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Dedications

To our children

The classroom remains the most radical space of possibility in the academy.  
~bell hooks
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1
In the post-George Floyd era, much attention has been given to facilitating dis-
cussions on race and racism from the academic classroom to the corporate board-
room. Th ese conversations were largely devoid of the culpability of America’s racist 
traditions. Talking about race, trying to understand it through a racial lens better, 
and attempting to fi nd solutions to systemic, institutional, and structural racism 
became the urgency of the moment for populations genuinely working to end legal 
racism in the United States. For academics, in general, a problem arose when we 
realized that most college educators, no matter their demographic characteristics, 
were not prepared to facilitate conversations on race and the multi-faceted social 
constructs of diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging in the classroom.

Most American colleges and universities do not produce future educators in un-
dergraduate or graduate programs with the pedagogical training to address these 
constructs. In the aft ermath of the 2020 summer Black Lives Matter protests to 
gain racial justice, teaching about race relations became the pledge for activists 
in all sectors of professional life. Th e murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, 
Breonna Taylor, and other Black bodies led educators to enter the classroom either 
face-to-face, hybrid, or online during a global pandemic and choose whether to 
answer race-related questions. Some did, and some did not. Th is revived racial 
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justice movement opened dialogue among educators on how to facilitate these dis-
cussions in the academic classroom.

Many of us felt obligated as college professors to conduct lectures that critically 
analyzed the current events that were happening within the Black community and 
culture. For 9 minutes and 29 seconds, we witnessed former Minneapolis police 
officer Derek Chauvin place his knee on Floyd’s neck, which resulted in his death 
and led to thousands of demonstrations in the United States and abroad. Chauvin, 
a white man, murdering Floyd, a Black man, and broadcast via cellphone footage 
had re-engaged the Black Lives Matter debate that began after the 2012 killing of 
Trayvon Martin. After Martin’s death at the hands of a neighborhood watch co-
ordinator, the nation observed as former President Barack H. Obama and other 
activists spoke out against the deaths of unarmed Black men and women in this 
country. This series of Black murders from 2012 to the present subsequently pro-
pelled critical classroom conversations.

From the deaths of Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown Jr., to Sandra Bland, progres-
sive colleges and universities became laboratories to discuss the totality of how this 
country tolerated systems of oppression that led to racial hierarchies disadvantag-
ing racial and ethnic minority groups. Unlike other Black deaths in recent years, 
Floyd’s death led to an international uprising. A 17-year-old, Darnella Frazier, 
filmed his death on her cell phone. We could hear Floyd saying, “I can’t breathe,” 
similar to the 2014 death of Eric Garner, and calling for his mother before he be-
came unresponsive. Footage of his death, constant media attention, social media 
sensationalism, and corporate accountability created both positive and negative 
debated discourses in every corner of the world.

The activism related to the tragic death of Floyd led educators, who practiced forms 
of activism in their academic work, to believe we had faith that there may be a win-
dow of opportunity where whites would be most receptive to the historical and cul-
tural traumas faced by racial and ethnic minorities. Educators who taught and wrote 
about the systemic realities of being Black and Brown in white America believed we 
were on the precipice of teaching about race, institutional and systemic discrimina-
tion, and social justice during a time in history when certain factions of whites were 
finally willing to discuss the historical effects of race and racism openly.

Most general survey courses give little consideration to discussions on race and 
racism. In predominantly white institutions (PWIs), the exceptions include 
theme-related courses and upper-level courses; coverage is more pervasive in his-
torically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and minority-serving institu-
tions (MSIs). However, the 2020 summer Black Lives Matter protests called for a 
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more in-depth exploration in all classroom settings, no matter the racial make-up 
of the institution. Given most educators’ discomfort with teaching about these 
issues and their own relatively low knowledge base, several questions emerged 
based on the events of that summer and beyond:

• How were these crucial conversations initiated in the academic setting?
• How in-depth were the conversations?
• Did instructors reflect on their teaching practices and materials for the course?
• Did instructors prepare students with the appropriate readings by schol-

ars who present critical and uncomfortable conversations to promote solu-
tion-based dialogue?

• How did the instructors allow time to pause and digest (with the overwhelm-
ing amount of racial division in this country during the 2020 summer Black 
Lives Matter protests, 2020 presidential election, and subsequent 2021 winter 
insurrection at the U.S. Capitol Building)?

• How did white instructors, consciously or unconsciously, negotiate white 
privilege with white students?

• How did the national outcry over Critical Race Theory affect how instructors 
approached teaching about race and racism in the classroom?

• How did Black and Brown instructors at PWIs remain well-balanced in their 
approach to teaching majority-white classrooms?

• How did Black and Brown instructors at HBCUs and MSIs approach these 
discussions in an academic setting that gives more latitude without the racial 
backfire experienced at PWIs?

• How did instructors assess whether they facilitated the discussion in a mean-
ingful manner?

These questions are the foundation for assembling this edited volume. The editors 
of this project, all winners of teaching awards and dedicated to advancing peda-
gogy in the classroom, identified a constant challenge. Despite having decades of 
experience facilitating these discussions, none of us are experts on simplifying the 
ever-evolving nature of race, institutional and systemic discrimination, and social 
justice. Nor should we have to be. What we think we know is merely one per-
spective in discussing these multi-faceted social constructs. Other vantage points 
exist and can equally help assist in our assessment and understanding of how to 
approach such discussions. In spite of this, discussions on race are complex, nu-
anced, layered, and take time to initiate, process, and find an appropriate pathway 
to identifying problem-solving strategies and solutions.

We acknowledge that this moment in time will and has produced similar books 
that strive to facilitate such crucial conversations on race and racism. Assuring 
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that we approach these multi-faceted social constructs in an interdisciplinary 
manner that is attentive to best practices for colleges and universities is what sep-
arates this book. With educators entering the classroom while the realities of civil 
unrest displayed in the news cycle and on everyone’s social media apps, it was 
incumbent upon us to present a project that initiates critical conversations about 
race relations.

In organizing this edited volume, we asked faculty members from various colleges 
and universities how they prepared and conducted classes on race relations before, 
during, and after the 2020 summer Black Lives Matter protests. Did they imple-
ment a new pedagogical approach during a pivotal time in our history?

• In all honesty, I had to start from scratch. I had taught lectures on race, but they 
were surface level. In class, we talked about white privilege and how it affected 
BIPOC (i.e., Black, Indigenous, People of Color). My starting point was to re- 
educate myself by reading about different Black scholars and their analysis of race.

White Female, Associate Professor at Midwest University, PWI

• I revised my syllabus, and I took out all of the dated literature on race. I had too 
many articles from white scholars talking about race from their vantage point. 
I kept Peggy McIntosh, (Robin) DiAngelo, etc., but needed up-to-date literature 
even to begin having a formidable discussion.

White Male, Full Professor at Southwest University, PWI

• I overhauled everything. The first thing I did was add more relevant literature 
[to the syllabi]. I found this to be most important. Much of the literature I was 
using was from graduate courses. I had adopted the readings from my [white] 
professors.

Hispanic Female, Assistant Professor at Southeast University, MSI

• Being at an HBCU helped during this time. I was able to lecture students with 
no restraint. This was critical because I had a lot of bottled-up emotions about 
the death of George Floyd and the protests. The class conversations helped both 
of us.

Black Female, Associate Professor at Southwest University, HBCU

The feedback from faculty members cements the need for educators to revise their 
pedagogical approach and create constructive classroom spaces for students.

The Crucial Conversation is a collection of chapters that can act as a source of 
knowledge for educators seeking to facilitate such conversations in the classroom 
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and on our campuses. Contributors to this edited volume adopted different in-
terdisciplinary approaches to addressing race to make Black and Brown college  
students feel visible and valued. Several contributors wrote about building the 
pedagogical culture in the classroom to teach about race. Others focused on teach-
ing about race and social justice. Select inserts analyzed lived experiences as edu-
cational tools, and the remaining chapters from contributors focused on creating 
safe spaces for student success.

No pedagogical approach is comprehensive. Our desire to introduce this edited 
volume to improve student engagement, understanding, and foster a positive di-
dactic environment is critical to academia’s institutional and cultural welfare. If 
American college and university classrooms and campuses are to be transforma-
tive spaces to have dialogue that exceeds the conventional boundaries of conver-
sations on race, a renewed emphasis on pedagogical growth for instructors is to 
be welcomed. Our goal is for readers to embrace a pedagogical mindset that ap-
preciates trends, shifts, and changes to create a healthy learning atmosphere for 
today’s students.









9

2
‘Whiteness’ and ‘Blackness’ are essentially social constructs applied to hu-
man beings rather than veritable truths that have universal validity. Th e 
power of whiteness, however, is manifested by the ways in which racialized 
whiteness becomes transformed into social, political, economic, and cultural 
behavior. White culture norms and values in all these areas become nor-
mative natural. Th ey become the standard against which all other cultures, 
groups, and individuals are measured and usually found too inferior. 

(Henry & Tator, 2002, pp. 46–47)

Th e American population has experienced increased racial diversity, including a 
substantial immigrant population predominantly of a minority race or ethnicity. 
In response to changing demographics, various forms of multicultural education 
have emerged to help incorporate the history and culture of non-mainstream 
groups into school and university curricula. Is this enough to begin the discussion 
on race or race relations? Is there a deeper understanding of whiteness, Blackness, 
or Brownness? While we continue to tackle the issues of diversity, equity, and in-
clusion in education and the need for actionable change, we cannot move the nee-
dle forward in creating a more equitable education system until we address the 

[ ]A Critical Dialogue about Race and Social Justice: 
Pedagogy and Practice in Higher Education

Beverly A. Sande

Source: Contributed by Dr. Beverly Sande. Copyright © Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 
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root causes, where the actual change needs to happen. These include implicit and 
systemic biases. The work of addressing the root causes of inequities, biases, and 
oppression requires a dedicated approach.

Many U.S. institutions are now advocating for diversity, equity, and inclusion 
(DEI) frameworks and philosophies to ignite dialogue. While these are mutual-
ly reinforcing constructs, one of the most glaring absences from the discussion 
of DEI is the salience of racial identity. As a social construct, race remains one 
of the most divisive constructs in our society. In this chapter, I discuss the need 
for helping faculty of color acquire the knowledge and skills to effectively initiate 
and facilitate dialogue about race and race-related issues at their institutions to 
garner support from all faculty. Moreover, through the lens of critical race the-
ory, I posit that with informed dialogue, we can leverage white faculty to con-
sider their whiteness as a prerequisite before establishing allyship (Titone, 1998) 
to be better advocates for equity and inclusion. I discuss the necessity for race- 
related dialogue, highlight barriers that prevent constructive dialogue from oc-
curring, and design principles to incorporate into a culturally relevant curriculum 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) to assist university faculty and students to become 
champions of positive race relations. The essence of this chapter is to highlight 
ways in which we can engage in discussions about disrupting patterns of inequity, 
by first unpacking the causes of the racial divide. In doing so, I address concepts 
such as resilience, deficit models, instructional roles (instructor versus facilitator), 
myths, and misconceptions about diversity and equity, social justice, advocacy, 
public policy reform, and inclusive models for institutions of higher education 
(IHEs). This chapter approaches these concepts by illustrating the social justice 
notions related to identity and access to IHE as experienced by students of color.

Theoretical Framework
Critical race theory (CRT) emerged during the mid-1970s as an extension of crit-
ical legal studies, which critiqued the ability of the law to address the continuing 
American racial divide and challenged the ideals of meritocracy (Loftin, 2010). 
The lens of CRT unveils the various forms in which racism continually manifests 
itself, despite espoused institutional values regarding equity and social justice  
(Loftin, 2010). For example, CRT is a means of describing encounters and re-
sponses to racial microaggressions, the unconscious and subtle racism that Afri-
can American and other minority students experience at a predominantly white 
institution (PWI) (Solorzano et al., 2000). Such microaggressions harm the cam-
pus climate as a whole, whether at a PWI or minority-serving institution.
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CRT has also been used to view beyond student experiences in higher education 
and examine the policies and practices that inform these experiences. For ex-
ample, Yosso et al. (2004) used CRT to examine rationales for affirmative action 
policies designed to improve access to higher education. These scholars describe 
three rationales frequently used to support or condemn affirmative action poli-
cies, including the color-blind rationale, the diversity rationale, and the remedial 
and community service rationale (Loftin, 2010). Through a CRT analysis of these 
philosophies and the legal decisions, Yosso et al. (2004) illustrate the degree to 
which students of color continue to remain marginalized.

Scholars have also considered how CRT can be incorporated into daily practices 
within the academy (Loftin, 2010). By invoking the tenets of CRT, such as the 
permanence of racism and the use of counter-narrative, we can fully understand 
how to incorporate mechanisms through which students and faculty increase their 
critical thinking skills and awareness about the norms and seeming invisibility 
of racism for students, staff, and instructors throughout the academy (Hughes & 
Giles, 2010). CRT as a framework for educational research illustrates the effective-
ness of its use as a lens to examine race, social justice, and the practices in higher 
education and various public organizations.

Myths and Misperceptions Linked to Race
Students of Color Cannot Cope with the Rigor of Higher Education Coursework

Minority students can perform comparably to their peers. Policies that became 
common in the years following the civil rights period were initially justified as a 
means of redressing past discriminations against Black students while attracting a 
diverse student body that would enrich the educational experience of all students 
(Bowen & Bok, 1998).

Students able to meet the rigor of high school can match college education rig-
or standards. To adequately meet college/university requirements, students need 
instructional practices that provide them access to the academic content. Acces-
sibility may require a range of efforts especially when there have been substantial 
disparities in educational resources and services. Because Black students still earn 
less than ten percent of all degrees conferred in the United States and less than 
five percent of all doctoral degrees, instructors must not discourage students from 
specific fields of study if they meet admission requirements/qualifications (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2010). Having fewer minority graduates is particularly 
true for racial minority students at predominantly white institutions (Astin, 1990).
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University and College Instructors Alter Course Expectations for Students of Color

Universities do not alter coursework or degree requirements, but they can lever-
age opportunities that ensure barriers are removed offering all students an equal 
opportunity to participate in post-secondary educational options (Thomas, 2000). 
Hart et al. (2010) emphasizes the need for instructors to maintain college-level 
work and course rigor and not minimize all students’ expectations. Numerous 
studies have documented the cultural insensitivity that racial minority students 
perceive from white faculty members (Davis et al., 2004; Feagin & Sikes, 1995; 
Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002), as well as the sense of isolation and anxiety that these 
students often feel like a student at a PWI (Loo & Rolison, 1986; Perna et al., 2006; 
Rice & Alford, 1989).

The Work on DEI Should Be for Faculty of Color

The research literature indicates that faculty of color, particularly women, experi-
ence unreasonable institutional demands for race-related service (Brayboy, 2003). 
However, such service commitments rarely yield long-term professional benefits. 
Faculty of color also risk being typecast as someone who prefers race-related ser-
vice. White faculty can and should be involved in the work centered around diver-
sity, equity, cultural responsiveness, and inclusion. Faculty of color are not solely 
responsible for facilitating campus-wide discussions on racial inequities or serving 
as race experts. Some white faculty in higher education are, in fact, embracing an-
ti-racist pedagogy. The challenges that accompany this work are well documented; 
however, the fact remains that dismantling racial inequity is a job for all faculty.

Historical Background
Public Policy Reform Efforts

During the Civil Rights Movement, many institutions of higher learning devel-
oped programs and policies to attract more students of color. In addition, Presi-
dent Lyndon Johnson’s Economic Opportunity Act created national programs that 
have since become more commonly known as the nation’s TRIO programs. These 
provide additional support for students from historically underrepresented groups 
(McElroy & Armesto, 1998). The first of the TRIO programs, Upward Bound, was 
established in 1964. This program was soon followed by the Talent Search pro-
gram, created by the Higher Education Act of 1965 (McElroy & Armesto, 1998). 
Some scholars have recently begun to critique such programs for reliance on insti-
tutional structures that were often exclusive and possibly lacked cultural relevance 
for the students intended to benefit from these programs (White et al., 1998).



CHAPTER 2: A Critical Dialogue about Race and Social Justice: Pedagogy and Practice in Higher Education   |   13

However, it is clear that more significant numbers of racial minority students did 
achieve entrance into the academy and made steady increases in college enroll-
ment due to such programs. However, the political environment of the 1980s and 
early 1990s, which stressed individual initiative and downplayed social respon-
sibility, provided little support for educational programs in general, and higher 
education programs in particular (Altbach et al., 2002).

Hence, the gains made following the Civil Rights Movement dwindled as the 
struggle for equity and diversity on college campuses in America continued. As 
enrollment numbers for Black students climbed, enthusiasm and funding for spe-
cial programs to assist these students waned (Allen, 2005; Smith et al., 2002).

Now more than ever, faculty in higher education need to rethink their perspec-
tive on working with college students, especially now that the recent pandemic 
has unearthed disparities among many students that were previously not evident. 
Together with lax enforcement of civil rights legislation, the current socially and 
politically charged climate should be a wake-up call for all leaders to address the 
racial issues that continue to plague college and university campuses. We cannot 
move the needle forward in creating a more equitable education system until we 
address systemic causes of racism.

Equity Literacy

The central tenet of the framework for equity literacy states that any meaningful 
approach to diversity relies more on teachers’ understandings of equity and ineq-
uity and of justice and injustice than on their understanding of a respective culture 
or disparity in general (Gorsky, 2013). Furthermore, the framework also relies on 
teachers’ abilities to cultivate a robust understanding of how people are treated by 
one another and institutions and a general appreciation of diversity (Swalwell, 2011). 
The idea is to place equity at the center of the diversity conversation. As a diverse 
group, SoC carry a unique need for institutional support. The challenge they face—
access to equitable academic experiences—can only be mitigated by well-organized 
institutional practices and effective instructors who have acquired equity literacy.

Developing equity literacy is a process through which we ensure that policies, 
practices, institutional cultures, and ideologies are actively equitable, purposefully 
attending to the interests of the students and families to whose interests we have 
attended inequitably. By recognizing and deeply understanding these sorts of dis-
parities, we prepare ourselves to proactively and effectively respond to inequity in 
the immediate term. We also strengthen our abilities to foster long-term change 
by redressing institutional and societal conditions that create everyday manifesta-
tions of inequity (Gorsky, 2013).
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From a historical standpoint, the idea of equity began to gather more significant 
public attention in the latter part of the 20th century as the Civil Rights Move-
ment gained momentum and racial minority groups began to demand equitable 
treatment, including access to colleges and universities. In response, the nation’s 
traditionally white IHEs moved away from virtual exclusionary practices to spe-
cial educational opportunities, designed to attract limited enrollments of students 
of color (Anderson, 2002). Inclusion of the programs without proper guidance 
and professional development on implementation of the said programs provided 
access with limited to no support for students of color to matriculate through their 
programs.

Importantly, faculty may not understand how to provide support effectively with-
out proper guidance or might choose not to provide it upon request. Therefore, 
educators must change their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors toward students of 
color by becoming “equity-literate” and understanding the social and academic 
implications of working with this group. Equity-literate educators can recognize, 
respond, and redress inequalities and oppressive ideologies (Gorsky, 2013), in-
cluding providing accommodations to students in need. For example, students of 
color might require additional supports, and denial of these supports negatively 
affects their experience at university (Ridley, 2011; Ryan, 2007); more specifically, 
it affects their academic achievement (Duquette, 2000; Erten, 2011) and sense of 
belonging (Ryan, 2007).

Efforts to achieve equity and diversity in American higher education have, in 
many cases, fallen short of their goals. Students and faculty of color are underrep-
resented in our institutions and continue to struggle with the significant impacts 
of racial discrimination and prejudice (Brayboy, 2003; Butner et al., 2000; Kobrak, 
1992; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Smith et al., 2002). To make progress on this front, we 
must discover strategies to engage a broader spectrum of our campus population 
in the cause of equity and social justice. Without a doubt, white faculty must be 
involved.

Resilience and Asset-Based Approaches Amid Deficit Model Thinking

The barrier most often cited in the literature is professor attitudes toward working 
with diverse students (Gorsky, 2013). College professors typically utilize a one-
size-fits-all approach to teaching. All students are provided the same content si-
multaneously, and the rest is left for students to learn independently. The role of 
professors as facilitators of learning through modeling and provision of remedi-
al assistance may not be evident to most professors. Professors assume all stu-
dents admitted to colleges and universities possess the internal locus of control to 
self-regulate their learning. This belief and attitude give instructors leeway not to 
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provide the much-needed support. Literature supports the benefits of highly ef-
fective instructors (Gorsky, 2013), and the presence of an effective instructor may 
influence the success of all students. Therefore, researchers should carefully assess 
the role of instructors when determining the instructional needs of minority 
students.

Furthermore, students bring a set of values and beliefs, or their “funds of knowl-
edge” (Moll et al., 1992) from their homes and neighborhood cultures that may 
complement or, in some instances, may clash with the institutional culture. When 
these differences contrast with the hegemonic cultural values of the dominant in-
stitutional society, students of color may be viewed as academically inferior to the 
dominant group. Epps (1989) argues that it is not only crucial for all faculty to sup-
port the achievements of minority students, but that white faculty participation in 
this process is “an indication of an institution’s commitment to equality” (p. 23). 
All knowledge is essential and valid as building blocks to new knowledge. Highly 
effective instructors find ways to tap into prior learning and experiences to anchor 
new knowledge as they give credence to each student’s assets.

Social Justice and Student Advocacy

Researchers describe the individual capacities that facilitate student outcomes 
as personal qualities developed from adversity. These capacities include self- 
awareness (Reis et al., 1997), self-determination (Brinckerhoff et al., 2002; Erten, 
2011; Getzel, 2008; Greenbaum et al., 1995), self-advocacy (Erten, 2011; Harrison 
et al., 2007; Wilgosh et al., 2010), a goal-oriented disposition (Duquette, 2000), 
self-discipline (Duquette, 2000; Stage & Milne, 1996; Wilgosh et al., 2010), and  
determination (Duquette, 2000; Greenbaum et al., 1995; Lindstrom, 2007; Reis et 
al., 1997). Students must also determine their learning style during their elemen-
tary and secondary schooling (Lindstrom, 2007; Stage & Milne, 1996; Tsagris & 
Muirhead, 2012) and develop ethics of hard work (Greenbaum et al., 1995; Lind-
strom, 2007; Reis et al., 1997; Wilgosh et al., 2010). While in high school, these 
students must also ensure they have the academic preparation to meet the require-
ments of their post-secondary programs (Duquette, 2000; Webb et al., 2008).

Given all the prerequisite skills required for college and universities, it is no wonder 
numerous students struggle in IHEs. Many students who advance to colleges and 
universities have not adequately prepared for these institutions. Research suggests 
that racial inequality is still a feature of many American IHEs (Smith et al., 2002).

To make progress, we must find means to engage a broader spectrum of our cam-
pus population in the cause of social justice. We must leverage white faculty and 
staff as allies in this important work.



16   |   The Crucial Conversation: Educating Through an Anti-Racist Lens

Microaggressions

Racial microaggressions are brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or 
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that commu-
nicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults toward people of 
color (Sue et al., 2007). There are three forms of microaggression: microassault, 
microinsult, and microinvalidation. A microassault is an explicit racial derogation 
characterized primarily by a verbal or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intend-
ed victim through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or purposeful discriminatory 
actions (Sue et al., 2007). A microinsult is characterized by communications that 
convey rudeness and insensitivity and demean a person’s racial heritage or identity. 
Microinvalidations are characterized by communications that exclude, negate, or 
nullify the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of 
color (Sue et al., 2007).

In a powerful phenomenological study, Davis et al. (2004) investigated high- 
achieving Black students’ experiences at a PWI in the southeastern United States. 
Based on the participants’ academic performance in this study, many would say 
that these students enjoyed successful college experiences. However, these students 
reported numerous repeated incidents of racism, condescension, and sabotage. 
Their experiences were also characterized by feelings of isolation, a constant need 
to prove their intellectual abilities, and a sense of concurrently being somehow 
hyper-visible and invisible (Davis et al., 2004). While these issues remain, faculty 
and administrators should continue to provide critical support for racial minority 
students for whom the challenges of the collegiate experience are compounded by 
the environment of a PWI and its culture.

Inclusive Models in IHEs

Although most faculty members are mindful of overt biases in the classroom 
setting, the recognition and management of microaggressions present more of a 
challenge. Unlike overt prejudice and discrimination, microaggressions are de-
fined as subtle verbal or nonverbal communications, intentional or not, resulting 
in harmful consequences to members of marginalized groups (Solorzano et al., 
2000). While professors may be tempted to ignore instances of bias, identification 
of microaggressions presents an opportunity to address complex issues. Research 
suggests class discussions effectively ameliorate the adverse effects of microag-
gressions (Boysen, 2012; Sue et al., 2011). Professors are charged with creating an  
inclusive classroom community where students feel safe to express their views and 
are comfortable identifying and confronting subtle biases.
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Furthermore, an institutional barrier for minority students is the variation of pol-
icies on inclusion practices adopted by post-secondary institutions versus those in 
elementary and secondary grades (Hindes & Mather, 2007). Once admitted to a 
post-secondary institution, minority students might require continued educational 
support (Orr & Goodman, 2010; Wagner et al., 2005).

Whiteness versus Non-whiteness

According to Delpit (1995), educators of color often feel their deep knowledge 
of their students’ local communities and cultures is devalued because it is often 
grounded in their experience rather than objective research. On the other hand, 
white educators are often unaware of their relationship to “the culture of power” 
because they experience it as natural and commonplace rather than as culturally 
specific. From this vantage point, they then make their assumptions logical and 
objective, inadvertently ignoring other ways of knowing and reproducing hier-
archies of power that privilege their perspectives and voices. One need not look 
further than their everyday household products to realize the universality of their 
design, universality centered on whiteness.

In the multicultural context, the discussion of whiteness theoretically grounds 
a form of teaching that engages students in an examination of the social, politi-
cal, and psychological dimensions of membership in a racial group (Kincheloe, 
1999). A critical pedagogy of whiteness is possible only if we understand, in 
great specificity, the multiple meanings of whiteness and their effects on the way 
white consciousness is historically structured and socially inscribed (Kincheloe, 
1999). Without such appreciations, awareness of the privilege and dominance of 
the white vantage points are buried in the cemetery of power evasion (Kincheloe, 
1999). We need to understand that race is not biological but social and that racial 
classifications have inflicted pain and suffering on non-whites.

Bridging the Racial Divide
Race-Related Dialogue: Which racial group begins the dialogue? Kincheloe 
(1999) states the white identity crisis has placed whites in general, and young 
whites in particular, in a terrifically confusing position. As whites gain conscious-
ness of the racialization of their identity, some feel guilty about their association 
with a group complicit with racial oppression (Loftin, 2010). Then, guilty whites, 
amid the identity struggle, might engage in a form of white self-denigration 
that expresses itself in a conceptualization of non-white cultures as superior to 
white (Loftin, 2010). Others react quite the opposite. Given how conservatism has  
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discursively shaped various cultural expressions in recent years, whites in crisis 
often find greater cultural correspondence with right-wing racial codes and artic-
ulations of racial anxieties (Kincheloe, 1999), quite typical of what we see in the 
media. When conservatives maintain that white people are not permitted to be 
‘white’ anymore, many young whites believe that a conspiracy of anti-white mi-
norities and multiculturalists is repressing their free expression of a white identity 
(Kincheloe, 1999). This conviction fans the flames of white anger against non-
whites and increases racial hostility (Gallagher, 1994; Tatum, 1994; Winant, 1994).

This leads to the all-consuming question: How, then, can we ask whites to begin 
the dialogue on whiteness, equality, and social justice?

Barriers that Prevent Constructive Dialogue from Occurring

Many faculty participants point to institutional expressions of commitment to 
diversity and structures that support diversity among the student body, such as 
an African American cultural center, office of multicultural affairs, and cultural 
events held throughout the year to bring more diverse perspectives to the campus 
environment. While they credit the university administration for some level of 
support, they also critique a lack of institutional accountability and practice to 
demonstrate a genuine desire for change.

Design Principles and Practices to Incorporate into a 
Culturally Relevant Curriculum
Integrating Culturally Responsive Frameworks

Concepts such as culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2000), culturally respon-
sive instruction (Au, 2007), and culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995) promote social justice through a focus on equality and a celebration of 
diversity. Multicultural transformation in higher education occurs at three levels: 
faculty, courses, and program (Brisk, 2008). According to Prater and Devaraux 
(2009), faculty must consider their dispositions, knowledge, and skills that will 
help them engage in multicultural transformation. Self-reflection is essential for 
faculty members, who must examine their own backgrounds, which ultimately 
shaped their cultural values, beliefs, and attitudes. In self-reflecting, faculty must 
recognize that because they come with biases, they need to be willing to openly 
listen to criticism and be prepared to learn from others, including their students. 
They must be willing to change fault and damaging pre-conceived notions toward 
those from diverse backgrounds (Parameswaran, 2007).
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Eliminating oppressive practices: Microaggression is one example of oppressive 
practices that seem subtle but have long-term consequences. When designing 
course content, professors must vet the resources regarding bias and ensure the 
inclusion of multiple perspectives for each course topic. By vetting unbiased re-
sources, they create an environment that avoids subtle microaggression within 
the content. Syllabi should include statements defining respectful communication 
within the classroom environment. Establishing norms for engagement is essential 
so the faculty has a point of reference when addressing issues of microaggression. 
Equally important, educators should continue to self-assess. Faculty conscious-
ness, understanding, and awareness of their actions, whether they elicit microag-
gression tendencies or not, are essential in managing microaggressions.

Incorporating humanizing practices: White faculty must understand that human-
izing education must begin with them, first, by tackling their possessive investment 
in whiteness: understanding how whiteness and its power and privilege affect others 
(Renner et al., 2010). According to Renner et al. (2010), white faculty must espe-
cially understand how whiteness [might] deny power to others, so that they may 
reposition themselves to work alongside others. Then, they must maintain constant 
vigilance of the socialized power relationships that exist to constantly challenge any 
predisposed approach that may contribute to further dehumanization.

Renner et al. (2010) imagine that developing a proper intercultural education will 
involve unpacking the layers of injustice and reorganizing, restructuring, and re- 
humanizing systems of power—a more empowering education that expands and 
intertwines, generatively, with our partners. Importance must be placed on the  
values as a whole, and their interconnectedness, not individually on any one piece. 
In essence, these pieces are necessary to engage in a more humanizing pedagogy.

Engaging white faculty as allies: As indicated several times within this chap-
ter, the role of white faculty in the dialogue about race is critical. According to  
Loftin (2010), white faculty may interweave a social justice orientation within 
their traditional teaching, research, and service roles. In each of these roles, fac-
ulty can illustrate a variety of strategies that may be useful to other faculty who 
desire to contribute to a more equitable campus climate. White faculty efforts that 
support the recruitment and retention of both students and faculty of color and 
exemplify the daily activities necessary to build and sustain diversity within the 
institution are necessary to continue the dialogue and action toward racial equity 
and social justice (Loftin, 2010). Scholars have suggested that the definition of fac-
ulty work must evolve to meet the changing demands of higher education (Boyer, 
1990; Ward, 2003), including the need to address the needs of the full range of 
constituents who participate in higher education (Loftin, 2010). Thus, any attempt 
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to reconceive faculty work, its roles, and rewards would be incomplete without 
further consideration of how this restructuring might address the cause of social 
justice within our colleges and universities.

