
 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-LA CROSSE 

Graduate Studies 

 

  

THE IMPACT OF COLLEGE UNION INVOLVEMENT ON STUDENT  

PERCEPTIONS OF SENSE OF BELONGING  

AND CAMPUS CLIMATE 

 

 

 

A Chapter Style Dissertation Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the  
Requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Education 

 

 

Heidi E. Lang 

 

 

College of Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities 

Student Affairs Administration and Leadership 

 

May, 2020 

 
 
 



 

 
 

THE IMPACT OF COLLEGE UNION INVOLVEMENT ON STUDENT  

PERCEPTIONS OF SENSE OF BELONGING  

AND CAMPUS CLIMATE 

 

By Heidi E. Lang 

 

We recommend acceptance of this dissertation in partial fulfillment of the candidate’s 

Requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education 

 

The candidate has completed the oral defense of the dissertation.      

X

         
X

Victoria Svoboda, Ed.D.          Date                     
Doctoral Committee Chairperson 

X

         

X

Kristen McKinney, Ph.D.                                      Date  
Doctoral Committee Member 

X

                 

X

 
Lori Reesor, Ph.D.                                                 Date 
Doctoral Committee Member 

 

Dissertation accepted 

X

             
X

      
Meredith Thomsen, Ph.D.                                     Date 
Director of Graduate Studies 
 



 

iii 
 

ABSTRACT 

Lang, H.E. The Impact of college union involvement on student perceptions of sense of 
belonging and campus climate.  Ed.D in Student Affairs Administration and Leadership, 
May 2020, 212pp. (V, Svoboda) 
 
 
College unions have long been promoted as community builders and laboratories for 
learning.  However, little research has been conducted to understand the relationship 
between college unions and community building.  The purpose of this study was to 
identify if a relationship exists between college union involvement and student 
perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate, and to explore how students 
make sense of their college union experiences.  Correlation and regression techniques 
were applied to 478 college union student employee and volunteer survey responses at a 
large Midwestern university.  The results suggest a statistically significant relationship 
between event attendance and a favorable view of campus climate.  The analysis of ten 
student journals revealed a relationship between sense of belonging within the college 
union and perceptions of campus climate.  Students developed sense of belonging by 
utilizing their voice, growing their leadership perspective, meaningfully interacting with 
diverse others, and participating in programming.  This dissertation serves as the first 
mixed methods study to provide empirical evidence that there is a relationship between 
involvement in the college union and student perceptions of sense of belonging and 
campus climate.  Study findings suggest that college union involvement plays an 
important role in community building and student learning. 

 

 Keywords: college union, sense of belonging, campus climate, campus 
programming, campus activities, student learning, student involvement, student 
leadership, student voice, college union volunteers, college union employees, 
programming board, campus environment, community development, community 
building 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This mixed methods study sought to understand the role of the college union as 

campus community builders.  The specific area of exploration was how involvement with 

the college union impacts students’ sense of belonging and perceptions of campus 

climate.  Because students of color routinely report feeling as though they do not belong 

on campuses across the United States (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Soria & Mitchell, 2015), 

I was especially interested in learning how students of color engage with the college 

union and the impact of that involvement on student perceptions of campus life. 

In 2016, the University of Wisconsin – Madison conducted a campus climate 

survey in response to student protests and demands for action on the part of the 

administration due to multiple high-profile incidents of hate and bias (UW Madison, 

2017).  The results from the campus climate survey demonstrated that students of color 

had a more difficult time, in comparison to their White counterparts, finding someone 

with whom to study and socialize, feeling safe and welcome on campus, and seeing 

themselves graduating from the institution (UW Madison, 2017).  Only 53% of students 

of color reported being able to easily find someone to study with as compared to 64% of 

White students (UW Madison, 2017).  Similarly, only 60% of students of color reported 

being able to easily find someone to socialize with as compared to 73% of White students 

(UW Madison, 2017).  Additionally, as compared to White students, students of color  
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were more likely to report feeling unsafe on campus (32% students of color; 20% White 

students), feeling like they don’t belong (50% students of color; 25% White students), 

and feeling excluded from campus life (23% students of color; 9% White students) (UW 

Madison, 2017).  The campus climate survey also found students of color were twice as 

likely to report seriously considering leaving the institution than White students (UW 

Madison, 2017).  Of the students of color that were considering leaving the institution, 

58% cited the negative campus climate as the reason (UW Madison, 2017). 

Neither the concerns about campus climate nor the assessment results are unique 

to the University of Wisconsin – Madison.  Similar campus climate studies across the 

country consistently report finding, as compared to White students, students of color are 

more likely to experience hostility on campus, to perceive the environment as 

unwelcoming to them, and to question if they belong on campus (Gilliard, 1996; Harper 

& Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Soria, 2018).  These findings 

are in direct contrast to the stated purpose of many institutions of higher education which 

aim to prepare a growing, diverse student body to succeed in an increasingly global 

society (Renn & Reason, 2013).  If higher education’s ethical and contractual 

responsibility to actively design environments where all students can thrive and fulfill 

their educational goals (Quaye & Harper, 2015) does not compel campuses to address 

these concerns, then perhaps the growing political and economic pressures higher 

education is currently facing to both shorten and increase graduation rates for all students 

will (Hossler & Bontrager, 2015).   

Over time, research on campus climate and sense of belonging has begun to shift 

away from solely surfacing the disparities between how students of color and White 
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students experience the campus environment (Brown, Clarke, Gortmaker, & Robinson-

Keilig, 2004; Fischer & Goods, 1994; Rockenback, Mayhew, & Bowman, 2015).  The 

research consistently and thoroughly demonstrates a need for higher education 

institutions to improve the access, inclusion, equity, and experiences of students, faculty, 

and staff on campus (Soria, 2018).  Researchers on campus climate have begun to explore 

ways of effectively doing this critical work and improving the campus climate for 

students of color.   

As the conversation turns toward surfacing possibilities and solutions to create 

more equitable, safe, and relevant environments, several pathways have emerged.  For 

instance, research demonstrates that socializing with people from different races is the 

most significant predictor of sense of belonging for both White students and students of 

color (Strayhorn, 2008).  Additionally, frameworks such as the culturally engaging 

campus environments (CECE) model have emerged which position the needs of student 

color at the center of the research (Museus, 2014).  The CECE model suggests that 

campus environments can increase their cultural relevance and responsiveness and, by 

doing so, can better support student success and increased sense of belonging for students 

of color (Museus, 2014). 

The college union, long committed to unifying the student body (ACUI, 2018; 

Butts, 1971), is an organization on many campuses ideally positioned in mission and 

function to positively impact students’ sense of belonging.  Considering, for instance, 

students of color report struggling to find others to study and socialize with, socializing 

with others from a different race is the biggest predictor of sense of belonging (Nuñez, 

2009; Strayhorn, 2008), and the mission of the college union is to be a unifying social 
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center (Butts, 1971), an opportunity exists for the college union to fully enact its mission 

for the betterment of the student body.  The impact of the college union on students is an 

area largely unstudied.   

Most of the research about college unions has been qualitative in nature.  Only 

one quantitative study on the role of college union in fostering students’ sense of 

community has been conducted in the last decade (Barrett, 2014).  Previous studies have 

affirmed the influence of college unions as physical spaces on student learning outcomes 

and perceptions of institutional values (Barrett, 2014; Harrington, 2014; Smyth, 2016).  A 

relationship between college unions and student employee satisfaction with their college 

experience has also been established (Reed, 2018).  There remains a need for further 

research on how the college union meets the needs of the diverse student population that 

exists on many campuses today. 

Higher education has an ethical, financial, and civic responsibility to address the 

well-researched need to better support the educational experiences of students of color.  I 

also believe the college union, per its mission, may be an untapped resource to positively 

affect the campus climate.  This study attempted to undergird these beliefs with research.  

The specific research questions that directed this research are explained in the next 

section. 

Research Questions and Purpose Statement 

This study intended to fill the gap in the literature on the role of college unions on 

campus.  The purpose of this study was to explore the effect college union involvement 

had on student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate.  Through this 

study, I endeavored to answer the following research questions: 
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1. What effects does college union involvement have on student perceptions of 

campus climate? 

2.  What differences, if any, emerge between how students are involved with the 

college union and their perceptions of sense of belonging?  

3. What, if any, relationship exists between students’ racial/ethnic identities, level of 

involvement with the college union, and perceptions of campus climate?  

4. How do students involved with the college union understand and explain the 

factors that contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

Through this research, college union involvement may prove to be a new pathway 

to supporting students of color and demonstrating that they do, in fact, not only belong on 

campus but their presence is essential to the continued success of higher education.  This 

research expands the knowledge base within the field of student affairs on the factors that 

influence sense of belonging and campus climate.  The study also illuminates and 

elevates the important role college unions can play as campus community builders.  An 

overview of how the study was structured follows in the next section. 

Research Approach 

I was interested in exploring if a relationship exists between college union 

involvement, sense of belonging, and perceptions of campus climate and, if so, how 

students made sense of that relationship.  Therefore, this study employed a mixed 

methods approach, blending both qualitative and quantitative methodology techniques.  

The research for this study was conducted on a large, public, four-year institution located 

in the Midwest.  The institution had an active college union with a robust system of 

shared governance, an affiliated student programming board, and over 1,000 student 
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employees.  This study consisted of three phases: one focused on student journals, one 

focused on a survey, and one focused on analysis. 

During phase one of the study, students actively involved within the college union 

in varying capacities were recruited to participate in a journaling exercise designed to 

provide a source of qualitative data.  An attempt was made to recruit students of color to 

make up 50% of the journal participants.  At the selected research site, students of color 

made up, on average, less than 18% of the undergraduate population.  Because of this, I 

will be oversampled students of color to achieve accurate comparisons.  Through the 

journaling exercise, students were invited to explore how they experience their campus, 

their sense of belonging, and their beliefs about how their involvement within the college 

union influenced those experiences.  During phase two of the study, a survey was 

administered to college union employees and volunteers.  The survey provided 

quantitative data on the ways in which students are involved in the college union and 

explored if a relationship exists between college union involvement and students’ sense 

of belonging.   

A convergent mixed methods design was used.  Qualitative and quantitative data 

was collected in parallel, analyzed separately, and then merged.  In this study, survey data 

was used to test whether student involvement in the college union positively influenced 

perceptions of campus climate at the identified Midwestern institution.  The 

phenomenological data explored how students understand sense of belonging at an 

institution in the Midwest.  Collecting both quantitative and qualitative data aided in 

understanding if a relationship existed between college union involvement and, if so, how 

students made sense of that relationship.  A more complete explanation of the study 



 

7 
 

methodology is provided in Chapter Three.  Next, I explain the boundaries of the study 

and how those structural limitations impacted the research.  

Delimitations 

Delimitations refers to the conceptual and structural boundaries of the study 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).  During the journal process in phase one of the study, I was 

specifically interested in exploring perceptions of students who are currently actively 

involved with their college unions.  I defined active involvement, a criterion for 

participation in the journal exercise, as volunteers, employees, or participants who had at 

least two semesters of involvement in their college union.  This criterion required an 

employee to have worked at least two semesters with their college union, a volunteer to 

have been in a leadership role for at least two semesters, and a student to have self-

reported consistently attending two or more events each month for two consecutive 

semesters.  One delimitation created by this criterion was that the study results do not 

include perspectives from students who have minimal involvement with the college 

union.  In addition, a delimitation of the study included intentionally limiting journal 

participation to students who were actively involved with programs and offices that were 

organizationally affiliated with the college union.  This criterion resulted in the exclusion 

of students who were actively engaged with programs and offices that were housed 

within the college union but structurally reported elsewhere.  The rationale for the 

distinction was because departments outside of the purview of the college union 

occasionally rent office spaces within a union facility.  Programs and services provided 

by departments housed in the facility, but structurally report elsewhere, are not likely 

guided by the mission and related practices of the college union.  
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The choice of research site also created delimitations for this study.  This research 

was conducted at a large, public, four-year institution with an active college union on 

campus, and located in a Midwestern city.  Therefore, the results of the survey are not 

able to be generalized to institutions that are not similarly defined.  Lastly, the timing of 

the study itself presented a delimitation.  Specifically, the journal process occurred at the 

end of the academic year and the survey process occurred in the middle of the first 

semester of the year.  Consequently, students’ ability to be reflective after two 

consecutive semesters of involvement with the college union was, perhaps, different than 

students whose two semesters of involvement were broken up by a summer term.  

Students who participated in the survey in the fall semester also experience different 

leadership priorities within the college union.  A change in priorities between academic 

years may have influenced how students respond to the survey. 

Several terms served as foundational concepts for this study.  Definitions of those 

terms are provided in the section that follows.  The terms are provided to create a shared 

understanding of my approach to this study.  

Definitions of Key Terminology Used in This Study 

Campus Climate – Refers to the extent to which student, faculty, and staff 

attitudes and behaviors are influenced by organizational policies and practices resulting 

in objective and perceived feelings of safety, value, and respect (Reason, 2013). 

College Union – Refers to the total program within a given facility.  The college 

union may also be referred to as a student center, a student union, or a campus center.  

Regardless of the name of the facility, the most important characteristic of a college 

union is the degree to which students are engaged in the total program.  College unions 
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are intended to be learning laboratories, giving students hands-on experience in 

leadership, social responsibility, and global citizenship through employment 

opportunities and volunteer experiences (ACUI, 2018).  The college union is more than a 

physical building, it is a program designed to serve and bring together the entire campus 

community (Butts, 1971).   

Sense of Belonging – Refers to the extent to which students identify with, feel a 

part of, and feel an affinity for their campus community (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). 

Student Involvement Within the College Union – Refers to the leadership and 

volunteer roles, meaningful employment, and participation opportunities available within 

the college union.  Students experience a range of opportunities to engage with the 

college union.  For example, programming may be curated by student volunteers, 

supported by student employees, and attended by student participants.  All these 

experiences represent ways in which students might be involved with the college union. 

Assumptions 

I have been employed by a college union in an area that directly supports student 

involvement for seventeen years.  Over that time, I have seen numerous examples of how 

student involvement with the college union, as leaders, programmers, employees, 

volunteers, and participants, changes students’ lives.  I have seen students’ sense of 

themselves, their capacity to facilitate change, their career aspirations, their commitment 

to service and civic participation, all broaden which I assume is a result of involvement 

with the college union.   

