 When students come to college they search for ways to connect and often 

gravitate toward familiar environments or areas of commonality that they may have with 

different groups. Ethnic student organizations give minority students a place to belong 

when they come to college. Without such organizations, specifically at predominantly 

White institutions, racial and ethnic minority students may experience difficulty finding 

and connecting with other students that may share a similar background or heritage.  

 Research demonstrates that sense of belonging for students is uniquely important 

because it is shown to increase student success in academics and overall retention 

(Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007). Astin's theory of student involvement (1984) 

indicates that students who are actively involved in the university experience greater 

personal development and learning. Students involved in student groups during their time 
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in college have a greater sense of belonging to the university than some of their 

uninvolved peers. Moreover, minority students find a place to connect and belong when 

they are connected to ethnic student organizations. However, scholars are unaware if 

membership in an ethnic student organization contributes to minority students’ sense of 

belonging to the student body at large. No extant studies address this potential influence 

for minority students.   

 Therefore, the primary question for this study is: How does participation in an 

ethnic student organization affect racial and ethnic minority students’ sense of belonging 

to the student body at large? Approaching this question from a postpositivist perspective, 

this study examines sense of belonging in racial and ethnic minority students to the 

greater student body.  

 
Terms 

 The following terms are used throughout the remaining chapters.  

Racial and ethnic minority student: Museus, Palmer, Davis, and Maramba (2011) 

consider a student a minority if he or she identifies as Asian American or Pacific Islander, 

Black, Hispanic, or Native American. In addition to these identifications, I also include 

students who identify as Alaska Native, native Hawaiian, biracial or multiracial, which 

are demographic choices that students can choose when responding to the survey 

instrument.  

Ethnic Student Organization: a student organization on a college or university campus 

that has a mission specifically aimed at meeting the needs of students with different 

ethnicities or cultures (Negy & Lunt, 2008).  
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Sense of belonging: the personal perception that one is a valued member of the college 

community (Hausmann et al., 2007).  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

 
 Researchers in higher education often utilize student development theories of 

perceived cohesion, student involvement and sense of belonging to better understand 

college students. Each of these theories attempts to explain how students experience 

college and what encourages them to persist to graduation or to leave early. In recent 

years, higher education institutions more intentionally recruited racial and ethnic minority 

students in an attempt to increase the diversity of their student bodies. As discussed in the 

introduction, this trend began with national desegregation policies, but continued due to 

the institutional and individual benefits of having a diverse student body. Pascarella and 

Terenzini (2005) note that as student bodies become more diverse, understanding the 

experiences of colleges students becomes more complex and conditional. The following 

review maps the trends and effects of cohesion, involvement and sense of belonging 

specifically as they relate to racial and ethnic minority students and the operation of 

ethnic student organizations on college campuses.  

 
Student Involvement 

 Astin's theory of student involvement (1999) defines involvement as “the amount 

of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic 

experience” (p. 518). Therefore, a highly involved student actively engages in several 

areas of the institution including curricular and extracurricular activities and 

relationships. As students become more involved in a variety of areas, their sense of 

belonging increases. Astin moves away from using the term motivation because it lacks 
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the behavioral representation found in involvement. The theory centers on the active 

participation of students in university policy and initiatives rather than assuming a 

passive student role as other previous theories do. Astin emphasizes that student time is a 

precious and finite resource. Student affairs professionals are encouraged to find unique 

ways to connect with students that will further their personal active involvement. The 

efficient use of finite time for both students and staff is especially important when 

determining how time is spent and for what outcomes.  

 Flowers (2004) expanded upon Astin's research on involvement with a study 

focused on Black college student development. He found positive gains among Black 

students that align with prior research for student involvement. However, Black students 

showed a lower level of involvement compared to their peers. Further, for the 

involvement in which these students do participate, there are lower levels of educational 

gains when compared to other students. It is important for universities to actively 

consider how different types of students benefit from involvement. Flowers suggests a 

stronger consideration for what students will gain from each programming effort that 

exerts university personnel, space, time, and monetary resources. When students become 

more involved in both academic and cocurricular activities, their sense of belonging tends 

to increase.  

 
Sense of Belonging 

 Bollen and Hoyle (2001) posit a theoretical definition of perceived cohesion, 

which states that it “encompasses an individual's sense of belonging to a particular group 

and his or her feelings of morale associated with membership in the group” (p. 482). This 

two-part definition elucidates how an individual’s feelings of morale relate to subjective 
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phenomena such as adjustment and loneliness; whereas sense of belonging is constructed 

through group experiences as a whole and with individual group members. Bollen and 

Hoyle's constructed definition of perceived cohesion is distinctly different than objective 

cohesion that is commonly defined by how well a group sticks together (Gross & Martin, 

1952; Hartmann, 1981). Perceived cohesion incorporates the two dimensions of sense of 

belonging and feelings of morale. The construction of sense of belonging through an 

individual’s experiences with a group and its members directly applies to membership 

and participation in student organizations and other campus activities. Campus 

involvement allows opportunities for a student’s experiences and perceptions to modify 

his or her sense of belonging.  

 A common trend among most, if not all, U.S. higher education institutions is the 

effort to have students become involved on campus. This may be due to the variety of 

research that posits that “integrating experience of involvement, engagement, and 

affiliation are central to students’ development and progress in college” (Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997). Hurtado and Carter examined the sense of belonging students feel in 

relation to academic activities and participation in student organizations. They found that 

students involved in ethnic student organizations did not have a higher sense of belonging 

than nonmembers in their first two years. While sense of belonging may not increase, the 

motivation to join such groups may be to find familiar community. The feeling of 

community found in the group can develop even while students feel marginalized from 

their greater campus community (Schlossberg, 1989). The feeling of marginalization can 

be attributed to the student’s perceptions of a hostile climate, which in turn may 

contribute to a decreased sense of belonging. Hurtado and Carter’s study is limited to 
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first-year and sophomore Latino/a students, but it provides an excellent base for further 

research into a wider range of racial and ethnic minority student groups at different stages 

in their college careers.  

 Sense of belonging for entering first-year students, such as those studied by 

Hurtado and Carter, is “related to peer-group interactions, interactions with faculty, peer 

support, and parental support, but not academic integration” (Hausmann, Schofield, & 

Woods, 2007, p. 824). Their study indicated that an increase in sense of belonging 

correlates with heightened academic integration. Increased peer-group and faculty 

interactions directly correlate with sense of belonging because students feel cared for. 

Cheng (2004) posits that when students feel cared for − valued as individuals and 

accepted as members of the community − their sense of belonging increases. Heightened 

parental support, however, indicated a decline in sense of belonging. The limitation of 

this study is that the influence of student background characteristics was not examined. 

The experience of ethnic minority students is distinctly different from their White peers 

and requires special attention for the purpose of this research.  

 
Minority Student Experience 

 Jones, Castellanos, and Cole (2002) examined the work of cross-cultural centers 

at predominantly White institutions. Historically, institutions reluctantly allowed the 

growth of cultural centers when desegregation began to take shape in higher education. 

Today, such centers still exist, though many without full institutional support. The 

authors make sense of student perceptions of campus climate through the lens of student 

involvement theory. The more students engage and involve themselves in a wide array of 

areas on campus, the more likely they will persist to graduation. Minority status stress is 
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a combination of interracial stress, racism, and discrimination. It is a key factor that 

prevents student success in college. Fleming (1981) supports this claim by pairing 

unhappiness with stress in college students. Though his research is limited to Black 

students, he found that interpersonal stress among these students is likely to increase 

throughout college when Black students attend predominantly White institutions. Cross-

cultural centers create a safe environment for ethnic minority students to develop socially 

and academically.  

 Jones et al. (2002) interviewed ethnic minority students about their interactions 

and work with the cross-cultural center and ethnic student organizations on their campus. 