Conclusion
As university and college administrators develop initiatives to move beyond rhet-
oric toward a campus culture of genuine inclusiveness, they should consider the 
work already being done within their organization and find ways to build on these 
efforts. As Brayboy (2003) suggests, “institutions that truly value diversity must 
move toward considering wholesale changes in their underlying structures and 
day-to-day activities, especially if they are truly committed to refocusing the his-
torical legacies of institutional, epistemological, and societal racisms that pervade 
colleges and universities” (p. 74). The administrators and faculty control curricu-
lum and admissions standards at most colleges and universities; they must proac-
tively make the necessary changes in what and how students are engaged in IHEs. 
Administrators and faculty have the resolve to change the implicit and institution-
al biases that lead to the underrepresentation of minority candidates in various 
professional fields.

More importantly, white faculty must play an essential role in the dialogue about 
and process of equity and social justice for racial minority students at predomi-
nantly white institutions (Brown et al., 1999; Kobrak, 1992).
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 Current undergraduate students live in an increasingly diverse and complicated 
world in which the color of one’s skin has critical social meaning even though it 
has nearly no biological meaning (Yudell, 2011). To fl ourish in a society where 
racism literally makes those who perpetrate it and experience it physically ill 
(Lee et al., 2015; Leitner et al., 2016), students must have the ability to eff ectively 
communicate with and understand people who are diff erent from themselves. 
Undergraduate institutions must prepare students for this reality so that students 
can collaborate with diverse populations eff ectively, free from the negative impact 
of discrimination and bias. Students who learn to practice cultural humility will 
thrive in this global society as they will have productive discussions about race-
based topics that can foster actual societal change. Cultural humility encompasses 
not just cultural competency (beliefs, knowledge, and skills that allow one to ef-
fectively interact with diverse others) but requires life-long introspection of one’s 
own culture and worldview to evaluate how they infl uence one’s relationships with 
others (Tervalon & Murray-García, 1998).

Furthermore, cultural humility is a bridge between cultural competence and so-
cial justice because it helps people to not only understand themselves, but how to 
advocate for others (Fisher, 2020). For example, cultural humility can foster the 
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ability of a European American student who has never been fearful of police offi-
cers, to comprehend the fear that grips so many African Americans when they see 
those flashing red and blue lights. It helps guide students toward an understanding 
of self and others in a way that moves society away from bias and discrimination.

Cultural humility assists individuals in understanding that their own worldview is 
not universal, that they must regularly engage in self-reflection and self-critique 
to grow, and that they must strive to understand the culture and perspectives of 
others in order to understand others’ motivations (Moore-Bembry, 2020). Terva-
lon and Murray-García (1998) note that cultural humility breaks down the power 
differentials between people allowing for reciprocal learning, such that students 
are not just learning from their instructors but fostering the growth and develop-
ment of their instructors as well. In addition, those with cultural humility are more 
likely to be trusted, which will help students build strong working and personal 
relationships across races (Hook et al., 2013).

This chapter examines the foundations of cultural humility, how it can support stu-
dents in their academics, careers, and personal life, and methods for teaching cultur-
al humility in undergraduate courses. Cultural humility must be actively developed 
throughout undergraduate students’ college careers, particularly in courses designed 
to address race, culture, power, or oppression, giving students the skills needed to 
grapple with challenging issues regularly encountered in today’s society.

History of Cultural Humility
Cultural humility was originally conceived to support health care workers in their 
efforts to provide the best care possible to patients (Tervalon & Murray-García, 
1998). It was designed to help shift the power imbalances between health care 
providers and patients by creating a mutual learning environment in which the 
provider is the health expert, but the patient is the expert on their own experience 
and body. This shift would help patients feel respected and “seen” in the health care 
setting while creating a relationship of trust that would assist providers in deliver-
ing effective care. For example, Hook and colleagues (2013) found that clients had 
better working relationships with their therapist when said therapist had strong 
cultural humility. Furthermore, this stronger relationship, related to feeling like 
therapy, had improved the clients’ outcomes in addition to being related to ther-
apists engaging in fewer microaggressions (i.e., slights and insults based on race 
or other identities). Cultural humility has been demonstrated as critical to better 
outcomes in helping relationships.
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Since its inception, cultural humility has spread to other fields, particularly educa-
tion, social work, and counseling because of its wide-reaching value. Some find it 
more useful to understand race and culture than cultural competence, which focuses 
on acquiring skills and knowledge (Abe, 2020). It is a value system, an orientation to-
ward others, and a way of being in a world where other cultures are considered with 
respect and curiosity. Foronda and colleagues (2016) highlight that cultural humility 
grows out of self-awareness, self-reflection, and self-critique while also noting its 
important role in fostering openness and supportive interactions. It also fosters rela-
tionship building by considering how power—both individual and systemic—plays 
a role in understanding culture, privilege, and marginalization (Abbott et al., 2019). 
Cultural humility remains a useful tool for facilitating understanding of self, others, 
and systems, which makes it impactful across disciplines striving to understand the 
impact of difference on various constructs.

Benefits of Learning Cultural Humility
Undergraduate students, from various fields, who hope to be successful in a global 
job market need cultural humility to establish productive working relationships in 
racially and culturally diverse teams. Furthermore, these skills and ways of being 
help the students to understand themselves, others, and systems.

Understanding of Self

Cultural humility requires deep reflection and critique of one’s thought processes and 
behaviors that necessitate a cognitive level of understanding and an emotional one 
(Ross, 2010). The emotional impact of attitudes and beliefs caused by cultural differ-
ences can contribute to racism, sexism, heterosexism, and many other harmful neg-
ative prejudgments. Therefore, individuals must grapple with the feelings that arise 
during self-reflection, such as anger, anxiety, disappointment, and hope. Assessing 
emotional reactions in difficult or sensitive situations is important for developing cul-
tural humility and indicates acknowledgment of biases, beliefs, and assumptions that 
may have been unknown (Sanchez et al., 2019). Furthermore, this understanding of 
emotions is necessary for growth in self-awareness (Patallo, 2019). As students engage 
in the work of challenging their worldviews, negative emotions are not interpreted as 
a barrier to growth but are critical to development because they uncover aspects of the 
self that may contribute to the discrimination or oppression of others.

When individuals cultivate an in-depth understanding of how they view and en-
gage with the world and others, this broadens their consciousness, allowing them 
to grow in cultural humility. For example, evaluating one’s own culture as the 
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standard to which one compares others leads to ethnocentrism, which elevates 
the dominant culture and elicits negative feelings toward marginalized cultures 
(Keith, 2012). This power imbalance demonstrates that ethnocentrism must be 
disrupted for cultural humility to develop. Furthermore, culture is complicated, 
so focusing on the intersectionality of one’s own identity produces a deeper level 
of awareness and appreciation of self, and ultimately others (Farrelly et al., 2021). 
Individuals must consider not only their race/ethnicity and how it impacts their 
position in the world and perspective but also their gender, sexual orientation, age, 
religion, ability, and class. These factors play an essential role in understanding 
one’s relationship to privilege, oppression, and power. Comprehension of power 
dynamics and one’s role in society allows individuals to maintain an interpersonal 
stance that is other-oriented, permitting them to see how the multiple identities 
of others influence their own place and viewpoint in the world (Dickinson et al., 
2021). Through cultural humility, a person can make a conscious effort to consider 
the needs, thoughts, and feelings of others by first understanding themselves.

Relating to Others

There are many benefits to learning cultural humility, not just for personal de-
velopment but also for one’s career and for fostering positive relationships with 
others. Cultural humility is essential for strengthening one’s ethical cross-cultural 
practice (Harindranathan et al., 2021) because it fosters cultural understanding 
and reduces bias, allowing for the development and maintenance of respectful 
partnerships. Acquiring cultural humility skills also helps avoid cultural stereo-
typing and optimizes culturally sensitive communication with others. This is be-
cause overemphasis on shared group characteristics undervalues differences and 
exacerbates disconnection (Ortega & Coulborn, 2011), and cultural humility pro-
vides the space to understand individuals from various backgrounds more deeply, 
disrupting stereotypical notions. Cultural humility can bridge the gap of discon-
nection between different cultures producing healthy relationships in professional 
and personal settings.

Cultural humility can also support relationships because it includes a life-long 
requirement of examining one’s patterns of intentional or unintentional racism 
(Ross, 2010). Race is a social construct that has been internalized and integrated 
into every aspect of society, thereby supporting the emergence of racist percep-
tions. Hook and Davis (2019) suggest that the development of cultural humility 
requires diving into complex racial dynamics such as discrepant levels of power as 
well as an exploration of one’s own racist and biased thoughts and feelings. For ex-
ample, society is expected to ignore the redrawing of congressional lines in states, 
allowing gerrymandering to place people of color in voting districts that allow the 
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dominant culture to remain in power. With increased levels of cultural humility, 
many of those in the dominant culture would join with those of color to express 
their outrage at continued efforts to suppress the power of marginalized groups. 
Acknowledging racism and taking accountability for misinformed actions reduces 
the desire to minimize poor behaviors and deny one’s biased views. Cultural hu-
mility encourages individuals to examine their behavior and disrupts the tendency 
to be complacent toward biased, racist thoughts and behavior.

How Is Cultural Humility Developed?
Cultural humility is a critical skill for undergraduate students to learn, preparing 
them for the realities of an increasingly diverse future as we embrace being a global 
society. Students will likely work and live in diverse spaces; therefore, their college 
education will do them a significant service by helping them to develop the skills 
to productively work and live in these spaces as citizens of the globe. Abbott and 
colleagues (2019) suggest that undergraduate activities that work to support the 
development of cultural humility should include an opportunity for self-reflection, 
examination and consideration of diverse worldviews, connection and collabora-
tion with others, and possibly a social justice element. Learning about self is ideally 
connected repeatedly with learning about others, not only in the classroom, but also 
in the larger society (Kellums Baraka et al., 2019). Cultural humility is also facili-
tated by grounding learning in an understanding of systems as well as how history 
impacts current realities of oppression. Such historically based readings, along with 
texts written by diverse authors, and discussions and visuals of experts of color, are 
crucial to helping students see that professors are genuine in their efforts to expose 
them to diverse perspectives. For example, the textbook African American psychol-
ogy: A positive psychology perspective, takes the stance that in order to know about 
the realities of African Americans today, we must examine history (DeFreitas, 2020). 
Due to this assumption, history is actively examined throughout this psychology 
textbook. Instructors are responsible for selecting the content that demonstrates an 
openness to grappling with differences and the structures that make differences mat-
ter to prepare students for operating in a diverse world.

Research suggests that cultural humility courses, reflective journaling, and inter-
actions with other cultures significantly aid in the development of cultural humil-
ity (Dickinson et al., 2021; Harindranathan et al., 2021; Ross, 2010; Sanchez et al., 
2019; Sloane & Petra, 2021; Trull & Myers, 2020). Courses specifically created to 
educate on multiculturalism and cultural humility can be a safe place for individu-
als to learn (Farrelly et al., 2021; Sanchez et al., 2019). However, in order for these 
activities to be effective, the educator must first create a space in which students 
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feel safe to express their worldviews, respectfully challenge their classmates, and 
allow themselves to be vulnerable enough so that they can consider the possi-
bility of growth and change. Diversity should not be viewed as just a problem to 
solve, but as an opportunity for personal development (Lund & Lee, 2015). An 
educational environment that welcomes challenging conversations and difficult 
questions facilitates growth for all participants. Students must be comfortable ex-
ploring their shortcomings and be open to learning about others and new ideas to 
produce positive changes in perceptions.

Learning Environment/Brave Space

A brave space is an environment in which students and the instructor are equal 
learning partners, operating from a model that values respect, openness, and sup-
port. As part of creating a brave space, instructors should model cultural humility in 
their own behavior by participating in self-reflection, examining their own cultural 
and racial identity, and exploring how power, privilege, and marginalization play out 
in their reality (Abbott et al., 2019). These actions can occur in any classroom, no 
matter the discipline or course content. Such work will help professors avoid using 
examples that only support their worldview. Instructors should actively discuss their 
life-long process of learning about self and others with students, particularly high-
lighting that they do not just educate students but also learn from them. Instructors 
can model the approach of sharing their own positionality with students so that 
students begin to understand how one’s identities impact their worldview (Kellums 
Baraka et al., 2019). For example, an instructor of history may reflect on how they 
resonate particularly with the work of Ella Baker in the Civil Rights Movement due 
to her own identity as a Black woman, discussing the nature of power and its impact 
on why so few people know who Baker is today despite her vital role. Instructors are 
responsible for leading the development of brave learning spaces by first modeling 
their own cultural humility journey through their own self-reflection.

When instructors work to create brave spaces, which includes supporting students 
as they reflect on their own salient identities, emphasizing the fact that students 
are experts about their worldview, and encouraging students to share their real-
ities in the learning space, this creates a positive learning environment. A brave 
space must be free from humiliation and move students toward exploring their 
perspectives. The instructor must actively encourage and accept diverse views in 
classroom discussion. Small acts of pedagogical appreciation, such as thanking  
students for sharing, asking students to reflect on their peers’ comments, and 
creating environments for respectful disagreement, all support brave spaces in 
the classroom. Class norms and expectations should be created collaboratively 
through an instructor-facilitated process that guides students in discussions about 
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their fears when tackling complex issues, such as race and racism, and how oth-
er students could support them to push through their fear (Rosen et al., 2017).  
Explicitly ask students what this space needs to be like for them to feel safe shar-
ing their thoughts on sensitive issues. Instructors must also engage in mentoring 
relationships that demonstrate that they respect and honor the cultural identi-
ties of their students. For example, students of color, particularly Black or African 
American students, are often considered to be experts on issues of race and racism 
(deKoven, 2011). Instructors can lean into this notion and allow these students 
to take the lead in classroom discussions in a manner that demonstrates cultural 
humility utilizing respect, curiosity, and a posture of learning without pressuring 
students to tell their stories. A brave space is one in which the learner can state 
their unwillingness to discuss a topic further and set their boundaries. Students 
can thrive and grow in a setting where value is found in all perspectives.

Self-assessment and Reflection

Though cultural humility necessitates a willingness and openness to uncover, 
sometimes, painful characteristics about oneself (Sanchez et al., 2019), this ex-
posure, though distressful, creates an opportunity to gain knowledge of different 
cultures and grow in cultural humility. This is no minuscule task and can feel over-
whelming at times; however, with consistency, attention to detail, and maintaining 
cultural humility will become more innate. Reflective journaling provides indi-
viduals a way to reflect on thoughts and feelings without fear of judgment from 
others. These reflections may focus on examinations of students’ own power and 
privilege. Additionally, such work can help students consider their intersectional 
identities and how being a homosexual Latinx man may be very different from just 
being homosexual, Latinx, or a man.

Moreover, reflections are critical to helping students understand not only their 
power and privilege, but where they may be oppressed and marginalized. Journal-
ing is a tool that can be used to monitor improvements made in cultural humility 
(Sanchez et al., 2019) and increase awareness of unearned privileges (Dickinson et 
al., 2021) due to its facilitation of introspection (Schuessler et al., 2012). Schuessler 
and colleagues (2012) conducted a study examining the reflective journals of 
nursing students and found that the self-reflective process helped students to see 
other ways of being and cultures as interesting. This facilitated students’ realiza-
tions of how to adjust their own behavior to foster better interactions with others.  
Reflective journaling pushes students to develop critical thinking and self-reflection 
skills by examining their own, sometimes challenging, experiences, thoughts, and 
values as they move toward cultural humility.
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Several strategies can be used to make reflective writings more effective in the 
development of cultural humility. First, using specific questions to guide reflec-
tions is critical (Hollinsworth, 2013) as they can be designed to help students 
examine particular elements of power and privilege (See appendix A). These 
writings may incite greater development of cultural humility when instructors 
support reflections with thoughtful comments that create a deeper dialogue be-
tween the instructor and students, allowing for uncertainty and encouraging risk  
(Hollinsworth, 2013), helping the student to understand why they believe what 
they believe (Fisher, 2020), and assist the student in making meaning of what they 
are experiencing (Sanchez et al., 2019). The comments create an opportunity for 
dialogue so that students may be required to address the instructor. This reflective 
process builds knowledge for the student and the instructor. Using specific writing 
aims to consider one’s experiences and then to critically reflect and dialogue about 
thoughts and feelings, significantly improving self-awareness.

A specific, reflective writing task, examining one’s Shadow-Beasts, may be partic-
ularly useful for developing cultural humility. The term Shadow-Beast comes from 
the work of Anzaldúa (2004), who argued that multicultural individuals might 
have an internal conflict between their dominant and marginalized identities due 
to the fear that parts of themselves would not be accepted by their in-group. This 
conflictual process results in the Shadow-Beast, a creature of anger and turmoil. 
The Shadow-Beast self-reflection assignment requires students to examine inter-
sectional identities that might result in conflict. Students examine ethnicity/race 
along with another identity such as gender, sexuality, ability, or political views 
that they may feel they need to hide because they may not be accepted by their  
ethnic/racial in-group. Students who engage in such assignments experience a re- 
examination of their ethnic/racial group that fosters a desire to counter stereo-
types and shift power imbalances (Sloane & Petra, 2021). When students grapple 
with the complexity of race and culture, they often can extrapolate lessons about 
themselves and connect this knowledge to how they view others. Students who 
understand the impact their culture has on them, while appreciating the variety 
among all cultures, are walking a path of cultural humility.

Contact with Other Cultures

For many students, self-reflection within a brave space will not be sufficient for 
them to develop cultural humility. If students have not had enough exposure to 
other cultures, they may have difficulty imagining other perspectives. For that  
reason, engagement with diverse others is critical to building cultural humility 
within students. This engagement can look very different, but ideally should be 
supervised and guided by faculty to ensure that relationships with others are col-
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laborative and genuine (Fisher, 2020). Students must be taught that they are not 
to seek control in these interactions, but to engage respectfully from a posture 
of learning. Therefore, instructors must teach them active listening skills such as 
focusing on what the speaker is saying—not their own reactions to it—and clari-
fying to make sure that they understand the perspective of the other. Furthermore, 
instructors can help students fight the instinct to always compare the experiences 
of others with their own experiences; typically, this leads to value judgments that 
can be damaging to building a connection. Students may engage with different 
populations in service-learning, study-abroad, community-based participatory 
research, or classroom discussions. Their exposure may also be through readings 
or videos and ideally, should repeatedly happen over time. No matter how the ex-
posure to other cultures manifests, it must be facilitated in a brave or safe space by 
an instructor well versed in cultural humility, in which self-analysis is encouraged 
to best support cultural humility development.

Service-Learning. Interacting with individuals of different cultures can be benefi-
cial in expanding understanding of others and can often be accomplished through 
service-learning projects. These projects often target low-resource communities 
and potentially can reproduce power imbalances. Therefore, instructors must be 
careful to avoid discussing service-learning from a charity model that focuses on a 
deficit perspective in which the students are helping the community through their 
volunteerism. Instead, instructors must use a change model that grounds the ac-
tivity in social inequality, works to understand relevant societal issues, and views 
community members as experts in the problems and the solutions (Abe, 2020; Lee 
& Lund, 2016). Assignments that require students to reflect on oppression, power, 
and privilege in their service-learning setting can support this education. Once 
faculty builds students’ knowledge of oppression, merely asking students to reflect 
on how systemic racism has played a role in creating power differentials in current 
social issues, such as food deserts, environmental racism, or the lower rates of 
women in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) can spark 
profound realizations that lead to change. When students can comprehend the 
complexities of today’s social issues, then they can more easily focus on learning 
from the community and being of service to the community, not saving the com-
munity with their power and privilege, which would repeat the cycles of systemic 
oppression. Service-learning can be a powerful opportunity for students to learn 
about other cultures when instructors help students to see that communities often 
know exactly what to do to support themselves but can benefit from students sup-
porting their efforts to counteract systems of oppression and put in the hard work 
to listen to and support the community.
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Active Cultural Learning/Study-Abroad. Active cultural learning and study-
abroad are opportunities for students to “interact” with diverse others in an ef-
fort to build cultural humility and are thus similar to service-learning. However, 
these activities are typically centered around issues of culture or nationality, while 
service-learning often focuses on a social problem. Both active cultural learning 
and study-abroad were designed to expose students to different cultures to foster 
learning about those cultures; the primary difference is the travel related to study-
abroad. As a result, more students have the opportunity to be engaged in active 
cultural learning since only about 10.9% of students participate in study-abroad 
(Redden, 2018). Exposure to different cultural realities fosters the development of 
insight and the ability to understand others.

Active cultural learning may include reading or viewing the first-hand narratives of 
diverse populations and can significantly influence cultural humility development, 
particularly when paired with self-reflection. Among a group of primarily white so-
cial work students who learned about social justice issues in other cultures through 
nonfiction narratives and guest speakers, efforts to examine the experiences of oth-
ers led to their own self-awareness and development of cultural humility (Harin-
dranathan et al., 2021). Further, social work students who learned from their clients’ 
autobiographies were able to focus on learning from the client, engage in respectful 
discussions, and see the client as an expert (Hollinsworth, 2013). Similarly, students 
who were preparing to be teachers found that listening to the stories of the youth 
they were tutoring helped them see that though the youth needed help with aca-
demics, they held a variety of other strengths and skills; by getting to know these stu-
dents, these future teachers were better able to help them be academically successful 
(Tinkler & Tinkler, 2016). Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of 
knowing and understanding a person in being able to best work with them. Through 
actively engaging with the stories and lives of diverse others, students can engage in 
reflection that fosters cultural humility and effective relationships.

Studying abroad can also be critical to the development of cultural humility be-
cause it facilitates intergroup contact, which is necessary for reducing discrimi-
nation and bias (Dessel & Rodenborg, 2017). Note that studying abroad is most 
powerful when a diverse group of students travels to a space that is very different 
culturally from what they know. White students traveling to Europe for study-
abroad likely will not have the effect of shifting their worldviews in the profound 
ways necessary for true cultural humility development. Ideally, study-abroad ex-
periences will be opportunities for students to see the community cultural wealth 
(Yosso, 2005) found in these diverse spaces such that they learn the strengths and 
resources utilized by groups of people very different from themselves. Experiences 
where students have meaningful interaction with people of different worldviews, 
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as well as see the value of those perspectives, help to foster the reflection needed 
for cultural humility development.

Even though studying abroad is particularly powerful when there is exposure to 
a different culture, it may also be significant to seek to learn about one’s ancestral 
home or other parts of their ethnic/racial diaspora. For Black and Hispanic stu-
dents, studying abroad in countries where they are not the racial/ethnic minority 
can be particularly empowering due to the push and pull that they experience 
(Hartman et al., 2020). They are pushed into noting that there are cultural differ-
ences between the host country and their home, but pulled by the fact that they 
are racially or ethnically similar and attracted to the idea of being in the majority. 
This is an excellent space for self-reflection to occur in a meaningful way, and may 
help them to view their own privilege differently.

Community-Based Participatory Research. Community-based participatory re-
search (CBPR) is a research perspective that centers on the community’s needs, 
allowing students to be exposed to and learn from the community while being in-
volved in the development of a research project that supports the community. This 
work requires collaboration with the community throughout every stage of the re-
search process, which facilitates mutual learning and supports the community by 
working on an issue that is of value to them. CBPR involves an examination of the 
community’s relationship with research, and trust-building may be a critical part 
of the success of such projects. When conducting CBPR, it is critical to note that 
some knowledge may be held as sacred to the group and not for others to know 
(Abbott et al., 2019). Understanding this perspective teaches student-researchers 
that they do not hold the authority to “know” everything.

Furthermore, taking a culturally humble approach helps student-researchers 
avoid comparison approaches, particularly avoiding using European Americans 
as their comparison group. It is valid and appropriate to focus on understanding a 
cultural or racial group on their own, particularly when any differences from dom-
inant groups might be interpreted as deficits. Furthermore, student self-reflection 
during CBPR can assist students in aligning their behavior with their cultural 
humility perspective, focusing on the strengths of the community, and process-
ing their experiences with in-group/out-group conflict (Ross, 2010). Professors 
can facilitate this process by asking students to reflect on what they are learning 
from the community, their challenges with accepting the realities of others, and 
how they have navigated any misunderstandings with the community members. 
See Minkler and Wallerstein (2008) or Leavy (2017) for thorough explanations of 
CBPR methods. CBPR can be a useful tool for fostering cultural humility during 
the research process, particularly when students engage in self-reflection.
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Classroom Discussions. Many of the strategies noted above may be challenging 
for novice instructors to learn, but classroom discussions and dialogues can be 
an effective method of supporting the development of cultural humility that can 
be led by most educators. Even students can lead mutual help groups under the 
correct guidance. Either way, the environment for discussion must allow for in-
dividuals to engage in discussion and self-exploration without fear of judgment. 
Classroom discussions can help move students toward cultural humility, when 
they examine how culture or worldview impacts their interpretation of informa-
tion. This can be done in any discipline. Consider the English professor who has 
students contemplate how their cultural background impacts their interpretation 
of a poem and then consider how the background of the author, or the perspective 
of a different worldview, would influence interpretation. Classroom discussion is 
an opportunity in which most college instructors can support the development of 
cultural humility by helping students see how their cultural worldview influences 
the way they see and understand the world, which leads them to understand that 
this is true for everyone.

One method of classroom discussion is intergroup dialogues, which is an  
evidence-based practice used to facilitate complex conversations such as those 
about race and culture. The goal is to bring together people from at least two dif-
ferent identity groups to engage in facilitated discussion with the task of moving 
toward empathy and connection to diverse others and creating an opportunity for 
collaboration toward social justice. Such practices work best in spaces in which 
trust has been built among the group participants and relationships have been 
formed (Brady et al., 2017). Discussions that actively engage students, centering 
on their identity, can provide them the freedom to dialogue with others with a 
common goal of learning.

Mutual help groups are another type of classroom discussion conducted in spac-
es in which students can assist each other in sharing their feelings about racism 
and other issues of race. Mutual help groups help to reduce defensiveness in these 
difficult discussions when compared with lecturing only (Kernahan et al., 2014). 
Such spaces are also effective at helping students have less shame and stigma about 
where they are in their development of cultural humility as others will likely be 
in the same space. This can create an opportunity for encouragement and help- 
seeking (Apgar, 2021). With the creation of a safe space that allows for mutual help, 
instructors facilitate the work that needs to be done in order for cultural humility 
to develop. In these environments, students can examine their values and biases 
as well as how they impact their lives and others’ lives. In addition, these spaces 
give students the skills and ability to be supportive and encouraging outside of the 
classroom, in their future careers, and in their personal lives. Mutual help groups 
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can be conducted over the semester, may focus on just one class session, or be an 
assignment conducted outside of class. Instructors collaborate with students to 
set the ground rules for creating the brave space, form groups that will allow stu-
dents to interact with diverse others, feel safe, and are available in case the students 
need additional support. A study of a diverse group of undergraduate social work 
students found that a series of mutual help sessions focusing on racism helped 
increase student self-reflection on how they participate in racism intentionally and 
unintentionally (Apgar, 2021). Mutual help spaces in the classroom are an oppor-
tunity for students to be responsible for their own learning as they shape the topics 
of discussion and work to support each other with the assistance of the instructor.

Cultural humility can be taught to undergraduate students through various meth-
ods as noted above; however, it is important to remember that self-reflection on 
any of these activities, along with feedback from the instructor to assist in process-
ing their personal analysis, is crucial to students’ learning. The learning process 
will be deeper with a skilled guide to foster students’ thinking and to support a 
deep analysis of emotions and thoughts.

Challenges in Teaching Cultural Humility
Though there are many benefits to teaching cultural humility in the undergrad-
uate classroom, it should be noted that this may be a challenging task for some 
instructors. For many professors, this work is new to them, and they likely will 
need to embark on their own self-reflection journeys before leading their students 
down this path. Some professors that identify as white may experience challenges 
when teaching courses focused on race, particularly when they feel that they are 
impostors, and still having room to grow in their personal anti-racist development 
(Smith et al., 2017). However, Hollinsworth (2013) noted that anti-racist teaching 
should ideally be the responsibility of those who share white privilege. White pro-
fessors must know that though they are experiencing discomfort, they should per-
sist and model vulnerability in their race-based work with their students (Brady et 
al., 2017). Professors should share their own discomfort and let the students know 
that they are still on their cultural humility journey, as it is a life-long process. 
However, for some topics, it may be ideal to invite guest speakers to share another 
voice. These choices for guest speakers should be strategic and reasons for the 
choices should be shared with the class as this models cultural humility (Brazill, 
2020).

Additionally, instructors may need skills in facilitating the brave spaces that are 
needed to do this work. Skills in classroom management, and perhaps group  
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facilitation, may be needed to guide students through these discussions and activi-
ties (Apgar, 2021). Faculty may also benefit from learning about constructs such as 
colorblind ideology, systemic racism, white fragility and guilt, and the just-world 
hypothesis to provide them with the necessary background to examine systems 
of power and privilege (Nnawulezi et al., 2020). Finally, instructors need to take a 
hard look at how their disciplines have perpetuated inequalities and address these 
factors in the classroom (Fisher, 2020). Such work helps students recognize the 
genuine desire of professors to move beyond the status quo and do the hard work 
necessary to foster justice, equity, and inclusion.

Motivating Those Who Do Not Value Cultural Humility

For numerous reasons, some students will have no interest in building cultural 
humility or examining issues of race, oppression, or power; however, these are 
the students who may benefit the most from such efforts. Various scholars have 
addressed issues, such as white resistance, white guilt, and white fragility to un-
derstand the resistance that some white people have toward examining, under-
standing, and combating racism (see DiAngelo, 2018; Flynn, 2015). Some white 
people may feel that admitting racial issues exist diminishes their own status, as 
they struggle through the realization that portions of their status in the world are 
unearned. Furthermore, others may shift focus from power imbalances and other 
types of oppression to issues of social class, stating that race is not the critical 
issue (Nnawaluzi et al., 2020). Misleading ideas such as this should be examined 
thoroughly to help students to understand the critical impact of race on oppres-
sion. Faculty must recognize that this is difficult work; therefore, students must be 
motivated and prepared to embrace it. Students may benefit from knowing that 
racism is harmful to society in so many profound ways, such as the negative im-
pact on health for those living in communities with higher rates of racism (Lee et 
al., 2015; Leitner et al., 2016), reduced earnings, and productivity in business due 
to low rates of diversity (Hunt et al., 2015), and poor educational outcomes due 
to systemic and individual racism (Tatum, 2017). DiAngelo (2018) suggests that 
a paradigm shift can assist with this work by helping students to realize we are all 
impacted by the racist society that we live in, that though we may be unconscious 
of our role in racism, we can learn about racism and our role in it, and that the 
cure for guilt is taking action. Engaging in a journey to build cultural humility is 
the first step of that action. It may take some work to foster this paradigm shift but 
assigning student peer partners who are further along in their cultural humility 
development that provide mentorship along this process can be helpful. Though 
some students may resist movement toward cultural humility, instructors can en-
gage in supportive actions to guide their process.
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Students who resist the development of cultural humility may also benefit from 
examining one of their own marginalized identities or the marginalized identity 
of a close loved one. If a middle-class white student can realize how her identity, 
as a woman, impacts her place in the world, including her status and how she ex-
amines her own reality, she may be able to consider more closely how the race or 
ethnicity of others impacts their reality. Nnawulezi and colleagues (2020) note that 
this type of work enables perspective-taking, which fosters empathy—the ability 
to understand the experiences of another—a critical aspect of cultural humility. 
Students can be led toward cultural humility when they can apply understandings 
of oppression and stratification to their own lived reality and extrapolate to others.