Consequently, based on my background and experience in Student Affairs, 

specifically within the college union setting, several assumptions were made regarding 
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this study.  Students who are actively involved in the college union are likely to create, 

support, and attend a wide variety of events, trainings, or discussions designed to 

encourage critical thinking and increased awareness of self and others.  As a result, one 

assumption was that students actively engaged with the college union are likely to be 

committed to the ideals of inclusive environments and social justice, and therefore, more 

critical of the campus climate.  Due to the immersive experience provided for the student 

leaders and employees of the college union, I also assumed that those students will have a 

high sense of belonging, at least within the college union, if not on campus, overall. 

My hope was that the positive impact of college union involvement that I have 

witnessed over the years would also be demonstrated through this research.  However, I 

made a considerable effort to ensure my experience with the college union and my hopes 

for this research did not influence the study methodology or findings.  The following 

section describes my awareness of the ways in which I understand my positionality as a 

researcher. 

Researcher Self-Reflection 

As I engaged in research, I agreed that self-reflection on the part of the researcher 

was a critical component of the process, as suggested by Milner (2017).  Self-reflection 

was especially important because this study was guided by the Carnegie Project on the 

Educational Doctorate (CPED) and was, therefore, “framed around questions of equity, 

ethics and social justice” (CPED, 2018, para. 7).  By engaging in a reflective process, my 

positionality, perspectives, and positions were surfaced to limit their unintentional effect 

on this study (Milner, 2017).  Consequently, the following section explores my awareness 

of the ways my race and ethnicity, the power dynamics at play, and related perspectives 
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and beliefs I have developed about college unions could have affected my research, and 

what strategies used to mitigate that effect.   

Although I am biracial, the world sees me as a Black/African American woman 

and that is how I identify politically.  I make this distinction because, due to my family 

dynamics and upbringing, I do not share some of the experiences of other women raised 

solely within an African American family or solely within a White family.  Over the 

years, I have found that it often takes a little more time for me to establish an effective 

advising relationship with many students as compared to my White colleagues.  Because 

I work on a predominantly White campus, with a staff that is 90% White, I have often 

surmised that the extra effort it takes me to build rapport with students from other 

backgrounds than my own is, at least partially, due to this difference.  The variety in 

perspectives, comfort, and understanding that originates from differences in racial 

identities and mono- versus multi-racial worldviews takes some time to navigate through.  

However, going through that process is necessary in order to establish trust and sense of 

partnership between myself and the students with whom I advise. 

I anticipated that this same dynamic may play a role in the qualitative data 

gathering portion of my study.  For instance, though my background includes Black and 

White heritage, I assumed it could take additional time to establish trust and common 

language with both Black students and White students.  The extra time to establish 

rapport with Black students might be needed for me to fully understand their lived 

experiences, and more time might be needed with White students to break through 

intercultural communication barriers that might arise.  One aspect of the study design that 

may have mitigated this possibility was the use of journaling techniques, rather than in 
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person interviews, to gain insight into student thoughts and experiences.  By utilizing 

journals to gather student thoughts about their sense of belonging and perceptions of 

campus climate, the influence of my own racial ethnic background on participants was 

diminished.  However, choosing to use journals rather than interviews to gather 

qualitative data may have come at a cost.  Some students might have been willing to open 

up to me more in an interview setting because they felt I could relate to them more and 

may have been less likely to disclose as much via an anonymous journal technique. 

Additionally, as a college union staff member and colleague, I needed to be 

vigilant in minimizing the power dynamics that occur between staff and students.  As a 

college union staff member, serving as an advisor and supervisor to students, I initially 

used an anonymous strategy to recruit participants so students I worked with daily did not 

feel obligated to participate in my study.  I also worked to protect the anonymity of 

participants throughout the journaling process, so their responses could be honest 

accounts of their critical thinking around the role of college union and campus climate 

without fear of reprisal. 

Lastly, I have made a career within the college union field for the last seventeen 

years.  I am passionate about the role college unions play in serving students and in 

creating community.  I also believe that the work that I do with student leaders and 

volunteers has the potential to increase their critical thinking skills, their level of civic 

engagement, and their ability to facilitate positive change.  That said, I was also 

cognizant of the need for more intentionality within college unions to better serve 

students of color and students from minoritized backgrounds.   
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Introduction Chapter Summary 

Through this research the college union may prove to be an untapped resource to 

aid higher education’s efforts to create the kind of environments needed to prepare all 

students for participation in an increasingly global society.  The college union’s role as a 

community builder has been largely ignored by researchers.  This study aimed to fill that 

gap in current research and expand the knowledge base within Student Affairs.  Chapter 2 

provides an overview of the current literature on the role of college unions, sense of 

belonging, and campus climate.  Chapter 3 provides details on the mixed method study 

design and the overall methodology of this research project.  Chapter 4 provides the study 

findings and Chapter 5 discusses the relevancy of those finds to practice and the 

implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of college union involvement 

on student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate.  Specifically, the study 

sought to understand if college union involvement effects students’ perceptions of 

campus climate and if there was a relationship between race and ethnicity, college union 

involvement, and perceptions of campus climate.  Additionally, this study investigated 

the differences that emerge between how students are involved in the college union, 

whether as employees, volunteers, or participants, and perceptions of sense of belonging.  

To carry out this study, a critical review of the literature was conducted.  

This critical review first explored the role of the college union.  The college union 

is one institution commonly found on many colleges and universities that is uniquely 

positioned to positively impact campus climate.  At its core, college unions are 

community centers and can serve as a unifying force for students, faculty, staff, and 

alumni (Association of College Unions International, 2018).  College unions purport to 

be student centered in mission and responsible for “advocating for inclusivity and equity, 

fostering respect, and affirming the identities of all individuals” (ACUI, 2018, p. 1).  

Next, this critical review explored the current research on sense of belonging 

within the campus community.  Three major areas of literature were reviewed: (a) sense 

of belonging and race and ethnicity, (b) sense of belonging as a predictor of success, and 

(c) factors that create a sense of belonging in students.  A review of the scholarship on 
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sense of belonging provides an understanding of how students feel about their 

experiences on campuses in the United States and how those experiences affect students’ 

educational outcomes. 

Whereas the review of the current literature on sense of belonging explored how 

students make sense of their experiences on campus, the review of current campus 

climate literature sheds light on why students report having different, and oftentimes 

negative, experiences on campus.  In 2017, the number of students attending institutions 

of higher education reached over 20.4 million in the United States alone (National Center 

for Educational Statistics, 2017).  Whether students attend college to prepare for a career, 

to become a more informed and engaged citizen in our increasingly global society, or 

some combination of the two, the college experience impacts them in profound and often 

unexpected ways (Aronowitz, 2017; Astin, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Renn & 

Reason, 2013).  Yet, despite the emphasis institutions of higher education place on 

preparing students to succeed in a diverse workforce and within a global economy, recent 

research into campus climate casts doubt on higher education’s ability to fulfill this 

important role (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 2018a; National Center 

for Educational Statistics, 2011).  A review of the research since 1992 on campus climate 

reveals that students from different racial backgrounds consistently have varied 

perceptions of campus climate (Harper & Hurtado, 2007).  Racial and ethnic minority 

students widely report incidents of prejudicial treatment and racist campus environments 

(Soria & Mitchell, 2015).  

 Lastly, the final section of this literature review concludes with an overview of the 

study’s conceptual framework.  The conceptual framework serves as the foundation for 
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the research process, informing the methodological design which include both a survey 

and a journaling tool.  This critical review contains a synthesis of commonalities and 

divergent findings in the current literature on college unions, sense of belonging, campus 

climate.  Additionally, this review attempted to illuminate the potential role college 

unions can play in affecting sense of belonging in students and contributing to campus 

climate, overall. 

The Role of the College Union 

The Union is the community center of the college, for all the members of the 

college family–students, faculty, administration, alumni, and guests.  It is not just 

a building: it is also an organization and a program.  Together they represent a 

well-considered plan for the community life of a college. (Butts, 1971, pp. 87-88) 

The idea of the college union, oftentimes referred to as the “living room” of 

campus, is an aspirational concept (ACUI, 2018; Butts, 1971; Rouzer, DeSawal, & 

Yakoboski, 2014).  Intended to be a unifying force in the life of the university, college 

union programs and services may have changed since the role of the college union 

statement was adopted by the Association of College Unions International (ACUI) in 

1956, but the commitment to community has not (ACUI, 2018; Butts, 1971).  

Inspired by early 19th century debating societies at Oxford and Cambridge, 

American college union societies and, eventually, buildings were social centers (Jordan 

& Vakilian, 2013; Rouzer et al., 2014) intended to teach young men “how to get on with 

their fellows” (Butts, 1971, p. 1).  When the Association of College Unions was formed 

in 1914, the professional organization declared that the purpose of college union was to 

“unify the student body, increase college spirit, and promote democracy” (Jordan & 
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Vakilian, 2013, p. 4).  While the mission of the college union expanded over time, the 

idea of the union as a unifying social center remained constant (Jordan & Vakilian, 

2013).  Over time, the mission of the college union came to include responsibility for 

connecting to academics through outside the classroom learning, supporting student 

activism, and promoting volunteerism, but the focus on community development 

remained unchanged (Jordan & Vakilian, 2013).  When ACUI revised the role of the 

college union statement in 1996, it was to underscore the importance of the college union 

as a community builder (Jordan & Vakilian, 2013). 

In 2018, an updated version of the role of the college union with shared by ACUI.  

This updated statement reaffirmed the responsibility of college unions for advancing a 

sense of community, unifying the institution by embracing the diversity of students, 

faculty, staff, alumni, and guests (ACUI, 2018).  ACUI purports that the college union 

also “enhances the student experience and cultivates an enduring connection to the 

institution” (ACUI, 2018, p. 1).  The updated statement suggests that college unions are 

charged with developing community while students are enrolled at the institution and 

after they leave, as well.  The hope is that, even after students graduate, they still feel 

connected to both the college union and to the institution. 

Research into the extent to which college unions actualize their mission as 

builders of community and unifiers of campus life is relatively limited.  The research that 

is available on college unions can be sorted into four broad categories: the college union 

as a physical space; the ways students are engaged within college unions; the impact of 

college unions on diverse populations; and college unions’ impact on community.  The 
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following analysis of the current literature on college unions attempts to present and 

synthesize those studies’ findings. 

The College Union as a Physical Space 

Physical spaces have an impact on student learning, perceptions of institutional 

values, academic persistence, and student retention (Astin, 1993; Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, 

Kinzie, & Gonyea, 2008; Renn & Patton, 2011; Rullman & Harrington, 2014; Strange & 

Banning, 2001).  Students report that “natural and built environments provided them with 

various spaces to make meaningful connections with their peers and become engaged 

members of the academically focused learning community” (Harrington, 2014, p. 84).  

However, the creation of spaces conducive to community and student development do 

not always happen organically.  Given the multi-million-dollar investment campuses 

make when new college union facilities are constructed, these new facilities must be 

“explicitly aligned” (Rullman & Harrington, 2014, p. 39) with the academic missions of 

the institutions they serve.  Fortunately, Maxwell (2016) found student use and positive 

perceptions of the college union increased when planning teams intentionally designed 

spaces with those goals in mind.  By prioritizing creating both a sense of place and spaces 

that facilitate student interactions, college union planning teams can align the mission of 

the institution with the facility design (Maxwell, 2016).  Rather than hoping it occurs by 

accident, college union design teams can intentionally create facilities that contribute to 

the development of community on campus. 

More research on the college union as a physical space is needed.  In 2012, the 

Association of College Unions International brought together thought-leaders from the 

Association of College and University Housing Officers–International (ACUHO–I), the 
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Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), College Student Educators 

International (ACPA), the Committee on Architecture for Education of the American 

Institute of Architects (AIA), the International Interior Design Association (IIDA), 

Leadership in Educational Facilities (APPA), the National Intramural-Recreational Sports 

Association (NIRSA), the Society for College and University Planning (SCUP), and 

Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education (NASPA) for a cross-disciplinary 

gathering focused on examining the relationship between physical space and campus 

community (Rullman & van den Kieboom, 2012).  This group concluded that though “the 

educational imperative for community, its link with physical space, and the relevance for 

learning are clearly achievable” (p. 23), that work must be advocated for and advanced by 

those familiar with the current literature on the topic (Rullman & van den Kieboom, 

2012). 

 More study is needed on how the physical building influences the college union’s 

ability to actualize its mission.  The design of spaces matters and potentially impacts how 

student engage with the overall college union program.  Understanding the relationship 

between the college union facility and the program is necessary to better engage students 

with both. 

Student Engagement within College Unions 

Central to the mission of the college unions is a commitment to “operating as a 

student-centered organization that engages in shared decision making and holistic 

development through employment and involvement” (ACUI, 2018, p. 1).  Additionally, 

the 2014 Council for the Advancement of Standards (CAS) in Higher Education 

standards for college unions stress the importance of student engagement within the 
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college union.  The CAS (2014) standards specifically call for a prioritization of student 

directed initiatives, student learning outcomes, and a connection to students’ formal 

education (CAS, 2014).  The CAS (2014) standards also maintain that “student 

employees and volunteers should be an integral part of the college union operation.  Their 

work experiences should be an important part of their educational experience and 

contribute to increased engagement in the campus community” (p. 11).  Despite these 

expectations, few studies exist that explore this important function of the college union. 

Student engagement is prioritized with college unions to provide students with 

meaningful learning experiences outside the classroom (Butts, 1971; ACUI, 2018).  

According to ACUI (2018) benchmarking data, student employees serve many roles 

within the college union including building managers, custodians, graphic designers, food 

service supervisors and servers, and help desk agents.  Student leaders within the college 

union setting often serve to support the functioning of a campus programming/activities 

board (ACUI, 2018).  The learning outcomes of student employees and leaders are 

examined next. 

Student employee learning outcomes. One recent quantitative study exploring 

the relationship between student engagement in the college union and student success 

found a positive correlation between working conditions and employee satisfaction with 

their college experience (Reed, 2018).  Reed (2018) found that “as a result of working in 

the college union, student employees agreed that their student employment experience 

assisted in higher levels of learning, personal development, and satisfaction with their 

overall college experience” (p. 82).  College unions across the United States employ 

thousands of students each year (ACUI, 2018).  To align with the mission of the college 
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union, student work experiences should be meaningful and contribute to students’ 

educational goals. 