This qualitative study conducted focus groups to unearth six main categories that 

identified specific areas of student experience and perspective. Most notably, when 

students discussed the general campus climate and their student experiences, the majority 

of participants felt a lack of support for diversity on campus and felt alienated or 

discriminated against from their majority peers. All students expressed appreciation for 

the cultural centers and the services they provide. However, most students felt that more 

resources in staff and monetary allowances, as well as university support could enhance 

the influence of the center. A limitation of this study is that the researchers only 

interviewed students that had experience with the cultural center and were actively 

involved with its programs. There is no evidence to support the positive benefits of the 

cultural center from those minority students that have not been privy to its resources. 

There is a gap to consider in how these centers are effectively reaching the entirety of 

their target population.  
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 Throughout the interviews, participants noted the support felt within the cultural 

center and their respective ethnic minority groups. However, students expressed the 

feelings of separatism among the ethnic groups represented within the cross-cultural 

center. This disconnect found between the ethnic student organizations begs the question, 

if these student groups are not connecting with one another inside the safe space, how 

will they connect with the student body at large? In addition, while the findings could 

potentially hold true at other institutions, the qualitative methods used in both Jones et al. 

(2002) and Fleming’s (1981) studies disallow generalizations to be made about the 

experiences found with their study participants. The potential separation among ethnic 

student groups connects directly with how universities serve the unique needs of ethnic 

minority students and their adjustment. The experience for these students is directly 

influenced by their connection to their ethnic identity and how it is developed in college.  

 
Ethnic Identity 

 Kalsner and Pistole (2003) define ethnic identity as “an aspect of the self-concept 

that is based on one’s knowledge of his or her social group” (p. 96). This couples with the 

value and emotional significance that comes with membership (Phinney, 1992). Ethnic 

minority students who do not have a strong grasp on their personal ethnic identity may 

expend much of their time and effort defending their identity, especially if they attend 

predominantly White institutions. A protection of their identity could cause them to 

separate themselves even from other ethnic minority groups (Jones, et al. 2002).  

 Kalsner and Pistole (2003) utilized a 4-point, 20-item Likert-type scale from 

Phinney (1992) to evaluate ethnic identity. The items assess positive ethnic attitudes and 

a sense of belonging, ethnic identity achievement, and ethnic behaviors or practices. The 
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scale is both valid and reliable, and it indicates that self-esteem and ethnic identity are 

highly correlated, but only for ethnic minority students. The social criterion of the scale 

displays a stronger influence than the academic criterion on a student’s adjustment. 

Overall, researchers found that a positive ethnic identity is a contributing factor to college 

adjustment. However, the researchers do not articulate what is considered to be a positive 

ethnic identity. Rather, the researchers encourage institutions to increase the level of 

social interaction among ethnic student organizations as a way to increase student 

retention. Their research indicates that social capital is important for student retention and 

that increased interaction among ethnic student organization members can increase 

student interaction. However, it is unclear if such efforts will help students in developing 

a positive ethnic identity.  

 Ethnic minority students experience the same situations as their majority peers but 

in a different way. Specifically, they may detect ignorant or racist comments that relate to 

their ethnic backgrounds faster and more sensitively than White students. In the same 

vein, some majority students may be unaware of the impact these insensitive comments 

may have, even if they are not ill intentioned. Such incidences cause minority students to 

feel singled out or marginalized (Cress & Ikeda, 2003). When ethnic minority students 

attempt to correct inaccuracies in academic or social conversation, they are often met 

with adversity (Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998). Adverse reactions cause ethnic minority 

students to feel further marginalized because the issue expounds to their racial identity. 

High levels of marginality may keep students from succeeding because they do not feel 

as though they matter (Schlossberg, 1989). Alternatively, Nora and Cabrera (1996) found 
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that negative effects from these experiences are mostly indirect on a minority student’s 

decision to persist.  

 Solóranzo and Villalpando (1998) propose a framework to empower ethnic 

minority students to succeed in higher education. They encourage ethnic minority 

students to view their race as a point of pride that should be valued, protected, and 

shared. However, the implementation of such a mindset or framework cannot be achieved 

without proper dedication and support from the community. Ethnic minority students are 

more readily able to commit to a strong racial or ethnic identity when surrounded by their 

minority peers that value such a commitment. However, it is unrealistic to believe that 

such a commitment will not fade if the greater campus community does not also see 

value in the diverse racial backgrounds of students and their connections to them. 

Therefore, it is important to consider how these minority students are connecting with 

their student body in order to understand what must be done to provide these students 

with a place where they will thrive because of their differences.  

 
Campus Climate 

 Campus climate is often considered as more of a perception, constructed by 

students, than a tangible sense of the campus environment (Tierney, 1987). Students 

perceive the campus climate differently depending upon their experiences and the 

positions they hold within the campus community. Often, a student’s race plays a key 

role in how a student constructs his or her perception of the campus culture. Ethnic 

minority students perceive a different campus climate than their majority peers due to a 

heightened awareness of ignorant and/or offensive behavior and language (González, 

2002). Ancis, Sedlacek, and Mohr (2002) found that Latino/as experience the least 
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amount of racism and perceive a campus with little to no racial or ethnic conflict. This is 

in comparison to Asian American and Black peer counterparts. The limitation of this 

finding is the relatively small percentage of Latino/a students at the institution studied. 

Researchers suggest that the small percentage of Latino/a students could transmit to the 

greater student body as a small or non-existent threat, and therefore, no tangible offense 

is taken against this student population. 

 Nora and Cabrera (1996) combat the common perception of such negative 

experiences directly influencing a minority student’s decision to persist. In their study 

researching the role of perceptions of prejudice and discrimination and its relation to 

minority student adjustment, they found that “encouragement from parents, positive 

experiences with the academic and social realms of the institution... are much more 

influential among minorities” (p. 141). They posit that experiences with discrimination 

and racism have an indirect effect on minority students.  

 Moreover, Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, and Hagedorn (1999) continue to 

contrast previous research findings in relation to the effect of negative campus climate on 

racial and ethnic minority students. Researchers found that White and Black students are 

equally likely to perceive a prejudice or discrimination in the campus climate. They 

found that perceptions of prejudice affect goal commitments for White students and 

social experiences for Black students. The critique of prior research and current practices 

is found when higher education institutions seek to improve diversity solely by increasing 

the number of minority students within their student population. However, it seems that 

racial tensions rise when the ratio of minority to White students increases (Blalock, 

1982). This is most commonly due to the lack of intentional planning for interaction 
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among ethnic groups. In order to connect diverse populations, history and heritage should 

be celebrated with tradition and ritual (Cheng, 2004). A possible solution to bridge the 

gap between the increased minority to White student ratio and racial tension is found 

within ethnic student organizations.  

 The need for intentional interaction among different ethnic student groups is 

outlined in Gurin’s (1999) expert testimony on three types of diversity: structural 

diversity, classroom diversity, and informal interactional diversity. Structural diversity 

refers primarily to the racial and ethnic makeup of the student body. As colleges increase 

the proportion of racial and ethnic minority students to White students there is an increase 

in pressure for social and educational transformation at the institution. Classroom 

diversity is a manner through which to achieve academic transformation by incorporating 

curriculum about diverse groups across disciplines. Finally, informational interactional 

diversity develops social transformation through intentional interaction with a student's 

diverse peer group.  

 Interaction is one of the most influential opportunities for students to grow in 

complex ways. Without such interaction, students will revert back to environments and 

people familiar to them and replicate what they already know (Gurin, 1999). Interactional 

diversity is seen to have positive effects on all participants, even more so for White 

students who, prior to their college experience, had little to no interactions with peers of a 

different race or ethnic background (Hu & Kuh, 2003). Intentional programming for 

diversity can occur in a variety of cocurricular experiences. Residence halls provide 

structured community that administrators can mold to create formal and informal 

interactions that develop diverse competencies (Spanierman, et al., 2013). Students of all 



	  

25	  

races and ethnicities experience positive effects after attending racial/cultural awareness 

workshops (Villalpando, 2002). Allowing opportunities for intentional diverse 

programming can increase student's cultural awareness. This type of programming can 

also positively contribute to a minority student’s experience. Institutions charge 

multicultural affairs departments or cross-cultural centers with the mission of providing 

these opportunities.  