It is also important to note that some instructors, particularly faculty of color, 
women, and others who identify as marginalized, may experience resistance from 
students when asking them to engage with cultural humility (Abbott et al., 2019) 
because students may see this as the instructor pushing their own personal agenda. 
These professors must have their institution’s clear and visible support to be suc-
cessful. College administrations are responsible for building and maintaining a 
school culture that values diversity, equity, and inclusion in order for professors 
to be effective in encouraging the growth of cultural humility in those who are 
resistant. This is beyond the scope of this chapter, but such discussions can be 
found in the work of Thompson (2018) and Sundt and colleagues (2017). When 
faculty have the support of the college administration and the mandate to support 
diversity is clear and consistent, students will be less resistant to learning cultural 
humility, as it will be a regular aspect of their education.

Both instructors and students may find that teaching and learning cultural hu-
mility are particularly challenging. When the benefits of self-awareness, improved 
relationships, and an increased understanding of others are considered, many will 
be inspired to at least try to grow. Others will continue to resist. It is important that 
instructors do not give up on their efforts due to a few students’ resistance to this 
work. These are just a few of the obstacles that will have to be overcome to support 
the development of cultural humility among college students, and administrative 
support for instructors who prioritize this difficult work is imperative for success 
in this demanding work.
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Conclusion
Cultural humility is critical to successfully building effective relationships across 
cultures in our increasingly diverse society. The observed racial and ethnic shift in 
the United States suggests that more than half of the population will belong to a 
non-white group by 2044 (Cervantes & Clark, 2020). The growing diversity in the 
global world and the United States, along with the realization that bias and rac-
ism in social systems have real-life, negative consequences for many, supports the  
notion that cultural humility is needed among our workforce and the general pop-
ulation. With this approach, institutions and businesses will thrive because human 
beings will be able to learn from and develop solutions to problems that are cur-
rently disrupting advancement in society. For example, we know that racial/ethnic 
diversity is lacking among many career populations such as teachers (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2017–2018), doctors (AAMC, 2019), psychologists (Lin et al., 
2018), and lawyers (ABA, 2020). This lack of diversity has real-life consequences 
for people of color who are not “seen” in these spaces. Students of color do not re-
ceive education, health treatment, or legal support that is designed for their needs 
because there are so few professionals in those spaces that consider that their needs 
may be different. Students who learn cultural humility in the classroom are often 
able to distinguish how they can translate their learning to their future careers 
or personal life, ultimately alleviating some of these social concerns. For exam-
ple, students with aspirations to be teachers learned how to create brave spaces in 
their college courses and noted a desire to create such a space in their own future 
classrooms (Brazill, 2020). Increasing cultural humility among the workforce can 
help the voices of the marginalized to come to the forefront and improve various 
outcomes for diverse populations.

Cultural humility helps us shift our worldview and be receptive to the perspective 
of others, viewing their reality with dignity, openness, and curiosity. A recent stu-
dent’s awareness about what she was learning “was not weird, but someone’s cul-
ture,” embodies the movement we would like to see in students. Students should be 
able to view the world’s diverse peoples as the rich resource they are and recognize 
the wealth of knowledge and perspectives that are available to absorb. By creating 
students who hunger for understanding of others, educators make space for every-
one in the world to grow and prosper professionally and personally so that we can 
create more equitable discipline practices in school, improve health outcomes for 
people of color, and foster a criminal justice system that enforces its laws equally 
among all people. By teaching students today, we improve tomorrow.
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Appendix A
Self-Reflection Questions to Facilitate Cultural Humility Development

1. Imagine that aliens come to Earth and want to know about your culture. What 
would you discuss with them first and why? How would you explain your 
culture to them if they had no knowledge of the cultures of Earth?

2. Consider the first-hand narrative that you have just read or viewed. What is 
your emotional reaction to this person’s experience and worldview? Why do 
you feel that way? What can you learn from what you are feeling?

3. How has this activity impacted the way that you think about other cultures? 
How might this changed way of thinking play out in your personal life? How 
might it impact your work life?

4. How do your values, beliefs, and worldview impact the way that you interact 
with other people in school? The workplace? In your personal life?

5. What is your most salient identity? How does it impact the ways that you 
work in a team? How do you believe that others view/evaluate that identity? 
How do you view that identity?

Cultural Humility Development Resources

Center for Community Engagement. (2021). Reflection Toolkit. Missouri State. https://
www.missouristate.edu/CCE/reflection-toolkit.htm

Creating a Brave Space for Dialogue. https://www.rooseveltufsd.org/site/handlers/file-
download.ashx?moduleinstanceid=3566&dataid=4472&FileName=Creating_A_
Brave_Space.pdf

Project READY: Reimagining equity and access for diverse youth. Module 8: Cultural  
Competence & Cultural Humility. https://ready.web.unc.edu/

Project Zero Visible adapted by Farrelly, Kaplan & Hernández (2021). Thinking Reflective 
Assignment https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.13513953

Reflection Toolkit (2021). Reflection for self-awareness. The University of Edinburgh. 
https://www.ed.ac.uk/reflection/reflectors-toolkit/self-awareness
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4
In the post-George Floyd era, powerful twenty-fi rst-century teaching and learning 
require a combination of best practices from traditional face-to-face instruction, 
hybrid, distance, experiential learning, and various other forms of digital course 
deliveries designed to promote transformational learning (Sawchuk, 2021). Th is 
requires an extension beyond the confi nes of the physical and virtual classroom 
to the introspection of self-identities, experiences, worldviews, and consideration 
of the resulting impact of these cognitive factors on one’s information processing 
and decision-making. Teaching racially driven topics and content produces a va-
riety of pedagogical challenges across academic disciplines (Croom, 2020; Lynn, 
2004; Th urber et al., 2019). Many of the challenges cannot be resolved without 
interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary approaches to knowledge construction, in 
which instructors and students have to apply learner lenses and allow themselves 
to view life from diff erent perspectives (Samuels et al., 2020). Th e challenges oft en 
lead to the avoidance of race-related discussions, which cheats students of the abil-
ity to develop skills to eff ectively discuss sensitive subject matters with the neces-
sary professionalism and emotional intelligence, even aft er graduation. Additional 
adverse eff ects of the exclusion of culturally relevant pedagogy include increased 
classroom disruptions (Hunter, 2015) and ineff ective student–teacher relations 
(Parhar & Sensoy, 2011). Employers seek potential employees that can present 
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© Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 
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skills in the 21st century competence domains (i.e., cognitive, intrapersonal, and 
interpersonal), including strong agility, flexibility, resiliency, collaboration, and 
communication skills (Brundiers et al., 2021; National Research Council, 2012; 
Weiser et al., 2022). Theorizing is an additional set of skills that organizations seek 
from employees (Camp, 2001; Cornelissen et al., 2021).

Theorizing is defined as “the cognitive process of discovering or manipulating ab-
stract categories and the relationships among those categories” (Merriam, 1998). 
Stakeholders in organizations and society pursue graduates who can engage effec-
tively in knowledge interests (explanation, interpretation, and emancipation) of 
theorizing. Furthermore, conceptualization, an act of categorization, is a central 
activity for all seven forms of theorizing: propositional, configurational, process, 
perspectival, meta-theorizing, theoretical provocation, and critical meta-theorizing 
(Cornelissen et al., 2021). Thus, instructional approaches that support the cognitive 
activity of interacting with patterns of categories from datasets will help students 
acquire the skills for these organizational relevant forms of theorizing.

In the United States, professionally collected survey datasets are the basis of na-
tional reports on race relations (for example, Pew Research Center, Gallup, and 
Kaiser Family Foundation) before and after George Floyd’s death. Additionally, 
an open-access research article documented the content and frequency of conver-
sations about race in Black and white US families that occurred before and after 
George Floyd’s death (Sullivan et al., 2021). These scholarly communications con-
tain textual data structures (e.g., sentences, statements, and captions) and data files 
that prove useful for teaching race relations as well as practicing conceptualization 
and theorizing. The datasets are suitable for a four-stage investigative process: ask 
questions, assemble data, analyze data, and summarize conclusions (Louie et al., 
2021). Software for designing interactive data visualization can support the per-
formance of the data investigation stages (Isokpehi et al., 2020a, 2020b; Malik & 
Ünlü, 2011). The main task in interactive data visualization is the identification 
of patterns and subgroups (Theus, 2002). The combination of teaching race is-
sues, the practices of theorizing, and performing data investigations present the 
features of adventure education, namely: challenge, cooperation, risk, trust, and 
problem-solving (Lee & Zhang, 2019; Prouty et al., 2007). There are several aspects 
of challenges and risks in the teaching and learning of racial issues in the univer-
sity classroom (Harbin et al., 2019; Pierce & Widen, 2017; Williams & Conyers, 
2016). In addition, instructors and students possess varying competencies to per-
form the data investigation tasks (Weiser et al., 2022). This situation of varying 
data investigation competencies requires cooperation, trust, and problem-solving. 
Instructors and students may not be familiar with the process of conceptualization 
as well as the forms of theorizing (Cornelissen et al., 2021).
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Categorization is an interactive process for the formation of mental models  
(McNamara & Orlando-Gay, 2011), which can be accomplished through interac-
tive data visualization techniques. Data visualizations are increasingly recognized 
as teaching tools in domains, such as accounting, literature, business, and political 
science (Hoffman, 2021; Prokofieva, 2021; Williams et al., 2021). Data visualiza-
tion skill is an employability skill in the 21st century and the fourth industrial 
revolution (Islam, 2022). Software for interactive data visualization enables the 
generation of categorizations of numeric and textual datasets. A categorization of 
textual data can be the design of interactive data visualization in views and dash-
boards that support the grouping of textual data (e.g., sentences) in a collection 
of text with specific words or phrases (Isokpehi et al., 2020b; Prokofieva, 2021). 
A specific purpose of scholarly peer-reviewed articles for data investigations is to 
advance understanding of both societal problems and solutions communicated 
in textual data (Benoit, 2020; Grimmer et al., 2022; Isokpehi et al., 2020b). The 
sections of the scholarly article by Sullivan et al. (2021) and accompanying data on 
conversations on race relations between parents and children provide examples of 
textual data for data investigation and conceptualization on race relations. Sullivan 
et al. (2021) also provide an example of theorizing through the statement, “We 
theorized that Black parents’ higher worry compared to white parents might ex-
plain their higher overall likelihood of having conversations with their children.” 
The textual data contain text and language, which enables the inference of hu-
man behavior (Grimmer et al., 2022). Furthermore, the textual data could contain 
claims that can present instructors and students with a basis for conceptualization 
through discovering categories of claims and comparing categories for evidence 
(Cornelissen et al., 2021; Glaser, 2002).

The objective of this article is to champion the use of interactive data visualization 
techniques to support conceptualization and theorizing from textual data on race 
relations. The availability of a unique collection of textual data on parent–children 
conversations in Black and white US families, before and after George Floyd’s death 
(Sullivan et al., 2021) allows us to apply interactive data visualization techniques 
on textual data. We expect that instructors and students who interact with the 
textual data on race relations through interactive data visualization software will 
build conceptualizations that lead to theorizing on race relations. Additionally, in-
teractive textual data visualization can support sequential, iterative, and inductive 
approaches to social science research (Benoit, 2020). In the subsequent methods 
section, we describe the steps for assembling the data sources and constructing the 
textual datasets for applying interactive visualization techniques. In the results and 
discussion section, we provide examples of the constructed datasets and interac-
tive data visualization resources we have developed for teaching race relations for 
employability through data investigation adventures.
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Methods
The data sources for the data investigations were the open-access research article ti-
tled Conversations about race in Black and white U.S. families: Before and after George 
Floyd’s death (Sullivan et al., 2021) and associated data at the Open Science Frame-
work website (https://osf.io/esbpk). The scholarly article by Sullivan et al. (2021) 
contained a focused analysis of conversations of nearly 1000 parents with their chil-
dren about race, racial inequality, and racial identity. The publication also boasts R 
Markdown (RMD) files that contain the codes for the statistical analysis conducted 
by the authors. A data analytics method contribution of our article is the domain of 
visual analytics. We designed and developed interactive visuals for data investiga-
tions using textual data on the conversations between parents and children on topics 
of race relations. A dataset of statements (one or more sentences) was constructed in 
a spreadsheet software (Microsoft Excel) by copying the text from the scholarly arti-
cle (Sullivan et al., 2021) into a cell in a worksheet of a Microsoft Excel workbook file. 
Additional data fields (columns) contain entries that identify the location of the text 
(e.g., Materials and Methods) in the scholarly article. We also coded each statement 
by the presence or absence of mentions of six terms: (1) Black, (2) White, (3) Parents, 
(4) Children, (5) Floyd_Pre (before the death of George Floyd), and (6) Floyd_Post 
(after the death of George Floyd). This stage supports categorizing the collection of 
statements by a combination of the mentions of the six terms in the statement.

We used a data table (matrix) to represent the textual data to support conceptu-
alization. We uploaded the spreadsheet file with the matrix of rows and columns 
in Tableau, a visual analytics software. In Tableau, we designed the data table to 
display the statement identifiers, the statement, as well as the coded values for each 
statement. In addition, we combined values (N or Y) of the six terms mentioned in 
the statements, and they were combined to form a six-character string composed 
on N and Y. For example, a statement with a string of “YYYYYY” indicates that 
the statement has mentions of Black, White, Parents, Children, Pre-George Floyd’s 
death, and Post-George Floyd’s death. In the data table visualizations, we also in-
cluded options for interaction (e.g., searching and selecting) with the data fields. 
For example, to display all statements that mention “Parents.” This could help with 
the conceptualization of the conversations of parents with their children through 
categorizing of the reported statements. The scholarly article (Sullivan et al., 2021) 
has a comma-separated values (csv) file (https://osf.io/6qcbs), which includes the 
text of the conversations between parents and children. We developed interactive 
data visualization resources for each conversation topic (race, racial identity, and 
racial inequity). The resource includes options to (1) search the conversation text 
with a keyword; (2) select the time the data was collected (before or after the death 
of George Floyd); and (3) select the race of the child.
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Results and Discussion
Constructed Textual Dataset on Conversations on Race Relations

We constructed datasets for investigating textual data on topics relevant to race 
relations. Our focus on constructing textual datasets is consistent with the uses 
of text as data in the social sciences that emphasize core tasks of social science 
research: discovery, measurement, and causal inference (Benoit, 2020; Grimmer 
et al., 2022). Th e open-access research article titled “Conversations about race in 
Black and white US families: Before and aft er George Floyd’s death” (Sullivan et al., 
2021) was structured into a matrix of 127 records (rows) and the following six data 
columns (fi elds): Unique ID; Section; Section ID; Paragraph; Statement ID; and 
Statement (see Figure 4.1). From the collection of textual data, we discovered 24 
conversation patterns defi ned by the presence of six terms: Black, White, Parent, 
Children, Floyd_Pre (before the death of George Floyd), and Floyd_Post (aft er the 
death of George Floyd) (see Figure 4.2). Th e six-letter pattern with two possible 
options, Y or N, results in a total of 64 possible conversation patterns. Six state-
ments have the “YYYYYY” pattern (see Table 4.1). Th e spreadsheet fi le and in-
teractive resources can be accessed at: https://github.com/qeubic/textual_data01.

Four of the six statements with the conversation pattern “YYYYYY” are located in 
the results section and provide percent comparisons as well as statistical tests. Th e 
statements support conceptualization since they provide categories of pre-Floyd 
and post-Floyd comparisons on topics relevant to race relations. Our approach 
aligns with the importance of partitioning textual objects for insightful discov-
eries (Grimmer & King, 2011). Th e conversation patterns present a unique way 
to develop new hypotheses and insightful discoveries. Th e patterns combine the 

FIGURE 4.1: Section of Constructed Dataset from the Text from a Published Article
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evidence for the presence or absence of multiple terms in a statement. Th e inter-
active resource represented in Figure 4.3 allows for students and instructors to 
explore the collection of 127 statements and associated conversation patterns.

Interactive Resources to Support Conceptualization on Race Relations

Th e data collected by Sullivan et al. (2021) included the following conversation 
statements on race (763), racial inequality (581), and racial identity (549). We 

FIGURE 4.2: The Frequency of Conversation Patterns in Sample Textual Data on Race Topics in 
the United States. The conversation pattern is a fi ve-letter combination of Y (Yes) and N (No). Each 

statement is coded by the presence or absence of six terms (words or phrases): Black, White, Parents, 
Children, Floyd_Pre (before the death of George Floyd), and Floyd_Post (after the death of George 

Floyd) in the character position 1 through 6. 

FIGURE 4.3: The Interactive Resource of Constructed Dataset of Statements on Race Relations from 
Open-Access Article. The view was constructed with Tableau and available on the web at https://

tabsoft.co/3wVi184.
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Unique ID Section Statement *
PN0001 Title Conversations about race in Black and white US families: Be-

fore and after George Floyd’s death
PN0012 Abstract Black parents were also more worried than white parents—both 

that their children would experience racial bias and that their 
children would perpetuate racial bias, a finding that held both 
pre- and post-Floyd.

PN0044 Results Black parents were more likely than white parents to prepare 
their children to experience bias, both pre-Floyd (43% of con-
versations vs. 1% of conversations, χ2 = 257.69, P < 0.001) and 
post-Floyd (62% vs. 1%, χ2 = 347.98, P < 0.001), and were more 
likely to do so post-Floyd (χ2 = 37.56, P < 0.001), whereas white 
parents remained unchanged (χ2 = 0.07, P = 0.80).

PN0045 Results In contrast, white parents were more likely than Black parents 
to give their children colorblind messages, both pre-Floyd (14% 
of conversations vs. 6% of conversations, χ2 = 18.31, P < 0.001) 
and post-Floyd (21% vs. 6%, χ2 = 37.74, P < 0.001), and were 
more likely to do so post-Floyd (χ2 = 7.24, P = 0.007), whereas 
Black parents remained unchanged (χ2 = 0.03, P = 0.87).

PN0050 Results Black parents were more worried than white parents that their 
children would be targets of bias, both pre-Floyd (t = 10.29, P < 
0.001) and post-Floyd (t = 13.36, P < 0.001) (Figure 3), and their 
high worry increased post-Floyd (t = 3.73, P < 0.001), while white 
parents’ low worry remained unchanged (t = −0.73, P = 0.47).

PN0051 Results Interestingly, Black parents were also more worried than white 
parents that their children would be racially biased, both pre-
Floyd (t = 4.06, P < 0.001) and post-Floyd (t = 5.18, P < 0.001), 
and this worry didn’t change post-Floyd for either group (Black: 
t = 1.53, P = 0.13; White: t = −0.44, P = 0.66).

Note: Statements are from an open-access article on conversations relevant to race relations (Sullivan 
et al., 2021).

TABLE 4.1: Six Statements that Mention all Terms to Support Conceptualization and Theorizing on Race Relations

designed interactive views of the conversation statements in the three race rela-
tions categories. The interface allows for keyword search and specifying options: 
race of child and time of conversation (before and after the death of George Floyd) 
(see Figure 4.4). This visual layout or an external representation supports learning, 
sense-making, and other complex cognitive activities needed for the conceptual-
ization of a problem (Sedig & Parsons, 2013). The design of the visual layout in the 
visual analytics software can provide opportunities for cooperation. Figure 4.4 is 
an example result of a keyword search with the word “work” to gain insights into 
issues on employability. An example of a conversation statement from a Black/
African American parent is: “We discussed the social issues centered around race 



54   |   The Crucial Conversation: Educating Through an Anti-Racist Lens

such as in the workplace, in school and other places.” Th e conversation in the 
workplace indicates a need for research on strategies to equip adolescents with 
emotional self-effi  cacy and social self-effi  cacy to handle diffi  culties related to race 
relations in the workplace (Armum & Chellappan, 2016; Çakar, 2012).

Limitations and Opportunities

We have limited the data source for this article to statements from an open-
access, peer-reviewed article (Sullivan et al., 2021). However, the journal article 
contains supplemental data and statistical fi les (https://osf.io/esbpk) to facilitate 
the features of adventure education, including challenge and problem-solving. 
Our approach may be better suited for courses that engage students from diverse 
disciplines to ensure the cooperation feature of adventure education. Th e data re-
sources are available on the Tableau Public website and GitHub. Th e race relations 
topics are also limited to conversations in Black and white families in the United 
States before and aft er the death of George Floyd. However, there is an opportunity 
for employability instruction to young adults on emotional self-effi  cacy to survive 
negative emotions and social self-effi  cacy to respond profi ciently to interpersonal 
circumstances (Armum & Chellappan, 2016). Open-access articles allow for the 
repurposing of content and present opportunities to maximize textual data reuse 
for diverse purposes, including teaching (Bishop & Kuula-Luumi, 2017; Pronk, 
2019).

FIGURE 4.4: The Interactive Resource to Support Conceptualization on Race Relations Using 
Keyword Search. The view was constructed with Tableau and available on the web at https://tabsoft.

co/3ajAzqV.
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Conclusions
Racial tension in American society presents unique opportunities for critical 
conversations that can provide solutions. Our article used textual data from an 
open-access publication (Sullivan et al., 2021) as input for practicing conceptual-
ization needed for theorizing. Furthermore, we provide another open-access arti-
cle on conceptualization and theorizing as a guide to instructors and students on 
the forms of theorizing needed in organizational scholarship (Cornelissen et al., 
2021). We also identified another open-access article on the ability for emotional 
self-efficacy and capability for social self-efficacy. We conclude that these three 
open-access articles and the data resources reported in this article are educational 
resources to support the teaching of race relations.
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5
 Bitter Fruit

Southern trees bear a strange fruit,
  (Blood on the leaves and blood on the root.)
Black body swinging in the southern breeze,
  Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees.

Pastoral scene of the gallant South
  (Th e bulging eyes and the twisted mouths)
Scent of magnolias, sweet and fresh.
  (And the sudden smell of burning fl esh.)

Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck.
  For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck.
For the sun to rot, for the tree to drop.
  Here is a strange and bitter crop.

    —Abel Meeropol (1937)

[ ]A Case Study Discussion of “Strange Fruit”: Teaching 
an Interdisciplinary-Multimedia Lesson Regarding 
Vigilante Justice and Racism in the United States 

Debra E. Menconi Clark

Source: Contributed by Dr. Debra E. Menconi Clark. Copyright © Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 

Reprinted with permission of United Federation of Teachers. Robert A. Meeropol in “New York Teacher” © 1939.
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An interdisciplinary strategy to teaching allows for a symbiotic approach to de-
veloping and teaching curricula stemming from an array of ideas and disciplines. 
In turn, this approach addresses students’ individual differences to develop and 
successfully teach crucial topics such as race and racism in the 21st century. This 
technique is not culture-bound or sociocentric, nor is it absolute; rather, it can be 
used to complement a variety of students’ needs for an informative and interactive 
educational experience for a global issues course. For an academic institution, this 
means multi-layered initiatives could begin at the course level and carry through 
a student’s overall intellectual journey.

Critical media literacy (CML) pedagogy is, therefore, a logical next step toward 
understanding how new technologies encourage opportunities for educational 
collaboration with not only educators but with students as well. The subjective 
and ubiquitous nature of media underscores the transformative potential of CML 
to use media for promoting critical thinking and social justice reform in the class-
room (Funk et al., 2019). CML empowers students to examine their world and 
challenge dominant myths or stereotypes by using critical thinking skills to an-
alyze information, representations, and media. This recognizes the political na-
ture of education, and that visual literacy is essential for transformative teaching 
and democracy (Funk et al., 2019). Furthermore, by aligning technology, peda-
gogy, and content knowledge, or TPACK, a conceptual framework can be used to 
prompt engaging educational instruction, especially for this course (Hammond & 
Manfra, 2009).

For an interdisciplinary studies educator, this begins by using critical thinking 
skill prompts that utilize elements of reasoning with a sensitivity to universal in-
tellectual criteria to avoid sociocentric biases (Paul & Elder, 2020). Sociocentric 
thinking is a hallmark of an uncritical (white-washed or biased) society—one that 
unfortunately describes the current state of core education in the United States, 
which is under attack via censorship, book bans, and the use of critical race theory 
as an educational tool. For a course that focuses specifically on cultural ideological 
issues, one can interject a critical pedagogy of multimedia literacies into a multi-
cultural topic with a set of socially conscious class objectives and can also attract 
diverse tech-savvy students. This approach is not singular but broad and can be 
adapted to any discipline.

Students today process information not only via traditional learning skills but are 
also more likely to turn to new media technologies by using digitized stories and 
visual literacy skills (Kellner, 1998). We are now well into a technological com-
munication revolution where education can play a central role in every aspect of 
life using multiple literacies for a multicultural society. Therefore, this case study 
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leans on using multiple approaches to meet this challenge, especially in a time of 
important sociopolitical change occurring in the United States today. While chal-
lenging, using multiple literacies and a critical pedological approach for a mul-
ticultural topic, can promote multicultural education and sensitivity to cultural 
differences (Kellner, 1998).

“Strange Fruit” Case Study
A qualitative case study is a research method that enables a complex phenomenon 
to be explored through the identification of different factors interacting with each 
other (see Sharma & Zbacnik, 2020). The case observed is a real situation. This 
qualitative case study is not based on quantitative statistics but an observation of 
a university senior-level course multimedia lesson using an open-source (public 
domain), designated course blog post to explore the topic and the evolution of 
media and a historic lynching. Student comments were analyzed and selected for 
thematic responses (Blakely, 2007).

The term lynching refers to a self-constituted informal court or mob that imposes 
a sentence on a person without due process of law. Likewise, vigilante justice oc-
curs whenever informal groups replace a legal procedure to impose acts of geno-
cide (Ifill, 2018). To be clear, the term lynching is not limited to a brutal hanging 
but is also applied to racist or hate crimes that result in the loss of life. Lynching is 
murder motivated by racist malice or hate.

According to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), from 1882 to 1968, nearly 5,000 Black Americans were lynched. Re-
cently, the very publicized May 25, 2020, cellphone video of the brutal death of 
George Floyd sparked a global response with months of protests. Black Lives Mat-
ter, a political and social movement, has been intimately involved by publicizing 
recent lynching victims’ names in the public conscious along with the NAACP and 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU). In 2020, approximately 4,000 anti-Black 
or African American hate crimes occurred in the United States. In 2021, a year after 
George Floyd’s lynching, there were over 880 fatal police shootings in the United 
States, with numbers increasing. Unfortunately, racial inequality and discrimina-
tion are features of the collective U.S. cultural memory. Therefore, it is crucial for ed-
ucators to create a better pedagogical learning environment by teaching truth-filled 
history to our students about systemic racism and in this case, a historic lynching. 
This qualitative case study lesson is one example of an engaging interdisciplinary- 
multimedia lesson about an infamous historic lynching to bring awareness to 
white supremacy and racially motivated murders.
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A Multimedia History of “Strange Fruit”

On August 7, 1930, Lawrence Beitler captured a photograph of the brutal Marion, 
Indiana, vigilante lynching of Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith. The event was 
covered by newspapers across the United States (Library of Congress, 1930). A 
Jewish English teacher and Communist activist, Abel Meeropol, was so repulsed 
by the lynching image he saw in a New York newspaper that he was motivated to 
write the poem Bitter Fruit. The poem was published in a union publication, The 
New York Teacher, in January 1937.

Two years later, Meeropol (under his pen name Lewis Allen) set the poem to mu-
sic and had it recorded as Strange Fruit. The song was then passed on to Barney 
Josephson, the owner of Café Society, the only racially integrated nightclub in New 
York City. Josephson brought the song to Billie Holiday, who in turn decided to 
perform the song for the first time at Café Society on April 20, 1939. She was per-
sonally affected by the painful topic and story of racial injustice, as well (Bukhon-
ina, 2016; Margolick, 2000).

Josephson added dramatic theatrical elements to Holiday’s performance by halt-
ing all service and lights in his club—except for one spotlight on Holiday’s face. 
When she finished the song, the spotlight dimmed, and Holiday departed the 
stage. Despite the amount and length of applause and calls for an encore, she did 
not return. This was Holiday’s nightly ritual. Club patrons, civil rights activists, 
and Black America embraced the now well-known protest song.

However, Holiday’s record company, Columbia, refused to record Strange Fruit 
because of the intense, controversial lyrics. Holiday took the song to her friend 
Milt Gabler, a record producer for Commodore Records. In turn, Columbia gave 
Holiday a one-session release from her contract so she could record the song in 
April 1948 with Commodore Records. The record was released later that summer. 
Within a short period of time, the record sold over a million copies becoming 
one of Holiday’s most successful recorded songs. Strange Fruit became a nation-
al anti-lynching anthem for the NAACP because it symbolized the brutality of 
race-motivated lynching in the United States.

Despite the song’s success and Holiday’s popularity, she was often harassed by an 
extremely racist white America, especially in the South. Likewise, Meeropol was 
accused of un-American activities by the FBI, who claimed the song was paid 
for by the American Communist Party. In a committee hearing, Meeropol tes-
tified that the song was simply written out of genuine human empathy and not 
for the Communist Party. Regardless of the numerous controversies, Strange Fruit  
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garnered the attention of President John F. Kennedy, who dubbed it the song that 
sparked the Civil Rights Movement.

The song received a Grammy in 1978. Strange Fruit was named the “Song of a 
Century” by Time Magazine in 1999. Holiday was posthumously inducted into 
the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2000, and Strange Fruit was listed in the National 
Recording Registry of the Library of Congress in 2002 for the NAACP archive, 
which has a copyright license for permission to use the song for its organization.

Teaching an Interdisciplinary-Multimedia Course

The interdisciplinary history and multiple media that are the groundwork for the 
song Strange Fruit make this piece uniquely appropriate as a case study exam-
ple about how to teach this type of topic. This interdisciplinary-multimedia as-
signment is part of an upper-level undergraduate course. Such a course requires 
extra preparation—for example, screening films, choosing appropriate texts, and 
researching alternative media sources for each topic—to successfully create and 
teach an interdisciplinary-multimedia class topic. The class content is located on 
the university’s online platform as well as on a Google Blogger blog, with two 
required textbooks available via e-services or print. The class itself thus uses multi-
media technology students are familiar with. The blog post comments are the cen-
tral student assessment for the professor. What differs are each student’s learning 
preferences, as mentioned earlier (Kellner, 1998).