As the community center for campus, college unions are uniquely positioned to 

offer numerous opportunities for student engagement (Butts, 1971).  In addition to 

employment, these opportunities include student learning through volunteerism, 

participation in shared governance, the running of student programming boards, the 

coordination of the work of other students, and participation in the cultural, social and 

recreational events that occur in college unions (ACUI, 2018).  The extent to which 

students are involved in governance, managing daily operations, and leadership roles are 

defining characteristics of the college union (Butts, 1971). 

Student leader learning outcomes. The impact of student learning outcomes 

from involvement within the college union setting is relatively unexplored by researchers.  

That said, involvement in clubs and organizations, in general, can have a profound impact 

on a student’s college experience and learning outcomes.  Numerous studies have 

explored the ways in which students’ learning outcomes are enhanced by student 

involvement and how students make sense of their related learning (Foubert & Urbanski, 

2006; Gellin, 2003; Webber et al., 2013).  For instance, Foubert and Urbanski (2006) 

examined the connection between students who were involved in clubs and organizations 

and their psychosocial development.  This quantitative, four-year longitudinal study 

involved traditionally aged college students from a mid-sized public university in the 

Southeast (Foubert & Urbanski, 2006).  Researchers assessed three vectors of 

Chickering’s theory of identity development: (1) establishing and clarifying purpose 

(educational involvement, career planning, lifestyle planning, life management and 

http://www.acui.org/rolestatement
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cultural participation); (2) developing mature interpersonal relationships (peer 

relationships, tolerance and emotional autonomy); and (3) moving through autonomy 

towards interdependence (academic autonomy and intimacy) (Foubert & Urbanski, 

2006).  In all these vectors and their related subsets, students who were involved in 

student organizations, as members and as leaders, were more developed than their less 

involved peers (Foubert & Urbanski, 2006). 

Additionally, Webber et al. (2013) expanded current research on the impact of 

student involvement by examining if the level of involvement predicts success and 

satisfaction in college.  They analyzed 1,296 randomly selected, first-year and senior 

undergraduate responses to the 2008 National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) at 

a research-intensive university in the Mid-Atlantic region (Webber et al., 2013).  The 

study found that students who were involved and engaged in academic and social 

activities were more likely to earn higher grades and report higher satisfaction with their 

college experience (Webber et al., 2013).  

To determine the effects of student involvement on critical thinking, Gellin (2003) 

conducted a meta-analysis of eight studies from 1991 to 2000.  While the concept has 

been defined differently over time, one of the more complex definitions describes critical 

thinking as the ability to “identify critical issues and assumptions in an argument, 

recognize important relationships, make correct inferences from data, deduce conclusions 

from data provided, interpret whether conclusions are warranted on the basis of data 

given, and evaluate evidence or authority” (Gellin, 2003, pp. 746-747).  Gellin (2003) 

found that students who were involved in student organizations on college campuses 
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experienced higher gains in critical thinking skills as compared to students who were not 

involved. 

A similar longitudinal study conducted by Kilgo et al. (2016) collected data from 

49 four-year institutions to understand the impact of involvement in student organizations 

on student psychological well-being.  For the purposes of this study, psychological 

wellbeing included six dimensions: self-acceptance, life purpose, positive relations with 

others, personal growth, autonomy, and environmental mastery (Kilgo et al., 2016).  

Researchers found a significant link between student involvement and psychological 

well-being (Kilgo et al., 2016).  

Current research into the use of “high-impact practices” demonstrates that 

involvement opportunities are effective in advancing student learning because of their 

link to student engagement (Kuh, 2012).  The Association of American Colleges and 

Universities (2018b) define the following strategies as “high-impact practices”: first-year 

experiences, common intellectual pursuits, learning communities, writing-intensive 

courses, collaborative assignments and projects, undergraduate research, diversity/global 

learning, eportfolios, service learning and community-based learning, internships, and 

capstone courses and projects.  Involvement, both inside and outside the classroom, leads 

to higher levels of student engagement and to positive learning outcomes (Pike, Kuh, & 

McCormick, 2008; Zhao & Kuh, 2004).  Lane and Perozzi (2014) suggested 

“maintaining environments that foster student engagement in programs and activities that 

are positively associated with satisfaction, persistence, and learning” (p. 35) is central to 

the work of the college union.  The ways and extent to which the college union does this 

work and the populations served are areas in need of further study.  In addition to 



 

24 
 

promoting student engagement for both student employees and student leaders, college 

unions can also positively impact diverse student populations. 

The Impact of College Unions on Diverse Populations 

  Webster and Sedlacek (1982) found that, as compared to White students, students 

from minoritized racial and ethnic backgrounds were more likely to use the college union 

as a space for studying and meeting with friends.  Research also indicates participation in 

outdoor recreation programs sponsored by the college union was an especially significant 

predictor of persistence for Black students (Mallinckrodt & Sedlacek, 1987).  The authors 

speculated that participation in college union outdoor recreation programs was a strong 

predictor of persistence for Black students because it was a “sign of trust and 

commitment” to the institution (Mallinckrodt & Sedlacek, 1987, p. 571).  

College demographics, college unions, and campus climates have all drastically 

changed in the last thirty years and research on how college unions impact diverse 

populations have not kept up with these changes.  In the early 1990’s, White students 

made up 78% of all college enrollment, whereas students of color made up the remaining 

22% (NCES, 2011).  Current projections for college enrollment in 2025 show a much 

different picture, with White students predicted to make up 51% of the campus 

population and students of color predicted to make up 49% (Pew, 2015).  Additionally, as 

noted by Banks, Hammond, and Hernandez (2014), “new masses of particular student 

populations have emerged on college campuses that expand the meaning of diversity 

beyond race/ethnicity to include identities based on lived experiences, nationality, and 

religion” (pp. 14-15).  How the college union meets the needs of the entire, more diverse, 

student population has been relatively ignored by researchers.  
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Initial research pointed to the important role college union played in supporting 

students of color (Mallinckrodt & Sedlacek, 1987; Webster & Sedlacek, 1982).  

However, since that research was conducted, not only has diversity within the student 

body grown but there has also been an increased investment in the development of 

multicultural student centers (Shek, 2013) and learning communities (Matthews, Smith, 

& MacGreger, 2012).  The extent to which college unions currently serve students of 

color is unexamined by researchers, as is the overall relevance of the college union to a 

diverse student population. 

More research is needed to explore student of color general usage and level of 

engagement in both employment and leadership roles within the college union setting.  

Understanding where the college union excels, and where the organization falls short, in 

meeting the needs of students of color is integral to the college union’s ability to advance 

its stated mission to create community on campus.  The next section will review the 

current literature on the college union’s role as community builders. 

The Impact of College Unions on Community 

From its inception, the idea of a college union was to create community amongst 

students, faculty, and staff within the institution (Butts, 1971).  That idea was affirmed in 

1914, and again in 1996 and 2017, when ACUI created, then subsequently updated, the 

“Role of the College Union Statement” (ACUI, 2018; Jordan & Vakilian, 2013).  Despite 

a strong commitment to advancing community, research into the college union role as a 

community builder is limited.  The first quantitative study to look at the relationship 

between the college union and students’ sense of community found a strong connection 

between the two (Barrett, 2014).  
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Through the analysis of data from over 15,000 participants of the 2012 Middle 

Atlantic Region of the United States of America (MAUS) Student Opinion Survey 

(SOS), Barrett (2014) found “satisfaction with the college union is a predictor of 

satisfaction with students’ sense of community” (p. 134).  Given the ongoing interest in 

increasing student college graduation rates, the researcher suggested that “the college 

union needs to be included in conversations related to retention and persistence” (Barrett, 

2014, p. 162).  The role of the college union as a community builder was also affirmed by 

a qualitative study that used photo elicitation and semi-structured interviews (Harrington, 

2014).  Harrington (2014) found that students reported “a strong sense of community in 

outdoor spaces, student organization offices, and through co-curricular activities” (p. 77) 

offered by the college union.  Both studies confirm the work of practitioners within the 

college union setting in advancing community, efforts that were previously only 

supported by anecdotal evidence.  

Taking the idea of the college union as a community builder further, another 

researcher explored what elements in a college union enable it to create a sense of 

community on campus (Smyth, 2016).  Smyth (2016) used a participatory action research 

(PAR) design to uncover what elements contributed to college unions being perceived as 

a community builder.  Through observations, interview and documentation review, five 

elements emerged that defined the community-building role of the college union: being 

student centered, having dynamic spaces, creating pathways to success, seeing college as 

a conversation, and being a house of serendipity (Smyth, 2016).  Being student centered, 

was defined by the degree to which the college union was specifically designed to ensure 

students’ out of the classroom learning (pp. 87-89).  Having dynamic spaces was 
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characterized by how much the physical spaces of the college union could be changed to 

accommodate student needs (pp. 89-91).  Creating pathways to success emphasized the 

importance of ensuring that the college union was located in such a way that pedestrian 

traffic could easily flow towards and through the college union (pp. 91-93).  Seeing 

college as a conversation referred to how well the college union actively supported 

dialogic interactions (pp. 94-96).  Lastly, being a house of serendipity meant the college 

union routinely offered varied, exciting, and unexpected programs and events (pp. 96-

98). 

 Research into the current role of the college union supports their community 

building mission.  While not numerous, studies about college unions have resulted in 

consistent findings regarding the important role college unions play on campuses to bring 

students together in meaningful ways (Barrett, 2014; Harrington, 2014; Smyth, 2016).  

The college union remains an area that needs more exploration, specifically as it relates 

to student volunteer learning outcomes and impact, and how involvement in the college 

union affects today’s more diverse student population.  More research is needed on 

college unions to understand how the profession is meeting their self-identified role as 

builders of community.  

Rullman and Harrington (2014) agreed that “college unions have a unique role to 

play in cultivating feelings of belonging and affinity to the institution and in serving 

individual student needs” (p. 44).  Having outlined the college union as a physical space, 

student engagement within college unions, and the impact of college union involvement 

on diverse populations and the larger community, in the next section I will examine 
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additional factors that contribute to students’ sense of belonging.  Additionally, I examine 

the relationship between sense of belonging and race and ethnicity.  

Sense of Belonging within the Campus Community 

 Sense of belonging, as defined by Hurtado and Carter (1997), refers to “students’ 

sense of affiliation and identity with their college” (p. 328).  Current research into sense 

of belonging has emerged, in part, as a reaction to Tinto’s theory of student integration 

which suggested that students must experience separation from their home communities 

and transition into college life to integrate into the academic and social environment 

found within the college (Tinto, 1987).  Critical analysis of Tinto’s theory has led to (a) 

an emphasis on institutional responsibility for integrating students rather than assigning 

that responsibility solely to students and (b) questions of the applicability of Tinto’s 

theory to all students, especially students from marginalized backgrounds (Renn & 

Reason, 2013).  Research into sense of belonging positions the experiences and 

perspectives of students of color at the center of this line of inquiry.  

Sense of Belonging and Race and Ethnicity 

 Sense of belonging research points to differences in how students of color 

perceive how much they belong and are connected to the campus as compared to their 

White counterparts (Gilliard, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007; Rankin & Reason, 2005).  

Generally, students of color perceive less sense of belonging on their campuses (Gilliard, 

1996; Johnson et al., 2007).  For example, Johnson et al. (2007) found that “first year 

students of color perceived a less strong sense of belonging on their campuses than do 

White students” (p. 534).  
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While positive interactions with peers, particularly those from different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds, have a positive impact on students’ sense of belonging (Hurtado & 

Ponjuan, 2005), negative cross racial/ethnic interactions have a negative impact on sense 

of belonging (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Nuñez 2009).  For 

instance, Latinos who reported positive academic and social interactions with students 

from diverse backgrounds tended to report a greater sense of belonging in Hurtado and 

Ponjuan’s (2005) longitudinal, quantitative study.  The same study found that students’ 

perceptions of hostility on campus significantly eroded both their sense of belonging and 

their morale (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005).  These findings were consistent with a 

longitudinal study later conducted by Nuñez (2009) that included data from the Diverse 

Democracy Project.  Also focused on the experiences of Latino/a students, Nuñez (2009) 

found a strong positive association between positive cross-racial interactions and sense of 

belonging.  The results of this study were particularly interesting because the frequency 

of positive cross racial/ethnic interactions was also positively associated with perceptions 

of a hostile racial/ethnic climate.  One interpretation of these findings is that students can 

feel a sense of belonging despite also sensing hostility on campus at the same time 

(Nuñez, 2009). 

 Despite differences in how students from minoritized racial/ethnic backgrounds 

experience a sense of belonging on their campuses when compared to White students, 

there are similarities about what contributes to a positive sense of belonging for all 

students.  Johnson et al. (2007) found that when students from all racial/ethnic 

backgrounds had a “smooth academic and social transition to college” (p. 534) they were 

more likely to report a strong sense of belonging.  A smooth transition to college 
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involved the degree to which students were able to get to know roommates, make new 

friends, communicate with instructors outside of class, and find academic help and study 

groups (Johnson et al., 2007).  Additionally, a later study revealed that African American 

males who developed either acquaintances or more meaningful social interactions with 

peers from different racial backgrounds had a higher sense of belonging than those who 

did not have these types of interactions (Strayhorn, 2008).  In fact, socializing with peers 

from a different race was the most significant predictor of sense of belonging in both 

Black and White male students (Strayhorn, 2008). 

Sense of Belonging as a Predictor of Success 

Building from work by Hurtado and Carter (1997), Hausmann, Schofield, and 

Woods (2007) pointed out that “most persistent studies include measures of social and/or 

academic integration, but the psychological sense that one is an accepted member of 

one's community, or sense of belonging, is distinct from one's level involvement with the 

community” (p. 806).  Hausman et al. (2007) used a longitudinal research design to 

explore this idea further.  The researchers analyzed the relationship between financial 

difficulties, social and academic integration, peer and parental support, sense of 

belonging, institutional commitment, and intention to persist (Hausman et al., 2007).  In 

the study an intervention to potentially increase students’ sense of belonging was 

introduced to one group; the interventions included written communications from 

administrators and various, small university branded gifts (Hausman et al., 2007).  

Through the analysis of the data, sense of belonging and institutional commitment was 

found to be significant predictors of intention to persist and, as evidenced by the findings 
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from the intervention, sense of belonging in students was able to be modified by 

intentional institutional efforts (Hausmann et al., 2007).  