 
Ethnic Minority Students’ Response to Campus Climate 

 Much research that centers on student's adjustment to college focuses either on 

minority or non-minority students. Findings suggest that the adjustment is vastly different 

between the two broad groups. Cummins (1986) proposes a framework that posits an 

existence of dominant and dominated groups on college campuses. Dominant groups 

“control the institutions and reward systems within society” (p. 22). In contrast, the 

dominated group is considered inferior and unable to reach high-level positions. 

Historically, the dominated group is ridden with failure due to the conditions that 

accompany the inferior status. For minority college students, this can result in a lack of 

social or academic development. Much of this underdevelopment aligns with the lack of 

successful adjustment that many minority students experience upon entering college.  

 Eimers and Pike (1997) furthered the existing research on college student 

adjustment with their study comparing minority and nonminority students 

simultaneously. Their research indicates that minority students have lower levels of 

entering ability and subsequently lower levels of academic achievement than their 

nonminority peers. However, this does not contribute to their findings with initial student 

adjustment. They found that perceptions of discrimination among both minority and 
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nonminority students had a small indirect effect on intentions to persist. This supports 

prior research (Nora and Cabrera, 1996) that does not differentiate adjustment approaches 

between minority and nonminority students.  

 Astin (1993) considers these effects specifically in relation to diversity and 

multiculturalism. He noted three types of environmental measures: institutional diversity 

emphasis, faculty diversity emphasis, and student diversity experiences. Specifically, 

institutional diversity refer to the environmental measures that the institution directly 

controls. Students at institutions with a strong emphasis on diversity left college with a 

greater appreciation and understanding of other cultures. Astin (1993) notes this is in 

contrast to critics who posit that an emphasis on diversity increases racial tensions on 

college campuses. Emphasizing diversity through university policy as well as through 

curricular and extracurricular endeavors correlates with beneficial effects for students, 

specifically in their cultural awareness.  

 Institutions attempting to intentionally support and affirm ethnic groups typically 

desire to do so through educationally appropriate opportunities (Laird, et al., 2007). For 

colleges to successfully do this it is important to consider how their institution type will 

affect the diverse student body they serve. Laird et al. (2007) found that Hispanic 

students succeed at the same levels when attending Hispanic-serving institutions and 

predominantly White institutions. However, Black students are more successful at 

historically Black college and universities than they are at predominantly White 

institutions. However, there is relatively no difference in student perceptions of a 

supportive campus environment between the two institutional types. Considering these 

research outcomes, the natural and constructed environments on college campuses affect 
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students. Moreover, they affect students differently depending upon their racial and 

ethnic identities. Developing positive ethnic identities for students encourages cultural 

competencies. This is a key effect colleges should consider while attempting to 

implement policy directed for the betterment of the students.  

 
Ethnic Student Organizations 

 A unique and dedicated opportunity for interaction and connection is through 

ethnic student organizations designed specifically to serve a minority student’s cultural 

background. Ethnic student organizations provide minority students with an environment 

for cultural adjustment and membership because they serve as a safe space for cultural 

familiarity, avenues for cultural expression and advocacy, and opportunities for cultural 

validation (Museus, 2008). These three provisions are not mutually exclusive, but each 

contributes to a positive subculture experience that allows students to connect and adjust 

in ways otherwise not possible with their majority peer culture. Although, Museus’ 

phenomenological study does not allow generalizations, his findings suggest that these 

positive outcomes are potentially transferable to other campuses with similar ethnic 

student organizations. These outcomes provide direction for the survey instrument used 

for this study.  

 Further research analyzing ethnic student organizations suggests that these groups 

allow for social integration and cultural connectedness among minority students. 

Specifically, students benefited from the out-of-class connections they made with faculty 

members. The organizations provided opportunities to give back to other members of 

their same cultural background who are less fortunate. The organizations provide a 

comfort to minority students who do not see “familiar” faces in other campus 
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environments (Guiffrida, 2003). Moreover, Black students who were more comfortable 

associating with their majority White peers found that participation in ethnic student 

organizations contributed to further social integration. The integration dispelled the social 

segregation felt by having to choose between the two groups. Asian-American students 

involved in ethnic student organizations experience gains in their racial/ethnic 

community commitments (Inkelas, 2004). These findings are distinctly important because 

they reference a greater goal of successfully integrating minority students into multiple 

student populations.  

 At predominantly White institutions, Black students are increasingly more 

involved in ethnic student organizations than mainstream student groups. Students 

attending historically Black institutions are more likely to involve themselves in mainline 

activities such as student government and orientation (Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001). 

However, Sutton and Kimbrough (2001) find no significant difference in the level of 

involvement among Black students at these different types of institutions.  

 Black student involvement in both predominantly Black and mainstream student 

organizations affords those students opportunities to improve cross-cultural competencies 

(Harper & Quaye, 2007). Many of the Black, male, student-leaders used for Harper and 

Quaye's study chose to involve themselves in organizations due to their passion to further 

and strengthen the Black community at their institutions. The decision for which type of 

group to join lost prevalence as their pursuits were guiding by a desire to strengthen the 

Black student population through involvement and higher GPA's and retention rates. 

These students portray an inner comfort with their Blackness (Cross, 1995). The 

researchers attribute the development of the men’s identities to involvement in campus 
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student organizations. The comfort and confidence in their identity allowed the men to be 

successful in several areas of campus life.  

 Negy & Lunt (2008) investigated student perceptions of ethnic student 

organizations. The four main areas of inquiry ask if students believe ethnic student 

organizations are beneficial or necessary for campus life for students, if they perceive 

ethnic student organizations to be fair or acceptable to students in general, if they believe 

ethnic student organizations contribute to feelings of racial or ethnic separatism on 

campus, and to what extent students have interest in joining these organizations. On 

average, European, Hispanic, and Black students are unsure about their attitudes towards 

ethnic student organizations and if these groups are acceptable, beneficial, or necessary 

on college campuses. Hispanic American and Black students do not feel ethnic student 

organizations contribute to racial or ethnic separatism, while White students are 

uncertain. These results show that while students across all racial and ethnic backgrounds 

studied do not strongly endorse the presence of ethnic student organizations on campus, 

they do not condemn them either, except in reference to groups that aid specifically to 

White students, or the majority student population. The students’ mixed perceptions of 

ethnic student organizations displays the severe gap in connecting the positive cultural 

influence they have on minority students to their connection with the larger student body. 

Negy & Lunt (2008) demonstrate that while students believe ethnic student organizations 

are beneficial, their perceptions about the effects of ethnic student organizations are still 

uncertain.  

 This disparity in how certain student groups view ethnic student organizations in 

contrast with others may be due to ethnocentrism (Duckitt & Mcphuthing, 1998). 
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Ethnocentrism is the favoring of one’s own group more positively than others. This may 

contribute to ethnic minority students viewing their own ethnic student organizations as 

more beneficial or influential than other mainstream student organizations or the student 

body at large. Further, this is sometimes displayed when there is disparity between 

minority student perceptions of other ethnic student organizations, otherwise known as 

intergroup bias.  

 Research indicates that minority students benefit from membership in ethnic 

student organizations. Further, the majority of all students believe that these groups are 

positive. However, most students are unable to connect the positive work of these groups 

to tangible results or to the greater campus community. Therefore, it is necessary for this 

study to further examine the role of ethnic student organizations in promoting student 

sense of belonging.  

 
Gap in the Literature 

 A large amount of the literature about the success of minority students focuses on 

how their college experiences will help them retain and persist to graduation. While 

persistence is a key goal of higher education institutions, it is important to consider what 

encourages them to stay rather than to leave. One of those traits is sense of belonging, 

and my study focuses on the sense of belonging that minority students have to their 

student body.  

 Much of the extant research on minority students and the minority student 

experience is qualitative in nature. The information found is substantial and indicates that 

ethnic student organizations provide minority students with positive environments that 

allow for cultural expression and validation. However, the purpose and nature of the data 
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collection does not allow the research findings to be generalized to the wider population. 