For this course, students are exposed to a variety of local to global history and rel-
evant topics such as postcolonial development issues, violence, genocide, the cycle 
of poverty, civil rights, racism, and cultural stereotypes; all on a blog, in the public 
domain, developed by the instructor. Each post for the class blog is created by the 
professor and requires students to read text assignments, watch a film or video, 
and read additional supplemental information provided by a pdf on the university 
online course platform. In addition, students are to listen to or watch credible me-
dia sources such as a National Public Radio (NPR) podcast or Public Broadcasting 
Service (PBS) video for supplementary information. Some posts might include 
embedded images, music, or interviews. Therefore, written, oral, and visual media 
are used for each interdisciplinary topic—making the course a multimedia ed-
ucational experience. Media choices vary across semesters: for example, various 
iterations of the course have included different films such as Hotel Rwanda, Life & 
Debt, or 4 Little Girls. All three films are instructional regarding colonial develop-
ment, cultural genocide, and systemic racism. Therefore, all issues are inherently 
local to global, or global to local.
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The “Strange Fruit” Lesson

With the Strange Fruit blog post, students are assigned readings from their texts 
regarding global communication theory and ideological approaches to stereotypes 
and tropes (Corrigan & Corrigan, 2015; Newsom, 2007). The student then views 
the blog post, which presents the embedded photograph of the Shipp & Smith 
Lynching—the same photograph Meeropol saw in 1930. The durability of this im-
age and its historical significance derive from its continued relevance and easy 
accessibility via contemporary technology (Hammond & Manfra, 2009). The stu-
dent is then instructed to read a brief history of the evolution of mediums used to 
amplify the story and song about the lynching (Bukhonina, 2016). The next step is 
for each student to listen to the embedded NPR segment about the lynching. The 
final medium is an embedded 1959 video for the students to watch and hear Billie 
Holiday sing Strange Fruit.

The students then consider three discussion questions to post comments. Howev-
er, there is a class rule: students may not repeat previous comment information or 
examples for assignment credit. To further enhance the learning process, students 
must read previous post comments by classmates. Therefore, students also learn 
from each other’s unique perspectives. The three questions vary according to text 
assignments, but all three questions for the Strange Fruit post address the same 
themes: What did you think of the evolution of this incident through the variety 
of different mediums? Which medium affected you the most regarding this issue/
incident? What is your personal point of view about the information you learned 
in this post?

Individual Student Responses to the “Strange Fruit” Blog Post

To explore the outcomes of this case study, a variety of responses from upper-class 
(junior and senior) university students from fall 2018 to fall 2021 follow, address-
ing the evolution of the multimedia lesson. The comments range from what the 
students found the most impactful to the influence of the lesson, to the summary 
of their engagement with the Strange Fruit multi-dimensional presentation. The 
chosen comments are representative of the major themes that emerged over eight 
semesters, with nearly 540 responses. The major themes were defined by the ques-
tions asked. The individual comments clearly demonstrate the profound impact an 
interdisciplinary-multimedia approach to teaching can have regarding this course.

In reference to the first question about the evolution of media for this lesson, sev-
eral students’ comments varied.
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One student explained:

The evolution of this event gets progressively more powerful with each 
new medium. The photograph had the most impact on me. Photographs 
literally freeze a real moment in time to look back on forever . . . I think 
it is incredible how powerful this song has become and how it still res-
onates so strongly today. Kanye West even sampled Strange Fruit in his 
song Blood on the Leaves, which I (ignorantly) did not realize until now.

Another student addressed the variety of media and wrote:

The evolution of the lynching incident in a variety of different medi-
ums is a great way to understand and see different sides of the same 
story. When comparing mediums with each other, we see that some 
have greater information about the event while others give a greater 
emotional impact. To me, viewing multiple mediums over the same 
topic is a great way to fully comprehend and understand the situation 
from different points of view.

This student described what it was like to use all their literacy skills and wrote:

The evolution of this incident as presented is a powerful one. It is hard 
to imagine what happened if we had just read about it. We get a pic-
ture of the horrific incident and seem to understand what happened 
better. When we hear it is when it really sinks in. Hearing Billie Holi-
day sing the words made it more emotional.

In reference to a specific medium, students’ individual preferences were varied and 
demonstrated individual differences in learning. One student wrote:

The PBS NewsHour story had the most profound impact on me because 
I am a visual person. Seeing the places on the memorial where the lynch-
ings occurred made it a reality in my mind . . . Moving on to a montage of 
actual pictures of lives being taken was mortifying and broke my heart. 
Then having the story of these events being told while you view such 
heinous imagery, really gave me the full picture of these tragedies.

Another student chose to focus on the song lyrics:

The medium that had the most profound impact on me was the music. 
The lyrics are upsetting, and Billie Holiday’s voice is so strong. She 
sang confidently about the terrible things that were happening, which 
definitely made me think.
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One student responded to the song and photograph with this comment:

This song reflects the evil that consumed the South when lynching 
was a favorite past time (sic) for many whites. Families would gather 
with their children to go see African Americans beaten and hung for 
no reason except for them being African American. In the photo, the 
smiles on their faces reveal a deep hatred for African Americans that 
is still present today.

An outlier comment by another student was interesting regarding contemporary ac-
cess to historical information:

The media has the power to tell the story, and in today’s world, tech-
nology has made it possible to get the truth out to the world.

While another student took a critical look at the overall lesson issue:

Vigilante justice is indeed horrific, just as it was regarding Strange 
Fruit. The people were provoked by a situation and riled up so much 
that they lost their humanity to their racist rage.

The following response from this graduating senior was more about the overall topic 
of white-washed history and spoke to why we need to teach this type of content:

I’m Black, and I didn’t even know about this! Why aren’t we being 
taught this sooner! I had to wait for my last semester of university to 
learn about this. I’m grateful to finally learn this story but I am upset 
it took this long. Thank you.

End of the Course Open Comment Final Post

At the end of each semester, students are encouraged to sum up their experience 
for this interdisciplinary-multimedia online course. This is not part of the institu-
tion’s evaluation process but it is optional, and a way for students to literally have 
their final point of view heard.

One student chose to respond by writing:

After taking this course over this past semester, I can assure you that 
my eyes have been opened to have a different view of the world we live 
in. I have been able to not just look and see what happens in my little 
bubble of (Anonymized, USA), but am able to see everything going 
around the world in other countries. I have seen that most countries, 
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although different, share many things when it comes to issues that 
countries may have. The movies that we have watched over the course 
of this semester shed light on issues that countries either had gone 
through or even still are going through.

Regarding reading other student comments and the class design:

I have learned many different things that are not only a national issue 
but also a world issue.

It was very interesting to read the different thoughts and views from 
all my classmates and the reasoning behind it . . . Overall, the class has 
been very impactful, and I feel that I succeeded in the class. I think the 
set-up is great and very manageable due to your organization.

Another student commented on the course in relation to his life and future:

Through 2020, I depressively remind myself of how divided the Unit-
ed States is in the current political climate . . . I cannot speak for how 
life was during the presidency of J.F.K., but I can only assume things 
were better than they are now, considering what was achieved.

And this merely describes one country; replace a few words in my 
summary, and you could then describe another country and its issues. 
These problems are not exclusive to just America; they are everywhere 
if you want to accept this or not . . . There is always inevitable pessi-
mism and obtainable optimism; it is a matter of determining if said 
issues are within your control, and if not, the next best thing you can 
do is mutually understand why it is what it is.

One student wrote about their overall educational experience and said:

I have been able to see the world in a whole new light since taking this 
course. My worldview has been changed in a way that I feel makes me 
a better human being.

Conclusion
Individual responses from students represent the overall themes. Questions are a 
measure of learning outcomes as well as how they were affected by participating 
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in this interdisciplinary-multimedia course and how they processed this historic 
lynching and subsequent song. While the blog post regarding Strange Fruit elic-
ited responses from shock to anger with respect to racism, the course itself elicit-
ed deeper, more reflective comments on their perspectives about life. One of the 
expressed syllabus course outcomes states: to help a student use critical thinking 
skills to develop tolerance, compassion, and a broader worldview.

For this blog post lesson, student comments validated the necessity for interdisci-
plinary-multimedia historical educational information. The student responses can 
also be an informal measure of the lesson’s objectives and outcomes for instruc-
tors. Comments by students demonstrate that professors and teachers must know 
our students want to be educated, that they have individual differences when pro-
cessing content, and no educator should white-wash history or be afraid to teach 
boldly and honestly.
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6
Summer bridge programs are higher-education intervention programs designed 
to assist academically underprepared, fi rst-generation, low-income, or ethnically/
racially underrepresented incoming fi rst-year students by providing them with the 
academic and social tools needed to be successful in college (Allen & Bir, 2011; 
Sablan, 2014; Slade et al., 2015; Strayhorn, 2011). Th ese programs help fi rst-time 
freshmen students bridge the educational gap from high school to college through 
academic support programming (Strayhorn, 2011). In the context of Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), these programs provide a unique ex-
perience for Black students by incorporating specifi c curricula that discuss Black 
history, HBCU history, and social justice awareness while building a foundation 
for their academic success and acclimating them into the HBCU culture.

Th is chapter discusses how HBCU summer bridge programs help to build a stron-
ger sense of self-effi  cacy and academic confi dence in Black students by incor-
porating a culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogy during the program. 
One may posit that Black students born into the Black community and culture 
do not need to be acclimated to the Black experience and environment to achieve 
academic and career success. Th is fl awed logic also ignores the lack of exposure 
to Black American history in secondary educational settings. For example, King 
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(2017) found that, on average, less than 10% of total history class time is devot-
ed to Black history in certain regions of the country, and some states neglect the 
subject altogether. Black students must learn about their history and culture as 
they enter colleges and universities. The majority ofpredominantly white institu-
tions and minority-serving institutions often do not offer incoming Black students 
the opportunity to become acclimated to a culturally responsive environment nor 
help them form a strong foundation for their racial-identity development. Black 
students and other racial and ethnic minority students attend HBCUs to be sur-
rounded by faculty, staff, and students who look like them. HBCU summer bridge 
programs provide an academic and culturally responsive foundation for these in-
coming students.

This study also aims to provide higher-education professionals who coordinate 
summer bridge programs for Black students, or those that service a significant 
number of Black students, methods to incorporate into their programs to ensure 
that they are: (1) culturally responsive, (2) have a diverse curriculum to cater to the 
differing needs of students, and (3) helps foster students’ racial and ethnic identity 
as they acclimate to college. Using survey data from HBCU summer bridge pro-
gram participants, this chapter presents a mixed-methods research study that pro-
vides insight into the methods employed by HBCU summer bridge programs to 
help students achieve academic success and build cultural competence throughout 
their educational journey in higher education.

Defining Summer Bridge Programs
Summer bridge programs help first-time freshmen students make a successful 
transition from high school to college through academic support programming 
and activities the summer before their first year in college (Sablan, 2014; Strayhorn, 
2011). Such programs at HBCUs have a unique opportunity to provide curricula 
that teaches students about African American history, social justice awareness, 
and the structural, institutional, and systemic discrimination and racism in Amer-
ican society. The ability to incorporate a Black culturally responsive curriculum 
into summer bridge programming can help Black students contextualize how so-
cial constructs, such as race, affect everyday parts of their lives. Such a curriculum 
will empower Black students and increase their self-efficacy, which in turn can 
increase their academic confidence and persistence rates at the institution (Abes 
et al., 2019; Allan & Bir, 2011; Harper, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Marie, 2016; 
Ross et al., 2016; White et al., 2019).
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Harper (2007), in his study on the relationship between Black racial identity and 
academic achievement in urban settings, showed that individuals who possess a 
comprehensive racial identity have a strong sense of belonging and pride in them-
selves and the ethnic group to which they belong. This identity influences aca-
demic achievement. Applied to the framework of this chapter, a Black culturally 
responsive curriculum is beneficial in growing and developing the minds of Black 
students while increasing their self-efficacy, self-awareness, and self-confidence as 
they transition into college.

In today’s world, Black students are choosing to attend HBCUs because they have 
experienced and witnessed the current racialized climate in the United States. 
This is a microcosm of the sociopolitical distress and police brutality happening in 
what is referred to as the George Floyd era (Williams & Palmer, 2019). In choosing 
an HBCU, the summer bridge programs at these colleges and universities prepare 
Black students to learn about and understand the Black experience. These pro-
grams are a bridge from the students’ experiences in high school to their forma-
tive years in college. In this transition, students learn about the Black experience, 
which provides them with an opportunity to acclimate themselves to the culturally 
responsive environment of an HBCU campus.

Teaching a curriculum that contains courses such as African American history, 
HBCU history, and the history of race and social justice in the United States assists 
in helping Black students gain essential knowledge about the racial landscape of 
the United States. Moreover, it encourages them to take an active part in social jus-
tice activities that occur in Black and Brown communities (Harper, 2007; Ladson- 
Billings, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; White et al., 2019). Understanding the 
history of race, class, and the Black struggle for social justice in America can help 
empower Black students and instill a stronger sense of self-confidence as they pre-
pare for their collegiate journey and beyond (Harper, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 1995; 
Watson & Devereaux, 2020; White et al., 2019).

Historically Black Colleges and Universities
HBCUs were founded in the late 1800s to provide higher-education opportunities 
to Blacks who were legally segregated from attending traditionally white univer-
sities in the United States (Lovett, 2015). White Americans did not admit Blacks 
into any higher-education institutions from 1607 to 1780 (Lovett, 2015). During 
the antislavery movement that began in the North (1837–1855), a few HBCUs 
were established, with the first Cheyney University of Pennsylvania, founded in 
1837. The majority of HBCUs were established during the Reconstruction period 
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in America (1865–1870) through the early 1900s (Clement & Lidsky, 2011; Lovett, 
2015).

The mission of HBCUs was to provide access to higher education for Blacks who 
were previously enslaved and later segregated in the United States. In 1862 and 
1890, the federal government passed the Morrill Land Grant Acts, which required 
states to admit all students into land-grant schools or establish separate institu-
tions for Black students (Clement & Lidsky, 2011; Lovett, 2015). The Morrill Act 
of 1890 helped in the establishment of 19 land-grant HBCUs such as Alcorn State 
University, Florida A&M University, North Carolina A&T State University, Prai-
rie View A&M University, Southern University and A&M College, and Tennessee 
State University, to name a few (Association of Public & Land-Grant Universities, 
2021). Their formation created a societal culture for HBCUs to be at the forefront 
of social justice, civil, and human rights for all people (Clement & Lidsky, 2011; 
Lovett, 2015; White et al., 2016). Because HBCUs are student-centered, nurturing, 
community-oriented, and affirm the abilities and cultural pride of Black students 
(Clement & Lidsky, 2011; Lovett, 2015; White et al., 2016), they are a pillar to the 
fabric of Black America.

Overview of Higher Education Summer Bridge Programs
The primary purpose of summer bridge programs in higher education is to help 
first-year students transition into college life (Hottell et al., 2014; Sablan, 2014). 
Summer bridge programs remain one of the oldest forms of intervention programs 
that assist in increasing academic success rates and acclimation to college life for stu-
dents who are academically underprepared, underrepresented, or first-generation 
college students; they are also typically offered the summer before the student’s 
freshman year (Allen & Bir, 2011; Sablan, 2014; Slade et al., 2015; Strayhorn, 2011). 
These programs help first-time freshmen students make a smooth transition from 
high school to college through academic support programming and other holistic 
forms of programming to help prepare students academically, socially, and cultur-
ally for success in college (Sablan, 2014; Strayhorn, 2011). They are structured to 
provide an academically rigorous, residential experience lasting anywhere from 
4 to 6 weeks in length and can be credit-bearing or non-credit-bearing (Allen & 
Bir, 2011; Sablan, 2014; Slade et al., 2015; Strayhorn, 2011). Specifically, summer 
bridge programs provide academic and social support through tutoring, support 
lab courses, mentoring, academic advisement, counseling, peer bonding activities, 
and other college acclimation activities during the program (Slade et al., 2015; 
Stolle-McAllister, 2011; Strayhorn, 2011).



CHAPTER 6: HBCU Summer Bridge Programs: Cultivating Academic Success on Campus   |   75

The social and cultural programming during summer bridge programs provides a 
holistic approach to student development and transition into college. Holistic pro-
gramming helps increase self-efficacy, social skills, sense of belonging, and other 
noncognitive outcomes of student development (Allen & Bir, 2011; Sablan, 2014; 
Stolle-McAllister, 2011). Holistic summer bridge programming can assist under-
represented students’ acclimation to college academically, socially, emotionally, 
and culturally to aid in their success at the institution (Sablan, 2014; Slade et al., 
2015; Stolle-McAllister, 2011; Strayhorn, 2011).

Summer bridge programs also provide networking, engagement, and career ex-
posure opportunities for students. Stolle-McAllister (2011), in her research, dis-
cussed ways that these programs can build social and cultural capital in Black sci-
ence, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) students. She reviewed 
longitudinal data and conducted focus groups with the students who participated 
in the institution’s summer bridge program for ethnic minority and low-income 
students in STEM majors. Stolle-McAllister specifically addressed how the pro-
gram helped prepare students academically, socially, and professionally and how 
it promoted social capital and cultural capital to help students succeed. She found 
weekly seminars were essential to professional development, public speaking, 
learning business performance and dress, and etiquette. Additionally, the program 
provided weekly discussions among faculty, staff, and administrators to provide 
networking opportunities for the students. Through this study, Stolle-McAllister 
discovered ways the summer bridge program helped develop their students’ social 
and cultural capital so that they could navigate through a STEM major, graduate 
successfully, and then navigate through a STEM professional career.

Faculty-to-student and student-to-student social connections are also essential 
aspects of summer bridge programs (Allen & Bir, 2011; Hottell et al., 2014). A 
study conducted by Hottell et al. (2014) examined social media’s incorporation 
into summer bridge programming to broaden students’ social and academic con-
nections and assist with their transition to college. College students regularly uti-
lize multiple social media platforms to connect to each other and the global world. 
Hottell et al. (2014) stated that an effective way to reach college students is through 
using various social media platforms. The researchers examined ways social me-
dia could help improve first-generation college student’s sense of belonging and 
acclimation to the campus during the summer bridge program. The faculty co-
ordinators of the summer bridge program incorporated activities and workshops 
through social media outlets to become more visible and connect to their students 
(Hottell et al., 2014). Through interviews and focus groups with the student partic-
ipants and the faculty coordinators of the summer bridge program, the researchers 
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discovered that incorporating social media during various activities in the course 
of the summer bridge program helped strengthen the students’ connections to the 
campus, with their faculty, and with their peers (Hottell et al., 2014).

Summer Bridge Programs Fostering Student Success 
and Acclimation
Summer bridge programs help foster student success, academic confidence, accli-
mation, and a sense of belonging at the institution in several ways (Allen & Bir, 
2011; Slade et al., 2015; Strayhorn, 2011). Research has shown that although many 
college preparatory programs are available for students while in high school, nu-
merous students still enter college academically underprepared (Strayhorn, 2011). 
Therefore, university summer bridge programs are vital in improving students’ 
academic skills while also building their self-confidence and sense of belonging 
as they begin their college careers. Slade et al. (2015) discussed the importance of 
students having a positive experience during the summer bridge program because 
it is their first experience at the university. Summer bridge programs must mitigate 
any barriers or obstacles that might discourage students from persisting and help 
ensure they are getting the finest academic experience possible (Allen & Bir, 2011; 
Slade et al., 2015).

Additionally, selecting the proper faculty member for a summer bridge program is 
imperative to aid in building students’ academic confidence and sense of belong-
ing (Slade et al., 2015). Summer bridge program faculty members play a major 
role, and the faculty should have a student-centered pedagogical approach, which 
leads to an understanding of the program’s goals for student success, and the abil-
ity to comfort-teach students who may be academically underprepared (Allen & 
Bir, 2011; Slade et al., 2015).

A study by Slade et al. (2015) was conducted on the design and implementation of 
an HBCU summer bridge program in 2011 and 2012 at North Carolina A&T State 
University. The program has been in operation since 2008, and the program’s pri-
mary goals are to help increase retention and graduation rates for underprepared 
students at the institution (Slade et al., 2015). The summer bridge program accepts 
a certain number of students each year, and they participate in a rigorous 6-week 
residential program where they take college-level math and English courses. In 
the study, the researchers highlighted the philosophy of North Carolina A&T State 
University’s summer bridge program being informed by Tinto’s 1975 research on 
student persistence and attrition. The program’s philosophy also incorporates the 
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best practices for an effective summer bridge program design, which included: 
“(a) academic rigor and engagement, (b) attention to effective needs, and (c) ac-
culturation to college life” (Slade et al., 2015, p. 129).

Academic rigor and engagement consisted of ensuring the students had a positive 
experience in the classroom and throughout the program, which started by se-
lecting the right faculty member for the program (Slade et al., 2015). Regarding 
the academic rigor of the program, the program provided professional tutors and 
peer counselors to assist in the student’s success in the academically challenging 
courses offered during the program so that the students remained confident and 
excited to be in college.

Slade et al. (2015) described attention to effective needs as showing students that 
they belong at the university, connecting students to the campus resources and 
significant people, and creating a learning community and network of support. 
Lastly, they discussed acculturation to college life as the importance of the summer 
bridge program. They expressed the value of networking with different depart-
ments and offices on campus to help acclimate the students to the campus and help 
them form a connection with the campus in both academic and non-academic 
ways. The study’s results revealed that the design of the North Carolina A&T State 
University’s summer bridge program provided a holistic approach to student suc-
cess and developing and shaping students’ initial perceptions and experiences at 
the university. These success factors aided in the 97% summer-to-fall persistence 
rates of the 2011 and 2012 program participants (Slade et al., 2015).

Similarly, Strayhorn (2011) conducted a study utilizing survey data taken from 
a summer bridge program cohort of students who were first-generation, low- 
income, or underrepresented minorities, attending a predominantly white, selec-
tive research university. This university’s summer bridge program promoted the 
success, acclimation, and cultural self-efficacy of underrepresented minority stu-
dents in STEM (Strayhorn, 2011). Utilizing quantitative methodologies, Strayhorn 
(2011) examined the summer bridge program’s effect on students’ self-efficacy, 
sense of belonging, academics, and social skills. The study participants comprised 
55 incoming first-year students participating in a 5-week summer bridge program. 
The participants completed an 83-item survey that addressed their experiences 
during the summer bridge program. The survey questions were centered around 
the students’ self-efficacy, sense of belonging, academics, and social skills after 
completing the program. Using descriptive and multivariate statistics to analyze 
the data, the author discovered that participation in the summer bridge program 
positively affected students’ academic self-efficacy and skills.
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Several research studies have been conducted identifying the positive effects sum-
mer bridge programs have on student success, retention, academic confidence, 
acculturation, and sense of belonging (e.g., Allen & Bir, 2011; Hottell et al., 2014; 
Sablan, 2014; Slade et al., 2015; Stolle-McAllister, 2011; Strayhorn, 2011). This cur-
rent study provides information on the ways that HBCU summer bridge programs 
empower Black students, foster their racial-identity development, and build their 
self-efficacy through providing a Black culturally responsive and culturally rele-
vant curriculum in its programming, in addition to preparing them for academic 
success and acclimation to college.

Culturally Responsive Black Curriculum
HBCU summer bridge programs possess a unique opportunity to help instill a 
stronger sense of self-efficacy and academic confidence in Black students through 
incorporating a Black culturally responsive, relevant curriculum on Black history, 
HBCU history, social justice awareness, and the contributions Black people have 
made to society. This is particularly important because the curriculum on Black 
history and Black literature is often untaught in primary and secondary schools 
(Au et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Marie, 2016; Watkins, 1993). Watkins’ 
(1993) article on Black curriculum orientations suggests that the Black curriculum 
is inextricably tied to Black Americans’ experience with slavery, anti-Black racism, 
and oppression in the United States. Therefore, a culturally responsive Black cur-
riculum can help Black students better understand and contextualize the Black 
experience in the United States, and globally, that influences their day-to-day life 
experiences (Au et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Marie, 2016; Watkins, 1993).

American history has been told from a perspective of whiteness, shaping the per-
ceptions and ideologies of Black people with racialized and negative stereotypi-
cal discourses, images, textbooks, and even children’s literature (Au et al., 2016). 
These negative portrayals of Black people are expressed to further disenfranchise 
and justify the mistreatment of Black people in society (Au et al., 2016; Ladson- 
Billings, 1995; Tatum, 1992; Watkins, 1993). Black activists, since the early 20th 
century, fought to change these existing narratives about Black people through 
curriculum revisions and discussions that took place over many years (Au et al., 
2016; Watkins, 1993). The history that is taught in the United States public school 
system excludes the racism and social injustices that Black people have been sub-
jugated by and the many contributions that Black people have made to society, 
which has caused psychological harm to the thoughts and perceptions that Blacks 
have about themselves (Au et al., 2016; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Teaching culturally 
responsive and relevant curriculum and pedagogy to Black students is imperative 
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in building their self-efficacy and self-confidence so they can believe that they can 
achieve anything, reach their dreams, and be successful in their lives (Ladson- 
Billings, 1995; Tatum, 1992).

Culturally responsive pedagogy discussed by Ladson-Billings (1995) states that 
an effective pedagogical practice for racial and ethnic minority students addresses 
student achievement and also affirms their cultural identity. Culturally responsive 
pedagogy also challenges inequities that are built within the U.S. public school 
system. That is to say, academic success and cultural identity affirmation work in-
terchangeably and are appropriate when teaching and educating racial and ethnic 
minority students. As aforementioned, incorporating a Black culturally responsive 
curriculum can assist in the success and academic motivation of Black students 
because the curriculum will empower them and increase their self-efficacy, which 
in turn can increase their academic confidence (Harper, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 
1995; Marie, 2016; Ross et al., 2016; Tatum, 1992; White et al., 2019). The cultural-
ly responsive environments of HBCUs also helps to affirm students’ cultural iden-
tities, creates a sense of belonging for students, challenges students academically 
and intellectually, and supports their success through academic support programs, 
teaching, and learning (Lovett, 2015; White et al., 2019).

Setting of Study
This study was conducted at Prairie View A&M University, an HBCU that offers 
multiple summer bridge programs to incoming first-year students. Since 2017, 
the university summer bridge programs have accepted roughly 400–500 incoming 
freshmen students each year, and the students can earn up to six credit hours in 
the 5-week programs and up to 12 credit hours in the 10-week programs. The 
university summer bridge programs are entirely free to the student participants. 
The program scholarship covers each student’s tuition, fees, housing, meals, field 
trips, and activities.

The primary goals of the Prairie View A&M University Summer Bridge programs 
are to support student success priorities, develop key academic understanding and 
skills among students, strengthen new peer-relationships, aid in the successful 
transition to college, and to familiarize students with the university. Since 2017, 
the students who have participated in Prairie View’s summer bridge programs 
have maintained an 80%–85% retention rate for their first year.

The Prairie View A&M University Summer Bridge program selected for this 
study is geared toward incoming freshmen students majoring in history, political  
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science, sociology, psychology, and English. The summer 2021 cohort of the pro-
gram had 22 participants. Prior to conducting the study, I contacted the faculty 
coordinator of the summer bridge program to request the program’s participation 
in the study. The faculty coordinator is an assistant professor of history and has 
taught many courses on Black history and the Black experience in America.

The university determines the courses that are offered for each of the summer 
bridge programs. The selected courses for this summer bridge program are Fresh-
man English Composition I and Introduction to Humanities. Since an academic 
course on Black history is not offered for this summer bridge program, I requested 
for the summer bridge program coordinator to develop a curriculum that pro-
vided weekly discussions, presentations, workshops, and activities about HBCU 
history, Black History, and Race and Social Justice in America during the 5-week 
summer bridge program.

Method and Analysis
Research Question

The following research question was addressed in this study: “In what ways do 
HBCU summer bridge programs help increase the self-efficacy, academic con-
fidence, and empowerment of Black students to support their success and per-
sistence rates at the university?”

Participants were given an electronic survey during the last week of the program. 
A total of 13 students completed the electronic survey (see Table 6.1). The elec-
tronic, 27-question item survey included Likert-scale type questions, ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 
questions, and open-ended questions to capture both quantitative and qualitative 
data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Johnson & Christensen, 2014; White et al., 2019). The 
survey assessed student learning outcomes and experiences during the summer 
bridge program. The questions covered student learning outcomes such as: (a) the 
participants perceived academic confidence after completing the summer bridge 
program, (b) the students’ perceptions about their self-efficacy, self-confidence, 
and racial identity after receiving a Black culturally responsive curriculum during 
the program, and lastly, (c) how the student participants felt the program prepared 
them for success in college.
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TABLE 6.1: Summer Bridge Program Student Participant Demographics

Student(s) Age Gender Race/
Ethnicity

HS Demographics Reason for  
Attending an HBCU

Student 1 18 years Female Black/AA Predominantly 
Black

Legacy

Student 2 18 years Female Black/AA Mixed Racial 
Population

To learn more 
about my culture 

and history
Student 3 18 years Female Black/AA Mixed Racial 

Population
To learn more 

about my culture 
and history

Student 4 17 years Female Black/AA Predominantly 
White

To learn more 
about my culture 

and history
Student 5 18 years Male Mixed 

Race
Mixed Racial 
Population

Legacy

Student 6 18 years Male Black/AA Predominantly 
Black

Legacy

Student 7 18 years Female Black/AA Mixed Racial 
Population

Because I was 
accepted

Student 8 18 years Female Mixed 
Race

Mixed Racial 
Population

To learn more 
about my culture 

and history
Student 9 19 years Male Black/AA Predominantly 

Black
Legacy

Student 10 18 years Male Black/AA Mixed Racial 
Population

Legacy

Student 11 18 years Female Black/AA Mixed Racial 
Population

Legacy

Student 12 18 years Female Black/AA Predominantly 
Black

To learn more 
about my culture 

and history
Student 13 18 years Female Black/AA Mixed Racial 

Population
To learn more 

about my culture 
and history

After I collected the data from the survey responses, I prepared and organized 
the survey response data and began the coding process for analysis. To analyze 
the quantitative data of this study, I utilized descriptive statistics to analyze the 
Likert-scale survey responses and the yes or no survey responses. To analyze the 
qualitative data of the study, I organized the open-ended survey responses in  
the following ways: (a) perceived academic confidence and acclimation to college 
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after completing the summer bridge program, (b) perceptions about their self- 
efficacy, self-confidence, and racial identity after receiving a Black culturally re-
sponsive curriculum during the program, and (c) how the student participants 
felt the program prepared them for success in college. In addition, I analyzed the 
average program grade point average and the summer-to-fall retention rates of the 
22 summer bridge program participants.