A later study found that sense of belonging had different effects on students from 

minoritized racial and ethnic backgrounds as compared to White students (Meeuwise, 

Severiens, & Born, 2010).  A high sense of belonging only seemed connected to White 

students’ academic achievement; no connection between academic achievement and 

sense of belonging was found for students from minoritized backgrounds (Meeuwise et 

al., 2010).  The Meeuwise et al. (2010) study findings contradict studies (Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997; Johnson et al., 2007; Wells & Horn, 2015) that found a strong positive 

relationship between sense of belonging and the success of students from minoritized 

backgrounds.  Meeuwise et al. (2010) acknowledged the study findings contradicted, 

contrary to researchers’ expectations, previous studies and speculated on the limitations 

presented by their survey design. 

Continued research is needed to understand how sense of belonging contributes to 

academic success and intent to persist for all students.  Additionally, how sense of 

belonging is cultivated in students is an area in need of on-going study.  The next section 

will explore research on the factors currently believed to develop sense of belonging in 

students. 

Factors that Create a Sense of Belonging 

The last category of research on sense of belonging involves the exploration of 

factors that contribute to students feeling they belong on their campuses.  Current 

research demonstrates a connection between sense of belonging and the following 

factors: positive campus climates (Johnson et al., 2007), positive cross-racial interactions 
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(Nuñez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008), faculty interest in students (Museus, Yi, & Saelua, 

2017a, 2017b), as well as factors found within the culturally engaging campus 

environments model (Museus, 2014).  A collectivist cultural orientation, cultural 

validation, cultural familiarity, proactive philosophies, and holistic support were amongst 

the culturally engaging campus environment model factors found to have the most 

significant influence on students’ sense of belonging (Museus et al., 2017a).  

Museus et al. (2017a) explored how the campus environment shapes sense of 

belonging.  The researchers assessed students’ sense of belonging using a scale 

previously created by Hurtado and Carter (1997).  The scale was comprised of three 

items that assessed the degree to which students see themselves as part of the campus 

community, feel they are a member of the community, and feel a sense of belonging to 

the campus community (Museus et al., 2017a).  This study is significant in that it 

examined how environments can have a positive influence on students’ sense of 

belonging.  Museus et al. (2017a) brings a new perspective on the topic, particularly 

when juxtaposed against the body of research that explores how environment can 

negatively influence a student's sense of belonging.  The culturally engaging campus 

environment model served as the conceptual framework for the study and researchers 

found a relationship between all nine of the related factors and sense of belonging 

(Museus et al., 2017).  The most statistically significant relationships exist between 

collectivist cultural orientation, cultural validation, cultural familiarity, and students’ 

sense of belonging (Museus et al., 2017a).  

In a follow-up to this study, Museus et al. (2017b) then looked at the differences 

between sense of belonging by White students and students of color.  This quantitative 
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study was set in an urban, public, research institution on the East Coast and involved 870 

students (Museus et al., 2017b).  The largest difference found was that, compared to 

students of color, White students reported greater access to opportunities to serve their 

communities (Museus et al., 2017b).  Additionally, White students reported the ability to 

more easily connect with people from similar backgrounds, and more likely to view the 

campus community as having a collectivist orientation (Museus et al., 2017b).  The 

researchers found the top three variables that contributed to a sense of belonging for both 

students of color and White students were the same, although their rankings were slightly 

different (Museus et al., 2017b).  White students reported that cultural familiarity was the 

most salient factor that contributed to their sense of belonging followed by receiving 

holistic support and collectivist cultural orientation (Museus et al., 2017b).  Students of 

color reported that holistic support provided by the institution was the most significant 

factor that contributed to their sense of belonging, followed by cultural familiarity and a 

collectivist orientation (Museus et al., 2017b).  

The research suggests a close relationship between sense of belonging and the 

campus environment (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Museus, 2014).  

The environment and sense of belonging appear to be interconnected; the research 

indicates the campus environment can positively or negatively impact students’ sense of 

belonging and vice versa (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus et al., 2017a).  The campus 

environment is frequently referred to as campus climate.  Campus climate research has 

increased as institutions engage in taking “the pulse of the institution or student body to 

determine the level of tension or intergroup conflict” (p. 213) in response to critical 

incidents (Hurtado, 1992; (Hurtado, Griffen, Arellano, & Cuellar, 2008).  The results of 
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these surveys routinely demonstrate colleges have more work to do to improve access, 

inclusion, and equity for historically underrepresented students, staff, and faculty 

(Hoisington, 2017; Rankin & Reason, 2005).   

Campus Climate 

The 1980s marked a period of increased racial tension on college campuses as 

many institutions struggled to meet the needs of an increasingly complex campus 

community (Hurtado, 1992).  This growing tension prompted increased research on what 

was happening on campuses within the United States and the climate of those institutions.  

One notable change on college campuses resulted from the sharp increase in Black 

student college enrollment from 1968 to 1975 (Hurtado, 1992).  Hurtado (1992) noted 

that researchers realized that failure on the part of institutions to make cultural, policy, or 

programmatic shifts in reaction to the campus demographic changes was “likely to 

become a source of difficulty at some point in these institutions relationships with 

minorities” (pp. 542-543).  This realization foreshadowed challenges institutions are still 

grappling with today, despite 40 years of research on campus climate. 

Harper and Hurtado (2007) scanned the research on campus climate between 

1992–2007 and divided what they found into three broad categories.  Those categories 

included research that looked at differences in perceptions of campus climate by race and 

ethnicity, reports of racism and prejudicial treatment on campuses, and benefits 

associated with campus climates that facilitated cross-racial engagement (Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007).  A brief overview of that work will be provided in this review.  More 

attention will be paid to the research on campus climate that has occurred after Harper 

and Hurtado's 2007 initial scan of the literature.  Research post 2007 can be sorted into 
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two additional categories: (a) the influence of perceptions of campus climate on 

persistence and (b) the perceptions of campus climate by students whose diversity is 

defined beyond race/ethnicity markers.  All categories will be included in the following 

review of the literature on campus climate. 

Diverse Student Perceptions of Campus Climate  

Research into perceptions of campus climate is frequently designed to explore 

differences between the experiences of students from dominant identities and students 

from minoritized identities (Gilliard, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007; Rankin & Reason, 

2005).  However, students who hold minoritized identities are not a monolith.  Potential 

nuances and differences exist in how students who hold varied or multiple identities 

experience, perceive, and are impacted by the campus environment.  The following 

section attempts to highlight current research on student perceptions of campus climate 

by various identities, including gender, sexuality and orientation, religiosity, and race and 

ethnicity.  

Gender and perceptions of campus climate. Researchers of campus climate 

have examined perceptions of climate from students with diverse backgrounds including, 

but also beyond, race and ethnicity.  For instance, Fischer and Goods (1994) analyzed 

student responses to the Campus Environment Survey (CES) at a large, public, 

midwestern university to better understand the relationship between gender and 

perceptions of campus environment.  The researchers found that while more sex bias and 

discrimination was reported by women, woman also reported more attention and 

recognition than male students (Fischer & Goods, 1994).  
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Strayhorn (2013) used responses to the College Student Success Questionnaire 

(CSSQ) to measure race and gender differences in how undergraduate students perceive 

campus climate.  The study findings suggest that class size and the level of engagement 

within the classroom setting has a direct impact on Black male students’ perceptions of 

the campus and intent to leave the institution (Strayhorn, 2013).  Strayhorn (2013) also 

found that, as compared to White students, both Black men and women were more likely 

to describe the college campus as “a cold, uncaring place” (p. 124). 

GLBT student perceptions of campus climate. Another team of researchers 

found that students who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, and/or transgender also 

perceived campus differently as compared to students who did not identify in that same 

manner (Brown et al., 2004).  Students who identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, and/or 

transgender were more likely to perceive the campus negatively (Brown et al., 2004).  A 

much larger, quantitative study confirmed the results of both these prior studies.  

Researchers found that women and students who identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual, 

and/or transgender were much more likely to report harassment, bias, and discrimination 

(Rankin & Reason, 2005).  

Non-religious student perceptions of campus climate. Another team of 

researchers used the Campus Religious and Spiritual Climate Survey (CRSCS) to assess 

non-religious student perceptions of climate (Rockenback et al., 2015).  In that study, 

atheists ranked campus climate less positively than those with religious majority, 

religious non-majority, or agnostic beliefs (Rockenback et al., 2015).  The authors of the 

study theorized that the differences in perceptions might be because “atheist students’ 

identification with the lack of belief in a higher power may lead them to being more 
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sensitive to the presence of Christian privilege (relative to agnostic students)” 

(Rockenback et al., 2015, p. 185).  Similar to the research involving campus climate and 

race and ethnicity, these studies show a pattern of students from marginalized 

backgrounds experiencing campus climate as less positive than students from the 

dominant culture. 

Racially and ethnically diverse student perceptions of campus climate. The 

research on campus climate has repeatedly demonstrated that students of color and White 

students perceive college campuses very differently (Gilliard, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007; 

Rankin & Reason, 2005).  This is likely because, even though students may be on the 

same campus, the experiences of students of color and White students can vary greatly.  

Students of color experience offensive and hostile behavior as well as pressures to 

conform to stereotypes at higher rates than White students (Ancis, Sedlacek, & Mohr, 

2000; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Rankin & Reason, 2005).  For example, a comprehensive 

study involving 10 private and public campuses from geographically diverse areas across 

the United States surfaced routine indignities students of color face on college campuses 

(Rankin & Reason, 2005).  The study demonstrated that students of color were 

significantly more likely to describe their college campus as racist, hostile, and 

disrespectful (Rankin & Reason, 2005). Conversely, in the same study, White students 

were significantly more likely to describe the college campus as non-racist, friendly, and 

respectful (Rankin & Reason, 2005).  As a result, students of color are typically less 

satisfied with their college campus climate than their White counterparts (Ancis et al., 

2000; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992).  
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The research on diverse student perceptions of campus climate demonstrates that 

students from minoritized racial/ethnic backgrounds are more likely to perceive the 

college environment as less welcoming than White students (Ancis et al., 2000; Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992).  Student perceptions of campus climate are shaped by 

what they experience on campus.  The research demonstrates that students from 

minoritized racial/ethnic backgrounds experience more discrimination, offensive and 

hostile behavior, and negative stereotypes than White students (Ancis et al., 2000; Brown 

et al., 2004; Fischer & Goods, 1994; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Rankin & Reason, 2005; 

Rockenback et al., 2015). 

Racism and Prejudicial Treatment on Campuses 

An early qualitative study on campus climate at a major research institution 

surfaced stories of both overt and subtle acts of racism that impacted students’ quality of 

life and their intent to persist (Turner, 1994).  Stories of racial harassment, violence, and 

intimidation on campus have been corroborated by numerous studies (Harper & Hurtado, 

2007; Hurtado, 1992; Museus, Nichols, & Lambert, 2008; Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 

2000; Strayhorn, 2013).  In another qualitative study at a Southern university, researchers 

used phenomenological interviewing techniques to unearth student experiences with 

racism on campus (Davis et al., 2004).  Students shared experiences on campus that 

included nooses hanging on trees justified as artwork, the initials ‘KKK’ carved on desks 

in classrooms, and racial slurs written on residence hall doors (Davis et al., 2004).  Still 

today, overt acts of racism occur on college campuses.  In a recent qualitative study at a 

predominantly White institution, focus group methodology surfaced similar experiences 



 

39 
 

such as racial slurs, threats of violence, and actual acts of violence targeted towards 

students of color (Harwood, Mendenhall, Lee, Riopelle, & Browne Huntt, 2018). 

Stories of racial harassment, violence, and intimidation on campus, along with 

student outcries for change, frequently drive institutions to engage in campus climate 

studies (Hurtado, 1992; Hurtado et al., 2008).  Solutions are needed to improve the 

experiences of all students and, at times, the reputations of the institution.  Increasing the 

diversity of the people on college campuses and increasing the frequency of cross-racial 

interactions on campuses are both linked to an improved sense of campus climate and 

increased educational benefits for all students (Chang, Astin, & Kim, 2004; Chang, 

Denson, Saenz, & Misa, 2006; Milem, Umbach, & Liang, 2004; Stotzer & Hossellman, 

2012). 

The Benefits of Cross-Racial Engagement 

As racial and ethnic diversity and racial tension grew on college campuses, so did 

judicial activity that challenged affirmative action practices (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; 

Hurtado, 1992).  Consequently, researchers began to explore how the presence of a 

diverse student body benefited the entire campus community.  Most of the literature on 

this topic are quantitative studies held on multiple campus sites (Chang et al., 2004; 

Chang et al., 2006; Milem et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2006).  The findings from this 

research on the benefits of cross-racial engagement provide evidence that, by being 

exposed to a diverse student body in a college campus environment, students are likely to 

interact with students who are different from them (Pike & Kuh, 2006).   

The research demonstrates all students benefit when campus climates successfully 

facilitate cross-racial engagement (Strayhorn, 2008).  Interaction with students from 
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different backgrounds results in several developmental benefits for individual students 

(Chang et al., 2004).  Some of the benefits include increased openness to exploring 

diverse activities, critical thinking abilities, and problem-solving skills (Milem et al., 

2004).  In addition, students also demonstrated increased intellectual and social self-

confidence when compared to students who do not exist in as diverse environments 

(Chang et al., 2006).  To facilitate cross-racial engagement, research suggests college 

campuses need to engage historically privileged students, faculty, and staff in awareness 

building and behavior change in order to increase commitment to access, inclusion and 

equity for all (Hoisington, 2017; Rankin & Reason, 2005). 

The Influence of Campus Climate on Persistence 

Colleges are increasingly focused on student retention.  Students from 

marginalized backgrounds have consistently communicated, as evidenced by the 

research, that they frequently receive direct and indirect messages from college campuses 

across the United States that they are not welcome, wanted, or an integral part of the 

community (Davis et al., 2004; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Museus et al., 

2008; Solorzano et al., 2000; Strayhorn, 2013).  As Turner (1994) pointed out, students 

still report feeling as though they are “guests in someone else’s house” (p. 356).  Since, 

as previously noted, these same diverse students are projected to make up nearly 50% of 

the college population within the next 10 years (Pew, 2015), colleges and universities 

have a responsibility to ensure the campus environment is one in which all students can 

thrive if not from a moral perspective, then at least from a purely economic one. 