This is a significant gap in the literature that presents the need for more quantitative 

studies to complement extant findings. Further, much of the research performed focuses 

on specific ethnic minority groups. The reviewed literature finds distinct gains in the 

influence of ethnic student organizations, but only on limited populations. Most of the 

applicable research for ethnic student organizations focuses on Black students and 

corresponding student groups. Research that examines a variety of students with different 

racial and ethnic backgrounds is also needed in order to evaluate how their experiences 

are similar or different.  

 In addition, the current research lacks a comparison between minority students 

involved or not involved in ethnic student organizations. As my research concentrates on 

an ethnic minority student’s sense of belonging to the student body, it is important to 

compare these two distinct groups to determine the influence that ethnic student 

organizations may have on this particular connection.  

 The need for quantitative research on this topic makes way for this study. As 

sense of belonging is at the core of what higher education institutions desire for their 

students outside of the classroom, this study will examine just that. Further, pairing 

membership in ethnic student organizations with a student’s sense of belonging will 

examine the benefits of ethnic student organizations’ reach to the greater campus 

community.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Methods 

 
 A current lack of research exists regarding how ethnic student organizations 

influence a minority student's sense of belonging to the student body. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, the few studies that relate ethnic student organization membership to a 

wider student population are qualitative in nature. Quantitative methodologies 

complement qualitative research by allowing for findings to be generalized to similar 

populations at different universities. The findings of this study provide insight into 

institutional programs and services that work with minority students and seek to connect 

them with the larger student body.  

 
Research Design 

 The question I sought to answer in this study was whether ethnic student 

organization membership has an influence on a minority student’s sense of belonging to 

the student body. To address this question, I used both a cross-sectional survey and a 

quasi-experimental research design. I performed multiple regression and one-way 

ANOVA analyses to identify the association of variables and to compare groups, 

respectively. The use of multiple analyses allowed me to analyze the research from two 

perspectives and gain more knowledge around my research question. The multiple 

regression analyzed the degree of relationship between a variety of demographic 

independent variables and sense of belonging. The one-way ANOVA compared 

participation in an ethnic student organization on the dependent variable of sense of 

belonging.  
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Population, Sample, and Participants 

 The population for the study included the undergraduate minority student 

populations at Baylor University and Southern Methodist University. The survey 

instrument was sent to one fourth of the minority students identified through the 

institution at Baylor (N=1,165) and all minority students identified with the institution at 

Southern Methodist University (approximately 1,700 students). I expected 15% of my 

participants to respond to the survey resulting in approximately 100 responses from 

Baylor and 250 from Southern Methodist University (total of 350 expected responses).  

 
Data Collection 

 I surveyed students from two mid-size four-year private institutions. I chose to 

use a survey method in order to obtain responses from a large number of study 

participants from both institutions. The survey method also allowed for streamlined 

distribution to both institutions and a shorter response time for participants.  

 
Background of Instrument 

 Research related to sense of belonging served as the foundation for the survey 

instrument. The scale used for this study is new, but relies on the components of sense of 

belonging covered in previous literature. Scale items examine feelings of belonging, 

connection to the university, and student connection to their peers in curricular and 

cocurricular activities. The relation of these items to one another and to sense of 

belonging should provide a reliable and valid scale to measure the latent variable.  
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Distribution of Instrument 

 I distributed the survey online to students who identify as racial or ethnic 

minorities, as self-identified to their institution. The online distribution occurred at both 

institutions at relatively the same time. Each participant received an email with a link to 

the survey. The responses from each institution were analyzed together.  

 
Reliability of Instrument 

 The reliability of my scale was analyzed using Cronbach's Alpha. Internal 

consistency refers to how well the scale items correlate with one another. The score of 

my Cronbach's Alpha implies the level of intercorrelation or internal consistency of my 

scale (DeVellis, 2012). DeVellis notes that when evaluating reliability using Cronbach's 

Alpha, the minimum acceptance score lies between .65 and .70. A score between .70 and 

.80 is typically considered reputable and a score between .80 and .90 is considered very 

good. Further, a score above .90 is excellent but can also suggest an opportunity to 

shorten the scale instrument.  

 
Validity of Instrument 

 While reliability measures the internal consistency of the instrument, this measure 

does not necessarily indicate how well the scale measures the latent variable, which for 

this study is sense of belonging. Validity measures how amenable the survey instrument 

is to predicting what it is intended to predict. Three types of validity related to instrument 

development are content validity, construct validity, and criterion-related validity 

(DeVellis, 2012).  
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 DeVellis notes that a scale has content validity when it effectively captures the 

latent variable. A valid instrument for this study will be one that accurately measures 

sense of belonging. To increase content validity for this study, I used related literature 

and had individuals familiar with sense of belonging review and refine the scale items to 

complete the survey. Construct validity determines how well scale items “hang together.” 

The construct validity increases when all items measure the same latent variable. When 

creating the scale, each item was scrutinized and selected carefully. Ultimately, the 

construct validity will be measured when the survey results are run through statistical 

software. Criterion-related validity implies an association with a “gold standard” 

criterion. The scale includes items from a pre-existing scale in order to compare 

responses on the two sets of items. The scale used for comparison in this study includes 

items from Bollen and Hoyle's (1990) perceived cohesion scale that was first used in 

1984. Items include, “I feel a sense of belonging to [university],” “I feel that I am a 

member of the [university] community,” and “I see myself as part of the [university] 

community.” Finally, though not related specifically to instrument design, it is important 

to consider conclusion validity. The conclusions drawn from collected data must be 

representative of what the results actually show. This type of validity will take shape in a 

later chapter, but is a priority when beginning to collect and analyze new data.  

 
Variables and Scale 

 Each item on the scale asked participants to state their level of agreement to a 

declarative statement using a 6-point Likert-type scale with the following response 

options: strongly disagree, moderately disagree, slightly disagree, slightly agree, 

moderately agree, and strongly agree. There was no neutral option in an effort to force 
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agreement or disagreement from each participant. Each scale item is a phrase meant to 

measure a student's sense of belonging to the student body.  

 The demographic information requested of each participant included: age, gender, 

classification, race/ethnicity, and academic major. Participants were also asked if they 

were involved in student organizations on campus. If so, they were asked to name them, 

list the number of semesters as a member, and to rate their level of involvement with each 

organization on a scale from 0-100.  While participants received the survey due to their 

racial or minority student status in the university database, students were not made aware 

of this criterion during survey administration. Once the data was collected, student 

organizations were coded as either ethnic student organizations or mainstream student 

groups. Both institutions provide a list of organizations that fall into each category that 

allowed this coding process to occur. From these questions, there were four types of 

involvement considered: students not involved in any type of student organization, 

students involved in only ethnic student organizations, students involved in only 

mainstream student organizations, and students involved in both types of organizations. 

This allowed for an accurate comparison of different group's experiences.  

 
One-Way Analysis of Variance–ANOVA 

 The first type of analysis for this data was a one-way analysis of variance. This 

analysis allowed for direct comparisons to be made to measure group differences. The 

independent variable for this analysis was type of involvement, as described in the 

previous section. The dependent variable was sense of belonging to the student body. 

Comparing the four groups revealed if there is a significant difference in sense of 

belonging based on the type of student organization involvement.  
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Multiple Regression 

 The multiple regression analysis measured the degree of relationship between 

multiple independent variables and one dependent variable. The dependent variable for 

this analysis was also sense of belonging to the student body. The independent variables 

were type of involvement, classification, race/ethnicity, gender, and academic major. 

Though data for age was collected through the survey, it was not used as a variable in the 

multiple regression due to its high correlation with classification. The scale measured 

sense of belonging and this multiple regression analysis allowed examination of how 

much each of these independent variables influence a student's sense of belonging. 

Although the primary independent variable of interest was type of involvement, other 

demographic variables provided further insight into what else may contribute to a 

student's perceived sense of belonging.  