I completed line-by-line coding to analyze the short answer survey responses  
(Saldaña, 2016). Next, I read and completed the memoization process of each of 
the survey responses to gain a better sense of the participants’ responses from a 
critical race theoretical lens. After completing three cycles of coding, I placed the 
codes into categories, and then overall themes were drawn to answer my research 
question: “In what ways do HBCU summer bridge programs help increase the 
self-efficacy, academic confidence, and empowerment of Black students to support 
their success and persistence rates at the university?”

Results
Three themes emerged from the summer bridge program participants’ short an-
swer survey responses. The themes identified were: (a) acclimation and prepared-
ness for college after participating in the summer bridge program, (b) increased 
racial identity, empowerment, and self-efficacy after participating in the summer 
bridge program, and (c) activities that increase students’ knowledge and under-
standing of HBCU history and Black history after participating in the summer 
bridge program. After identifying themes, I integrated the qualitative and quanti-
tative data findings to determine coherence and ways the quantitative data helped 
illuminate the qualitative data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Johnson & Christensen, 
2014; White et al., 2019).

Acclimation and Preparedness for College

Overall, the student participants stated that they felt more academically prepared 
to succeed in college after completing the summer bridge program. After com-
pleting the summer bridge program, the average GPA of participants was 3.59, 
and the students had a 100% summer-to-fall retention rate. Additionally, 84% of 
the student participants agreed or strongly agreed that as a result of participat-
ing in the summer bridge program, they felt a sense of belonging at the universi-
ty. Eighty-four percent of the student participants agreed or strongly agreed that 
getting to know their professors is important for their success at the university. 
Eighty-four percent of the student participants agreed or strongly agreed that 



CHAPTER 6: HBCU Summer Bridge Programs: Cultivating Academic Success on Campus   |   83

meeting new friends during the summer bridge program was essential for their 
success at the university. All participants agreed or strongly agreed that after com-
pleting the summer bridge program, they are confident they can motivate them-
selves to succeed at the university. Eighty-four percent of the student participants 
agreed or strongly agreed that after completing the summer bridge program, they 
know where to find resources on campus to support their success at the university. 
And lastly, 84% of the student participants agreed or strongly agreed that since 
completing the summer bridge program, they feel more academically prepared to 
succeed in college. The participants overwhelmingly expressed a positive overall 
experience in the summer bridge program. Students made statements such as:

Everything [summer bridge program] in general helped me. It just al-
lowed me to learn mistakes now so I wouldn’t have to make them later 
with a bigger workload.

Everything was harder than high school, but it [summer bridge pro-
gram] allowed me to see I could do it and still be successful.

It’s [summer bridge program] been very helpful and gives me an idea of 
what pv [Prairie View A&M University] will be like.

It [summer bridge program] is really helpful in transitioning from high 
school to college and making new friends.

Increased Racial-Identity, Empowerment, and Self-Efficacy

Overall, the student participants expressed that participating in the summer 
bridge program helped affirm their cultural pride and Blackness. All participants 
agreed or strongly agreed that learning about African American history and Afri-
can American literature is important to their success and development as a person. 
Eighty-four percent of the student participants believe that attending an HBCU 
will support/affirm their racial identity. Lastly, 92% of the student participants be-
lieve that being Black is an important reflection of who they are. Students made 
statements about what being an African American meant to them and shared 
comments such as:

Being an African American gives me pride. I’m proud to be an African 
American & appreciate every single last person who has paved the way 
for me to be and become successful.

[Being an African American] It’s something I wouldn’t trade in the world. 
It’s being someone society has chosen specifically to fail, and still thriving.
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Being proud of who I am and where I come from because there was a 
time when being Black was considered being less than human.

Being Black is a swag of its own. Many are intimidated by us, many don’t 
understand us, and then others want to be like us.

I love being Black. Being Black is being strong. I’m loving the melanin in 
every classroom.

Activities that Increased Students’ Knowledge and Understanding of HBCUs and 
African American History

The student survey responses revealed that none of the students took a course on 
African American history or an African American literature course during high 
school. The student participants listed the activities during the summer bridge 
program that increased their knowledge and understanding of HBCU history and 
African American history. Overwhelmingly, the students expressed their appre-
ciation of the ancestors, what they went through to establish HBCUs, and their 
gratefulness of getting the opportunity to attend an HBCU. Students shared sen-
timents such as:

The presentation about the impact of when HBCU’s schools were first 
built and how it progressed, even with the riots of other people wanting 
to take it down, made me have a better understanding about how im-
portant each HBCU school is with its unique history.

The summer bridge program has made me have a better understanding 
of how each HBCUs [sic] went through to get where they are as of today.

During our daily check-in meetings, watching documentaries over HB-
CUs really increased my knowledge on my own HBCU & others.

During the daily check-ins and Friday presentations, we would watch 
videos on the history of HBCUs that I never got anywhere else.

Yes, because it [HBCU history] showed the struggles my ancestors went 
through in order for my generation and generations after me to be able 
to go to school.
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Conclusion
This study examined how HBCU summer bridge programs help increase the 
self-efficacy, academic confidence, and empowerment of Black students to sup-
port their success and persistence rates at the university. When Black culturally 
responsive curricula are incorporated within the summer bridge programming 
through weekly discussions, presentations, workshops, and activities, or through a 
credit-bearing course offering, there is an increase in Black students’ self-efficacy, 
academic confidence, and empowerment. Students who attend HBCUs may as-
sume they are free from experiencing racism because attending an HBCU allows 
them to be a part of the racial majority; however, it is vital for HBCU students to 
understand the Black experience in the United States historically and contextual-
ly, so they have more in-depth knowledge about themselves as Black people and 
understand how racism and the systems of racial oppression in society influence 
their lives and experiences. This is exactly what HBCU summer bridge programs 
do for their students. These programs help empower Black students and provide 
a voice for Black students, which helps promote their academic confidence, self- 
efficacy, and college success rates.
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7
March 2021 signaled the end of 1 year of higher education under COVID-19. De-
spite Herculean eff orts to educate, empower, and reach students during the pan-
demic, we are only starting to understand the scope of COVID’s impact on our 
students. Underrepresented students, particularly those with comorbidity issues 
and health disparities, faced increased barriers to learning and student success 
during the “new normal.” While the media, policymakers, and civic leaders have 
primarily focused attention on COVID’s impact on students enrolled at large, pre-
dominantly white, public institutions, little attention has been paid to the unique 
experiences faced by students attending minority-serving institutions. To address 
these concerns, the research team surveyed students enrolled at Prairie View A&M 
University, one of Texas’s eight HBCUs, and recruited participants for intensive in-
terviews related to their experiences with COVID-19 at the university. At the same 
time, the team interviewed community members from churches, community cen-
ters, and civic groups near the rural campus to broaden our understanding of how 
COVID-19 impacted the university community.

Th is chapter highlights trends from our mixed-methods study and provides in-
sights into how COVID-19 impacted the students and their local community. We 
begin with a discussion of recent literature exploring how COVID-19 has impacted 

[ ]Humanizing the Impact of COVID-19 on College 
Students at a Regional HBCU 

Nathan K. Mitchell, Quincy C. Moore, and Marco T. Robinson

Source: Contributed by Nathan K. Mitchell, Dr. Quincy C. Moore, and Marco T. Robinson. Copyright 
© Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 
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college students in general and the challenges that underrepresented students face. 
Then, we discuss the case setting – Prairie View A&M University in Prairie View, 
Texas, and highlight the methods and findings. Last, wediscuss how the institution 
and its leadership responded to the needs of its students. Data presented in this 
chapter illustrates how important it is to understand the sociocultural contexts 
in which underrepresented students and their communities operate. As students 
and community members navigated racial tensions resulting from George Floyd’s 
death, they also dealt with the social, mental health, and economic inequities re-
sulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. Laidler (2020) refers to this as a “triple 
whammy” for Black students, in particular. The need for empathy and flexibility 
during the most challenging parts of the COVID-19 pandemic remains evident 
and will likely need to continue as the recovery resumes.

COVID-19’s Impact on College Students
College students in the United States faced the wide-ranging impacts of COVID-19. 
In Spring 2020, most colleges and universities “pivoted” to digital learning to 
curb COVID-19 infections. Academics became a challenge faced by most college  
students. Many students felt disadvantaged when their university switched to  
virtual instruction, citing motivation, concerns over proper instruction, and a 
lack of resources like technology (Global Strategy Group, 2021). Many students 
delayed graduation, took fewer credits, changed majors, lost job or internship  
opportunities, and reported lost wages. In particular, researchers found that stu-
dents with economic or health disparities were more likely to make changes to their 
academic plans because of COVID-19 (Aucejo et al., 2020). Though the research 
on the impact on college student learning and mastery of skills has been limited, 
studies of K-12 students found significant losses in the mastery of mathematical 
concepts and reading at grade level (Chetty et al., 2020; Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Office 
of Civil Rights, 2021). While higher education lacks objective measures of student 
learning during the pandemic, surveys indicated lower student satisfaction with 
instruction and course materials, and lower connection to peers (Global Strategy 
Group, 2021; Means & Neisler, 2021). If learning losses were felt in K-12, they are 
likely to be experienced in higher education.

Mental and physical health were also concerns. Fruehwirth et al. (2021) found 
moderate and severe anxiety and depression increases in first-year students just 4 
weeks into the pandemic. The JED Foundation (2020) echoed these findings in a 
nationwide online survey. It found that 63% of respondents stated that their emo-
tional health was worse during the pandemic, citing anxiety, loneliness, depres-
sion, and an inability to cope with stress in a healthy way. In a study of over 18,000 
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students, Martinez and Nguyen (2020) found that students often reported having 
difficulties getting access to mental health care and that over 64% of respondents 
worried about a loved one getting COVID-19. In terms of physical health, students 
reported sleeping less or infrequently, increased time to fall asleep, and increased 
sedentary behavior (Kowalsky et al., 2021). Decreased indicators of mental and 
physical health negatively influence academic success.

Minority College Students and Students Enrolled at HBCUs

While these mental and physical issues are important to note, almost every study 
of COVID-19’s impact has identified increased disparities in Native Americans, 
African Americans, and Hispanic or Latino populations. According to recent data 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2021), Native Americans 
were 1.7 times more likely to get the disease, 3.5 times more likely to be hospi-
talized, and 2.4 times more likely to die due to COVID-19 complications. While 
equally likely to get the disease as similarly situated whites, African Americans 
were 2.8 times more likely to experience hospitalization and 2.0 times more likely 
to die of COVID-19. Hispanics and Latinos were 1.9 times more likely to be infect-
ed with COVID-19, 2.8 times more likely to be hospitalized, and 2.3 times more 
likely to die than similarly situated whites. While COVID-19 does not discrimi-
nate in terms of its ability to infect, minority populations are disproportionately 
more likely to face the consequences of the disease due to increased instances of 
comorbidities like heart disease and diabetes.

While young people easily recover from COVID-19 than older people, African 
American, Hispanic, and Native American college students are still impacted 
(Laidler, 2020). Disparities in healthcare, comorbidity rates, and living and work-
ing conditions have led young people of color to also face the burden of COVID-19 
(Hooper et al., 2020; Lederer, 2021). African Americans and other people of color 
often lack access to health facilities and health care providers, worse health out-
comes, including maternal and infant mortality rates, implicit bias in health care, 
and decreased trust in medical institutions (Hoffman et al., 2016; Taylor, 2019). 
These issues follow students to college. In addition, younger people are displaying 
increased instances of comorbidities. Price et al. (2013) found that between 1960 
and 2005, the number of young people with chronic illnesses quadrupled, and ra-
cial and ethnic minorities were the most likely to exhibit a range of diseases from 
asthma to diabetes. Agarwal et al. (2020) found increasing instances of diabetes in 
young Non-Hispanic African Americans compared with similar whites. College 
students, particularly Black students, often work in service sector jobs or reside in 
environments with a higher risk of contracting the disease (Hooper et al., 2020; 
Lederer, 2021). Working from home is a “privilege” that is not often afforded when 
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you are in a service field that requires you to physically be at a job (Lederer, 2021). 
Even if one is able to work at home, the space and technology resources may not 
be adequate (Yancy, 2020).

Harper (2020) suggests that a potential concern for college students from under-
represented groups is that if they became infected with COVID-19, their families 
would be placed at higher risk of contracting the disease. While recent studies 
of college students “dislocated” from their campuses, after the pandemic, high-
light the potential conflicts young adults faced with having to stay with their adult 
parents, research on African American students and their families remain some-
what limited (Hall & Zygmunt, 2021). Family networks are extremely important 
to Black and Latino communities and their students. Minority families provide 
emotional, financial, and even physical support during tough times. Connecting 
through either religious institutions, social gatherings, reunions, or holidays is es-
sential for the mental and social health of minority communities. Social distanc-
ing may increase feelings of isolation, anger, or frustration because those kinship 
bonds were decreased or, in some cases, taken away (Davis et al., 2020).

In reviewing the literature on Black families and college student success, Herndon 
and Hirt (2004) argue that Black students rely more heavily on the support given 
to them by their family network than white students. These findings were echoed 
in a recent study by Texas Public Radio of 2,600 students in the San Antonio, 
Texas, metropolitan area. Over 85% of Black and Latino students highlighted the 
importance of their families in inspiring them to go to college and finish (Phillips, 
2021). In addition, extended kinship relationships provide additional levels of sup-
port that white students may not need or request. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, and 
even cousins may live with or near Black students and often step in for parents or 
guardians who cannot.

Kennedy and Winkle-Wagner (2014) suggest that family ties were a key deter-
minant in Black college students’ success. The closer one maintained those ties 
by developing individuality was critically important to academic success. Fam-
ily relationships influence aspirations, access to financial or social support, the 
development of cultural boundaries, and context for how the world operates  
(Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Black and Latino students had to navigate the need for 
social distancing and mitigating their risk to their families with their personal 
need for social support.

Pew Research found that African Americans and Latinos were the hardest hit by 
economic losses due to COVID. In a May 2020 survey, 44% of African Ameri-
cans and 61% of Latinos reported economic and wage losses due to COVID-19 
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complications (Lopez et al., 2020). Respondents also said they had a few finan-
cial reserves available to help with bills or emergencies. College students from 
these communities were disproportionately impacted, especially those enrolled at  
HBCUs and other minority-serving institutions. According to the Thurgood Mar-
shall College Fund (2019), these students are more likely to be economically chal-
lenged, first-generation, and underprepared. Many HBCU students have to work, 
at least part-time, to complete school and require additional support services. 
A recent study of 5,000 HBCU students conducted by the Hope Center (2021), 
found that 55% of respondents had been housing insecure in the past year, and 
46% had been food insecure in the past 30 days. COVID-19 increased the eco-
nomic barriers to success and made it more critical that HBCU students balance 
economics and academics.

Like other campus communities across the country, HBCUs faced unprecedented 
challenges related to public health and economic viability during the pandemic. 
Colleges reopening for the 2020–2021 academic year had to maintain most in-
struction online, faculty had to modify curriculum with hands-on components, 
and study abroad and experiential programs were severely limited (Bevins et al., 
2020). Likewise, among the most pressing questions surfacing on Black college 
campuses as a result of the pandemic is, “How do administrators, staff, and faculty  
effectively meet students’ educational, health, and safety needs under the con-
straints of this public health crisis?” While trying a myriad of approaches and 
strategies, HBCU administrators had to modernize information technology in-
frastructure and classrooms, streamline academic policies and governance, assist 
faculty in revising instruction, and provide increased student support services 
(Johnson & Thompson, 2020). In addition to infrastructure and programmatic 
changes, HBCUs had to find ways to retain faculty and students.

King-Berry and Charles (2021) highlights the need for HBCUs to address aca-
demic, social-emotional, and financial issues to improve retention and success. 
They suggest that investing in universal design pedagogy, and open educational 
resources and providing culturally relevant curricula and programs were ways to 
accomplish this goal. Without the $1 billion in CARES Act funding, many HBCUs 
would not have made the adjustments needed to deal with the pandemic. For 
example, HBCUs often do not have the technological resources that other univer-
sities possess. Riggs (2019) found that only a half of HBCUs offered online class-
es, while three-fourths of students enrolled at predominantly white institutions 
(PWIs) and private colleges had access to online instruction. Many campuses used 
CARES Act funds to help transition to an online environment and make critical 
investments in digital infrastructure. For example, Texas Southern University, the 
largest HBCU in the state, used $3.6 million of the $12 million Higher Education 
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Emergency Relief Fund dollars spent for technology and distance learning up-
grades. They used $6.5 million of the funds to support students directly and to 
provide tuition rebates (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). Several HBCUs de-
cided to use funds to deal with student debts directly (see Berry, 2021; Shivaram, 
2021). While funds were available to support students, often their communities 
were not addressed comprehensively.

The communities that HBCUs are located in and connected to are intricate 
parts of their rich history and even struggles. Most HBCUs sit in predominantly 
Black neighborhoods or rural communities that have felt the negative impacts of 
COVID-19. Many HBCUs have been actively involved in health disparity reduc-
tion using community engagement strategies with rural minority populations. 
These rural community engagement efforts by HBCUs may be an especially ef-
fective strategy for combating these disparities, given their unique histories and 
missions related to marginalized communities (Taylor et al., 2020). Their close 
relationships with their communities led many Black schools to open testing and 
vaccination stations to combat the effects of the pandemic.

Methodology
During the Fall 2020 and Spring 2021 academic year, the research team conducted 
interviews and surveys with students enrolled at Prairie View A&M University 
and members from the surrounding community of Prairie View, Texas, to under-
stand how COVID-19 has impacted their lives and their families. In October of 
2020, a 26-question survey instrument with both open-ended and fixed-choice 
questions was distributed via Qualtrics to all students over 18, via email. Approxi-
mately, 8,379 respondents were invited to participate in the study, and a follow-up 
email was sent 3 weeks later. At the same time, participants were recruited from 
churches, community centers, and civic groups in the surrounding community 
for oral-history interviews conducted during the Spring of 2020 by trained facil-
itators and student volunteers.1 In short, 272 students completed the survey after 
reviewing the informed consent material, and 25 in-depth semi-structured oral 
interviews were conducted with students and community members. Ninety per-
cent of the survey respondents were between 18 and 22 years of age. Eighty-three 
percent of the survey respondents identified themselves as African American, and 
10% identified as Latino or Hispanic. Women made up most of the sample, with 
74% identifying themselves as female. The sample was split between each under-
graduate classification equally. The interviews were an equal mix of young and old 
participants, and all participants were African American.
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Case Setting—Prairie View A&M University

Prairie View A&M University and its surrounding community is an ideal labora-
tory setting for researching the impact of COVID-19 on underrepresented college 
students. The institution resides in rural Waller County, Texas, near the Houston 
metropolitan area. It is the second-oldest public institution in Texas and sits on 
the grounds of the former Alta Vista Plantation. Prairie View is the first state- 
supported institution of higher education for Black Texans. It is designated as an 
1890 Land-Grant institution.

As of Fall 2020, the institution enrolls roughly 9,248 students in 72 academic pro-
grams in four traditional areas of sciences and engineering, social sciences and 
the humanities, nursing and health sciences, and professional studies like business 
and architecture. These programs are spread across eight colleges. As an HBCU, 
the institution primarily serves African American, first-generation, and low- 
income students. According to the most recent data from the Office of Institu-
tional Research (2020), 84% of the students identify as African American, 60% of 
the graduates are first-generation college students, and 66% are Pell grant eligible.

The City of Prairie View, Texas, was founded in 1969. Since its inception, the uni-
versity has established deep ties with the university. Around 7,000 people lived in 
the city as of 2019. As a rural community, the community faces many challenges. 
Economically, the university is the largest employer. Most residents of the county 
that do not work in the agriculture industry commute to Houston or to the Bryan/
College Station area for work. The USDA has designated Prairie View as a “food 
desert,” with the nearest grocery store being about seven miles away (Economic 
Research Service, 2022).

Health care also remains a challenge. Historically, the city and university were 
home to a hospital and medical facilities from the early 1900s to the 1980s, but 
these facilities closed by 1982. Now there are about five primary care physicians in 
the entire county and no hospitals. The nearest emergency room is more than 30 
minutes away (Zhou & Tschaepe, 2021).

In addition to the university’s historic legacy in servicing underserved students 
and the community’s rural character, the Prairie View community has been home 
to a great deal of social justice work. Prairie View students have fought for voting 
rights in 1979, 1992, and 2020 (Ura, 2021). As one of the county’s largest reliably 
Democratic voting blocks, students have faced many challenges related to regis-
tering to vote, gaining access to a polling center on campus, and even participating 
in early voting. Also, there is increased mistrust in the Prairie View community 
due to a 2015 incident between alumna Sandra Bland and a state trooper. Bland 
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was found dead in her jail cell (Montgomery, 2019). Protests and political action 
resulted from unresolved questions related to her death.

Each of the factors listed above highlights the challenges that students coming to 
Prairie View A&M University currently face and will continue to face in the future. 
The data presented below highlight a real “human” dimension to COVID-19 that 
is not explored well in the literature. These HBCU students faced real educational, 
social, and economic hardships in a community with limited resources to support 
them. The rest of this chapter will discuss the findings from our research and pro-
vide some insights on how faculty and institutions can respond to future needs as 
they arrive.

Discussion
As mentioned above, this study focused on the Fall 2020–Spring 2021 academic 
year. This period encompassed the first semester back after the university pivoted 
to online learning and included a gradual reopening in the Spring 2021 semester. 
The data from the survey captured attitudes about the “fully online” period of in-
struction and the gradual opening. During this time, students were introduced to 
a “hyflex” model of teaching that included both video conferencing and in-person 
opportunities to attend class. The oral-history interviews capture the initial reac-
tions of the students and community members to the pandemic and provide his-
torical context and perspectives that identify key discussion points related to the 
pandemic’s impact on health, mental capacity, and learning. These timeless mo-
ments display raw emotions and provide a deeper understanding of the pandemic.

Top Challenges

People in my family have died, I’ve dealt with facing depression and iso-
lation anxiety. It’s been a lot. ~Student respondent

Respondents faced many challenges as a result of COVID-19. One of the most 
important findings of the study determined that 79% of the students “knew 
someone who had contracted COVID-19,” and 35% “knew someone who died of 
COVID.” While experiencing loss in college has been a normal part of life, many 
respondents have never experienced it on such a grand scale. Some students lost  
parents, grandparents, close relatives, and family friends, and as expected, it gen-
erated stress. Open-ended questions and oral-history interviews highlight stories 
of students losing parents and becoming “adults” and caregivers immediately. One 
student remarked, “My mother passed away, and the family I was staying with 
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put me out of their home.” Another student added, “My parents have personally  
contracted COVID-19, and it was not an easy process. They are still recovering, 
and I am still helping take care of my household.”

Because students were aware of people contracting COVID, many of them altered 
their behavior by isolating themselves. One student stated that “my personal life 
has changed in that I am hesitant to go out with the fear of getting infected and 
infecting my close friends and family” and that “I spend a lot of time alone.” The 
isolation was difficult for many students, especially those with underlying condi-
tions. “I have already been suffering from BPD (borderline personality disorder) 
and bipolar disorder, but the social isolation caused by COVID has caused the 
symptoms to become increasingly severe,” remarked one student. Neuroscience 
research tells us that trauma-induced stress impacts student learning and success 
(Zadina, 2014). The university administration responded to these realities by pro-
viding teletherapy options for students and expanding these offerings in the 2021–
2022 academic year, when most face-to-face class options resumed.

Members of the Prairie View community, including many faculty and staff mem-
bers at the institution, mentioned not having access to mental health resources to 
cope with losing loved ones. Many community members reported losses in their 
immediate family and extended church family. While the university offered em-
ployees who lived in the community access to therapy options through its Employee 
Assistance Program, this was not extended to the broader community. Several staff 
members from the community suggested that they did not know they had access 
to such resources. To compensate, the churches in the area stepped up to support 
isolated members. One minister reported that he communicated daily with affected 
members by phone, email, or text message, and that he sent morning prayers or 
reflections to all parishioners, so they still felt connected to their community. The 
long-term effects of the losses from COVID-19 will likely leave scars for years to 
come, and universities and their communities will need to be able to respond with 
such personal touches, especially if services are not as readily available.

An additional challenge was economics. Sixty-two percent of students mentioned 
that they had faced significant financial hardships due to the pandemic. Many 
of those we interviewed had worked service sector jobs and faced a reduction of 
hours from being laid off or having an illness. Some families became single-in-
come households or were forced to cut hours. One student remarked that “it has 
been extremely difficult due to my parents not getting as many hours at work, they 
have barely been leaving the house at all outside of work or school etc.” Another 
suggested that “COVID-19 has been hard on my family financially. We can’t work 
the way we used to, and this has caused difficulties in buying things we need.”  
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Several students had to pitch in to help support their family or extended family. 
One student suggested, “We are having a hard time! Everyone has to work more, 
and it’s really hard on all of us trying to keep enough work hours.”

In interviews, both students and community members mentioned they often 
moved in with family members, parents, or close relatives as a coping strategy, 
but this presented additional challenges for some. One community member re-
marked, “I was forced to live with my parents again (particularly my dad), unex-
pectedly throwing me back into a difficult family situation.” One student remarked 
that he appreciated the ties to his family even more, but “we’re just a little more 
irritable of each other since we’ve been around each other so much.” In addition, 
the added stress of being at home made it hard for some students to learn or access 
classes. They often competed with other siblings or telecommuting parents for 
access to the computer. These are significant challenges.

The university responded by adding additional grants for students to respond to 
economic difficulties: offering telehealth options for students, increasing appoint-
ment options for in-person care, and developing partnerships with county health 
officials to provide vaccine clinics for the entire community. Before the pandemic, 
the university had developed an emergency resource center and food pantry to meet 
the economic needs of students. To combat food insecurity in the larger community, 
the City of Prairie View partnered with the USDA and the Houston Foodbank to 
give away fresh food and nonperishables. Between 1500 and 2500 boxes of food were 
given out to community members and students weekly. While residents in commu-
nities with better access to grocery stores could utilize home delivery for groceries, 
this was not the reality in rural Prairie View. The mayor of the city remarked in an 
interview, “You know just again trying to do what we could to take care of our people 
[sic] same reason I started the USDA food giveaway to make sure we’re telling them 
to stay home but they got to eat.” While strategies were deployed to support students 
and the community, there were likely gaps in services.

Academic and Social Concerns. Data from the survey presents a broader pic-
ture of how COVID-19 impacted the academic and social life of students. Fig-
ure 7.1 highlights the leading challenges faced by students. Forty-seven percent 
of all respondents indicated that motivation was a top concern, followed by 46% 
of respondents citing time management issues, and 43% citing maintaining focus. 
Around 39% of students cited isolation, and 36% cited depression. These findings 
were also mirrored in the community interviews, where many mentioned missing 
churches, limiting community meetings, and not seeing friends. Kowalsky et al. 
(2021) suggest that this finding may be due to sleep disruptions, increased sed-
entary behavior, and other harmful lifestyle choices, but the real issue may be a 
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Note: The sample size for the survey was 272. 
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lack of engagement. National studies indicate that students felt like their education 
was lacking and were less satisfi ed with their experiences (Global Strategy Group, 
2021). Th is sentiment seems to be the case for the HBCU students represented in 
this study. Twenty-fi ve percent of respondents indicated that they were learning 
what they needed to learn to be successful, and 29% thought their materials were 
adequate. One student summarized her fi rst year of college:

I’m just not motivated, overall. And the teachers aren’t realizing that 
we, as students, are struggling online with these classes and they con-
tinue to add more work, online, to make up for the not-in-person 
interactions we’re having, and we feel overwhelmed. Not being in per-
son and having to maintain everything on ourselves is stressful, as well 
as this new transition into adult life.

A common theme among survey respondents and those interviewed was a need to 
feel heard. All participants understood the challenges presented by the pandemic 
but desired more agency and engagement with their community.

In interviews, students remarked that a big challenge was “self-directed learning” 
and being “cut off ” from relationships with peers and professors. Th e following 
anecdotes from the interviews help to illustrate the challenges students faced:

FIGURE 7.1: Top 10 Challenges for Students
Note: The sample size for the survey was 272.
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Anecdote #1:

The major aspect of my life that has changed is how I learned, and 
I feel like now I really am teaching myself a lot of the curriculum as 
opposed to when we were in class, I was understanding a lot better 
and socially as well. I don’t really interact [sic] my classmates and that 
was like a thing that I really enjoyed about Spring semester of last year.

Anecdote #2:

A significant academic challenge I have been facing is this sudden 
transition to all online classes, and a lack of accountability. During 
traditional instruction, it is easier to not be on my phone in front of 
the professor, but much harder to not be on my phone during virtual 
class. It also oftentimes feels like the class is optional although it is not. 
Overall, I have experienced a lack of focus that I usually don’t struggle 
with.

Anecdote #3:

My classes are going well [sic] I’m not doing well. I’m doing fine in my 
classes, but I definitely would usually be doing a lot better. Um, And I 
guess I’m just not, you know, an online learner. I’m definitely more of a 
hands-on learner and I’m definitely more of [sic]. I want to be face-to-
face. With my professors and I like to build those relationships. And 
so since that is been kind of cut off. It’s been a little difficult. But my 
professors are [sic] thankfully been very lenient, and they’ve been very 
understanding about you know the situation. And so that’s been good.

These stories highlight much of the struggles students faced in the classroom. 
Students often attend an HBCU for the smaller class sizes, a closer connection 
to teachers, and the broader community. The switch to online learning proved 
difficult for students, especially those used to experiential labs and kinesthetic 
learning preferences. One student remarked, “we haven’t really had a real learning 
environment. So being a biology major. I haven’t been able to physically go into 
labs, actually.”

Changes to Plans and Behavior. The pandemic forced students and communi-
ty members to make changes to their academic plans, social activities, and daily 
life. Student interaction on campus decreased significantly. One student remarked, 
“Due to COVID 19, my college experience has changed because I don’t really have 
the opportunity to socialize like I used to. I miss all of the experiences of campus 
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life: homecoming, student center, visiting peers, hanging out on campus, etc.” An-
other remarked that “I’m scared to go to the library where there are other people, 
but I get tired of being in my room all day.” Newer students reported feeling specif-
ically impacted, “I’m too scared to go out and meet new friends, so I pretty much 
stay in my dorm bored all day due to COVID-19.” Community members reported 
not attending church as much and moderated other activities. For example, one 
resident relayed that his Bible study, usually accompanied by a social gathering, 
migrated to Zoom. He stated that there was “something about sharing a meal with 
someone that there’s a level of intimacy that you just can’t over Zoom.” Figure 7.2 
highlights how COVID-19 impacted the academic and social plans of all students.

In terms of academic behavior, 16% of respondents took a reduced course load 
and 58% stated that they took all of their classes online. Th e switch to online learn-
ing was tough. One student remarked:

I believe that online classes are causing my grades to drop signifi cantly 
because I am not used to taking online classes, so it is hard to focus 
on them. A lot of the material I feel like I am not understanding [sic], 
which also causes my grades to drop too. Th e only time I feel like I’m 
excelling is in the library because I feel like I am in a classroom setting, 
which makes it easier to focus and retain course material.