Museus, Nichols, and Lambert (2008) examined the relationship between campus 

racial climates and undergraduate degree completion and found a complicated 
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relationship between the two.  Using data from the National Center for Educational 

Statistics (NCES) for the Beginning Postsecondary Students (BPS) study, Museus et al. 

(2008) concluded that the effects of campus racial climates on degree completion are 

most likely indirect effects.  For example, perceptions of climate impacts how involved 

students are with their academics, how integrated they are into the social life of the 

campus, and how committed to the institution they feel (Museus et al., 2008).  These 

feelings then have an impact on persistence (Museus et al., 2008).  It is important to note 

that students of color are not all the same in their experiences.  Some of the findings 

contradict previous studies because students from different racial groups were found to 

perceive and react differently to campus racial climates as compared to other studies that 

present the reactions of students of color to campus climate as a monolith.  

Conceptual Framework 

Frameworks for understanding how students integrate into, engage with, and 

perceive their college experiences have evolved over time.  Tinto's (1987) theory of 

student departure explored the effect of social integration and academic integration on 

students’ persistence.  Tinto’s theory, while critiqued today for failing to account for the 

experiences of students of color, has long stood as a foundation for understanding student 

persistence and retention (Renn & Reason, 2013).  Other models have since emerged 

which include the perspectives of students of color and consider such things like how 

students cope with stress, specifically resulting from racial discrimination, bias, 

harassment, and violence that occurs on campus.  Hurtado and Carter's (1997) 

conceptualization of sense of belonging emerged from this idea to account for the 
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“individual's view of whether he or she feels included in the college community” (p. 

327).  

Students’ sense of belonging is influenced by a number of factors.  The amount of 

outright prejudice, discrimination, or alienation experienced on campus are salient 

factors, as evidenced by the literature, in the creation of sense of belonging.  How well 

the institution’s norms and expectations match those of students also plays an important 

role in the creation of sense of belonging.  For example, Stephens, Fryberg, Markus, 

Johnson, and Covarrubias (2012) found that college administrators overwhelmingly 

reported the cultural norm of independence as being more highly valued than 

interdependence on campus.  For first-generation students, who tend to have a more 

interdependent way of approaching the college experience, the incongruity between 

cultural norms sets some students at a disadvantage.  Fortunately, Stephens et al. (2012) 

discovered that this dynamic was not unchangeable.  The researchers found when the 

culture of institution was framed as independent, students who operated from the 

opposite cultural norm performed more poorly than those whose outlook matched the 

institution’s (Stephens et al., 2012).  Yet, when that same culture was reframed as being 

interdependent, the gap in academic performance between first-generation and 

continuing-generation students diminished (Stephens et al., 2012).  This study 

demonstrated that the environment, and its unwritten rules, plays a critical role in 

students’ ability to succeed on campus. 

One emerging framework for understanding how the environment can support 

students to find success within institutions of higher education is the culturally engaging 

campus environments (CECE) model (Museus, 2014).  The CECE model suggests that 
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outcomes, such as student learning, satisfaction, persistence, and degree completion, are 

shaped by a series of interactive factors (Museus, 2014).  The factors include external 

influences (e.g., family socioeconomic status), pre-college inputs (e.g., student 

demographics and academic preparation), the campus environment itself, and individual 

influences (Museus, Zhang, & Kim, 2016).  Individual influences on outcomes, such as 

sense of belonging, students’ academic disposition, and performance, are also impacted 

directly by the campus environment (Museus et al., 2016).  The degree to which the 

campus environment can be considered ‘culturally engaging’ is dependent on its cultural 

relevance (i.e., cultural familiarity, cultural relevant knowledge, cultural community 

service, cross-cultural engagement, and cultural validation) and cultural responsiveness 

(i.e., collectivist orientations, humanize environments, proactive philosophies, and 

holistic support) (Museus et al., 2016). 

The CECE model rounds out the previous work of Tinto (1987) by centering the 

needs and perspectives of students of color within the model.  The CECE model also 

advances Hurtado's (1997) work on sense of belonging in that it emphasizes the impact of 

the environment itself on individuals and on the related outcomes.  In addition, the CECE 

model is based on quantifiable factors that research has long suggested are related to 

persistence for all students on college campuses (Museus et al., 2016). 

Understanding how students engage with the college environment is critical to the 

success and relevance of higher education.  While research on the college experience is 

plentiful, the voices and needs of diverse students have only begun to be included.  The 

CECE model is an affirming model to explore sense of belonging because it includes 
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previously marginalized perspectives and it challenges institutions to reframe deficit 

thinking tendencies into a more aspirational, and perhaps helpful, mindset. 

Literature Review Chapter Summary 

This review of the literature reveals how intertwined college unions, sense of 

belonging, and campus climate are with one another.  College unions, commonly referred 

to as the ‘living room’ of campus, hold responsibility for community building at the 

center of its mission.  The literature confirms that students recognize and benefit from the 

college unions’ community building role, particularly when the facilities are created 

intentionally for the purpose of developing connections and the overall program is 

presented in a student-centered, dynamic manner.  While college unions have served as a 

supportive community for students of color in the past (Mallinckrodt & Sedlacek, 1987; 

Webster & Sedlacek, 1982), little research explores how well this population is currently 

being served in this context. 

However, the literature does demonstrate that, as compared to White students, 

students of color frequently report a lower sense of community and belonging on campus 

as described in numerous qualitative and quantitative studies.  These findings are 

troubling because sense of belonging has been found to be a strong predictor of intent to 

persist.  If students do not feel as though they have a place within the campus, they are 

less likely to persist towards graduation.  Current research does point to some strategies 

for increasing students’ sense of belonging which includes working to ensure students 

have a smooth transition to college, positive cross racial and ethnic interactions, more 

positive faculty support, and creating more culturally engaging environments. 
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This literature review explored the role of the college union, how students 

experience belonging and perceive the campus climate, and a conceptual framework for 

understanding the role the campus environment plays in shaping those perceptions.  First, 

the historical role of the college union was reviewed to provide a context for 

understanding contemporary research on the college union as a physical space, as a place 

for student engagement, and as a place that can have a profound impact on diverse 

student populations as well as the greater campus community.  Next, the literature review 

explored sense of belonging.  This examination shed light on various diverse student 

perspectives on their sense of belonging on campus, the connection between belonging 

and persistence, and what factors go into creating a sense of belonging.  This was 

followed by an exploration of campus climate, the discriminatory and hostile practices 

diverse students still report facing on campus, the benefits of cross-racial engagement for 

all students, and the effect of campus climate on persistence.  Lastly, a conceptual 

framework for understanding, and ultimately shaping, the influence campus 

environments can have on diverse student populations was shared.  The review of the 

literature provides the context needed to chart new pathways for college unions to 

support and affirm all students and their pursuit of a college education. 

In the next chapter, the research methodology and approach will be explored.  The 

chapter will cover the design of the study and the benefits associated with that research 

approach.  Additionally, the participant sample and institutional context from which the 

sample was derived is shared.  Lastly, the chapter will cover ethical considerations and 

the steps undertaken to address those issues and ensure trustworthiness in the research 

design. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This study used a mixed-methods design to explore the college union's role in 

promoting students’ sense of belonging.  The purpose of this study was s to explore the 

effect college union involvement has on student perceptions of sense of belonging and 

campus climate, with particular attention paid to the perspectives of students of color who 

frequently report having a less than optimal sense of belonging on their college 

campuses.  The study endeavored to answer the following questions: 

1. What effects does college union involvement have on student perceptions of 

campus climate?  

2. What, if any, differences emerge between how students are involved with the 

college union and their perceptions of sense of belonging?  

3. What, if any, relationship exists between students’ racial/ethnic identities, level of 

involvement with the college union, and perceptions of campus climate?  

4. How do students involved in the college union understand and explain the factors 

that contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

Answering these research questions assists student affairs professionals in 

discovering new pathways to improve sense of belonging for students of color.  This 

research expands the knowledge base within the field of student affairs to include a 

greater understanding of the factors that influence student perceptions of sense of 
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belonging and campus climate.  This research is needed because students from different 

racial backgrounds consistently have widely divergent perceptions of campus climate 

(Harper & Hurtado, 2007).  White students are significantly more likely to describe 

campuses as non-racist and friendly (Rankin & Reason, 2005) whereas students of color 

are more likely describe campuses as “cold, uncaring” places (Strayhorn, 2013, p. 124).  

Students of color also widely report incidents of prejudicial treatment, violence, 

intimidation and racist attitudes on campus environments (Soria & Mitchell, 2015).  

Perhaps then it is not surprising that students of color generally report feeling a decreased 

sense of belonging on their campuses (Gilliard, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007).  However, 

current research suggests that socializing with peers from different races is the most 

significant predictor of sense of belonging for both students of color and majority 

students (Nuñez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008).  Current research also points to the influencing 

role campus environments have on students’ sense of belonging (Museus et al., 2017a).  

As community centers, student-centered learning laboratories, and self-reported unifiers 

of students, faculty, and staff, college unions are positioned on many campuses to 

positively impact campus climate (ACUI, 2018).  However, research into how effectively 

college unions fill this role is limited. 

This chapter on the study methodology begins by providing the purpose of this 

research project, what I hoped to answer through the study, and an explanation of why 

answering the identified questions is important to the work of student affairs.  Next, I 

explain the mixed-methods design, including the rationale for using this approach.  A 

description of the research sample, data sources, and collection methods follows, as does 

a description of the research site.  Lastly, I conclude the methodology chapter with an 
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exploration of the ethical issues taken into consideration during the design and eventual 

implementation phases of the study, the weaknesses of the design and study approach, 

and how those challenges were addressed. 

Research Design 

An integrated, mixed-method design will often provide greater insights than a 

qualitative or quantitative approach alone (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  The 

epistemology, or philosophical foundation, of the study is grounded in a pragmatic 

worldview.  Rather than being confined to one school of thought or approach, a 

pragmatic worldview is an approach that embraces the freedom to choose the best 

techniques and procedures to answer the research questions (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016; 

Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdale, 2016).  The study explored how students 

make sense of their experience within the college union and on campus.  This line of 

inquiry speaks more to a qualitative approach.  This study was also designed to discover 

what, if any, relationship exists between college union involvement, student perceptions 

of sense and belonging, and student perceptions of campus climate.  This second line of 

inquiry is essentially a quantitative question: what is the relationship between three 

variables?  Research questions that explore what and how are hallmarks of a pragmatic 

worldview and are best answered by utilizing a mixed-methods approach (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). 

I used a convergent mixed method design for this study.  A convergent design is 

one in which quantitative and qualitative data is collected separately and then merged to 

explain contradictions and to provide a comprehensive analysis of the findings (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018).  In this study, phenomenological data explored how students 
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understand sense of belonging and campus climate at one Midwestern institution.  Survey 

data was then used to test how student involvement in the college union influences sense 

of belonging and perceptions of campus climate.   

This study occurred in three phases.  The first phase involved a qualitative 

methodology using student journals.  The journal process explored how students made 

sense of their involvement within the college union and their perceptions of campus 

climate.  

The second phase involved quantitative methodology and used a survey to 

understand the relationship between sense of belonging, perceptions of campus climate, 

and college union involvement.  The third phase of the study involved the interpretation 

of the results of phase one and two.  Figure 1 illustrates the timeline for and relationship 

between the two lines of inquiry. 

 

Figure 1.  Three-phase mixed methods design. 

 Research Sample and Information Needed 

This mixed method study focused on the experiences and perspectives of students 

involved with the college union.  The research site was a large, public, flagship 

institution, with a recently conducted campus climate survey.  Additionally, the 
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institution was in a Midwestern urban area, had an active college union, and enrolled a 

large undergraduate population.  An overview of the institution is outlined in Table 1.  

Table 1. Research Site Demographics 

Midwest University 

Location Population 255,214 

Location, % White, alone 74.8% 

# of Students: 43,820 

# of Undergraduates 29,931 

In-state, Undergraduate Tuition $10,534 

Out-of-state, Undergraduate Tuition $34,783 

% of in-state 60.2% 

% international 9.1% 

% White 73.1% 

% Students of Color (domestic) 17.8% 

Last Campus Climate Survey 2016 

# of College Union Student Employees 1200+ 

College Union Programming Board Yes 

Students engaged in governance of the College Union Yes 

# of student volunteers in formal leadership roles 20+ 

# of student volunteers 200+ 

Non-reporting Student Affairs units located in the College Union No 

 

The first phase of the study included recruiting nine students as participants in a 

journaling exercise to explore their perceptions of how their involvement with a college 

union influences their perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate.  A 

purposeful approach was used to populate journal participants in the study.  Specifically, 

I employed criterion and intensity sampling strategies.  Criterion sampling requires that 
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participants have a specific, similar type of experience (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).  

Consequently, a requirement for participation in the journal exercise included at least two 

semesters of involvement, as either a volunteer, employee, or participant, with the college 

union.  This criterion increased the likelihood participants could provide “information-

rich cases that manifest the phenomenon intensely, but not extremely” (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2016, p. 333).  My goal was to include participants that represent the way in 

which students typically approach involvement and employment, rather than include 

examples from extreme, i.e., disengagement or hyper-involvement, which is a strategy 

characteristic of intensity sampling (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).   

The second phase of the study included a survey.  College union employees and 

programming board volunteers at the research site were surveyed to ascertain perceptions 

of sense of belonging and what, if any, relationship existed between students’ 

racial/ethnic identities, level of involvement with the college union, and perceptions of 

campus climate.  The sample size for the survey included 1,400 students. 

Journal Data Collection  

During this study participants were invited to write electronic journal entries over 

a four-week time period.  Study participants were recruited by consulting with college 

union staff at the research site.  College union staff were asked to identify potential 

student employees, volunteers, and event participants that met the identified criteria.  

Recommended participants then received an invitation to join the study.  This strategy is 

an example of a purposive sampling approach.  Sample recruitment emails can be found 

in Appendix A.  
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Journals allow participants to reflect on what is going on in their daily lives and to 

focus on what is most salient to them (Jacelon & Imperio, 2005).  Journals have been 

used throughout time, such as during the Renaissance, during Westward expansion, and 

during slavery in the form of Slave Narratives, and provide deep insight into the human 

experience (Janesick, 1999).  Journals can shape our understanding of moments in time, 

occurrences and events, and how individuals felt at a specific time (Bashan & Holsblat, 

2017; Jacelon & Imperio, 2005).  Narrative methods of data collection are an effective 

tool to gather “emotional experiences of the storyteller, which are normally suppressed 

by objective, abstract methods” (Kaun, 2010, p. 138).   