 
Limitations 

 This research was quasi-experimental in nature. The groups were not randomly 

assigned and therefore present a limitation for this study. Further limitations to consider 

are threats to internal and external validity. Internal validity references the cause-effect 

relationship between independent variables (membership status with an ethnic student 

organization) and the dependent variable (sense of belonging). If a relationship exists, 

there may be other, confounding variables contributing to the change in sense of 

belonging. To partially address this threat to internal validity, I gathered data from a large 

sample from two different institutions. A larger sample size from different institutions 

reduces the chance that other, unanticipated variables influence any difference found in 

the dependent variable. External validity refers to the extent to which my findings will be 
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valid to external groups. The more participants I had for this study, the lesser the chance 

that the findings were not generalizable. The survey was sent to two private, highly 

selective, research institutions. Sending the survey to such large groups of students at 

these institutions provided an opportunity for greater response rates. However, caution 

should be used when applying these findings to other types of students at other types of 

institutions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Results 

 
 The data I collected for this study intended to provide information about the 

question: How does participation in an ethnic student organization affect racial and ethnic 

minority students’ sense of belonging to the student body at large? The data includes 

demographic information about each of the participants as well as responses to 37 items 

aimed at understanding their perceived sense of belonging to their student body. The 

initial response total was 189 from Baylor University and 437 from Southern Methodist 

University, making a grand total of 626 responses. The survey was sent out to a total of 

2,845 students, making my response rate 22%. However, after eliminating cases with 

missing data, outliers, and students who do not identify with this cases' population focus, 

the multiple regression and ANOVA used 201 cases for analysis.  

 
Data Screening Process 

 In order to prepare my data for final analysis I eliminated several responses from 

my data set. All students who did not complete the survey, with three or more 

unanswered questions were excluded. For cases with two or less unanswered questions, I 

replaced missing data with the average score in the data set. In addition, students who 

self-identify as White or Caucasian were excluded from the study because the population 

of focus is racial and ethnic minority students. The largest number of unusable responses 

came from students who identified as White/Caucasian. Even though the survey was sent 

out to students who did not identify as White/Caucasian upon arriving at their university 

it is clear that many students have since identified as such for their racial/ethnic group. 
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Finally, students who are outside of the mainstream undergraduate and graduate age 

range, 18-25, were eliminated along with students who responded as "involved in a 

student organization" but did not list the organization, making it impossible to determine 

what type of organization in which they were involved.  

 Finalizing the data to be ready for analysis also required the creation of two new 

variables that would allow for better analysis. Each respondent was asked to list his or her 

academic major. To better analyze this data, a new variable was created to classify each 

student into a group per their academic school as they would be classified at Baylor 

University. The groups were determined by use of the academic catalogues of Baylor 

University. This variable resulted in five groups including the College of Arts and 

Sciences, business, music, nursing, and engineering/computer science. The disparity of 

groups when segmented by academic focus was very large and multiple groups did not 

reach the minimum suggested number of cases for a multiple regression analysis of 15. 

Therefore, I excluded academic major as a variable in the multiple regression analysis.  

 The demographic information also asked each student to respond to the question 

“Are you involved in a student organization?” If yes, they listed the name of the 

organization(s) in which they are a part. By use of organizational lists from both 

institutions that classify the purpose of organizations to either be culturally focused or 

not, I added a new variable that coded the type of involvement for each student. The 

results of this question provided four groups: not involved in any student organization, 

involved in only ethnic student organizations, involved in only mainstream student 

organizations, and involved in both types of organizations.  
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 In order to incorporate the categorical variables into my multiple regression 

analysis, the survey items that requested demographic information (classification, gender, 

race/ethnicity, and type of involvement) were recoded as dummy variables. Each variable 

required one instance to be selected as a baseline for comparison. For example, for the 

data pertaining to classification (first-year through senior and other), I created four 

dummy variables (sophomore, junior, senior, and other), which I compared to the 

baseline (first-year students). The other variable baselines for demographic information 

included female, African American/Black, and not involved in any type of student 

organization.  

 One question on the sense of belonging scale (I have considered transferring out 

of [university]), was reverse coded to accurately reflect the item's contribution to the 

sense of belonging scale. Although I had data for the age of each participant, I chose not 

to use this variable in my analysis as it is highly correlated with the classification 

variable, which can better indicate the stage in which the participant is on their college 

journey.  

 The multi institutional study surveyed students from both Baylor University and 

Southern Methodist University. One hundred twelve Baylor students responded (55.7%) 

and 89 SMU students responded (44.3%). Males represented 27.9% of the sample with 

56 respondents, and 72.1% were female (145 respondents). 93 participants were first-

years (46.3%), 37 were sophomores (18.4%), 46 were juniors (22.9%), 23 were seniors 

(11.4%) with two responding as "other" making up the final 1% of respondents. Sixty-

three respondents identified as Asian/Asian American/Pacific Islander/South Asian 

(31.3%), 50 identified as Black/African American (24.9%), 21 identified as 
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Multiracial/multiethnic (10.4%), 59 identified as Hispanic/Latino(a) (29.4%), and 8 

identified as other (4%). Sixty-three of the respondents were not involved in a student 

organization (31.3%), 17 were involved with only student organizations that have a 

cultural or ethnic focus (8.5%), 83 were involved with only mainstream student 

organizations, or those without a cultural focus (41.3%) and 38 students were involved 

with both types of organizations (18.9%).  

 
Reliability 

 After trimming my data of outliers and transforming variables through dummy 

coding, I performed a reliability analysis on my scale to determine the quality of my 

survey instrument. The reliability analysis is necessary as it denotes the degree to which 

my scale truly measures sense of belonging. The Cronbach's Alpha for the scale 

including all 37 items is .98, which indicates that it measures sense of belonging very 

accurately. However, by removing the item, "I have considered transferring out of 

[university]," the reliability of my scale increased to .981. It is important to note that this 

was the only item on the scale that required reverse coding prior to analysis. With the 

increased reliability, I chose to utilize the scale with 36 items for the remainder of my 

analysis. As the scale is clearly reliable, I used it to create a new variable, Total Sense of 

Belonging, to be used in the multiple regression analysis.  

 
Multiple Regression 

 I conducted a standard multiple regression using the total sense of belonging 

variable as the dependent variable. The independent variables were classification, gender, 

race/ethnicity, and type of involvement. For this type of multiple regression, I used the 
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Enter method, which allowed all independent variables to be run in the analysis 

simultaneously. The test analyzes each independent variable's impact on the dependent 

variable, total sense of belonging. The multiple regression shows the nature of the 

relationship between the independent and dependent variables. The analysis displayed 

that the statistical significance of this data is .033. For that reason, the data is statistically 

significant because the p value is less than .05. Table 1 displays the means, standard 

deviations, and correlations for the independent variables used in the regression analysis.  

 The model's R squared was .110, meaning this model accounts for 11% of the 

variance in sense of belonging scores. Tolerance demonstrates the proportion of variance 

in an independent variable that is not explained by its relationship with the other IV's 

used in the analysis. Perfect tolerance would be 1.0, therefore, the higher the tolerance, 

the better. The lowest acceptable limit is .1, and all IV's used in the multiple regression 

far exceeded this limit. This indicates that the variables are different enough from one 

another that they are legitimate as separate variables. The F test shows that F for this 

model is 1.934, which is the degree to which the model predicts sense of belonging. For 

the relationship to be meaningful between independent and dependent variables, the F 

should be larger than 1. 

 In the model, the only significant variable is classification, because its p value is 

less than .05. Race/ethnicity, gender, and type of involvement are not significant. Though 

statistically insignificant, the independent variable for involvement in both types of 

student organization has a p value of .074. Beta for sophomores was -.245, which means 

that when participants become sophomores, in comparison to first-year students, total 

sense of belonging decreases by approximately one quarter of a standard deviation unit.  
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Beta for juniors was -.194, which indicates that total sense of belonging decreases by a 

fifth of a standard deviation unit as students move into their third year at the university.  

Finally, Beta for seniors is -.202, therefore, achieving senior status in college decreases 

an individual's total sense of belonging by approximately one fifth of a standard deviation 

unit from the sense of belonging of first-year students. The greatest decrease in sense of 

belonging occurs between a student's first-year and their sophomore year of college. 