 

Note: The sample size for the survey was 272. 
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FIGURE 7.2: Academic and Social Changes Due to COVID-19
Note: The sample size for the survey was 272.
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Many students remarked that it was difficult to get in touch with professors and 
struggled to connect with students virtually. One student’s frustration led them to 
remark, “Professors are still getting paid to teach us and they are basically reading 
us a PowerPoint over the phone. There needs to be a different learning strategy.” 
Another student remarked that it was hard to adapt learning preferences, by saying 
“I’m usually a hands-on learner and it’s harder for me to learn the material, especially 
during this pandemic because everything is online.” Another student confirmed this 
thought, “work can become overwhelming. The process of online learning is not the 
same as the traditional style, and teaching style may have to change when doing on-
line learning.” The university provided incentives for faculty to participate in online 
course delivery and quality design training to respond to these issues. The institution 
also switched to an optional “Pass / No Pass system” to promote student success, 
where no-pass grades would not impact their grade point averages.

While academics are a central focus for most college students, co-curricular elements 
of college are just as essential. College life represents an environment to prepare stu-
dents for their professional futures with challenges occurring from rigor in the class-
room, experiences with internship and volunteer opportunities, and their involvement 
in the campus community. Many respondents identified that they planned to partic-
ipate in fewer extracurricular activities or student organizations due to COVID-19. 
Sixty-one percent of all respondents said they either decreased or eliminated their par-
ticipation in student organizations. One student summed up her experience:

As a freshman, I feel like I’m still in high school. I haven’t experienced 
any campus activities, parties, or gatherings. I only leave my room to 
go to the mailroom, MSC, or library. I’ve only been off-campus twice. 
I am a 4.0 student with all A’s, so once I finish my work, there’s not 
much for me to do here.

Students also suggested that their HBCU experience was limited during this time. 
One freshman remarked, “My college experience has changed because of me not 
being able to experience homecoming, welcome week and Panther Camp and also 
getting to know new friends and peers.” A senior echoed the sentiments by stating 
that “homecoming was canceled, so this has changed the entire HBCU experience 
completely.” We know from Tinto’s (1988, 1993) work that student engagement 
and integration into a community are key determinants of their academic success, 
so finding ways to keep students engaged during the pandemic was critical. Some 
events, and even the annual homecoming celebration, went online during the pan-
demic. To keep students focused on their career goals, the advisers of the pre-law 
program partnered with off-campus partners and regional law schools to produce 
a series of virtual events with recruiters and admissions personnel. Many depart-
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ments instituted regular virtual town halls to check in with students. The university’s 
Center for Instructional Innovation and Technology Services provided options for 
faculty to hold virtual office hours and tutorials so students could still be connected. 
The university also directed some CARES Act funds to help students, faculty, and 
staff get laptops and hotspots to complete and engage with their studies.

Voting, Trust, and Vaccine Hesitancy

This study occurred during the 2020 presidential election and in the wake of the 
murder of George Floyd. Fifty-four percent of the student respondents mentioned 
feeling comfortable or very comfortable voting during the pandemic, but 87% of 
respondents planned to vote in the November election. Given the political climate 
during the election, many students were understandably concerned. One young 
woman remarked:

I feel like our country is in a state of turmoil right now. I think we’re 
going through a rough time and a change in leadership is required in 
order to even become a fraction better than what we are currently going 
through, and I feel like I was planning to vote regardless if there was a 
pandemic or not, but the pandemic encouraged me to vote even more 
and maybe want others to go (vote) even more because I feel like it’s not 
being taken seriously and I feel as if I will never get through this.

This was the first presidential election for many of the respondents, and they wanted 
to participate, even if they did not feel satisfied. In the survey, respondents evalu-
ated various options for voting. Forty-seven percent said they would not vote by 
mail, fearing that their ballot would be rejected or face other issues. One student 
remarked, “I definitely voted even though I felt uncomfortable with it. I definitely 
did the mail-in process. If I felt uncomfortable. I definitely wanted to utilize that 
right to vote, especially during his time.”

Vaccine hesitancy was also a challenge. Students were asked whether or not they 
would take a vaccine if offered. Seventy-two percent of respondents reported that 
they would not take the vaccine, at least not right away. One respondent highlight-
ed her concern, “Vaccines usually take years to study and develop. So, I’m not sure 
how effective it may be, or the side effects that come with it, since no one has tested 
it before.” Trust in government was a concern for both the community members 
and students. One community member responded:

Being African American, there were multiple vaccines used on Afri-
can Americans previously throughout time against their will to use as 
their test subjects which killed thousands of African Americans. I do 
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not want to be a part of that and have a bad side effect and be a part of 
that statistic. So, if there is a vaccine, I will wait until at least 100,000 
people have taken it and have no drastic side effects.

Some students cited fears related to how quickly the vaccine was produced and 
highlighted concerns about being a “guinea pig.” One young man summarized his 
thoughts by stating, “I will not be taking the vaccine simply because there’s not 
enough research out there to indicate with a vaccine could do to my body.” When 
the vaccines became more prevalent, the university instituted several vaccine clin-
ics to help students, faculty, staff, and community members get access to care. 
Most students and community members received at least one shot, even though 
they were hesitant. The clinic was partially staffed with students and faculty from 
Prairie View A&M’s College of Nursing to respond to trust issues and provide the 
nursing students with “real world” public health experience.

Responding to Future Pandemics
One of the biggest lessons gained from the data presented in this study is that 
conversations with Black, Latino, and other underrepresented students and 
their communities must continue. By listening to their stories and addressing 
their concerns, stakeholders can respond more quickly to issues and offer them 
a safer, more supportive, and more welcoming community—the data presented 
in the survey helps to humanize the challenges underrepresented students face. 
The authors presented preliminary data to multiple faculty, staff, student, alumni, 
and administrative stakeholder groups. Data from national studies (see Kim &  
Crimmins, 2020), news media, and anecdotes painted a picture of young people 
engaging in risky behaviors, but our students were just worried about surviving. 
These data helped facilitate a critical conversation about the best ways to help our 
students navigate the threats of racism, economic uncertainty, and health dispari-
ties. Flexibility was necessary, but students also craved good teaching.

These data highlight several key findings for HBCU students. The first revealed that 
at least a third of the respondents knew someone who passed away. The responses 
to interviews and open-ended questions demonstrate that Black, Latino, and other 
underserved students had to cope with painful realities resulting from the pandem-
ic. Losing anyone is difficult, but students reported losing breadwinners, support 
networks, and close friends. Losses were compounded by not fully participating 
in the mourning process due to COVID-19 restrictions. The second key finding is 
that relationships matter. Students come to an HBCU because of the culture and 
close ties to faculty and peers. While survey data and interviews show that students  
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partially understood the challenges posed by the pandemic and appreciated the safe-
ty methods, they were far less satisfied with their education. They craved a personal 
touch and connection to peers and teachers but were not receiving it. The human 
connection motivates students, and most respondents reported struggling to stay 
focused. The third key finding is that students desired involvement in the election 
despite concerns about the pandemic. Many cited national rhetoric over mail-in vot-
ing, voter law changes, and even government performance during the pandemic as 
key reasons for change. Taking quick action and using data to make informed deci-
sions is an essential lesson from the pandemic. Black and Taylor (2021) advocate a 
case management approach to supporting students. Not only could data like those 
presented in this chapter impact operational policy, but it can also help involve stu-
dents in conversations about how to best solve them.
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Appendix 1
Stories from the Pandemic Survey: Please complete each question to the best of 
your ability. Your responses will be kept anonymous, meaning that your name and 
personal information will not be tied to any of your responses. The entire survey 
should take no more than 10 to 15 minutes to complete. If you do not wish to 
answer certain questions, they may be skipped. At the end of the survey, you will 
be asked if you would like to participate in an oral-history project related to your 
experience with the pandemic. If you agree, a separate questionnaire will open, 
which will allow you to input your contact information.

Demographics: The questions in this section will ask you briefly about your per-
sonal characteristics or demographics.

1) What is your age?
 o Under the age of 18 (**Immediate end to survey)
 o 18–22 years old
 o 23–26 years old
 o 27 or older

2)  Which of the following best describes your academic classification?
 o Freshman     o Sophomore      o Junior      o Senior      o Graduate Student

3) What is your major? _______________________ (Example: Biology,  
 Chemistry, History, etc.)

4) What race or ethnicity do you most identify with? Check all that apply.
 o African American
 o Hispanic or Latino
 o Asian or Pacific Islander
 o White / Caucasian
 o American Indian or Alaska Native
 o Prefer not to answer
 o Other: ________________________________________________

5) Which gender do you most identify with?
 o Identify as male    o Identify as female 
 o Identify as gender non-binary  o Prefer not to answer
 o Other: ________________________________________________

6) Do you identify as an international student?  o Yes o No
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7) Do you have a job?    o Yes o No   
  
8) Where do you currently reside? o On-Campus o Off-Campus

9) At which instructional site, do you take most of your classes?
 o Main campus in Waller County
 o Northwest Houston Center
 o College of Nursing
 o Rellis
 o Online

Academics: The following questions ask about your academic experience as it re-
lates to COVID-19. Please answer each question to the best of your ability. Ques-
tions may be skipped.

10) How many credits are you taking this semester? (15 credits are usually  
 considered full-time.)
 o 3–9 credits
 o 12–15 credits
 o 18 credits or more

11) How many hours a week do you normally spend on course assignments?
 o 0–3 hours
 o 4–6 hours
 o 7–12 hours
 o more than 12 hours

12) What are some of the academic challenges you are facing this semester?  
 (Check all that apply.)
 o Time management
 o Contacting my professor
 o Communicating with my peers
 o Keeping track of due dates
 o Respondus/Examity Issues
 o Having a place to study
 o Video conferencing
 o Finding learning resources
 o Accessing student support services like tutoring
 o Contacting my adviser
 o Managing Canvas/E-Courses
 o Internet or technology issues
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 o Challenges with group work
 o Accessing the Library
 o Accessing my textbooks
 o Feelings of isolation
 o Feelings of depression
 o Motivation
 o Maintaining focus during Zoom
 o Maintaining focus (in general)

13) Please describe any additional academic challenges that you are facing that  
 are not mentioned above.
 
 ____________________________________________________________

14) Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements. 
 SD = Strongly Disagree, D = Disagree, N=Neither Agree, Nor Disagree 
 A = Agree, SA = Strongly Agree

___ The instruction in online courses is similar to face-to-face/lecture courses.
___ I am more concerned about my academic performance this year than in 

previous years.
___ Online learning has given me additional opportunities to complete my 

education.
___ I have a good relationship with my instructors.
___ I have a good relationship with my peers.
___ The course materials in the online courses are adequate to meet my needs.
___ I feel like I am learning what I need in order to achieve my educational goals.

15) Many students have made changes to their academic plans as a result of  
 COVID-19. Please indicate whether or not any of the following items apply  
 to you.

•  I decided to take all online courses.    o Yes o No
•  I decided to not return to take classes remotely  

during the 2020–2021 academic year.   o Yes o No
•  I am delaying graduation because of complications  

due to COVID-19.    o Yes o No
•  I am taking a reduced course load because of  

COVID-19.     o Yes o No
• I have changed plans related to participating in an  

internship, coop, or research experience because  
of COVID-19     o Yes o No
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• I have changed plans related to studying abroad  
because of COVID-19.    o Yes o No

• I have changed plans related to participating in  
athletics because of COVID-19.   o Yes o No

• I have changed plans related to participating in  
extracurricular activities and student organizations  
due to COVID-19    o Yes o No

 
Social Changes: Please answer the following questions to the best of your ability.

16) As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, describe how your personal or family  
 life has changed.

 ____________________________________________________________

17) As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, describe how your college experience  
 has changed.

 ____________________________________________________________

18) Please highlight if any of the following statements apply to you.
 o I know someone who was diagnosed with COVID-19.
 o I know someone who died because of COVID-19.
 o My family faced financial hardships because of COVID-19.
 o I am able to work from home if necessary.
 o I have attended social gatherings or visited family online.
 o I have younger siblings that I help care for.
 o I have school-aged children.

19) Rate how comfortable you feel participating in the following activities during  
 the pandemic. VUC = Very Uncomfortable, UC = Uncomfortable, N=Neither  
 Comfortable, Nor Uncomfortable,
 o Visiting a close friend or family member.
 o Shopping at a grocery store.
 o Shopping at a retail chain or clothing store.
 o Eating out at a restaurant.
 o Attending a crowded party.
 o Going to a club or bar with friends.
 o Attending church or a religious service.
 o Attending a social gathering with friends.
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 o Voting during the November General Election.
 o Using technology to connect with family and friends.
 o Living in on-campus housing.
 o Attending face-to-face classes on campus.

20) Did you vote or do you plan to vote in the 2020 election? 
 o Yes o No     o Maybe

21) During normal circumstances, if the vote by mail option was given, would you  
 vote by mail, rather than go to the polling station.      
 o Yes o No     o Maybe

22) If the vote by mail option was given, would you vote by mail, rather than go to  
 the polling station, specifically because of COVID-19 concerns?    
 o Yes o No     o Maybe

23) How well do you think the state government has responded to the COVID-19  
 pandemic?
 o Not well at all o Slightly well   o Moderately well  
  o Very well   o Extremely well

24) How well do you think the national government has responded to the  
 COVID-19 pandemic?
 o Not well at all o Slightly well   o Moderately well  
  o Very well   o Extremely well

25) President Trump has indicated that a vaccine will be available as early as  
 November. If offered a vaccine, will you choose to take one?    
 o Yes o No     o Maybe

26) If you answered No, describe your reasoning.
 
 ____________________________________________________________

We would like to hear your story. We are collecting oral-history interviews about 
the experience of college students during the pandemic. Interviews will be 20–30 
minutes over Zoom. If you are interested in participating, please click the link be-
low. You will be taken to a second questionnaire and will be asked to fill out your 
contact information. Your contact information from that form is not connected to 
your responses listed above.
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Appendix 2
Semi-structured Community Interview Protocol: Respondents were recruit-
ed at local community centers, churches and civic groups. Each interview lasted 
about one hour, was recorded, and transcribed.

IQ1: What is your understanding of COVID-19?

Probe: Ask specifically:

• How do you become infected with COVID-19?
• How can you prevent COVID-19?
• How do you take care of yourself if you get COVID-19?
• How do you protect others if you get COVID-19?
• How do you take care of an infected person with COVID-19?
• Did experiences of racism affect your understanding of COVID-19?

IQ2: How does the pandemic of COVID-19 affect you?

Probe: Please give me an example of COVID-19 affects your daily living.

For example:

• How did COVID-19 affect your ability to purchase food for your home?
• How did COVID-19 affect your sleep patterns?
• What kind of activities have you stopped doing due to COVID-19?
• How has COVID-19 affected how you interact with your family?
• How has COVID-19 affected how you parent your children?
• How has COVID-19 affected how you get yourself ready daily?
• Did experiences of racism affect how the pandemic of COVID-19 affect you?

IQ3: How do you receive healthcare?

Probe: For example:

• How do you get well checkup/wellness visits?
• How would you get tested for COVID-19?
• How would you get medically treated if you had COVID-19?
• Which doctor’s office would you go to?
• What hospital would you go to?
• Did experiences of racism affect how you received healthcare?
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IQ4: Is there anything else you would like to add or teach me regarding your lived 
experiences of how COVID-19 or racism has impacted you?

• With experiences during the pandemic.
• With experiences regarding healthcare.

Notes

1. This study was approved by the IRB Human Subjects committee on October 7, 2020, 
under exempt review. The protocol number is 2020-126. Survey instrument and inter-
view protocols are available in the chapter appendix.
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8
Teachers make all other professions possible. STEM teachers are teach-
ers, and STEM professions are professions. Th erefore, by deductive 
reasoning, STEM teachers make all other STEM professions possible.
             ~Author’s quote

Th e increasing demand for science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) professions will require more STEM teachers and STEM educator pro-
grams (Feder, 2022). Th e above quote implies that if there are more STEM teach-
ers, this will fi ll a signifi cant gap in the STEM profession and subsequently address 
the shortage of STEM teachers who identify as underrepresented and racially mi-
noritized (URM; National Center for Education Statistics, 2011–2012).

Other factors further complicate the shortage. First, research reveals that students 
of color excel with teachers of color in terms of their academic, social, and emo-
tional experiences (Carver-Th omas, 2018). Second, as of Fall 2018, the proportion 
of URM students enrolled in public school was more than 50% (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2022). Th e scenario presented here indicates that fewer 
URM persons will pursue STEM careers if we do not disrupt the current cycle. 
Currently, few URM STEM teachers are able to serve our URM students, who are 

[ ]A Framework for Preparing Underrepresented and 
Racially Minoritized STEM Teacher Candidates

Camille S. Burnett

Source: Contributed by Dr. Camille S. Burnett. Copyright © Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 
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likely to do better with such teachers. Thus, the data suggest the importance of 
recruiting, preparing, and retaining URM STEM teachers to increase the number 
of URM persons with STEM degrees and in the STEM teaching profession. This 
chapter will focus on the preparation aspect of the work done by STEM TPPs by 
proposing a theoretical framework for preparingURM STEM teacher candidates.

Background Information
In addition to the previous evidence, the data surrounding students’ completion of 
teacher preparation programs (TPPs) is critical for understanding the need for 
the proposed framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates. Statistics 
surrounding completion data are one of many measures for TPPs and speak to a 
program’s ability to adequately prepare licensed/certified teachers. Completion data 
are typically reported to Title II, accrediting bodies (such as the Council for the 
Accreditation of Educator Preparation – CAEP) and state education agencies, to 
determine the effectiveness of a TPP. Such data were analyzed by Partelow (2019) 
using the information in Title II reports that federally financed TPPs submitted. 
Partelow (2019) ascertained that completion in TPPs has decreased steadily since 
2010, nationwide. Indeed, program completion declined nationally and in nearly 
every state when the data were disaggregated (Partelow, 2019).

Additionally, program  completion  fell for traditional TPPs more than other 
programs nationally and in almost every state when the data is disaggregated  
(Partelow, 2019). (A traditional TPP is a program where you earn a bachelor’s 
and/or master’s degree and teacher licensure/certification. Compared with other 
TPPS, traditional programs prepare the highest numbers of teachers.) Further-
more, there was a decrease of 22.11% in STEM subject area completers from 2012 
to 2018 (Partelow, 2019). These data provide additional evidence for the shortage 
of STEM teachers in the United States and further support the need for the pro-
posed framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates.

Rationale for Chapter
The background information presented, along with the evidence provided, forces 
a reconsideration of the work done by TPPs to prepare URM STEM teacher can-
didates. The work completed by STEM TPPs includes the intentional recruitment 
of potential STEM teacher candidates (Burnett, 2021), followed by the purpose-
ful preparation of such individuals, and finally by deliberate efforts, retain them 
within the STEM teaching profession. In other words, the preparation aspect of 
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a STEM TPP is connected to the recruitment of STEM students to the TPP on 
one end, that is, at the beginning of the process, and retention of STEM teachers 
within the profession is connected at the other end. The background information 
confirms the decrease in program completers, in general, and in STEM disciplines, 
which provides compelling evidence for the rethinking of preparation practices.

Indeed, there should be a purposeful approach to STEM teacher preparation at 
all institutions, but especially in TPPs at Historically Black Colleges and Univer-
sities (HBCUs) because of whom they serve and the legacy of these institutions.  
HBCUs are poised to be the largest producers of African American STEM teachers 
because data show that 25% of African American STEM degree holders graduat-
ed from an HBCU (UNCF, 2020). HBCUs, thus, provide a sizable pool of poten-
tial URM STEM students who can satisfy the national need for URM persons in 
STEM disciplines and STEM education.

Objectives of Chapter
Therefore, this chapter will propose a theoretical framework for preparing URM 
STEM teacher candidates to become STEM teachers. The need for such a frame-
work was previously established. Accordingly, this chapter will briefly describe the 
history of HBCUs to reflect on their legacy and accomplishments of HBCUs. Also, 
this section will set the stage for the work that continues to happen. Next, the 
chapter will discuss the current state of STEM TPPs, in general, and at HBCUs. 
This section will buttress the work that can happen in the future, i.e., through the 
proposed theoretical framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates. 
Finally, the proposed framework will be delineated with the expectation of future 
use. The proposed framework will rely on types of knowledge for teaching and 
culturally relevant teaching. It will also consider the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and the renewed emphasis on race and social justice, among other factors 
that affect URM students’ program completion. The framework will be undergird-
ed by social cognitive career theory (SCCT). These considerations will be used to 
formulate a theoretical framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates 
to become STEM teachers with the explicit aim of increasing the representation of 
URM populations in STEM disciplines and STEM education.

Reflecting on the Past: Brief History of HBCUs
Most HBCUs were established to provide education for African Americans who 
were formerly enslaved and did not have access to education in the mid- to late 
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1800s (Albritton, 2012). In particular, HBCUs were created as normal schools for 
preparing teachers (Irvine & Fenwick, 2011). HBCUs served as vehicles of libera-
tion that ensured an education as well as the ability to demand justice for self and 
community (Albritton, 2012). Thus, long before a critical race theory (Taylor et al., 
2009) was articulated, HBCUs provided a medium for African Americans to be 
empowered critics of their social, political, and economic circumstances.

Studies indicate that many HBCUs have model TPPs that continue to do the 
same or similar work they started doing. Harper and Mawhinney (2017) implore  
HBCUs to deliberately incorporate theoretical models of social justice in their 
TPPs, and, more importantly, to not keep these efforts secret. For instance, the 
TPPs at Xavier University, Savannah State University, Coppin State University, and 
Delaware State University have made strides in such efforts to incorporate theoret-
ical models of social justice in their programs (Harper & Mawhinney, 2017). More 
specifically, Xavier University’s Department of Education is guided by its identity 
as simultaneously an HBCU and Roman Catholic, focusing on community ser-
vice and social justice. Likewise, Coppin State University’s School of Education 
established a true partnership with Baltimore City Schools, in which both entities 
supported each other’s needs to the benefit of the larger community.

Similarly, Delaware State University provides service to its community through 
its own laboratory school, which is atypical of an HBCU. Above all, and most 
relevant to the purpose of this chapter is the work at Savannah State University. 
Though Savannah State University had previously lost its TPP, its School of Teach-
er Education was able to reestablish its teaching program by collaborating with the 
College of Sciences and Technology with an intentional focus on STEM teacher 
preparation that focused on addressing the needs of its surrounding community. 
The need for URM STEM teachers is not endemic to Savannah State University’s 
community. It is pervasive across the United States of America, as previously de-
scribed, and therefore serves as motivation to all HBCUs to take action.

Understanding the Present:  
STEM Teacher Preparation and HBCUs
STEM teacher preparation practices are essentially the same across the United 
States. They are “one of increasing standards, accountability, and control along 
decreasing perceptions of the value and worth of educators” (Allan, 2017, p. 186). 
The key characteristics of an ideal science and mathematics teacher preparation 
program are the entry and exit requirements, clinical preparation, knowing and 
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teaching disciplinary content, and evaluation and research to improve teach-
er preparation (Presley & Coble, 2012). Science teacher preparation typically 
involves entry requirements into the teacher preparation program (including a 
test of skills in reading, writing, and mathematics), evaluation during the clinical 
teaching experience, as well as a certification exam that varies among states, with 
the most common one being the Praxis Test (Allan, 2017). By extension, the same 
characteristics apply to all disciplines within STEM teacher preparation.

Despite the similar characteristics across STEM TPPs, licensure/certification ex-
pectations for teaching science vary from state to state, including at the undergrad-
uate, post-baccalaureate, and graduate levels, and between specific science content 
and general science content (Allan, 2017). Likewise, there are differences between 
licensure/certification requirements for specific grade levels and grade-level 
bands. These differences are present across all STEM teacher licensure/certifica-
tion fields. Moreover, these contrasts in licensure/certification requirements affect 
the substantive content of TPPs.

Another difference in science teacher preparation is the clinical field experiences 
required for licensure/certification; the number of hours required varies by state. 
Placements tend to have three stages—early (primarily observations), mid (ob-
servations and possibly clinical teaching), and end (clinical teaching or student 
teaching placement)—depending on the TPP. These differences in clinical field 
experiences extend to all STEM licensure/certification areas.

In addition to the variations in STEM licensures/certifications and clinical field 
experiences, there are significant differences in STEM degree requirements among 
institutions in the United States. On average, college degree programs require 120 
semester credit hours (SCHs), and often, TPPs, including STEM fields, exceed 120 
SCHs (Johnson et al., 2012). General pedagogy courses usually include “educa-
tional assessment, adolescent psychology, classroom management, and instruc-
tion” (Allan, 2017, p. 196), taught by education faculty, not content faculty, in the 
professional teacher education courses. Additionally, programs are mandated by 
state and federal law to provide instruction in “educational technology, meeting 
the needs of students with disabilities, English for speakers of other languages, and 
reading across the curriculum” (Allan, 2017, p. 196). There are no requirements 
for specific science (thus, STEM) content courses; however, each state’s licensure/
certification exams are used to measure content knowledge. Additionally, there are 
no requirements for methodology courses, although pedagogical content knowl-
edge is necessary for successful science (and, therefore, STEM) teaching.

Given the similarities and differences across STEM TPPs, HBCUs continue to en-
gage in transformational work that will lead to innovative ways to prepare URM 
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STEM teacher candidates, as they have in the past. The action currently being 
taken by HBCU STEM TPPs is because STEM teacher preparation is not stat-
ic—it is dynamic. Ten HBCUs opted to participate in the HBCUTeach program, 
which aims to increase the number of URM STEM teachers, particularly Black 
STEM teachers (UTeach Institute, 2021). The 10 HBCUs are Claflin University, 
Clark Atlanta University, Morgan State University, Norfolk State University, North 
Carolina State A&T University, Prairie View A&M University, Spelman College, 
Talladega College, Tougaloo College, and Virginia State University. Two of these 
institutions, Norfolk State University and Virginia State University, launched their 
programs in Fall 2021(Virginia State University, 2021), but the remaining eight 
institutions await funding to implement their programs. All 10 programs com-
pleted the capacity building phase in which they developed a program implemen-
tation proposal suitable for their own institutions and context, yet modeled after 
the UTeach Program. This program relies on research- and evidence-based prac-
tices to increase the number of qualified STEM teachers that universities produce 
(UTeach Institute, 2019). However, what is a viable framework for preparing URM 
STEM teacher candidates within our present context?

Looking to the Future: Framework for Preparing URM 
STEM Teacher Candidates
The proposed theoretical framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candi-
dates at HBCUs includes types of knowledge for teaching, culturally responsive 
teaching, and various support mechanisms to maintain teacher candidates’ inter-
est in a STEM teaching career. The framework is motivated by past and current 
practices and undergirded by SCCT. The proposed framework also considers the 
COVID-19 pandemic that emerged in 2020 and the renewed emphasis on race 
and social justice shortly thereafter, which have significantly impacted URMs. Its 
multi-faceted approach is outlined in subsequent paragraphs.

Content and Pedagogical Knowledge (or Knowledge for Teaching)

As previously discussed, all STEM TPPs must focus on providing their students with 
knowledge for teaching, which for many, equates to only content and pedagogical 
knowledge. There are, however, various types of knowledge for teaching (Ball, 2016; 
Ball et al., 2008; Hill & Ball, 2009; Mishra & Koehler, 2006; Shulman, 1986), which 
can be interpreted as being more extensive than content and pedagogical knowl-
edge. Knowledge for teaching includes, but is not limited to:
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• content knowledge;
• general pedagogical knowledge, with special references to those broad princi-

ples and strategies of classroom management and organization that appear to 
transcend subject matter;

• curriculum knowledge, with a particular grasp of the materials and programs 
that serve as “tools of the trade” for teachers;

• pedagogical content knowledge, that special amalgam of content and pedago-
gy that is uniquely the province of teachers, their own special form of profes-
sional understanding;

• knowledge of learners and their characteristics;
• knowledge of educational contexts, ranging from the workings of the group 

or classroom, the governance and financing of school districts, to the charac-
ter of communities and cultures; and

• knowledge of educational ends, purposes, and values, and their philosophical 
and historical grounds. (Shulman, 1987, p. 8)

These types of knowledge are usually assessed on the state STEM licensure/certi-
fication examinations and are necessary for the practice of teaching. Additionally, 
most, if not all, types of knowledge for teaching are already taught in STEM TPPs 
by a combination of content and education faculty, depending on the TPP. The 
proposed framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates suggests con-
tinuing this practice. It also advocates for an intentional attempt at breadth and 
depth in the relevant courses to ensure adequate preparation of the URM STEM 
teacher candidates in terms of their knowledge of teaching.

Technological Pedagogical Knowledge

It is imperative for our URM STEM teachers to be prepared for the future in terms 
of the use of technology within the classroom. The onset of the COVID-19 pan-
demic torpedoed P-16 education practices nationally and globally. Schools were 
forced into lockdown and the delivery of education transformed from an in- 
person experience to emergency remote instruction (ERT). ERT is defined as “a 
temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis 
circumstances” (Hodges et al., 2020, Emergency Remote Teaching section). And 
even though ERT has some similarities with remote or online teaching, it is not 
the same. The expectation of ERT is for instructional delivery to return to its status 
before the crisis, i.e., prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Furthermore, the use of ERT led to the increased use of digital tools, which then 
emphasized the existing digital disparities within education in terms of access to 
digital devices and access to the internet (Katz et al., 2017). Digital disparities were 
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most evident, along and aligned, with the opportunity and achievement gaps in 
low-income, Black, and Latinx students (Cruz, 2021). ERT further emphasized 
the need for technological pedagogical content knowledge among our teachers, 
but more importantly, the need to adequately and consistently train teacher can-
didates throughout their preparation program (Trust & Whalen, 2020). The real-
ity is that the landscape of P-16 education is now forever changed because of the 
pandemic, and consequently, URM STEM teachers must be prepared accordingly.

To use technology effectively within the classroom, one needs technological ped-
agogical content knowledge, defined within the TPACK framework created by 
Mishra and Koehler (2006). The TPACK framework focuses on:

• technology knowledge (“knowledge about standard technologies, such as 
books, chalk, and blackboard, and more advanced technologies, such as the 
Internet and digital video” [Mishra & Koehler, 2006, p. 1027]),

• pedagogical knowledge, and
• content knowledge.

It is often demonstrated through a Venn diagram with three overlapping circles 
(see Figure 8.1). The intersections of these three areas of knowledge lead to:

1. technological pedagogical knowledge (“knowledge of the existence, compo-
nents, and capabilities of various technologies as they are used in teaching and 
learning settings, and conversely, knowing how teaching might change as the 
result of using particular technologies” [Mishra & Koehler, 2006, p. 1028]);

2. technological content knowledge (“knowledge about the manner in which 
technology and content are reciprocally related” [Mishra & Koehler, 2006, p. 
1028]);

3. pedagogical content knowledge; and, most importantly,
4. technological pedagogical content knowledge.