The use of a journal has several advantages as a data collection method.  Kaun 

(2010) found that the use of journals, specifically those created online, offers a new way 

to observe both behaviors and feelings, access to a wide geographical area, low-cost and 

low-time investment on the part or the researcher, and efficiency in collecting rich data.  

Janesick (1999) also found that journal writing both “allows the writer to be more 

reflective” and “allows participants in a research project an active voice” (p. 522). 

Another advantage to the use of journals is the capability of observing behavior 

over a period of time.  Time-based journals follow schedules and specific research 

questions defined by the researcher (Flaherty, 2016; Jacelon & Imperio, 2005; Kaun, 

2010).  Directly observing participants over time is not always possible; journals provide 

an alternative way to gather rich data. 

Journals also have some disadvantages as a research tool.  Namely, journals can 

be time and emotionally intensive and, therefore, can produce higher rates of fatigue, 

participation dropout rates, and less in-depth reporting over time (Bolger, Davis, & 
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Rafaeli, 2003; Kaun, 2010).  Additionally, participants write and submit entries knowing 

they will be used for research purposes, which can affect what participants choose to 

include and exclude from their narratives (Jacelon & Imperio, 2005; Kaun, 2010).  

Finally, using an online mechanism to organize journal entries can raise concerns about 

security and confidentiality of journal entries (Kaun, 2010).   

To mitigate the identified disadvantages inherent in using journaling as a research 

tool, several strategies were employed.  The journaling period was short and scheduled 

during a time student volunteers and student employees were routinely already engaged 

in end of the year reflection with their advisor or supervisor.  Additionally, students were 

empowered to write as little or as much as they like and were asked to minimally invest 

ten minutes per week to the journaling activity. 

Participants were asked to respond to specific question prompts but encouraged to 

also write about whatever topics they chose during that four-week time period.  The 

spring was chosen as an ideal time to engage students in journal reflection because it 

coincided with the approaching end of the academic year and, in the case of student 

volunteers, often the end of their term.  Students were invited to journal over four weeks 

to allow for deeper reflection and to see how students perceived campus climate and 

sense of belonging over time.  A private, shared document site was established for each 

participant to submit their entries.  A sample participant journal site is provided in 

Appendix B. 

Survey Data Collection  

Quantitative data was also collected through the use of a survey.  Identified 

survey questions were explored using the inputs environment outputs (IEO) model 
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(Astin, 1993).   The IEO model is an appropriate tool for studying this topic because it 

provides a way to understand the relationship between variables and, consequently, what 

could be done to bring about change within that dynamic (Astin & Antonio, 2012).  I 

hypothesized that a relationship will be found between students who have a high sense of 

belonging with the college union and their perceptions of campus climate. 

The mission of all institutions of higher education is to develop the talents of 

students, that is, to affect some type of positive change (Astin & Antonio, 2012).  In 

comparison to the input variables and the output variables of the IEO model, the college 

environment is the area over which institutions of higher education have the most control 

(Astin & Antonio, 2012).  It is both in institutions’ and students’ best interest understand 

how to influence the relationship between students as inputs, the environment, and 

desired outputs (Renn & Reason, 2013).  Figure 2 illustrates the IEO model (Astin, 1993) 

of this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Inputs Environment Outputs: The Impact of College Union Involvement on 

Student Perceptions of Sense of Belonging and Campus Climate. 

Input variables.  To gain an accurate understanding of engagement with the 

college union environment’s influence on sense of belonging and perceptions of campus 

ENVIRONMENT 
College union engagement 

Quality of interactions within the 
college union 

College union environment 
 

INPUT 
Student backgrounds 

Perceptions and expectations 
Ease of transition to college 

 

OUTPUTS 
Sense of belonging 

Perceptions of campus climate 
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climate, several student input characteristics needed to be controlled.  One category of 

input variables to be included involves basic student demographic data (ACPA, 2013).  

For example, the student demographic data collected included information such as gender 

identity, race, and year in school.  Information about student and parental political 

leanings and attitudes about equity and inclusion prior to students’ arrival on campus was 

also gathered.  Other demographic data included student/parental income level and the 

geographic area (suburban, urban, rural; domestic or international) from which they most 

recently lived. 

Student backgrounds.  This student demographic data was important to gather 

because current research into sense of belonging points to differences in how students of 

color perceive how much they belong and are connected to the campus as compared to 

their White counterparts (Gilliard, 1996; Johnson et al., 2007; Rankin & Reason, 2005).  

Generally, students of color perceive less sense of belonging on their campuses (Gilliard, 

1996; Johnson et al., 2007).  Research into campus climate also explores perceptions of 

climate from students with diverse backgrounds beyond race and ethnicity.  Similar to the 

research involving campus climate and race and ethnicity, these studies show a pattern of 

students from marginalized backgrounds experiencing campus climate as less positive 

than students from the mainstream culture (Brown et al., 2004; Rankin & Reason, 2005; 

Rockenback, Mayhew, & Bowman, 2015).  

Student perceptions and expectations.  Another category of input variables to 

control for included student perceptions and expectations.  Students’ sense of belonging 

to their previous learning and community environments, for example, their recent high 

school environment or hometown, was gathered.  Additionally, questions were asked to 
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understand whether, prior to arriving on campus, students expected to feel a sense of 

belonging within their chosen institution of higher education.  

Ease of transition to college.  The last input variable to control for included data 

on students’ transition to college.  Despite differences in how students from different 

racial/ethnic backgrounds experience belonging on their campuses when compared to 

White students, similarities exist regarding what contributes to a positive sense of 

belonging for all students.  Johnson et al. (2007) found that when students from all 

racial/ethnic backgrounds had a “smooth academic and social transition to college” (p. 

534), they were more likely to report a strong sense of belonging.  A smooth transition to 

college involved the degree to which students were able to get to know roommates, make 

new friends, communicate with instructors outside of class, and find academic help and 

study groups (Johnson et al., 2007). 

To summarize, student demographic data, information on student perceptions and 

expectations, and ease of transition to college served as input variables for the 

study.  Understanding who are students are and what they expect to experience on 

campus assisted in isolating the effect of college involvement on sense of belonging.  

Data was collected through a college union employee and programming board volunteer 

survey administered toward the end of the first semester of the academic year at the 

identified institution.  A description of how these input variables were operationalized 

can be found in Appendix C. 

Environmental variables.  For the purposes of the study and, as noted by Astin 

and Antonio (2012), the environment component of the IEO model refers to what 

students experience while on campus.  This study was specifically interested in how 
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students interact with the college union.  To that end, the environmental variables to be 

explored were divided into three categories: how students have engaged with the college 

union, the quality of interactions that occur within the college union setting, and student 

perceptions of the college union environment. 

College union engagement.  The first category of environmental variables 

explored the ways in which students are involved with the college union.  To understand 

how students are involved with the college union, questions were included that assess 

whether or not students are employed by, volunteer with, or make use of the college 

union.  Questions also included whether students attended college union sponsored events 

and, if so, what type and how often.  Lastly, the environmental variables included the 

number of hours per week, if any, is students engaged with the college union and the 

amount of interactions students have with college union mentors such as supervisors or 

student organization advisors. 

Quality of interactions.  The second category of environment variables explored 

how students make sense of their interactions within the college union setting.  For 

example, were interpersonal interactions within the college union generally positive and 

how comfortable did students report feeling within college union spaces?  Questions were 

included in the survey to find out if students recognize the community building role of 

the college union. 

College union environment.  Finally, the environmental variables included an 

exploration of the college union itself as an environmental variable for the study.  Based 

off research into college unions (Smyth, 2016), this category of environmental variables 

explored the degree to which the college union environment was perceived by students to 
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be student-centered, intentional in creating opportunities for active dialogue, and offering 

a variety of programs and services.  Similarly, and based off Museus’ (2014) culturally 

engaging campus environments model, the environmental variables also included the 

degree to which students found college unions demonstrated familiarity with their 

culture, validated their culture, and provided opportunities for cross-cultural interactions. 

The level of interaction with the college unit itself served as the intervention for 

this study.  Survey data from students involved with the college union in various 

capacities and in various degrees was compared against one another.  For a description of 

how the environmental variables will be operationalized in the survey, see Appendix D. 

Output variables.  Current research demonstrates a connection between sense of 

belonging and the following factors: positive campus climates, positive cross-racial 

interactions, faculty interest in students, as well as factors found within the culturally 

engaging campus environments model (Johnson et al., 2007; Museus et al., 2017a, 

2017b; Nuñez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008).  A collectivist cultural orientation, cultural 

validation, cultural familiarity, proactive philosophies, and holistic support were amongst 

the culturally engaging campus environment model factors that were found to have the 

most significant influence on students’ sense of belonging (Museus et al., 2017a).  

Museus et al. (2017a) explored how the campus environment shapes sense of 

belonging.  The researchers assessed students’ sense of belonging using a scale 

previously created by Hurtado and Carter (1997).  The scale was comprised of three 

items that assessed the degree to which students see themselves as part of the campus 

community, feel they are a member of the community, and feel a sense of belonging to 

the campus community (Museus et al., 2017a).  This same scale was used to identify the 
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impact of college union involvement on the outcome of sense of belonging.  For the 

purpose of this study, sense of belonging was defined as the extent to which students find 

themselves fitting into the campus community, feeling they are a part of the community, 

and feeling a sense of belonging on campus. 

The review of the literature consistently demonstrates that students from 

marginalized backgrounds perceive a more negative campus climate than majority 

students (Davis et al., 2004; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Museus et al., 

2008; Solorzano et al., 2000; Strayhorn, 2013).  Soria (2018) suggested investigating the 

environmental and organizational conditions at large, public institutions is a necessary 

step in understanding why this discrepancy of experience exists.  Safety concerns, 

characterized by harassment, violence, and microaggressions, along with the isolated – at 

times segregated – social experiences of students described in the literature on campus 

climate research served as output variables for this study.  Additionally, the output 

variables included student perceptions of respectful treatment on campus; questions 

uncovering student perceptions about how respected they feel on campus was informed 

by the Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) study.  For a description of 

how the output variables will be operationalized, see Appendix E.  

To understand how the input and environment variables relate to the output 

variables, a multiple regression analysis will be conducted.  It is hypothesized that 

students who have greater involvement within the college union will have a stronger 

sense of belonging on campus.  The null hypothesis would then be that no relationship 

between the variables will be found.  
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Ethical Considerations 

This study was subject to approval by an institutional review board (IRB).  

Through the IRB process, detailed plans for the study were provided.  Throughout the 

study, the utmost care was given to protect the rights, privacy, and experience of the 

study participants and to ensure that ethical practices with data collection and analysis 

were maintained. 

All potential participants were provided details as to the nature and purpose of the 

study.  Participants were assured confidentiality.  To ensure confidentiality pseudonyms 

and a coded numbering system was used during the journaling process.  Throughout the 

process I remained committed to avoiding sharing details of journal responses that could 

then be used to identify the specific institution and, therefore, specific research 

participants. 

The structure for the journal consisted of pre-set instructions conveyed 

electronically.  Consequently, both the journal participants and the survey participants 

had minimal in-person contact with the researcher.  A consent form was used to disclose 

participant rights and information about how the study will be conducted.  A sample 

informed consent form can be found in Appendix G.  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

I employed several strategies to ensure credibility and dependability during the 

first qualitative phase of the study.  Primarily, thick, rich descriptions were provided 

verbatim to illustrate the emerging themes.  The final journal prompts requested 

participants review, respond, and modify the themes I found in their journal entries to 

provide the opportunity for participant validation.  Lastly, I monitored what happened on 
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the research site via the student news outlets and social media channels prior to and 

during the journal process.  The purpose of this monitoring process was to account for 

extreme situations that arose on campus that may affect participant responses. 

To ensure validity during the quantitative, second phase of the study, I also 

employed several strategies.  Primarily, validity was enhanced by surveying the entire 

population of student employees and volunteers.  Additionally, through the use of 

incentives, I endeavored to ensure, at minimum, a 25% response rate.   

Methodology Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a detailed overview of the research methodology of my 

study.  A mixed methods approach was taken, combining both qualitative and 

quantitative methodology using journals and surveys.  Criterion and intensity sampling 

techniques were used to select journal participants and a census sampling technique was 

used to invite survey participants.  A review of the literature informed both the journal 

and survey questions. Both datasets were analyzed against the culturally engaging 

campus environments model (Museus, 2014), which served as a conceptual framework 

for the study.  The goal of the study was to identify the relationship between student 

perceptions of campus climate and college union involvement, expand knowledge of the 

factors that influence student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate, and 

assist Student Affairs in discovering new pathways to improve sense of belonging for 

students of color. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

This mixed methods study explored the effect of involvement with the college 

union, either as an employee or volunteer, on student perceptions of sense of belonging 

and campus climate.  A mixed methods design was utilized in order to delve into what, if 

any, relationship would emerge between college union involvement, students’ racial and 

ethnic identities and their perceptions of sense of belonging.  The mixed methods 

approach also allowed the exploration of how students understood those relationships.  

This chapter presents the key findings of the qualitative data gleaned from ten student 

participant journals and the quantitative results of a survey which yielded a 36% response 

rate.  Both the journal and the survey participants were employees and student 

programming volunteers within the college union.  Four major findings emerged from 

this study: 

1. When student volunteers and employees developed a sense of belonging within 

the college union, they perceived the greater campus climate as positive even 

when they had been directly or indirectly exposed to negative campus climate 

experiences.  Four specific experiences found within the college union setting 

contributed to students’ sense of belonging: (a) using their voice to be a part of 

positive change on campus; (b) seeing campus from a leadership point of view, 

i.e., holistic and complex; (c) having meaningful interactions with diverse people 
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around shared interests; and (d) programming and attending events that deepen 

interactions between self and others. 

2. No differences emerged between how students are involved with the college 

union and their perceptions of sense of belonging. 

3. Domestic, white students perceived greater sense of belonging and a more 

positive campus climate than students of color and international students, 

regardless of how they were involved with the college union. 