 Additionally, the independent variable for students involved in both ethnic student 

organizations and mainstream student organizations displays a beta value of .146. This 

indicates that students involved in both types of organizations experience an increase of 

.146 standard deviation units, which also translates into a 14.8-point raw score increase in 

sense of belonging when compared to their non-involved peers. The p value for this 

variable is .074, which is not statistically significant under the accepted 5% rule. This 

information is presented in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Multiple Regression Analysis Summary for Characteristics Predicting Sense of Belonging 
Variable B SE B β t Sig. 

Classification: Sophomore -25.176 7.691 -0.245 -3.273 0.001 
Classification: Junior -18.371 7.590 -0.194 -2.42 0.016 

Classification: Senior -25.194 9.173 -0.202 -2.746 0.007 

Involvement: Both Types 14.807 8.248 0.146 1.795 0.074 
 

 

Analysis of Variance 

 I conducted a one-way analysis of variance to better understand the differences 

between groups depending upon their type of involvement and how it affects a student's 

sense of belonging. Therefore, the dependent variable for this analysis is sense of 

belonging. The variable created per use of the 36 survey items displayed a student's sense 
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of belonging score. The independent variable for the ANOVA is the type of involvement 

for each participant, of which there are four categories: not involved in a student 

organization, involved in only an ethnic student organization or one with a cultural focus, 

involved in only a mainstream student organization or one without a cultural focus, and 

involved in both types of student organizations. All 201 participants were used for this 

analysis.  

 Sixty-three participants were not involved in a student organization (31.3%), 17 

respondents were involved in only ethnic student organizations (8.5%), 83 students were 

involved in only mainstream student organizations (41.3%), and 38 students were 

involved in both types of organizations (18.9%). The F-statistic for the ANOVA is 1.104. 

This statistic is the ratio of the model to its error and it explains if there is a difference 

between the sample means of each type of involvement. If there is not a significant 

difference between the means, then we cannot reject the null hypothesis that all group 

means are the same. As the F-statistic is greater than one, this indicates that the 

manipulation of the data had some effect beyond the effect of the group differences. To 

determine if the F-ratio is large enough to not be a chance result, we compare it to the 

maximum value that can be expected if the group means are equal and have the same 

number of degrees of freedom. There was not a significant difference on sense of 

belonging based on type of involvement on sense of belonging, F(3,197) = 1.104.  

 Levene's test value displays that the results of this study are not significant 

because it has a value of .097. This information is presented in Table 3. In order to make 

this significant, the value would need to be less than .05. It is important to note that there 

is a distinct trend in the sample means found from the four different groups used from 
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this analysis. Students who were not involved have a mean sense of belonging score of 

144.03. Students involved in just an ethnic student organization have a mean score of 

151.88 and those involved in mainstream student organizations have a sense of belonging 

of 159.14. Finally, students involved in both types of organizations have an average sense 

of belonging score of 154.00. This information is presented in Table 4. The maximum 

score possible for the sense of belonging scale is 216.  

 

Table 3 
One-way Analysis of Variance Summary Table For the Effects of Type of Involvement on Sense of 

Belonging 
     95% Confidence Interval 

Source df SS MS F p η2 
Corrected Model 3 10009.273 3336.424 2.136 0.097 0.032 
Intercept 1 3348400.34 3348400.34 2143.646 0 0.916 
Involvement_four_categories 3 10009.273 3336.424 2.136 0.097 0.032 
Error 197 307716.322 1562.012    
Total 201 5084405.20     
Corrected Total 200 317725.594         
 

Table 4 
Analysis of Variance Summary of Groups 

     95% Confidence Interval 
 N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Not Involved 63 144.028 44.64688 4.979 134.209 153.848 
Just ESO 17 151.882 42.83381 9.586 132.979 170.786 
Just mainstream 83 159.141 36.63777 4.338 150.586 167.696 
Both 38 160.23 34.75881 6.411 147.587 172.874 
Total 201 153.9962 39.8576 3.322 147.269 160.372 

 
 

Limitations 

 The high number of participants allowed for the use of many independent 

variables in the multiple regression. However, there was a large difference in the amount 

of participants included in each variable, such as the large number of female and first-

year respondents and the small number of participants who are involved in only an ethnic 

student organization as opposed to students involved in other types of organizations or 
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not involved at all. The results of this study could change if there were more 

upperclassmen respondents. Their extended time at the university and within 

organizations could change their sense of belonging. Achieving a sample that displays a 

body more representative of the student population could allow for a better understanding 

of how students feel like they belong as members of their student body. However, the 

large number of participants for this study does achieve an extremely representative 

sample for the student bodies at both Baylor and Southern Methodist University. 

 The population that is unavailable for analysis in this study is the group of non-

respondents. While a large sample allows us to generalize to the greater student 

population, the ideal data would receive responses from each member of the focus 

population. There are a large number of students in the population who did not respond to 

the survey. Students who did not respond could have a wide variety of perceived sense of 

belonging scores that could influence the data that we found in this study. Though there 

were a wide variety of respondents that represent several of the categories used for 

analysis in this study, there is a much larger population who did not respond to the 

survey. The strength of a large sample for a quantitative study lies in its ability for the 

data to be generalized to the larger population of which the sample represents. However, 

without actually surveying each student in the population I am not able to fully 

understand or quantify their perceived sense of belonging so far in their college careers. 

This is important to consider as the results of this study are used to  

 This research studied students at two different mid-size, private, research 

institutions in Texas. The size of the sample for this study allows for the findings to be 

generalized to other populations that are similar to these campuses. However, this does 
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limit the use of the findings as they may not be comparable to student populations in mid-

size private institutions that are in other regions of the country. Further, the data may not 

be representative of public institution populations or those with a much larger or a much 

smaller student body. Finally, both of these institutions have a majority culture of 

White/Caucasian students. Institutions that serve a majority culture of Black/African-

American or Hispanic/Latino(a) students may experience different results using the same 

survey instrument.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion 

 
 The trend in higher education to increase the racial and ethnic diversity of student 

bodies is one that increases the overall multiculturalism of an institution (Manning & 

Coleman-Boatwright, 1991). However, the presence of ethnically diverse students does 

not imply a supportive atmosphere for holistic development. Intentionally working with 

these students can increase their feelings of social connectedness that will help them 

persist (Roberts & Styron, 2010). Therefore, institutions must be intentional about how 

they seek to serve their racial and ethnic minority students so they may succeed alongside 

their majority peers. The results of this study begin to fill a gap in the knowledge base 

surrounding ethnic minority students in higher education and how they perceive their 

sense of belonging to their student body. Considering the type of involvement that racial 

and ethnic minority students have and how it may predict the level of sense of belonging 

for an individual is a new consideration to this area of research. The results of the 

multiple regression and the results of the analysis of variance (ANOVA) both contribute 

to the field of knowledge.  

 
Implications for Theory 

 The findings of this study display that there is a distinct trend among minority 

students as they move through their college career. Minority students have varying levels 

of sense of belonging depending upon where they are in their college journey and what 

type of involvement they have within their university. Though there are distinct 

differences in a student's perceived sense of belonging among these different groups, this 
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data does not prove causation, but rather a correlation that may predict how minority 

students can connect with his/her student bodies.  

 The variation in sample means of sense of belonging among the different types of 

involvement displays results that are consistent with Astin's (1984) theory on student 

involvement. Astin posits that students connect more with their university when they are 

participating and actively involved with curricular and cocurricular experiences. The 

findings of this study buttress Astin's theory, as students who were not involved in any 

type of student organization had an overall perceived sense of belonging much lower than 

the other groups.  

 Although the results of the ANOVA were statistically insignificant, it is important 

to consider the type of involvement in which a student participates. Those involved in 

any student organization have a higher sense of belonging than those who do not, but 

students involved in only an ethnic student organization had an average sense of 

belonging 7.26 points lower than students involved in only mainstream student 

organizations. The sense of belonging mean for students involved in both types of 

organization was higher than those involved in just mainstream student organizations.  It 

is important to note that these mean differences were not significant at a .05 alpha, but 

these trends could nonetheless be a possible indication that mainstream student 

organizations allow students to feel a higher sense of belonging to their student body and 

that participation in both mainstream and ethnic student organizations leads to the highest 

overall sense of belonging to the grander student population.  