These types of knowledge are required for effectively using digital tools within to-
day’s, and even tomorrow’s, classrooms and are necessary for the proposed frame-
work for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates.

Culturally Responsive Teaching

The proposed framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates also 
includes preparation to become culturally responsive teachers. “Culturally 
responsive teaching can be defined as using the cultural knowledge, prior 
experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse 
students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them” 
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(Gay, 2000, p. 29). Cultural responsiveness is oft en demonstrated through the 
STEM curriculum, within the classroom, and in creating connections with the 
community (Lockett & Burnett, 2022). Th e renewed emphasis on race and social 
justice following the murder of George Floyd in 2020 and the increased number 
of incidences of cultural insensitivity across our nation, underscores the need for 
URM STEM teachers to be culturally relevant teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1995).

Preparation to become a culturally responsive teacher can take diff erent forms 
and benefi t students in multiple ways. For instance, research shows that students’ 
engagement and understanding of science content increased during the imple-
mentation of culturally relevant science activities (Kim et al., 2021). URM STEM 
teachers can be more culturally responsive by learning about culturally responsive 
pedagogy and how to implement it in the classroom. Th ey can also receive addi-
tional training that focuses on Special Education licensure/certifi cation or English 
as a Second Language licensure/certifi cation because too many URM students in 

Figure 8.1: Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge
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K-12 carry these labels. All teachers, especially URM STEM teachers, must be pre-
pared to serve all their students. Moreover, given the need to increase the number 
of URMs in STEM and STEM education, a classroom that exudes culturally 
responsive teaching can only seek to encourage and support URM students who 
are typically underrepresented in STEM. Hence, the proposed framework includes 
preparation to be culturally responsive teachers.

Support Mechanisms

The choice to become a STEM teacher is effortless for some but burdensome for 
others. Indeed, students’ views of the teaching profession are mixed (Adams, 
2017). Consequently, it becomes necessary for the STEM TPP to validate teach-
ing as an esteemed career and utilize a suitable career theory to motivate STEM 
teachers’ recruitment, preparation, and retention, such as SCCT. SCCT includes 
both process and content elements. It argues that career choice is based on interest, 
self-efficacy, and outcome expectations, leading to creating goals and intentions 
that sustain short- and long-term actions and behaviors. This is the content ele-
ment. It also includes an interest, choice, and performance component to explain 
one’s career development: the process element. First, a person’s career interest is 
determined by self-efficacy and outcome expectations (recruitment phase); then, 
their career choice is determined by self-efficacy, outcome expectations, interest, 
and other environmental influences (preparation phase); next, their performance 
is determined by outcome expectations and career choice (retention phase; Lent et 
al., 1994; Jena & Nayak, 2020).

Based on SCCT, the TPP should implement support mechanisms that ensure a 
STEM student’s self-efficacy, provide continuous knowledge of outcome expecta-
tions to maintain their interest, and be ready to support as needed because of po-
tential external environmental influences during the preparation phase. Multiple 
research- and evidence-based practices remain available to support URM STEM 
teacher candidates. For instance, specific high-impact practices (Association of 
American Colleges and Universities, 2018) will leverage student success as STEM 
majors and educators. One such high-impact practice is learning communities, 
which have had positive outcomes for STEM pre-service and in-service teachers 
(Artzt & Curcio, 2008; National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 
2010, 2011; Symons et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2008). Another possible support 
mechanism is test preparation activities for the state licensure/certification exam-
inations; these tests pose a particular hurdle for URM students. A third possibility 
is the availability of scholarships and/or stipends to offset costs associated with be-
ing a student. Financial support is essential because teacher candidates are usually 
unable to work and earn an income during clinical teaching or student teaching 
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placement. Support mechanisms are the final piece of the proposed framework; it 
calls for the explicit and deliberate support of our URM teacher candidates aiming 
to become STEM teachers and is especially necessary given the decline in STEM 
subject area completers from 2012 to 2018 (Partelow, 2019).

Conclusion
The proposed framework for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates includes 
knowledge for teaching, technological pedagogical content knowledge, culturally 
responsive teaching, and support mechanisms for the teacher candidates. It was 
developed as a purposeful approach to STEM teacher preparation at HBCUs, even 
though the work of STEM TPPs also includes intentional recruitment of potential 
STEM teacher candidates and deliberate efforts to retain STEM teachers within 
the classroom. The chapter began with a brief description of the history of HBCUs 
and then discussed current STEM teacher preparation and current STEM teach-
er preparation at HBCUs. Finally, the chapter proposed a theoretical framework 
for preparing URM STEM teacher candidates to become STEM teachers with the 
explicit aim of increasing the representation of URM populations in STEM disci-
plines and STEM education undergirded by SCCT.

HBCUs have been preparing teachers, for over a century, to meet the needs of our 
community. Though the timeline has changed, the need for URM STEM teachers 
remains. The need for highly qualified URM STEM teachers is more evident, es-
pecially during this period of the “Great Resignation.” URM STEM teacher candi-
dates must be able to complete their programs and earn their licenses/certifications. 
Furthermore, URM STEM teachers must be prepared to meet the needs of today’s 
students in terms of being culturally responsive and knowledgeable in the use of 
technology. Indeed, Harper and Mawhinney (2017) were on-target in stating:

To assure their viability in the twenty-first century and beyond, HB-
CUs must demonstrate that they remain capable of preparing a new 
generation of students (more specifically, highly qualified PK-12 
teachers), while simultaneously providing the type of supportive, nur-
turing environment for students of color that is characteristic of their 
institutional mission (pp. 161–162).

Let us remain viable!
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9
Is education the great equalizer? Similarly, the belief that education can equal-
ize societal outcomes (i.e., personal and economic) may only come to fruition 
through behavioral modifi cations or implementing a specifi c plan of action. Much 
has been written about diversity, inclusion, race relations, and a sense of belonging 
in higher-education institutions (Gavin, 2021; Morales, 2021; Worthington et al., 
2020), but not specifi cally toward rural regional predominantly Black Institutions 
(PBIs). Th is chapter provides a unique perspective on the concept of intentionality
in the classroom and on campus, focusing on activities that highlight an under-
standing of diversity, inclusion, race relations, and a sense of student connectivity 
from the perspective of a rural, regional university considered a majority–minority 
institution.

In the post-George Floyd era, institutional obligations to serve as change agents 
have risen due to internal and external pressures (Morales, 2021). Th e Universi-
ty of West Alabama (UWA) is a small, regional university situated in Alabama’s 
Black Belt. Th e Black Belt is a region that has historically been home to the richest 
soil and the poorest people in the United States (Harness, 2019). Th is institution, 
serving 1,320 on-campus students, is considered a PBI and a Minority Serving 
Institution (MSI). To be considered a PBI, institutions must serve at least 1,000 

[ ]Intentionally Investing in Diversity
 on College Campuses

LaJuan Hutchinson, B. J. Kimbrough, and Veronica Triplett

Source: Contributed by Dr. LaJuan Hutchison, B. J. Kimbrough, and Veronica Triplett. Copyright © 
Kendall Hunt Publishing Company. 
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undergraduate students, have at least 50% low-income or first-generation de-
gree-seeking students, possess an average educational and general expenditure 
that is low per full-time undergraduate student in comparison with other institu-
tions offering similar instruction, and enroll at least 40% African American stu-
dents (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Institutions whose enrollment of a 
single minority group or a combination of minority groups exceeding 50% of the 
total enrollment, are considered MSIs (U.S. Department of Interior, 2021).

As a PBI, set in a region disproportionately affected by poverty and low educational 
attainment, the university’s mission is to become a change agent in an environment 
that continues to experience a wide range of social, economic, cultural, health, po-
litical, and physical ills. In 2017, UWA formed the university’s first Diversity and 
Inclusion committee to serve as an advisory body to the President on campus di-
versity in its varied forms. The committee was charged with gathering and assess-
ing data related to university diversity by the President or on an as-needed basis. 
The committee was also given the autonomy to propose changes to campus policy 
and procedure in response to issues of diversity, fairness, and equality or could be 
asked by the President to review such policies and procedures. During this time, 
no institutional resources were provided to the committee to ensure activities were 
implemented. In 2018, UWA intentionally invested in personnel by establishing the 
Office of Diversity and Inclusion and naming a Chief Diversity Officer (CDO). As 
part of their role, the CDO advises the President on diversity and inclusion, chairs 
the university’s Diversity and Inclusion committee, and represents the institution in 
various capacities related to diversity and inclusion. Two years later, in the wake of 
all that has occurred in the post-George Floyd era, the university is engaging in cru-
cial conversations around intentionally investing resources (personnel, funding, and 
programming) to help carry out the established mission.

Students in this region could struggle with feelings related to diversity, inclusion, 
and race relations because it may not be a normal part of classroom conversa-
tion. Creating an environment to talk about diversity, inclusion, belonging, and 
race relations at a rural Alabama PBI in the post-George Floyd era may benefit 
those who typically do not focus on these topics (Kernaghan et al., 2014). Yet, 
crucial conversations about diversity, race, and racism are often not discussed as 
part of the curriculum or current climate. Institutions of higher education should 
be committed and intentional about providing the necessary resources to educate 
and also provide experiences related to diversity, inclusion, and connectivity for 
the student.

Diversity and inclusion do not occur without intention. Institutions must exert 
the necessary effort to create an environment where differences are valued and 
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encouraged (Haney & Fisher, 2017). In the same regard, a sense of belonging is not 
a want but a universal human need. Cultivating a sense of belonging respectfully 
and intentionally is the responsibility of all key stakeholders to ensure long-term 
relevancy for the institution (Gillen-O’Neal, 2019). During a critical and emo-
tional time in U.S. history, our focus on intentionality in the classroom provides a 
forum for understanding, progress, and academic success. The unique history of 
UWA allows the university to bridge the crucial conversation gap with a unique 
set of individuals who are caught between a traditional Predominantly White In-
stitution (PWI) and a Historically Black College and University (HBCU). The stu-
dent population has gone through a progressive shift from an all-female college 
(founded in 1835) to male-inclusive (1915) PWI status, to majority–minority or 
PBI. Discussions centered around race in post-George Floyd era can be divisive 
and rhetoric-laden depending on the ethnicity of the student on this campus.

UWA’s work around diversity, inclusion, and a sense of belonging or connectedness 
draws on the work of higher-education scholar Daryl G. Smith, which emphasizes 
four interrelated dimensions (Smith, 2015). This framework serves as a guiding 
principle for diversity in higher education, where diversity and inclusion are in-
tegral parts of the institution’s mission. According to Worthington et al. (2020), 
this framework of diversity (see Figure 9.1) “reflects the various dimensions of 
diversity in the global and local context, exemplified by access and success, climate 
and intergroup relations, education and scholarship, and institutional viability and 
vitality.” This model is very timely for UWA because it is mission-driven, allows 
the institution to understand and employ diversity strategies in our context, fo-
cuses on the overall institution, and provides an understanding of our institution’s 
capacity for diversity.

An inclusive mission at an educational institution declares that the institution 
is progressive, values diversity, and recognizes and respects people of all back-
grounds and experiences (Stolberg & Weinberg, 2011). Diversity and inclusion do 
not happen miraculously, however. Efforts must be placed in creating an environ-
ment where differences are valued and encouraged. From that, students, faculty, 
and staff can thrive and encourage others to do the same. In opening doors wider, 
a virtuous cycle is created because diversity attracts diversity (Turner, 2013). As a 
PBI, we aspire to be a university that empowers people and provides them with the 
environment and tools to be successful. In the words of Maya Angelou (Angelou, 
2014), “[I]n diversity there is beauty and there is strength.”

While we are well aware of the beauty and strength in diversity, too many excuses 
exist as to why institutions are not as diverse and inclusive as they should be; why 
institutions are not doing more to recognize and acknowledge that injustices and 
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inequalities still exist; and why institutions should do more to right the wrongs of 
the past. James Baldwin (1962) once stated:

Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be 
changed until it is faced. Th ere are times one may wish this were not 
true; times when one hopes that avoidance may make a situation go 
away or that one could escape what we know at the core we must face; 
times when one just does not want to talk about “it.”

For institutions that serve diverse populations and endeavor to foster a genuine 
sense of belonging for all, diffi  cult conversations cannot be avoided, and all voices 
must be acknowledged.

FIGURE 9.1: DEI Strategic Framework—Smith
Source: Copyright 2020 by Daryl G. Smith.
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After the horrific demise of George Floyd, the public outcry forced dialogue about 
systemic racism and social injustices. Like many other institutions of higher learn-
ing, our institution issued a statement condemning what occurred. The university 
initiated steps to be more proactive and discussed what could be done to collec-
tively transfer anger and pain into purposeful action. Our institution held deeply  
the value of diversity and inclusion yet acknowledged that simply believing in 
these values was not enough to create change. While many individuals on campus 
were proud to see a stand in support of the Black community, some campus com-
munity members also pointed out that we needed to start by looking within. It was 
essential for the institution’s efforts of creating an atmosphere of belonging to be 
at the forefront as anger, sadness, and fear gripped our student body, faculty, staff, 
and our nation. Based on the demographic makeup of our student population, the 
local population, and faculty/staff, cohesiveness and having a sense of belonging 
became critical. Many students were reticent about leaving the institution because 
they felt disconnected from the university regarding their personal feelings. Al-
though research shows that students who feel a sense of belonging tend to persist 
and return to their institutions (Proctor et al., 2018), many students harbored feel-
ings of mistrust and were critical of the speed of the response from the university 
administration.

Our university recognized that it was necessary to listen more and have added di-
verse voices to provide feedback to the university’s leadership. Prior to 2020, much 
of our efforts were dedicated to equality and services to minority groups on cam-
pus. At one time, there were numerous incidents regarding the posting of racist 
flyers on bulletin boards at other Alabama campuses (Elias, 2017). To protect our 
campus from similar malicious acts, we implemented policies and procedures that 
ensured our students did not feel threatened due to inappropriate flyers posted in 
public spaces. During the summer of 2020, listening sessions were conducted to 
hear directly from the students of color regarding how to process what was occur-
ring in American society, their experiences as people of color, and their plans to 
advocate for change. Since that time, the leadership of the university has continued 
to be robustly engaged in active listening, meeting individually and in groups with 
students, alumni, and employees of color.

To create the change that some faculty, staff, and students requested regarding 
multicultural issues and challenges, transparency, and diversity values, an ongoing 
process for direct action and critical reflection on our own shortcomings was nec-
essary. Examples such as the lack of diverse faculty, staff, and administrative po-
sitions in some units and programs, or exclusionary behavior at university events 
were brought to the attention of the university administration. Our university 
President vowed to initiate an open-door policy, listen to campus concerns, and 
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support efforts to be much more intentional about our diversity, equity, and in-
clusion initiatives. The discussion was helpful, but the conversations needed to be 
turned into action. The university leaned into its mission, enriching lives through 
education, service and outreach, and deliberately planned for its future in action, 
not just words. Similar to many areas around the country, our students led a march 
around the campus as a form of protest for the events of that summer.

In conjunction with the inaugural appointment of a Chief Diversity Officer, the 
Diversity and Inclusion committee amplified its efforts and emphasized that all 
stakeholders had a role in creating an inclusive and diverse campus environment. 
Using data from the university’s inaugural Culture and Climate Survey, a survey 
designed to provide critical information about students, staff, and faculty percep-
tions and experiences, and the anecdotal data from the listening sessions, com-
petencies to enhance and develop the collaborative culture to be inclusive and to 
reflect the diversity of the populations served were identified. Immediate action 
steps included:

• Diversity and Inclusion website—The website was developed to host a calen-
dar of events, resources, and learning materials on inclusive practices, anti- 
racism, and allyship.

• Diversity and Inclusion committee function—The function and activity of the 
committee increased through the addition of new members and multiple 
training sessions. The committee serves as an advisory body to the President 
on issues of campus diversity in its varied forms. The committee gathers and 
assesses data related to university diversity as charged by the President or on 
an as-needed basis. The committee may propose changes to campus policy 
and procedure in response to issues of diversity, fairness, and equality or may 
be asked by the President to review such policies and procedures.

• Opportunities for representation and recognition—Our university marketing 
department created a series of videos highlighting the first underrepresented 
groups to serve in various capacities throughout the university to increase 
opportunities for diversity and recognition.

• Training—Our Diversity and Inclusion committee invested in training to help 
students, faculty, and staff develop skills and learn key concepts related to 
identity, bias, power and privilege, imposter syndrome, allyship, oppression, 
and self-care. The training is intended to provide every member of the uni-
versity community with an enriching opportunity for personal development 
and to create a stronger, more equitable community for all. The training re-
sources are available on the university’s diversity website, and various train-
ing opportunities are presented by external entities. Units and departments 
that have provided training include College of Education, Campus Security, 
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Residential Life, Career Services, and Student Activities. The results of the 
training showed that some perceptions were false in nature, and understand-
ing marginalized populations begins from listening to those who are typically 
overlooked or affected by negative stereotypes.

• Bias Reporting—Improved publicity of the policy through our committee and 
human resources department allows faculty, staff, and student voices to be 
included in the Civil Rights Grievance and Investigation Process. The policy 
is available on the university’s diversity and inclusion webpage.

• Culture of Promoting Equity, Allyship, Change, and Empowerment (PEACE) 
committee—At the request of the University President, student government 
leadership and the UWA Diversity and Inclusion committee partnered to es-
tablish the student committee that is instrumental in helping lead the reform. 
As an inclusive entity that represents the diverse cultural interests of the stu-
dent body, this student committee serves as an important link between the 
student body and the President’s Council on matters related to diversity and 
inclusion.

• Mentoring—To foster a human, relational connection, creating a strong men-
toring culture at the university was identified as essential. Building personal 
relationships with faculty, staff, and students ensure they feel supported and 
are able to bring their whole selves to work or school. From the anecdotal con-
versations, a recurring theme that was stressed was the need to remember that 
diversity and inclusion, by its very nature, is about relationships with people, 
not statistics (Guzzardi et al., 2021).

Through all these administrative and group dynamics, increased awareness and 
diversity initiatives, our PBI is moving toward acceptance of all, regardless of race 
or gender.

Key educational opportunities to ensure ongoing, reflective dialogue have been 
developed at our PBI. The following is a list of some of the key education opportu-
nities that have been developed in the last year:

• PEACE Conversations—PEACE conversations on various topics help to de-
velop a community of learners dedicated to understanding diversity through  
education. The conversations are intended to help students, faculty, staff, 
alumni, and the greater community understand and embrace the opportuni-
ties we have to create a greater sense of inclusion for all.

• Film Screening Series—The films celebrate heritage, culture, and identity 
through cinema with selections related to different topics or groups repre-
senting diverse populations and experiences. The film screenings are followed 
by a talk-back session with students, faculty, and staff whose work is relevant 
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to the film or the heritage group that is recognized. Our recent showing of 
John Lewis: Good Trouble was for all on campus and the community to par-
ticipate. The subsequent panel discussion with the producer of the film stim-
ulated conversation by those in attendance. According to Dr. B.J. Kimbrough, 
UWA Chief Diversity Officer, “Through this film, the UWA community will 
be able to reflect on its role as a hub for civic engagement and inspire fu-
ture generations to do something that matters and make good trouble when  
necessary.”

• Cultural Trips—Students develop positive attitudes toward cultural heritage 
through the external classroom activities when they participate in cultural 
heritage education trips (Domes & Yesilbursa, 2014). Two new opportunities 
for in-state cultural trips have been developed because of the conversations 
among students, staff, and faculty. Our students recently visited the National 
Memorial for Peace and Justice, in Montgomery, Alabama, for a view of his-
tory not normally discussed with students. Many of the activities were funded 
by different areas on campus, including our advising group on campus that 
has oversight of incoming freshman and sophomores who are first-generation 
and conditional admittance.

• Guest Speakers and Panel Discussions—The purpose of the guest speakers and 
panel discussions is to improve inclusivity by providing a platform for diverse 
speakers to candidly speak about their own experiences and discuss ways to 
create an inclusive environment where everyone feels welcome.

• Professional Development for Faculty and Staff—We have a shared goal of cre-
ating more space for professional development and dialogue around inclu-
sive classrooms: those where all students feel welcome, respected, and able to 
bring their whole selves to the learning environment and see themselves with-
in the fabric of the university. This includes examining the classroom climate, 
navigating possible conflict, challenging topics, expanding content to include 
more diverse perspectives, and more. The sessions include presentations,  
discussions, and story sharing, as well as pre- and post-session reflection 
questions. To weave and integrate elements of diversity and inclusion in our 
campus consciousness, we provide professional development courses through 
our on-campus learning management system, and our retention office facili-
tates these courses for the entire institution. This training provides instruction 
on how to identify and respond to unconscious bias, and coaching will be 
made available to help departments and units promote diversity and inclusion 
in all of their activities.

Diversity and inclusion initiatives were adopted in response to the institution’s 
COVID-19 guidelines. Programming that may have at one time been offered face-
to-face was now provided on virtual or remote platforms. The positive result of 
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this was that the remote format enabled participants’ access to programming that 
they may not have attended otherwise. For example, online and on-campus stu-
dents had record attendance at a program, the Defamation Experience, since it 
was made available in the remote format. This programming, which occurred in 
September 2020, had an exemplary attendance of 511 students, faculty, and staff. 
Due to the success of the Defamation Experience, a future offering was sched-
uled. Additional activities included The Divine-9 Voter Drive and PEACE Con-
versations, Greek Life Convocation, Lift Every Voice and Sing Virtual Presentation/ 
Discussion, and a trip to the Civil Rights Museum in Montgomery, Alabama.

We have further maximized our offerings by providing a virtual format to train-
ing to maintain momentum amidst these unprecedented times. Most recently, the 
institution partnered with Averi, a content provider for diversity training, to offer 
online training courses on diversity, equity, and inclusion training for students, 
staff, and faculty. The courses provide education, resources, and policies that assist 
throughout various facets of life, including personal and professional. We have 
been able to utilize flexible and frequent engagement, for shorter amounts of time, 
in smaller groups, to continue to serve our diverse communities.

Each event is designed to give all students the opportunity to hear new informa-
tion, controversial viewpoints, and history regarding different groups on campus, 
for example, African American life in the United States. Although some events are 
scripted (an actual play emphasizing different viewpoints based on different de-
mographic backgrounds is what is shown), the purpose of the informative events 
is to intentionally inform them cognitively, historically, and in some cases, spiritu-
ally concerning their future, here in America.

The concept of establishing sustainable and intentional diversity advances in a 
post-George Floyd era is based on setting expectations from the university ad-
ministration while establishing how overall goals are implemented and assessed. 
Increased recruitment efforts to secure new, diverse talent in students, faculty, and 
staff, and the development of the persons already at the university, prove that our 
university is action-based when improving the concept of diversity on campus. 
Consequently, with this sustained intentionality, we believe we will be able to de-
velop new approaches to create change in the whole organizational system (Snood, 
2017).

During a critical and emotional time in history, our focus on intentionality in the 
classroom provides a forum for understanding, progress, and academic success. 
The emphasis on having conversations without hyperbolic and conspiracy-laden 
rhetoric allows students the chance to make up their own minds about a contro-
versial topic without the feeling of coercion or capitulation to forced acceptance. 
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In the end, giving all students the forum and environment to understand a topic 
from various viewpoints, while advancing the idea of community has proven ef-
fective. The use of intentional curriculum discussions is relevant, even on a cam-
pus classified as majority–minority/PBI (Salvo, 2019).

Effectively promoting intentional learning in the classroom requires engaging the 
student on the impact of the topic (economic, societal, individually), the reasons 
for overall concerns, and the feelings of all people regarding the topic. Having 
purposeful discussions and assignments is designed not only to drive conversation 
about diversity, inclusion, and equity, but also allows students the opportunity to 
formulate and express coherent thoughts concerning a controversial topic, such 
as the events surrounding George Floyd’s death. As background to intention-
al practices in the classroom, in a study centered on the achievement of African 
American males on both PWI and PBI campuses, integrating these males into an 
environment in which they are familiar socially and academically leads to higher 
grade point averages (Davis, 1994).

Implementing course discussions that are professional in nature, while still allow-
ing for diverse viewpoints, provides many students an opportunity to participate in 
a conversation that requires increased emotional intelligence and communication 
skills. Encouragement (by the professor) for expressing serious thoughts and opin-
ions allows many to feel comfortable in an environment where some students of 
color may feel uneasy contributing (Guzzardi et al., 2021). Not only is this practice 
encouraging for those who typically are voiceless, it also promotes a certain self- 
confidence about their opinions. Facilitating classroom interactions on this level can 
enable a student to feel empowered to continue their studies (Peterson, 2019).

Specifically, the discipline in which many of these students are studying relates to 
sports and business. Large-scale sporting events often bring social controversy in 
their wake. Recently, a top American sports league decided to move an All-Star 
event from a state where the legislature enacted laws similar to civil rights era Jim 
Crow legislation (O’Shea et al., 2021). Many believe the recent changes in voter 
legislation will thwart the voting privileges of people of color. Using online jour-
naling, discussions, and lectures, a particular class discussed this controversy by 
researching the cost to the city of Atlanta, the cost to the sports league, and fore-
casted the possible effects of this move on future fan participation. The intentional 
discussion allowed views on race, finances, and corporate responsibility regarding 
race. The “open floor” discussion provides, to those who may not typically join in a 
conversation with a professor, a neutral interaction that hopefully a student of col-
or has an opinion to convey. In a community spirit, we concluded this discussion 
with possible outcomes, along with future steps when dealing with a similar situa-
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tion in the future. The rules for this classroom discussion were for each student to 
provide a private opinion of how they felt about the issue in a journal.

After completing the journal, each student had to research the demographic 
makeup of the city and state. Students also gathered data on income levels and fan 
participation in various locations, which allowed them to make informed predic-
tions on how various groups might respond to future racial tensions or disputes. 
The open forum concluded with students providing suggestions on how cities, 
community leaders, and corporations might be able to work collaboratively.

Engaging African American males positively (valuing input and encouraging 
participation) contributes to providing an environment that fosters retention and 
an inclusive classroom environment. Researchers have concluded that for Afri-
can American males, retention programs and role models/advocates in the class-
room increase their success and grade point averages (Brooks et al., 2013; Hucks, 
2011). Using this concept, our focus in this post-George Floyd era stresses the 
importance of being able to express views in a forum of academic excellence and 
thought-provoking discussions. Intentional curriculum discussions focusing on 
achievement and career choices remain common themes in lectures.

Dr. Walter Kimbrough (2021), recently retired President of Dillard University, in-
dicated that the possible future of HBCU leadership lies in diverse trustee boards 
installing younger leaders. Inherent in his editorial is that these boards should tar-
get installing women as Presidents, as the majority of HBCU students are female. 
In another classroom example, women trendsetters in modern sports roles are 
highlighted as pathways to careers not usually explored by the student population 
at our university. The first African American female agent for the NFL was a guest 
speaker to a Sports Law class. She inspired and provided a sense of what was nec-
essary to become an agent for athletes. She discussed her background and many 
of the hurdles she overcame to reach her goals. As a former lawyer for the NFL 
Commissioner’s office, and as an independent agent seeking clients in Division I 
football, she reached a milestone in her profession by signing a first-round draft 
pick in 2019. Her story, detailed in her current book, was reason enough to have 
her interact with students who may not know that being a sports agent for a pro-
fessional football player is possible.

Over time, the retention and graduation rate of students has increased steadily 
in our discipline. Many of our majors are first-time college attendees, and this 
requires a true retention plan from the beginning of their college careers. The 
insertion of diversity, race, and racial discussions is a driving force for contin-
ued participation for many in this generation of college students (Forman, 2018).  
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Providing an inclusive forum for expressing sincere thoughts on controversial 
topics is often eye-opening to students. Consistently inserting this type of engage-
ment also allows this generation to solve our nation’s tenuous situation regarding 
social topics on race and equality.

After George Floyd’s tragic passing, the civil unrest not only sparked campus ini-
tiatives from our Office of Diversity and Inclusion and professors in the classroom, 
but also many coaches/players on the football team contributed to learning life 
lessons in an intentional fashion. This section will provide insight from UWA’s 
head football coach Brett Gilliland, who wanted to support the young men he 
interacts with daily during this period. He readily acknowledges that he knew of 
differences between himself and people of color early on in life, mainly relating to 
how they were treated. He credits having grown up in a coaching household (his 
father was a head football coach as well) and having the opportunity to be around 
people different from his family’s inner circle. His upbringing and religious faith 
allowed him to have an open mind about interactions with others, particularly 
players and coaches.

An underlying theme during a conversation with Coach Gilliland is learning how 
to respect everyone. Meaning, that even if we do not understand a person’s view-
point, we must start with a level of respect for that person. Being certain that we 
listen and give that person the opportunity to express himself or herself is neces-
sary for open dialogue. After Floyd’s passing, Coach Gilliland embraced an op-
portunity to follow this mantra on our campus. As the majority of the players are 
African American males, he felt it was necessary that the team members had an 
opportunity to speak from the heart about the situation. Coach Gilliland credits 
his players and coaches for their open communication during that moment, which 
gave everyone the opportunity to address each other. He invited the university ad-
ministration to participate and listen as well. He pointed out that everyone learned 
something about each other, particularly trust in fellow teammates. In some cases, 
there was a sense of fear of being labeled for saying the wrong thing about the 
situation. Through these conversations, the team further embraces the concept 
of “Brotherhood,” the common rallying cry in our football building. As we have 
witnessed in the past ten years, college football teams have much more power and 
leverage to institute change on a college campus regarding race (Baker, 2020).

The post-George Floyd era is undoubtedly a painful and difficult time for every-
one who believes in and strives toward diversity, inclusion, equality, justice, and 
respect for humanity. The academic lessons taught in colleges and universities are 
only a fraction of the education we all need. One of the most valuable aspects of a 
university education is the experience of interacting, sharing, learning, celebrat-
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ing, growing, and even struggling toward a common goal with people different 
from ourselves—different social circles, different education levels, different inter-
ests, different religions and creeds, different sexual orientations, and yes, different 
nationalities, ethnicities, and skin colors (Tucker, 2020). In the end, intentionally 
investing in diversity, inclusion, and a sense of belonging to help everyone under-
stand a topic from all viewpoints, while advancing the idea of commonality, has 
proven effective on this campus.

After the passing of George Floyd, it became evident that students of color needed 
a voice and guidance for improving not only their living conditions, but also suc-
cess in future endeavors. Challenging African American students to break free of 
stereotypes and view career aspirations as attainable, is an effort to promote overall 
success. As educators, we are constantly searching for new ways to motivate the 
current college population at the university.

Despite an increased investment in diversity and inclusion, we acknowledge that 
much more work must be done as a university. Utilizing our mission and vision of 
the institution, we plan to increase the collective voice of the communities whose 
presence may have been omitted from the institution’s original history and expand 
that history by making it more inclusive and equitable.

Recognizing that our institution, which was once a PWI, did not admit its first 
Black student until 1966, is noteworthy. Although the first Black student graduat-
ed in 1969, our institution is now considered a predominantly Black institution, 
which is evidence of change in the 180-year history of the university.