4. Students’ perceptions of campus climate were shaped by their daily interactions, 

by observing how the administration responds to the student voice, and how the 

administration addresses negative campus issues. 

This chapter on the study’s findings begins with a description of the qualitative 

process used to analyze student journals.  Demographics of the journal participants will 

then be shared as will a brief review of the campus climate on the research site during the 

survey data collection phase.  Next, the quantitative process will be shared along with 

demographics of the survey participants.  Lastly, each finding will be discussed, and the 

supporting qualitative and quantitative data will be presented. 

Mixed-Methods Phase One: Qualitative Process 

Data Coding Process 

Case study research involves analyzing data for themes and patterns (Bloomberg 

& Volpe, 2016).  The conventional approach of this content analysis resulted in codes 

being derived from the journal data.  Additionally, an “abductive” analytical approach 

was utilized which is a “form of reasoning concerned with the relationship between the 

situation and inquiry” (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016, p. 191).  An abductive approach is a 
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strategy used to uncover why a phenomenon occurs and to engage in “sense making” 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).  The goal of the journal coding process was to uncover 

insights and connections between the participant responses.  The journal coding process 

in this study involved the following steps: 

1. Notes from the margins: reviewed journal entries, noted main points and 

impressions, and identified early emergent themes. 

2. In vivo coding: reviewed the participant journal and highlighted words or phrases 

that encapsulated the participants’ response or main point being made in 

each statement. 

3. Line by line coding: created an excel document which broke down each 

participant’s responses line by line and labeled each statement/line with categories 

informed by the data, the margin notes, and the in vivo process.   

4. Emergent themes: sorted data into themes.  

5. Sense making: reviewed emergent themes for consensus and agreement among 

the participant responses.  

Journal Participants 

As a criterion for inclusion in the study, each journal participant was involved 

with the college union for at least two semesters.  The participants were either college 

union student employees or volunteers and student leaders with the organization’s 

programming board; in some cases, participants were involved with the college union in 

multiple capacities.  For example, at least two participants served as both a student 

employee and held a formal leadership role within the programming board.  The 

demographics of the journal participants are listed in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Journal Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym College Union 
Involvement  

Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Gender* Class 
Standing 

Hometown 
Region 

Income 
Level, home 
of origin 

Sophie 2 semesters, 
volunteer 

White W/F/F Senior Suburban <$40,000 

Hiba 6 semesters, 
volunteer 

Southeast 
Asian 

W/F/F Senior Suburban $40,000 - 
$79,999 

Henry 4 semesters, 
volunteer 

White M/M/M Senior Suburban >$200,000 

Ian 4 semesters, 
volunteer 

White M/M/M Junior Rural $80,000 - 
$119,999 

Gillian 5 semesters, 
employee 

White W/F/F Senior Rural $120,000 - 
$159,999 

Nadia 4 semesters, 
volunteer 

Mexican/
Hispanic/
Latina 

W/F/F Senior Urban >$200,000 

Stephanie 2 semesters, 
employee 

2 semesters, 
volunteer 

White W/F/F Graduate 
Student 

Suburban $120,000 - 
$159,999 

Sirah 4 semesters, 
volunteer 

2 semesters, 
employee 

Southeast 
Asian 

W/F/F Graduate 
Student 

Rural $40,000 - 
$79,999 

Meg 4 semesters, 
volunteer 

White W/F/F Junior Suburban $160,000 - 
$199,999 

Mason 4 semesters, 
employee 

4 semesters, 
volunteer 

White M/M/M Senior Rural $80,000 - 
$119,999 

*W/F/F = Woman/Female/Feminine; M/M/M = Man/Male/Masculine 
 
Research Site 

In 2016 the research site administered a climate survey which served as a catalyst 

for change on campus.  The 2016 campus climate survey results revealed large chasms 

between the experiences on campus of students, faculty, and staff of color and those of 
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their White counterparts.  The campus climate survey itself came out in the midst of 

campus protests highlighting concerns of students of color about their negative 

experiences and treatment on campus.   

As identified through a scan of the research site’s news and social media over the 

course of the spring journal process, there were no outstanding campus climate issues 

throughout the four-week journaling period.  However, during the fall survey process 

two, high-profile incidents occurred on the campus that were present in the news and 

social media channels.  The incident called attention to the on-going campus climate 

issues at the research site.  

This section shared details about the data coding process, the journal participants, 

and the research site.  Having summarized the qualitative phase of this mixed-methods 

study, I will now share details regarding the quantitative phase.  The combined findings 

from both the qualitative and quantitative data will be presented later in this chapter. 

Mixed-Methods Phase Two: Quantitative Process 

Survey Participants 

In the fall of 2019, a 47-question survey was sent to all college union student 

employees and programming board members at the research site.  This population 

included all food service, facilities, and administrative student employees, as well as 

students in formal leadership roles and in volunteer roles with the student programming 

board at the college union.  The total population that received the invitation to participate 

in the survey included 1,200 student employees and 200 student leaders and volunteers; 

there was a 36% response rate.  While 510 students responded to the survey, only 478 

responses were complete.  To create consistent factors used during the analysis, only the 
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completed 478 responses are used in the data set in the following analysis.  Reducing the 

510 responses to the 478 data set amounts to a 34% response rate.  The demographics of 

the survey participants are listed in Table 3.  This study was interested in the experiences 

and perspectives of all students involved with the college union with particular interest in 

students of color.  In sharing the findings of the study, the responses of domestic students 

of color will be reported with the responses of international students.  Though it is 

understood by the researcher that domestic students of color and international students 

can have very different needs while on campus, it was assumed there are enough 

similarities in their experiences related to perceptions of campus climate and sense of 

belonging that it made sense to combine those populations as a cohort within the survey 

data set. 

Table 3. Survey Participant Demographics 

Question Choices/Response Frequency Percent 

College Union Student 
Employee 

Yes 427   84% 

College Union Student 
Programming Board 
Volunteer 

Yes 77     16% 

Gender Man/Male/Masculine  

Woman/Female/Feminine 

Transgender Man or Male or Masculine 

Transgender Woman/Female/Feminine 

Gender Non-conforming/Gender Queer 

Intersex or related term 

Prefer not to answer  

118 

350 

0 

2 

2 

0 

4 

25% 

73% 

0% 

<1% 

<1% 

 

<1% 
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Race/Ethnicity*  

 

 

 

US/Domestic Student Responses  

African American or Black  

White or Caucasian or European American  

Asian or Asian American  

Hispanic or Latinx  

Multiracial or Biracial  

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  

American Indian or Alaska Native or 
Indigenous or First Nations  

Arab or Middle Eastern  

 

International Student Responses  

Asian  

Mexican  

Middle Eastern  

Spanish  

      White  

 

Students of Color (International and Domestic 
Students) 

White Students 

405 

8 

304 

44 

24 

15 

1 

 

5 

4 

 

94 

89 

1 

1 

1 

3 

 

196 

 

304 

85% 

1.7% 

64% 

9% 

5% 

3% 

<1% 

 

1% 

<1% 

 

20% 

18% 

<1% 

<1% 

<1% 

<1% 

 

41% 

 

64% 

Class Standing Freshmen  

Sophomore  

Junior  

Senior  

Graduate Student  

66 

97 

116 

146 

53 

14% 

20% 

24% 

31% 

11% 
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Political Leaning:  Liberal  

Moderate  

Conservative  

Apolitical  

Other  

250 

138 

42 

19 

27 

52% 

29% 

9% 

4% 

6% 

Hometown Region Rural  

Suburban  

Urban  

Other  

87 

262 

121 

8 

18% 

55% 

25% 

2% 

Income Level at Home 
of Origin 

Below $39,000  

$40,000 - $79,999  

$80,000 - $119,000  

$120,000 - $159,000  

$160,000 - $199,000  

Above $200,000  

78 

123 

120 

65 

29 

59 

16% 

26% 

25% 

14% 

6% 

12% 

Total sample size, n = 478 *Respondents were allowed to mark all the apply.  Sum totals 
more than 100%. 

In comparing survey participant data to 2018-2019 campus demographic data, 

several similarities and differences emerged.  The class standings represented in the study 

were similar to the distribution of class standings on a campus level.  Additionally, the 

representation of African American, Hispanic, Multiracial, Indigenous, Native Hawaiian, 

and Pacific Islander students in the survey data closely matched the overall campus 

population.  White students were slightly underrepresented in the survey response rate; 

64% of students who participated in the study were White though they made up 71% of 

the campus population.  However, Asian students were slightly overrepresented in the 

survey data at 9% compared to the 6% population enrolled on campus.  International 

students were also overrepresented in the survey responses; International students had a 
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20% response rate to the survey though they made up only 10% of the student population.  

Lastly, women were also overrepresented in the study, making up 73% of survey 

respondents but only 51% of the overall campus population.  While exact numbers were 

unavailable, International students and women were overrepresented in the student 

employee pool at the research site.  

Perceptions of Campus Climate Scale 

To analyze what effect college union involvement, a categorical independent 

variable, had on perceptions of campus climate, a continuous dependent variable, a 

perceptions of campus climate scale was created.  College union involvement was 

defined by whether or not students reported having attended college union events, 

whether or not they were employed by the college union, and whether they indicated a 

volunteer role within the college union.  Perception of college climate was a factor 

determined by the average response to eight questions; the full survey can be found in 

Appendix F.   

1. I believe the college union has a role in creating community on campus 

2. The college union prioritizes student needs and interests 

3. The college union creates opportunities for students, faculty, staff to engage in 

dialogue with one another 

4. The college union offers a variety of programs 

5. The college union offers a variety of services 

6. The college union demonstrates familiarity with my culture 

7. The college union validates my culture 

8. The college union provides opportunities for cross-cultural interactions 



 

71 
 

 Participants rated those eight questions that on a four-point scale, i.e., 1 = strongly 

disagree, 2= disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = strongly agree.  Reliability, the extent to which 

responses to these eight questions accurately measured perceptions of campus climate, 

was determined by a Cronbach alpha test.  Cronbach’s alpha tests the internal 

consistency, i.e., how well the questions relate to one another as a measurement tool; 

generally, “a Cronbach’s alpha of .70 is acceptable, a .80 is good, and .90 is great” 

(Sriram, 2017, p. 72).  These eight questions had an internal consistency of “good,” 

indicated by a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.88. 

Sense of Belonging Scale 

To analyze what differences, if any, emerged between how students are involved 

with the college union, again a categorical independent variable, and perceptions of sense 

of belonging, a continuous dependent variable, a sense of belonging scale was created.  

College union involvement was defined by whether or not students reported having 

attended college union events, whether or not they were employed by the college union, 

and whether they indicated a volunteer role within the college union.  Sense of belonging 

was a factor determined by the average response to five questions.   

1. My college campus feels like an inclusive environment for me 

2. I feel comfortable within the college union 

3. I feel a sense of belonging with the campus community 

4. I feel safe sharing aspects of my background and viewpoints on campus 

5. Student of my race/ethnicity are respected on campus 

Participants rated those five questions that, combined, indicated sense of 

belonging, on a four-point scale, i.e., 1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 
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= strongly agree. These five questions had an internal consistency of “acceptable,” 

indicated by a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79. 

Survey Data Statistical Analysis Process 

 Several statistical tests were used to analyze the survey data.  This analysis was 

done under the direction of and with support from the University of Wisconsin – La 

Crosse Statistical Consulting Center.  The statistical analysis was conducted using R (R 

Core Team, 2019).  In addition to the Cronbach’s alpha test previously discussed, 

Wilcoxon rank tests, Bonferonni corrections, Benjamini-Hochberg adjustments, Fisher 

exact tests, Chi-square tests, and Dunn’s multiple comparison tests were conducted, as 

appropriate.  The purpose of each of these statistical functions are briefly described 

below. 

Wilcoxon rank tests - used when there are two nominal variables and one 

measurement variable to test the difference between two sets of pairs and analyzes the 

differences (McDonald, 2015).   

Bonferonni corrections – used to calculate a new threshold of significance to 

counteract the problem of multiple comparisons in order to reduce errors, false positives, 

and prevent data from incorrectly appearing to be statistically significant (McDonald, 

2014; Sriram, 2017). 

Benjamini-Hochberg adjustments – a powerful tool for controlling false discovery 

rates and accounts for the fraction of false positives that habitually occur when running 

statistical tests (Benhamini & Hochberg, 1995). 
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Fisher exact tests – used when the sample size is small to determine whether the 

proportions of one variable are different depending on the value of the other variable 

(McDonald, 2014). 

Chi-square tests – used when the sample size is larger to determine the 

association between two variables measured by categories (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Dunn’s multiple comparison tests – used to identify which specific means are 

significant after an initial ANOVA has found a significant difference in three or more 

means (McDonald, 2014). 

This mixed methods study was designed in three phases.  Phase one involved a 

qualitative process and an overview of the journal process itself, along with data coding 

strategies, journal participant characteristics, and emergent campus climate issues at the 

research site was provided.  Phase two of the study involved a quantitative process and an 

overview of the survey participant demographics, the subscale used to measure both 

perceptions of campus climate and sense of belonging, and the statistical tests used to 

analyze survey data was shared.  The third phase of the study involved the interpretation 

of both the journal and survey data to inform the research findings.  In the next section, 

the study findings will be discussed. 

Research Findings 

This study was designed to answer four research questions: (a) what effect does 

college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus climate; (b) what 

differences, if any, emerge between how students are involved with the college union and 

their perceptions of sense of belonging; (c) what, if any, relationship exists between 

students’ racial/ethnic identities, level of involvement with the college union, and 
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perception of campus climate; and (d) how do students understand and explain the factors 

that contribute to their perceptions of campus climate.   

The mixed methods design of the study resulted in two distinct data sets and this 

section presents the key findings obtained from ten in-depth student journals and 

responses from a 47-question survey administered to 1,400 students with a 34% response 

rate.  Finding 1 is informed by both journal data and survey data. Findings 2 and 3 are 

informed by the survey data set.  Finding 4 is informed by the journal data. 

For findings informed by the student journals, data is described using rich, thick 

data.  To allow for the student voices to come through, verbatim responses pulled directly 

from the journal passages are shared.  The only edits made to the journal passages were 

to protect the identity of the student and the institution.  Direct quotes are attributed to 

student pseudonyms for the same purpose of protecting student anonymity.  Otherwise, 

the narratives shared by the participants are unchanged and tell a compelling story in their 

own right of how students are making sense of campus climate, their own sense of 

belonging, and perception on the impact and role of the college union on campus.  