 Another consideration lies within the significant results of the multiple regression 

analysis. Classification is the only significant indicator from this analysis on predicting a 
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student's sense of belonging. The results indicate that a student's sense of belonging is at 

its highest level during his/her first-year of college. The lowest feeling of sense of 

belonging is found in sophomore students, with the junior year being the second highest, 

and senior year showing the second to lowest sense of belonging for our respondents. The 

varying levels of perceived sense of belonging indicate that there is a distinct difference. 

 The cause of this difference is unknown within the scope of this research, but 

could provide an opportunity for future research that would allow student affairs 

administrators to better understand how to serve the different classifications of students. 

This finding is consistent with other research about the phenomenon known as the 

sophomore slump which denotes the decreased sense of belonging and drop in academic 

performance found during a student's second year (Lemons & Richmond, 1987). This 

drop could potentially be due to an excitement from incoming students that desire to get 

involved and commit to the institution, which tapers off in later years. However, this 

research is not specific to racial and ethnic minority students and therefore provides an 

opportunity to see how this phenomenon operates when considering the culture of a 

student.   

 Additionally, the independent variable for students involved in both types of 

organizations had a p-value of .074. Though this is not significant under the accepted 5% 

rule, the data shows that the beta change of .146 is true with 92.6% certainty. This 

indicates that there is likely a 14.807 point raw score increase from no involvement to 

involvement in both types of organizations.  

 Through the multiple regression, we are able to see that classification is a 

significant indicator of a student's sense of belonging. In addition, the ANOVA displays 
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with 93% confidence that type of involvement can also be a predictor of higher sense of 

belonging. It is this understanding that allows us to consider one of the most important 

aims of this study: how student affairs practitioners can better serve their students, 

specifically those who identify as racial and ethnic minorities.  

 The sense of belonging scale measured a student's perceived his/her sense of 

belonging at his/her institution of higher education. The reliability of the sense of 

belonging scale and the items used to determine a student's score allows us to confidently 

claim that we understand how much a student feels like he or she belongs once they take 

the survey. The strength of this scale could allow for it to be used again in future research 

to consider different populations or potential predictors of perceived sense of belonging.  

 As stated in earlier chapters, ethnic minority students find a greater sense of social 

connectedness with their peers through more formal interactions (Tinto, 1993) as opposed 

to their White peers who achieve this through more informal interactions. Therefore, this 

research that indicates that an ethnic minority student might have a greater sense of 

belonging from being involved in a student organization further confirms this theory. 

Ethnic minority students who are not involved in any type of student organization have a 

lower sense of belonging because they do not have a place for formal interaction to help 

them connect to their student body. Minority students who are involved in organizations 

with a cultural focus have an opportunity to nurture their ethnic identities, which is 

consistent with prior research (Murguia, 1991; Padilla, Trevino, Gonzalez, & Trevino, 

1997).   
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Implications for Current Practice 

 The data found in this study provides information for current practitioners to 

consider as they work to connect students to the campus community, specifically those 

who identify as racial and ethnic minorities. The results of the ANOVA, though 

statistically insignificant, offer some important information. There is a distinct trend in 

this data that shows that students who are involved in some type of organization have a 

greater sense of belonging than their uninvolved peers. Furthermore, students who are 

involved in mainstream student organizations have a higher average sense of belonging 

than those involved in only ethnic student organizations. Finally, students involved in 

both types of organizations have an even higher sense of belonging than the other groups. 

The practical implication of this finding is not to encourage racial minority students to 

specifically join ethnic student organizations over mainstream student organizations, as 

the sense of belonging is higher when students are involved in mainstream organizations. 

Rather, student affairs professionals should encourage these students to consider 

involvement in either type of organization and even to suggest involvement in both types 

of groups.  

 The recommendation to encourage these students to join either or both type of 

student organization is an idealistic goal. Depending upon the institution, there may be 

different departments or offices that seek to serve these students with the unique 

resources and opportunities they provide. While ideally student affairs professionals 

should have the sole goal of supporting students in the ways that are best for them, there 

are several other political factors at work within an institution of higher education. 

Departments are vying for student participation as well as resources of time, money, staff, 
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and space. Individuals in these offices will work to promote their own organizations and 

services over the services of other departments specifically if the offices may provide 

somewhat similar services, such as student activities and multicultural affairs that provide 

the student organization experience. There is no one right way to marry these political 

influences, but recognizing them will allow colleges and universities to better understand 

what is influencing the student experience.  

 The significant difference in perceived sense of belonging scores among 

classifications, found through the multiple regression, may be another possible area for 

current student affairs practitioners to consider. The disparity between a first-year and a 

sophomore's perceived sense of belonging is great enough to encourage consideration as 

to how the university is attempting to engage their sophomores to make them feel as 

connected as they were during their first-year. Research indicates that students often feel 

frustrated or dissatisfied during this year. Potential opportunities for support of these 

students include developing special programs, developing mentoring relationships, and 

providing individual counseling (Lemons & Richmond, 1987). The intentionality seen in 

working with first-year students can be carried on through the sophomore year through 

these avenues and can help to alleviate the "sophomore slump."  

 Finally, the sample group means for students involved in mainstream student 

organizations and students involved in mainstream and ethnic student organizations are 

so close that the difference is only 1.089. A larger difference is seen between the sense of 

belonging of students involved in only ethnic student organizations when compared to 

students involved in only mainstream student organizations. The difference in mean 

sample scores is 7.259. While this is a larger difference it is important to consider that the 
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maximum score for this scale is 216. Therefore, the average response of students 

involved in only ethnic student organizations was between a slightly agree and 

moderately agree on the scale. This is the same range for students involved in any other 

type of organization.  

 While students may be using ESO's to connect with their cultural heritage or to 

find familiarity, it is not taking them away from connecting with the greater student body. 

Their sense of belonging is very much the same in culturally focused student groups as in 

other types of student organizations. As mentioned previously, multicultural centers and 

the existence of ethnic student organizations require a great investment of resources in 

time, staff, and funding. This data indicates that the work of these programs may be 

having a distinctly positive effect on students' sense of belonging and should therefore 

continue to thrive. But these centers should consider encouraging minority students to get 

involved overall, and not in a particular sense (e.g., ethnic student organizations). In 

addition, to aim towards higher improvement, student affairs professionals should 

consider how they can work to improve sense of belonging in order to better serve their 

students.  

 
Future Research and Recommendations 

 Though there were many students who responded to the survey who identify as 

White/Caucasian, the focus of this study looked specifically at the experiences of ethnic 

minority students. The data from this research indicates that ethnic minority students feel 

a greater sense of belonging when they are involved. Further, they feel a stronger sense of 

belonging when involved in a mainstream student organization in comparison to students 

involved in only ethnic student organizations, and an even greater sense of belonging 
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when involved in both groups. The data also shows that classification is a significant 

predictor of sense of belonging as it varies from year to year as a student moves through 

his/her college career. What we did not learn from this research is if this is similar or 

different to their White student counterparts. A suggestion for further research would be 

to compare sense of belonging means across racial groups. This could help to predict 

what is most helpful at increasing a student's perceived sense of belonging while 

considering their race and ethnicity as an important component of their identity. Further, 

researchers could analyze what ethnic student organizations provide to the student that is 

different from mainstream student organizations. Perhaps there is a greater cultural 

awareness or connection that is gained through involvement in such an organization.  

 Another recommendation for future research is to run a multiple regression that 

would utilize the four types of involvement but also include students who identify as 

White/Caucasian alongside the different racial/ethnic minority students to compare the 

degree of relationship. This study did not include White/Caucasian students and doing so 

could provide an opportunity to further understand the impact that type of involvement 

can have on students of any particular race or ethnicity. Further, this research could shed 

light on the trends for sense of belonging for White/Caucasian students and how it 

compares to their racial/ethnic minority peers.  