We recognize that creating and maintaining impactful change will be an ongoing 
process and one that we cannot solve or resolve expeditiously or easily. Genuine 
and active participation in these conversations and the planning of intentional, de-
liberate, transformative action, as we move toward necessary change for the future 
of our university, is essential.
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Literary icon and social activist, Maya Angelou, powerfully stated, “People will 
forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget 
how you made them feel.” Th e signifi cance of her quote centers on the value of 
belonging, intentionality, and inclusion within human connection; this form of 
exchange is critical, especially within educational contexts. Educational institu-
tions are the nexus for formal learning and student development, as well as more 
integrated learning with the use of technology and social media (Cha & So, 2020; 
Pascarella, 2001; Willems & Bateman, 2013). Th ey engage the next generation of 
global leaders by deepening their scope of understanding and intellectual capaci-
ties in a more holistic manner. College is a time period when students experience 
transformational and intensive growth and development (Pascarella, 2001; Ruoc-
co, 2021; Wang & Chung, 2021). Yet, when excessive demands outstrip capabili-
ties, and there is a lack of support, students’ well-being and persistence struggle; 
this is especially true for students of color.

Students of color represent over 45% of college populations; therefore, their 
health and success are essential to the university system (Beresin, 2022). Colle-
giate students of color are more likely to experience racism, cyberbullying, verbal 
and physical assaults, and microaggressions than their privileged peers (Minikel-

[ ]Lean on Me: The Power of Listening Circles to Foster 
Belonging and Inclusion Within Collegiate Spaces

Stephanie Tilley, Ruth Lu, and Travis C. Smith

Source: Contributed by Dr. Stephanie Tilley, Ruth Lu, and Travis Smith. Copyright © Kendall Hunt 
Publishing Company. 



146   |   The Crucial Conversation: Educating Through an Anti-Racist Lens

Lacocque, 2013; Turner, 2002). Furthermore, they struggle with lower retention 
and matriculation rates, possess higher college dropout rates, and battle the high-
est borrowing amounts and largest debt burden (Beresin, 2021).

Additionally, the presence of the uncertain and ominous nature of COVID-19 sig-
nificantly disrupted the university environment, especially for students of color 
(Lederer et al., 2021). COVID-19 affected college students in unfavorable ways, 
such as increased food and housing insecurity, disruption in social connectedness 
and sense of belonging, financial hardships, access concerns that affected their 
academic performance and well-being, and uncertainty of the future (Lederer et 
al., 2021). The coalescence of these concerns in various ways has heightened ineq-
uities for students of color.

Students of color are fighting many visible and imperceptible wars. This is es-
pecially true when mental health issues intersect with the distress that they are 
experiencing post-George Floyd, and when our societal climate fails to listen to 
the pervasive and pressing issues troubling them. The culmination of such reali-
ties impedes their academic and personal successes. Within the collegiate space, 
there is a shortage of supply in offering preventative or early intervention ser-
vices to many who may need or would potentially benefit from them (Bernstein 
et al., 2021; Harper & Wilson, 2010). Although preparation programs and skill 
development workshops are available, they do not possess the capacity or fully 
provide adequate time for much-needed support guidance (Badura et al., 2000; 
Bernstein et al., 2021), and they often leave the students feeling the need to fit the 
mode of these programs instead of the programs meeting their needs (Harper &  
Wilson, 2010). This is especially challenging for students of color where the sup-
port is insufficient, and programs are embedded with racism, persistent stereo-
typing, microaggressions, and distant from their cultural heritage and tradition 
(Minikel-Lacocque, 2013; Turner, 2002). Therefore, it is the role of higher educa-
tion to nourish both the scholastic and social identities of these students. To do so, 
institutions of higher learning must employ a revolutionary agenda that champi-
ons environments that foster a sense of belonging, amplifies diversity of thought, 
and empowers students of color as a collective for community building within and 
beyond their system borders of influence.

This chapter theorizes structured communal groups as a technique of conducting 
listening circles. Communal groups are rooted in Ubuntu philosophy, an African 
epistemology that promotes being oneself through others. Listening circles are 
also centered in Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model, which systematically 
examines the six forms of the cultural capital for students of color as tools of re-
storative justice to amplify the experiences of building supportive networks for 
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students of color. Historically, listening circles have served as a source of empow-
erment, affirmation, and refuge for many marginalized populations. They provide 
marginalized populations a space to elevate their voices, push through their unset-
tling realities, and resist conventional narratives that have served as barriers. There 
is a long-standing history of racial minorities galvanizing through listening circles 
where communities have found strength in numbers and social relief through af-
finity groups. Doing so allows them to openly celebrate their identity and reimag-
ine the social constructs that have traditionally silenced, defiled, and stifled them.

In response to the exacerbation of racial injustice prevailing in higher education, 
the purpose of this book chapter is to reimagine collegiate spaces for students of 
color through intentional efforts such as listening circles that promote socially just 
and inclusive practices in higher education. This chapter will detail the historical 
significance of listening circles and their influence on racial minoritized commu-
nities. Sequentially, the authors will use experiential learning and student and pro-
fessional narratives to provide recommendations. The recommendations include 
but are not limited to how to efficiently and intentionally incorporate listening 
circles within higher education institutions, in order to support racial and ethnic 
minority students. The authors will demonstrate how anti-oppressive frameworks 
support the unique viewpoints and identities of students of color by combining 
Ubuntu Epistemology with Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model. These 
frameworks define the critical conversations that serve as restorative justice tools, 
allowing them to contribute to students’ self-building processes, which are crucial 
for academic and personal success. In conclusion, the authors will illustrate how 
centering listening circles within the collegiate environment creates  communal 
engagement, belonging,  and peaceful resistance for marginalized students and 
fosters justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion (JEDI) work.

Theoretical Background
As students of color continue to contribute and advance the narrative of higher 
education, listening circles are more relevant than ever before. In this section, we 
will explore the theoretical underpinnings of Ubuntu Epistemology and Yosso’s 
Community Cultural Wealth Model as the foundational elements of incorporating 
listening circles to center the voices of college students of color. Ubuntu Episte-
mology (Mugumbate & Nyanguru, 2013) and Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth 
Model (Yosso, 2005) supports the essence of listening circles and celebrates the in-
dividual and collective identities and perspectives of students of color. As diverse 
learners make up a significant portion of the collegiate population, it’s imperative 
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that equitable practices are centered and prioritized within the university environ-
ment. Furthermore, such practices need to be rooted in restorative frameworks 
that amplify individual and collective success for students of color.

History of Listening Circles

Listening circles have a historical and traditional legacy. Along with stories and 
oral traditions, they are deeply embedded and rooted in indigenous ways of being, 
and particularly in Native Americans’ cultural and ritual practices (Becker et al., 
2006; Tachine et al., 2017; Wolf & Rickard, 2003). Fixico (2013) explores American 
Indians’ minds against the linear world, where he explained that in a linear world 
Indian thinking is beyond just seeing; Indian thinking is seeing and listening and 
listening adds an extra layer of seeing. “Listening does not necessarily involve only 
hearing sounds. Actually, listening involves hearing and realizing as a receiver 
while understanding the objective of seeing . . . Without listening, seeing only 
provides images to the mind with limited information and hearing sounds adds 
substance or more pertinent knowledge to the visual experience” (Fixico, 2013, p. 
4). This is important as it encourages radical listening through full presence and 
focuses on engagement.

This chapter seeks to bridge the gap and create a space for students of color to 
embrace Ubuntu epistemology, build community among peers toward empower-
ment, and enable the notion of radical listening through listening circles. Listening 
is a solution-focused mindset that promotes hearing students’ stories without fil-
tering them through one’s own frame (Harper & Wilson, 2010). “The significance 
of the circle itself is seen as sacred, representing the interconnectedness of all 
things (people, earth, moon, sun)” (Wolf & Rickard, 2003, p. 39). Listening circles 
provide an opportunity for individuals to express thoughts and feelings, and they 
can aid in the development of mutual understanding and support among those 
who are going through difficult circumstances. The format of listening circles can 
vary from formal and informal examples. The format is straightforward. Students 
should be arranged in a circle (or, if your gathering is virtual, post a list of partici-
pants that will constitute your circle). The concept of circle is not used literally, but 
in a conceptual way that different individuals come together and share an equal 
stance, while the listeners also place themselves equally in the group setting.

Formal and Informal Examples of Listening Circles

Formal listening circles would be highly structured and more intentionally orga-
nized to achieve a specific objective or mission. Formal instances of listening circles 
would be an important element of a system that runs and builds on such formation 
on a continual basis. Such organizations have formal organizational behaviors, for 
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example: divisions of the department, committees with comprehensive financ-
ing models and human resources, and maybe a permanent position to perform 
meaningful duties and report to the management team for the organization’s well- 
being (Itzchakov & Kluger, 2017; Macnamara, 2019). Whereas formalized listening 
circles are formed inside an organization, informal circles are typically formed by 
individuals. They arise organically as a result of shared interests or beliefs, without 
the involvement of an organization, and their continued collaboration is dependent 
on their members’ sense of belonging and togetherness, which is a psychological and 
sociocultural need shared by all humans (Danyluk & Hanson, 2021). By sharing and 
inspiring one another, listening circles sustain and expand and may develop unwrit-
ten and behavioral norms that individuals adapt to and accept.

Listening Circles in Relation to Marginalized Communities

Marginalized student communities often face discrimination and hostility, while 
the dominant voice has historically been ascribed to the privileged white male. 
In this context, listening circles provide a safe, inviting space for marginalized  
individuals to open up and share their burdens and concerns as well as the 
achievement and inspiration they have uniquely experienced. Such actions fos-
ter integrity, inspiration, and greater unity among the underprivileged popula-
tion. The COVID-19 pandemic and the nationwide racial justice movement have 
demonstrated these entanglements in the neoliberal biopolitics of race (Suspit-
syna, 2021). In this time, the healing powers that listening circles provide can be 
used to stimulate multicultural awareness, while fostering respect for individual 
differences and facilitating group cohesion. The crucial conversations, through the 
listening circle, eradicate the white-dominated space, and disrupt the discourse 
perpetually. Creating a safe haven for restorative justice encourages profound 
healing and change while demonstrating the principles of democracy and equality 
(French et al., 2020).

Ubuntu Theory
Ubuntu Theory derives from African epistemology and subscribes to the idea 
of embracing your authentic nature through others; it’s grounded in connection 
with humanity (Mugumbate & Nyanguru, 2013). The significance of this multi- 
dimensional concept encourages alignment with one’s ancestral power and exist-
ing relationships to foster interconnection and solidarity (Mugumbate & Nyan-
guru, 2013). The origins of Ubuntu theory, in written form, dates back to 1846, 
and its contemporary research continues to inform its native lands (African so-
ciety) in the areas of cultural strength, resilience especially for youth, community  
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response, psychotherapy, and many more (Van Breda, 2019). The tenets of Ubuntu 
epistemology are rooted in peace education as it values empathy, understanding, 
consensus, and reconciliation among communities (Muruthi, 2009). Displaying 
empathy and understanding counters oppressive systems when warmly and sin-
cerely expressed with pure intentions and no hidden agendas. Consensus and rec-
onciliation among communities disrupt oppressive systems when there is a shared 
understanding that cohesion, reciprocity, and mutual responsibility are the foun-
dation of engagement.

The application of Ubuntu theory and listening circles within a higher education 
domain will employ an equitable approach to amend the various social and con-
temporary circumstances experienced by students of color. The practice of pairing 
Ubuntu theory with listening circles creates an opportunity for students of color 
to balance the saliency of their identities in an unrestricted space that welcomes, 
preserves, and supports their complete selves. The spirit of such a space allows stu-
dents of color to relish the liberation of unfiltered affection and full disclosure, the 
optimal antidote during this post-George Floyd era. Employing Ubuntu theory in 
this manner will suppress the dominant voice that has been historically present in 
higher education environments and allows for the inclusion and support of stu-
dents of color.

Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model
Resistance and the quest for collective freedom are a shared narrative among racial 
and ethnic minority communities. Each student of color embodies power and sov-
ereignty within them. Yosso’s Cultural Wealth Model acknowledges and recogniz-
es this by examining six forms of cultural capital that students of color experience 
in college, from an appreciative standpoint: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, 
navigational, and resistance (Yosso, 2005). Aspirational capital refers to a student’s 
hopes and dreams. Yosso (2005) emphasizes that despite persistent education dis-
parities, African and Latina/o American students and their families continue to 
instill high educational expectations. Whereas, linguistic capital captures the role 
of storytelling and the diverse language and communication skills students of col-
or possess. This particular approach allows students to commune in their mother 
tongue and to share the ancestral stories that have carried them throughout their 
coming of age. Familial capital describes the social and personal human resources 
students have in their pre-college network. This concept is drawn from knowledge 
and teachings stemming from their communal networks. Sequentially, social cap-
ital refers to the peers and social networks of students of color and how these con-
tacts are leveraged and utilized. This leads to students being able to access various 
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resources and opportunities to enhance their personal and professional develop-
ment via social networks. Navigational capital explores students of color’s abilities 
to maneuver various social institutions and environments. This allows students 
to overcome unfavorable environments such as racially hostile behaviors. Resis-
tance capital is rooted in the social justice experiences of communities of color. 
This form of capital is exercised when students serve their communities or amplify 
their voices through activism and community engagement (Yosso, 2005).

Tara Yosso’s six-part Cultural Wealth Model intends to assist education leaders 
in framing their interactions with students. This framework is especially useful 
for educators who are committed to increasing student participation and reten-
tion in the p-20 academic pipeline. The origins of Yosso’s Cultural Wealth Model 
align with the need to understand and support students of color in the collegiate 
space (Yosso, 2005). Therefore, this model can be employed to serve students of 
color because it captures the various skill sets and tools that marginalized students 
possess to navigate their collegiate experience. Listening circles can be employed 
by centering this framework to ensure the voices of these student populations are 
prioritized, heard, and protected. A shared aspect of Yosso’s Community Cultural  
Wealth Model and listening circles is storytelling. For many racial and ethnic 
minorities, storytelling remains an inherent part of the cultural community. Sto-
rytelling is a sacred tool of preservation that shares and passes down ancestral  
lessons, customs, values, legends, and personal accounts (Fernandez-Llamazares 
& Cabeza, 2018). With this understanding, students of color can use their linguis-
tic capital to share their unique stories to expose others to the diversity of their 
perspective, while simultaneously learning about and from their peers. This model 
names minority students’ inherent powers, and allows them to be drawn in a way 
that protects their agency and actualization. The dual application of Yosso’s Com-
munity Wealth Model and Ubuntu theory within a collegiate environment would 
prove powerful, liberating, and restorative for students of color.

Application of Ubuntu Theory and Yosso’s Community 
Cultural Wealth Model in Listening Circles
In prolific ways, Ubuntu Theory and Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth Model 
inform listening circles. The binary of both theoretical approaches centers restor-
ative justice within listening circles as they focus on the voices of diverse commu-
nities. Within an educational context, restorative justice fosters shared governance 
through individual and collective engagement, responsibility, and accountability. 
As a result, restorative justice calls for all community members to have a visible and 
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active part in contributing to problem-solving and rectifying harm (Moore, 2018). 
Integration of these theoretical frameworks, within listening circles in higher  
education, will be prolific. Minority students will have a space to heal through 
talking to bond through shared experiences, to grow in their critical consciousness 
of identity through intentional and radical listening, and to honor their diversi-
ty of thought by celebrating their unique perspectives and cultural background. 
With this understanding, centering Ubuntu Theory and Yosso’s Community Cul-
tural Wealth model can be utilized to facilitate effective and sacred listening circles 
within higher education settings. The following three cases illustrate how listening 
circles have been implemented to support students of color in higher education, as 
well as the case background and critical insights from each case.

Case Study #1: Homeplace Research Collective

The first example we would like to highlight as a listening circle is the Homeplace 
Research Collective (HRC) at the University of Florida. This group was inspired 
by bell hooks (1990). In her essay, hooks described the concept of a homeplace as 
a space where Black people can affirm one another and heal many of the wounds 
inflicted by racist domination (hooks, 1990). Building on that premise, this col-
lective provides a space for Black graduate students to engage in radical healing 
(French et al., 2020), to foster a space of support for scholarly development, au-
thenticity, and resistance to systems of oppression, and to provide a community of 
nurturing and support for Black students, faculty, and staff.

Created in 2020, the HRC is composed of 15 Black graduate students, two staff 
members, and one faculty member. The group meets bi-weekly to engage in two-
hour workshops aimed at addressing the vital needs of our Black graduate stu-
dents. Each workshop includes an intentional listening circle approach where 
students are invited to share their triumphs, experiences, and struggles with the 
group. From there, the group engages in critical dialogue around these topics to 
support each other during their time at the university. To date, the HRC has held 
over 26 workshops, conducted  a university-wide research project on the expe-
riences of Black graduate students, presented at four research conferences, and 
submitted two publications.

This particular listening circle is unique because it takes on the form of a research col-
lective. It also allows the HRC to engage in critical research while supporting and nur-
turing marginalized students at the university. Furthermore, this approach diverges 
from traditional research groups, given the intentionality of developing the whole 
person vs the academic identity of a student. When asked how the HRC has impacted 
their graduate experiences, the members replied with the following statements:
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Student A: “I’ve been able to meet like-minded people who understand 
my experiences without the need for extra explanations about WHY it 
looks different. The group has also contributed to my strength and resil-
ience in these spaces. I’ve been able to vent to Black faculty and graduate 
students about my time here and have been offered support.”

Student B: “This space allowed me to amplify my voice by reflecting 
and sharing about my experiences of various forms of oppression at 
UF. The community that was developed was a space that added to my 
paideia and allowed me to heal.”

Student C: “Through HRC, I’ve joined a community of other Black 
graduate students who understand what it’s like to be Black in higher 
education. Listening to other people’s stories has also been empower-
ing for me. I’m learning how to use my community to enhance my ex-
periences here, and I feel more hopeful about what my future holds.”

Student D: “Finding community and engaging with other Black stu-
dents has been instrumental in me feeling like I belong at UF. Addi-
tionally, it’s helped me better center myself as a Black person in my 
research.”

These quotes provide us with an inside glimpse to how students benefit from en-
gaging in a listening circle. For some of these students, it was the only space where 
they could present their authentic person. Higher education must be intentional in 
providing such spaces to support and nurture our marginalized students.

Case Study #2: Ubuntu Chats

The second example we would like to highlight as a listening circle is the Ubuntu 
Chats, which was housed in the University of Florida and comprised 20 members 
from Prairie View A&M University, Howard University, North Carolina State Uni-
versity, the University of Michigan, Michigan State University, Texas A&M Uni-
versity, Clemson University, George Washington University, and The Ohio State 
University. Group members identified themselves as Black, Brown, Asian, and In-
ternational Students of Color.

Ubuntu Chats was inspired by the Ubuntu theory (Mugumbate & Nyanguru, 2013), 
where it centers on humanity, places the idea of personhood above one’s entitle-
ment, empathy over judgment, and transparency over secrecy. Ubuntu epistemology 
prompted the collective of 15 graduate students and a lead faculty member to freely 
express themselves, in a time of racial battle fatigue (Woods et al., 2021), while also 
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providing strategies for surviving higher education (Rollock, 2021). UC encourages 
everyone’s participation by providing a space for graduate students of color to en-
gage in radical healing (French et al., 2020), as well as a safe space for them to grow 
academically, while being authentic and fighting oppressive structures.

The group was founded in Fall 2020 by one graduate student of color and one fac-
ulty member and later expanded to the current size. The group met once a month, 
for 2 hours, to address the critical needs of our graduate students of color. Each 
session began with a listening circle in which students are asked to share their 
triumphs, experiences, and difficulties with the group. The group then completes a 
vital discourse about these themes in order to listen to one another’s vulnerability 
and encourage one another’s achievement throughout their graduate school ex-
perience. The Ubuntu Chats community has hosted more than five virtual work-
shops, organized more than three research groups, and produced several articles.

Embodying the theoretical foundation behind Ubuntu philosophy and Yosso’s 
Cultural Wealth model, Ubuntu Chats necessitate intentionality in conversation 
design, as well as a comfortable and spontaneous synergy between all participants 
in order to foster community and humanity. The facilitator guides the Ubuntu 
Chats’ instruction, centering participants, and creating an inclusive learning and 
listening environment that is representative of all learners. This type of environ-
ment is established through critical dialogue and the solicitation of multiple per-
spectives. The facilitator creates an educational environment conducive to critical 
discussion and the solicitation of multiple perspectives. As a result, such an en-
vironment fosters critical awareness of oneself and others, advances thought and 
action on structural oppression, catalyzes transformational activities for justice, 
equality, and inclusion, and fosters radical healing.

In this practice, Ubuntu Chats involves multiple people, is determined by the dis-
cretion and comfort of the facilitator and the participants and can be conduct-
ed virtually or in person. Ubuntu Chats occur at a time that is reflective of the 
availability of those involved. To maximize the moment, an agenda is formally or 
informally constructed to meet the needs of participants. Moreover, to protect the 
integrity of the group, conversations are not recorded; however, resources are doc-
umented and shared for future reference. The group maintains communication 
and shares resources within the community regularly. Themes for Ubuntu Chats 
vary in nature and directly reflect the needs of participants. The authors partici-
pated in an Ubuntu Chat that focused on the development of minority doctoral 
students in higher education programs; the themes discussed included navigat-
ing politics in academia, professional development and career advice, goal setting, 
salary negotiation, personal branding at all professional levels, grant application, 
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research agenda, time management, and self-advocacy. Personal anecdotes from 
the Ubuntu Group signal it as a welcoming, uplifting, and inclusive environment 
and not a place for exclusion.

To discuss the effects, emotions, and intricacies of the listening circles and their 
influence on our participants, the authors present their findings in the form of 
vignettes (moments) drawing from our respective Ubuntu sessions. They also pro-
vide examples of reflective thoughts in collaboration with some Ubuntu partici-
pant narratives:

Student A: “Grad school is challenging, and impostor syndrome is real, 
especially for us (students of color). I’m glad I’m part of the group.”

Student B: “I feel seen, I feel heard, I feel at ease with my emotions. 
It’s reassuring to see everyone else tired, exhausted, and energetic and 
hopeful at the same time.”

Student C: “Some of the shared stories are shocking—I can’t believe 
that (microaggression, discrimination) is still common. Some are 
what I’m experiencing right now. I get to think about it more and dis-
cuss it with people who really want to help me get out of the situation.”

Student D: “And . . . we talk about dating, too—that’s an important as-
pect of LIFE! I’m delighted we can chat about anything and everything.”

Faculty member: “This space allowed me as a faculty member to build a commu-
nity with students of color across the country. It was a much-needed space to help 
affirm myself and to do what I love which is mentoring. Seeing the students grow 
and being able to support them in their journey is my life’s purpose. I am grateful 
for the opportunity to be able to pour into students and to have their trust in me. 
It’s what I have built my career on being able to pay it forward and give to students 
so that they can give to future generations. These chats allow me to refill my take 
by being an active supporter in the journeys of students of color. It’s sometimes dif-
ficult when you’re always teaching a majority of students who do not look like you. 
But to be surrounded by people who look like me and share cultural similarities is 
not only rewarding but it isn’t taxing on me as a mentor.”

These remarks provide us with an intimate view of how the students and the lead-
ing faculty member interpreted their experiences as vital members of the Ubuntu 
Chats group, how this experience cultivated their authentic selves as people of 
color, and how, by sharing shared oppression, they established a community to 
empower one another. In the rigorous years of graduate school, Ubuntu Chats 
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offered them a secure and open platform to discuss humanity facing suppression 
and suffering.

Case Study #3: Story Circles

The third example we would like to introduce as a best practice for listening circles 
is the story circle. This method is based on experiential learning and utilized in an 
international and intercultural setting. It requires a keen ear to listen and absorb, 
without quick judgment or preconceived notions.

The structure can be formally designed or informally induced. In the Manual for De-
veloping Intercultural Competencies from UNESCO programs (Deardorff, 2020), 
story circles bring people together regardless of age, gender, race, cultural back-
ground, sexuality, or political stance. It calls for key elements of intercultural com-
petence, including but not limited to openness, empathy, respect, self-awareness,  
and care for others (Deardorff, 2020; McLean, 2007). Additionally, it is a platform 
for sharing positivity and unity as well as vulnerability and conflict resolution. In 
this practice, story circles usually involve three to five people, and usually no more 
than six or seven people per group. The smaller the group, the more intimate and 
comfortable one is prone to sharing. The story circles operate on two assumptions, 
which are the foundation of this practice: respect and openness. Then, the partici-
pants are asked to remember the three principles of the story circles: (1) Everyone 
has a valid experience to share, (2) We all have something to learn from others, 
and (3) It is transformational to listen for understanding (Deardorff, 2020).

Story circles have been a common practice widely around the globe, and here are 
some testimonials from the participants who have used this form of listening circle 
to facilitate successful workshops around the globe.

“I believe that the success of this methodology in the Tunisian pilot 
experience was due to several factors: 1) its relevance, adaptability, 
and flexibility; 2) the importance of the main subject, which concerns 
the whole of humanity; 3) the wish of young participants to put their 
stamp in this important guide, which should be a reference for the 
Arab region; 4) the efforts made by the organizers (UNESCO and the 
Arab Institute for Human Rights); and 5) the commitment of the fa-
cilitators and the enthusiasm of the young people.” From Kheireddini 
Abdelli—trainer of a Tunisian NGO (Deardorff, 2020, p. 46)

“We are living in times when societies and, consequently, school envi-
ronments are contentious and individualistic, and I believe that taking 
part in narratives from other cultures broadens the minds of pupils and 
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opens them up for new things they do not yet know about. The pilot 
undertaken at our school has shown quite well that the pupils are not 
open enough to other cultures and that much action is required in this 
respect. From my point of view, the Story Circle tool is a very good way 
of enabling pupils to think outside the box.” From Anna Haase—teacher 
of the Franz Jonas Europaschule (Deardorff, 2020, p. 40).

Listening circles connect people on an emotional level, improve intercultural skills, 
and adapt non-threatening methods for people to communicate honestly about 
themselves and discover similarities and differences with others. Story circles are 
also utilized for teamwork purposes for international or intercultural initiatives, 
community development, healthcare development, and police training, in addition 
to being used in a classroom environment. Despite the story circles’ versatile nature, 
the objectives remain the same: respect and openness, critical analysis and reflection 
in a reinforced safe environment, and building relationships with culturally diverse 
people to foster mutual understanding. Story circle technique, as a form of listening 
circle, is relevant and necessary in today’s world, as wars and conflicts continue to 
disrupt and traumatize people’s daily lives, and where negotiation and dialogues are 
desperately in need on an individual, organizational, national, and global level.

Discussion
Centering listening circles within education contexts create multi-layers of en-
gagement and belonging, and such space fosters dialogues and opportunities for 
JEDI initiatives and ideologies. Simultaneously, peaceful resistance that is rooted 
in respect and shared governance is naturally activated. The application of listen-
ing circles and related practices within the higher education domain allows for 
participants to walk in their authority and feel embraced and affirmed. This is 
especially important for minoritized populations as we have been systematically 
taught to swallow our truths and shrink ourselves for others’ comfort and conve-
nience. However, the active implementation of listening circles within university 
settings will prevent this reality and allow for our spirits to breathe. They can be 
integrated in higher education in various ways and utilized to support both the 
student voice and the voices of administrators and faculty who serve them.

Recommendations

Listening circles are fluid in nature, form, and execution; however, their founda-
tions are congruent. The following are suggestions for effectively using listening 
circles to serve diverse audiences and roles in a higher education setting:
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• Establish Purpose & Consensus: To ensure a safe and protected space, it is 
critical to establish consensus among all participants regarding community 
standards, engagement intentions, and acknowledgment of the complexities 
and nuances of each person and dialogue carriers. 

• Foster Listening for Understanding & Mutual Learning: The practice of lis-
tening circles requires openness and commitment to self-education and open, 
critical dialogues. Therefore, all participants should mindfully listen and ac-
cept that they are in an environment that cultivates internal and external 
growth, which is both uncomfortable, necessary, and healing.

• Create Intimate Space Rooted in Respect & Shared Governance: The root of 
listening circles is self and community building, to encourage and support one 
another through unison and jurisdiction without fear of retribution and un-
healthy and unequal power dynamics. Therefore, participants should be ready 
to give and receive respect, empathy, and compassion as that strengthens 
community ties.

• Honor Diverse Voices & Identities: The beauty of the world lies in our shared 
and unique perspectives and background. Therefore, listening circles are in-
tended to affirm, value, and honor each voice as they engage the public, en-
suring the inclusion of various sources of knowledge.

Future Implications

Listening circles foster community, connection, and radical understanding. 
Through listening circles, various community forms are able to rejoice in the relief 
of being fully heard, seen, and affirmed. As a result, there is unrestricted joy in 
self-expression and community engagement which decreases the feelings of social 
isolation and division. With this understanding, the application of listening circles 
can be impactful and warrants further investigation for implications for practice 
and research. Listening circles can be applied to various arenas, including inside 
and outside of higher education; specifically, within a university environment, 
listening circles can be used for team-building exercises and also for student en-
gagement during various activities such as making meaning of one’s study abroad 
experience and/or for group facilitation specifically affinity groups or spaces, for 
example, a Women’s Center.

Furthermore, they can be used during college orientation and assist students in 
their transition to college. In an administrative, faculty, or staff environment, lis-
tening circles can be used to understand team dynamics and to lift team morale 
and connectivity. The fluid nature of listening circles within an educational set-
ting warrants implications for research in various areas, such as its relation to or 
with psychological safety, individual and collective self-efficacy development or 
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identity development, and the socialization process of participants. Additional 
implications of research for listening circles are its parallels to establishing trust, a 
sense of belonging, soft skills and interpersonal development, and cultural agility. 
The purpose of listening circles allows it to become a meaningful practice within 
the domain of higher education.

Conclusion
In conclusion, listening circles remain a sacred source of fellowship, restoration, 
and affirmation and can be employed in the university setting to serve and uplift 
diverse audiences, including students and administrators. The implementation of 
listening circles within higher education addresses the empty, isolated, and heavy 
holes often felt by minority students and administration, especially during times 
of social unrest and racial injustice. They evoke a revolutionary agenda that cen-
ters on crucial and timely conversations, profound diversity beyond performative 
allyship and system discomforts, and antidotal fellowship that allows for the con-
struction of authentic community and discourse. The essence of listening circles 
connected differently to Ubuntu Epistemology and Yosso’s Community Cultural 
Wealth Model as they are rooted in collective consciousness and provide a home to 
honor diverse voices. The coalescence of such benevolent tenets and frameworks is 
required and vital for the health and progression of communities of color within 
educational systems. The African Proverb, “If you want to go fast, go alone; if you 
want to go far, go together,” emphasizes the value of community and how shared 
governance profoundly uplifts and impacts human well-being and achievement.
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