 The varying levels of perceived sense of belonging among the different 

classifications of students could also allow for research as to what may predict students' 

decreasing and increasing sense of belonging throughout their college career. Most 

specifically, what is a predictor for the reason why a student's sense of belonging 

decreases significantly between first-year and sophomore year? This may be due to a 
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strong push for intentional programming with first-year students, with a relatively 

nonexistent push for programs geared toward students in their sophomore year. Further, 

the average sense of belonging increases again during a student's junior year after 

experiencing the sophomore slump. Research seeking to understand what contributes to 

this uptick in sense of belonging could be beneficial specifically to engage with 

upperclassmen students who may be looking more towards time after college than 

making the most of the college time they still have left.  

 In addition to looking at the varying sense of belonging levels, some more 

research could be done about the level of involvement of students in organizations. 

Astin's (1984) theory defined involvement as "the amount of physical and psychological 

energy that the student devotes to the academic experience" (p. 518). Students may feel 

that they belong to an organization due to basic membership, which indicates a physical 

involvement. However, commitment to the organization in the form of leadership 

positions and time spent with members or on organizational activity may indicate a 

heightened level of belonging or something deeper, such as a psychological commitment 

that would heighten the academic experience. A commitment to the organization may 

indicate a passion for the mission and purpose of the organization. Information about how 

long a student had been a member of an organization and a rating of their involvement 

within the organization was collected with this data, though not used for analysis. 

Primary utilization of this data may provide supplementation to the knowledge gained 

from this research. Taking this research further to discuss passions and reasons for 

joining an organization may also contribute to a deeper understanding of total 

involvement for students. 
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 Finally, Hurtado and Carter (1997) found that students involved in ethnic student 

organizations did not have a higher sense of belonging than nonmembers during their 

first two years. The data collected about time spent in the organization and level of 

commitment, as well as a student's classification and race/ethnicity, could also serve to 

affirm or counteract the findings of Hurtado and Carter (1997) in an effort to better 

understand and serve this particular population of students.   

 
Conclusion 

 The duty of student affairs professionals lies within their ability to help students 

develop during their time in college. In practice, this duty can take a multitude of roles, as 

is evidenced by the wide array of student affairs departments at every reputable higher 

education institution in the country. There is a responsibility that precedes a student's first 

step onto campus that requires the utmost care, and that responsibility is the development 

of a diverse and supportive community. Members of an ethnically diverse student body 

have an enriched experience and are better able to understand, communicate, and thrive 

with people who are different from them by way of their experiences with their diverse 

peers in college. It is not enough to state that an institution is diverse just by enrollment 

numbers. Rather, diversity is the cultivation of a thriving community through intentional 

work with racial and ethnic minority students.  

 Students who identify as non-White have unique experiences and needs from their 

majority peers. Therefore, it is only fitting that universities work to understand the 

differences, and then celebrate and encourage them to provide students a space where 

they can thrive and feel like they belong. Multicultural centers and more specifically 

ethnic student organizations provide such a space. The results of this study show that 
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students involved in only ethnic student organizations feel a moderate sense of belonging 

that is highly comparable to their minority peers who are involved in mainstream student 

organizations. This is affirming to the organizations and staff dedicated to specifically 

addressing the needs of ethnic minority students if they are striving towards a primary 

goal of helping students to feel like they belong.  

 This research helps to close the gap in recent literature that does not address the 

effectiveness of different types of student organizations on a student's sense of belonging. 

Further, it recognizes the importance of considering how individuals' race or ethnicity 

plays a role in their experiences as college students. Through this research I found that 

classification is a significant predictor of sense of belonging. Most notably, though not 

statistically significant, I found that membership in ethnic student organizations can be a 

predictor of an increased sense of belonging for ethnic minority students. The answers 

that I found in this process have led to even more questions and opportunities for future 

research. It is my desire to continue on this journey of exploration to be able to better 

understand and serve my students alongside other scholars and practitioners.  
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APPENDIX 

Survey Question 

Demographic	  Questions:	  	  
1. What	  is	  your	  age?	  	  
2. What	  is	  your	  classification?	  	  

a. Freshman,	  Sophomore,	  Junior,	  Senior,	  Other	  
3. What	  is	  your	  gender?	  

a. Male,	  Female	  
4. What	  is	  your	  race/ethnicity?	  

a. Alaska	  Native/Native	  Hawaiian	  
b. Asian/Asian	  American/Pacific	  Islander/South	  Asian	  
c. Black/African	  American	  
d. Multiracial/Multiethnic	  
e. Hispanic/Latino(a)	  
f. White/Caucasian	  
g. Other	  

5. What	  is	  your	  academic	  major?	  
6. Are	  you	  involved	  in	  a	  student	  organization(s)	  on	  campus?	  

a. Yes,	  No	  
7. (If	  yes)	  For	  the	  following	  questions,	  please	  list	  up	  to	  five	  organizations	  

separately.	  	  
a. Please	  list	  the	  name	  of	  the	  organization	  with	  which	  you	  are	  involved	  
b. How	  many	  semesters	  have	  you	  been	  a	  member	  of	  this	  organization?	  

i. Just	  joined,	  1,	  2,	  3,	  4,	  5,	  6,	  7	  
c. How	  would	  you	  rate	  your	  level	  of	  involvement	  in	  this	  organization?	  

(100=	  very	  involved)	  
i. Sliding	  scale	  question	  

	  
Sense	  of	  Belonging:	  	  
1=Strongly	  Disagree	  	  	  2=Moderately	  Disagree	  	  	  3=Slightly	  Disagree	  	  	  4=Slightly	  Agree	  	  	  5=Moderately	  
Agree	  	  	  5=Strongly	  Agree	  
**	  Note-‐	  Baylor	  University	  will	  change	  to	  Southern	  Methodist	  University	  when	  sent	  
out	  to	  SMU	  students	  
	  

1. I	  feel	  like	  I	  belong	  to	  Baylor	  University	  	  
2. I	  feel	  a	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  Baylor	  University	  
3. I	  feel	  a	  sense	  of	  belonging	  to	  my	  student	  body	  
4. I	  feel	  that	  I	  am	  a	  member	  of	  the	  Baylor	  community	  
5. I	  see	  myself	  as	  part	  of	  the	  Baylor	  community	  
6. I	  am	  glad	  I	  attend	  Baylor	  university	  
7. I	  am	  respected	  as	  a	  member	  of	  my	  student	  body	  
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8. I	  care	  about	  Baylor	  University	  	  
9. I	  care	  about	  my	  peers	  
10. I	  feel	  accepted	  by	  my	  peers	  
11. I	  feel	  at	  home	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
12. I	  feel	  connected	  to	  Baylor	  University	  	  
13. I	  feel	  connected	  to	  my	  peers	  
14. I	  feel	  engaged	  at	  community	  events	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
15. I	  feel	  that	  I	  a	  member	  of	  my	  student	  body	  
16. I	  feel	  like	  I	  am	  known	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
17. I	  feel	  like	  I	  have	  a	  lot	  of	  friends	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
18. I	  feel	  like	  I	  have	  a	  place	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
19. I	  feel	  like	  I	  know	  others	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
20. I	  feel	  like	  I	  matter	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
21. I	  feel	  like	  my	  voice	  is	  heard	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
22. I	  feel	  like	  people	  will	  notice	  if	  I	  am	  absent	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
23. I	  feel	  liked	  by	  members	  of	  my	  student	  body	  	  
24. I	  feel	  significant	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
25. I	  feel	  supported	  by	  members	  of	  my	  student	  body	  
26. I	  feel	  understood	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
27. I	  feel	  valued	  as	  a	  member	  of	  my	  student	  body	  
28. I	  feel	  welcome	  at	  Baylor	  University	  	  
29. I	  have	  considered	  transferring	  out	  of	  Baylor	  University	  
30. I	  have	  strong	  friendships	  with	  other	  students	  	  
31. I	  identify	  with	  Baylor's	  values	  
32. I	  matter	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
33. In	  times	  of	  need,	  I	  have	  someone	  to	  call	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
34. My	  campus	  has	  a	  caring	  environment	  
35. On	  my	  worst	  days,	  I	  am	  still	  glad	  I	  am	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
36. Outside	  of	  class,	  I	  feel	  like	  I	  belong	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
37. When	  in	  my	  classes,	  I	  feel	  like	  I	  belong	  at	  Baylor	  University	  
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