Journal participant summaries can be found in Appendix H.  For those findings informed 

by the survey data set, both descriptive and inferential statistics are reported upon.  

Finding 1 

When student volunteers and employees develop a sense of belonging within the 

college union, they perceive the greater campus climate as positive even when they have 

been directly or indirectly exposed to negative campus climate experiences.  Further, 

journal participants pointed to four specific experiences found within the college union 

setting that contribute to a feeling of sense of belonging: (a) using their voice to be a part 
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of positive change on campus; (b) seeing campus from a leadership point of view, i.e., 

holistic and complex; (c) having meaningful interactions with diverse peoples around 

shared interests; and (d) programming and attending events that deepen interactions 

between self and others. 

 Journal Data Set.  All the journal participants reported they were acutely aware 

of instances of microaggression, harassment, and discrimination on campus.  This 

awareness stemmed from both personal experiences with negative campus climate or 

witnessing or hearing testimony of others.  Safety on and around campus was a voiced 

student concern and 60% of journal participants indicated they were worried about their 

physical and emotional safety on campus.  One student expressed her experience with 

microaggression, harassment, discrimination on campus in the following ways: 

I try to avoid [downtown] at night if I am by myself. There are always people 

hanging around in the alley ways and many homeless folks asking for money. It 

doesn’t bother me that folks are asking for money however I have had a lot of 

nasty things said at me for wearing a hijab that I don’t like being down there by 

myself. (Sirah) 

Sirah, an active college union volunteer and student employee, spoke about 

feeling uncomfortable in spaces adjacent to campus.  On this busy, shopping and dining 

district, Sirah has been targeted for wearing a hijab.  Sirah’s experience with 

microaggression, harassment, and discrimination in this location was not unique.  Other 

journal participants also voiced concern about being in this area, in part, because of the 

presence of numerous bars and proximity to fraternity houses.  Both of these factors were 

noted by journal participants played a role in their concerns about campus safety.  
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However, this off campus area was not the only place students reported experiencing 

microaggression, harassment, and discrimination.  Nadia, an international student and 

college union volunteer, specifically spoke about microaggressions she experienced in 

spaces she had previously thought of as a “safe” space on campus:   

I arrived [on campus] feeling isolated and confused, because even though I had 

lived in other countries before, I had never been made aware of my racial and 

cultural differences so blatantly as when I arrived in the U.S. I desperately sought 

a community of like-minded people, whether that be due to national values or a 

shared ethnicity or mutual intellectual interests. My first instinct was to become 

involved with the [cultural center]. However, it was immediately evident to me 

that my peers were not interested in including a student who was raised in 

[another country] under different conditions from theirs -- my experience of [my 

home country] is different because my family has profited from a privileged 

position for generations before I was born, which led to my coming [here] in an 

effort to seek a more prestigious university education, not as a necessity to escape 

my environment. I fully understand my privilege, and I know it might be 

incredibly whiny and selfish of me to express that my privilege set me apart in the 

[cultural center] and led me to feel excluded. Once again, I do think that it is 

important for my peers to feel accepted, welcome, involved and safe, and I am 

glad the space exists for them to do so. However, I also believe that the [cultural 

center] is supposed to host all of us, regardless of our background, and it is 

failing, because not everyone feels safe or wanted there, and that impacts our 

perception of the university as a whole. (Nadia) 
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The journal participants also named why they felt microaggressions, harassment, 

and discrimination occurs on campus.  Hiba, a college union volunteer, speculated fear of 

the unknown contributed to others engaging in microaggression, harassment, and 

discrimination.  From Hiba’s experience, that fear translated into behaviors that sent 

messages to her that she did not belong on campus.  Nadia agreed that all students are not 

welcomed on campus.  However, Nadia attributed lack of diversity on campus as the root 

cause of the problem.  Additionally, Sophie, a college union volunteer and queer-

identifying woman, agreed with both Nadia and Hiba.  Sophie shared that she also did not 

feel welcome because of the prevalence of institutional racism, classism, sexism, ableism, 

and sexual violence on campus.  Specifically, they each had this to say: 

In terms of identities, I think people (the majority of this campus) are scared of 

the unknown. People in positions of privilege are scared of what happens to them 

when others call out that privilege or worse accomplish just as much or more 

despite the obstacles they’ve faced by not having that privilege. I think this 

contributes to the micro-aggressions that I see and experience on campus. People 

have interrupted me, avoided sitting next to me, and have questioned my identities 

and these all make me feel like I don’t belong. (Hiba) 

I don’t think all students feel welcome on campus. Firstly, [campus] is mainly 

made up of white students coming from different parts of [the state], so the school 

isn’t particularly diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, nationality or language.  

Secondly, [campus] was conceived for Christian, white, able-bodied men and this 

is apparent in the architecture, design and decor of most buildings on campus. It is 
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clear in the overall environment of the university, that this place welcomes only a 

certain group of people -- intentionally or otherwise. (Nadia) 

If you aren’t a white cis male, because of all the institutional racism, classism, 

sexism, ableism, and overabundance of sexual violence on campus, it’s nearly 

impossible from my outlook to feel completely welcome on campus. When ¼ 

women are assaulted, likely more, and those women that are of color or of a non-

hetero sexual identity on an even larger scale… as a queer woman I honestly 

worry every day. (Sophie) 

Journal participants also reported witnessing and/or hearing testimony of peers 

who had experienced microaggressions, harassment, discrimination on campus.   

Working at the Union, I am able to interact with people from many different 

groups represented on campus.  This has allowed me to learn more about how 

people feel on campus.  I am aware that there are many groups on campus that are 

not fully, accurately, or appropriately represented on campus.  (Gillian) 

Through her employment with the college union, Gillian, a college union 

employee, came into contact with many diverse peers.  These interactions provided 

Gillian a learning experience she did not have elsewhere on campus.  By interacting with 

her diverse co-workers, Gillian gained insight into how some of her peers experienced 

campus, which was different than her own experiences. 

Stephanie, a college union volunteer, also learned of incidents of 

microaggression, harassment, and discrimination from interactions with diverse peers.  

Stephanie recognized that without exposure to and interaction with a diverse friend 



 

79 
 

group, she may have been unaware that microaggressions, harassment, discrimination 

occurred, particularly in spaces like campus libraries and classrooms. 

I felt welcome because my opinions seemed valued and I felt listened to by peers 

and colleagues. However, my first year on campus it became apparent that the 

way I was interpreting our campus was not how everyone saw it. While my 

biggest fear/concern was about my personal safety at night as a woman, I recall 

friends and peers who encountered racism and acts of prejudice for their religious 

views or sexuality in seemingly ‘safe’ spaces like their classrooms or the library. 

If friends hadn’t confided these experiences in me, I do not think I would be so 

aware that not all students feel as welcome as I did.  (Stephanie)  

Sophie’s perspective on campus climate was also broadened by her interactions 

with diverse peers.  Frustrated and disgusted by the discrimination experienced on 

campus, Sophie also speculated that the college campus was not an isolated entity but 

reflective of the overall cultural found within the United States.  She had this to say:  

I also hear my non-white friends and peers talk about the lack of diversity all the 

time. Many of my friends of color have been actively and passively discriminated 

against by peers and institutions on campus. It's disgusting. Identities that are not 

white cis males are under attack every day. Not only on campus but in the wider 

community of the United States. No matter how insular and progressive this area 

is, discrimination is powerful and pervasive. (Sophie) 

Because of journal participants’ experiences within the college union (using their 

voice to drive change, developing a holistic view of campus, interacting with diverse 

peers, and programming and attending events), this critical awareness of the negative side 
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of the campus climate did not seem to unduly impact journal participants’ perceptions of 

their own connection to campus.  Every single journal participant reported feeling a part 

of the college union community and 70% reported feeling as though they fit into the 

larger campus community.  The journal participants characterized feeling safe and 

welcome on campus as the extent to which they felt listened to and that their opinions 

were valued. 

In an effort to delve deeper into the effect of college union involvement on 

student perceptions of campus climate and sense of belonging, journal participants were 

asked “in what way has your involvement with your college union had an impact on your 

view of campus climate” and to share “any specific occurrence(s) within the college 

union they had an impact on their view of campus climate.”  Their narratives revealed 

four benefits to that involvement.  Students reported feeling positively about the campus 

overall because, within the college union, (a) they were empowered to use their voice to 

be a part of positive change on campus, (b) they were able to see campus from a 

leadership point of view, i.e., holistic and complex, (c) they were able to have meaningful 

interactions with diverse people around shared interests, and (d) they were empowered to 

program and attend events that deepened interactions between self and others. 

On using their voice to be a part of positive change on campus.  Throughout the 

student journals, the role of student voice on campus became a constant theme.  Students 

reported on the trust that is established within the college union when the organization 

encourages, listens to, and responds to the voices of students.  For Sirah, the college 

union served as a positive example on campus on how to engage with students: 
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It’s because of the [college union] that I see campus so positively after having my 

fair share of bad things happen to me on this campus. Because once again, I know 

what we can do because we do it within the Unions. I feel like I can walk away 

from [campus] and know that I had an amazing time there because of how much I 

learned of myself and what I can do in situations where I need my voice heard. 

And at this campus you can’t always have your voice heard, but when you have a 

chance you have to make sure that it counts. (Sirah) 

For Meg, “commitment to students” was synonymous with following the lead of 

students and responding to their voiced needs: 

The [college union] shapes the campus climate through its leadership and 

commitment to students. As campus leaders, [the programming board has] 

substantial say on campus and access to people who shape policy on campus. 

Additionally, since it is led by student voices, the Union is always committing 

itself to the needs of students on campus. I believe that this is huge, especially if 

students feel like there is a strong disconnect between themselves and the 

administration or rather what represents “the institution”. (Meg) 

Sirah also pointed out that, for her, using her voice was an act of empowerment 

particularly because within the college union, she was able to be a part of positive 

change: 

My leadership positions have really shown me that I have so much power over my 

decisions and my actions. If I see the campus as a frustrating and painful place, it 

will be a negative place. But if I believe that the campus, while definitely 

frustrating and painful sometimes, can still be changed and improved upon then it 
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is not as negative. So I think I have a more positive idea of the campus climate 

because I feel like I was apart of that change. I was able to see the positive impact 

my work and other’s work had and it helped me balance my view of the campus 

climate. (Hiba) 

Having the opportunity to exhibit agency over her decisions and actions with the 

college union setting helped Hiba realize what was in her control.  This awareness had a 

positive impact on her behavioral choices and her mindset.  Hiba went on to connect her 

sense of empowerment with feelings of safety, community, and an overall welcoming 

environment that, for her, counteracted the discomfort she felt in other campus 

environments. 

I definitely saw how I could make a difference within the university and that 

helped me have a more positive perspective of the campus climate. I know that 

despite feeling uncomfortable and like I don't belong on this campus at times, I 

can still find my community and feel safe and welcomed. There are people 

working hard to change our campus climate and I had an incredible opportunity to 

be part of that change. (Hiba) 

On seeing campus from a leadership point of view, i.e., holistic and complex.  

Journal participants also wrote about how engagement within the college union on 

programmatic, shared governance, operational/organizational matters created a complex 

and holistic view of themselves as leaders and of the organization.  Grappling with real-

life, nuanced issues grew student perspectives and their ability to make decisions in 

complex environments.  These skills and perspectives transferred to the college 
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environment, as a whole, and enabled journal participants to develop a broader 

understanding of the complexities involved in effecting campus climate changes. 

My experience at the [college union] showed me that the campus climate could 

change and had room for me. I also got to see how things worked at the highest 

level which helped me understand why campus runs the way it does. I gained a 

larger appreciation for working with different students and staff to create 

something larger than myself.  (Sirah) 

For other students, like Henry, leadership roles within the college union provided 

an opportunity to mature.  As Henry became more involved in his leadership role within 

the college union, he began to think more critically about the campus climate which then 

led to behavioral changes. 

The Union has defined my views of campus climate. As a freshman and 

sophomore, I participated in the campus culture freely. Drinking and attending 

campus events without being very critically. For other personal growth and 

reasons, I outgrew the culture quickly to the point where I could see it from a 

distance and be more critical. At the same time, I got more involved in the Union 

and thus saw campus from a leadership point of view. (Henry) 

Many students such as Hiba also wrote about how their broadened perspective of 

the complexities of leadership led to greater appreciation for other leaders also working 

to enact change within the complex, campus environment.  

I was able to work with some of the staff and faculty of the University to 

understand and put together a plan to do more research into [the campus’] history 

that currently excludes marginalized perspectives and stories. I felt really honored 
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to be a part of that conversation as there was only one other student there from 

[student government]. I was able to voice my opinions and see how the people I 

worked with valued different opinions and perspectives and were trying really 

hard to make sure everyone was included in the conversation.  I think seeing this 

in action really allowed me to understand that there is a lot of good happening on 

campus, it's just not talked about as much or is harder to give credit to. I think that 

experience pushed me to see situations as much more complicated and to really 

do my research and be a part of the conversation before making a 

judgement. (Hiba) 

On meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests.  

Journal participants expressed an appreciation for the college union student programming 

board as an entity organized around shared interests.  Journal participants noted several 

benefits to drawing students together around shared interests.  For example, Nadia wrote 

of the relief she felt when able to connect with other students around shared interests 

rather than solely around her identity. 

Constantly explaining my origin is also exhausting… I wanted to find a place on 

campus where I could just be a person --any person, not the [racial/ethnic identity] 

person-- and have mundane interactions.  That’s what drew me to the Union and 

to [programming board]; students got together to work towards a shared goal out 

of passion, and their identities were shaped by their interests and work ethic rather 

than their background.  (Nadia) 
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When the community function of the college union was realized, Hiba suggested 

it is “a place where everyone goes.”  In this instance, diverse students interact perhaps 

through happenstance yet learning and connection can still occur. 

The Union is a place where everyone goes and this has allowed it to become a 

place to meet people from different backgrounds that normally would never 

engage with each other. All of a sudden, people are provided with an opportunity 

and space to learn about others and, hopefully, empathize with and humanize 

others. (Hiba) 

Meg also wrote about the importance, and uniqueness, of meaningful interactions 

with diverse peers to be found within the student programming board.  For Meg, working 

in proximity with students around shared interests afforded her the opportunity to grow 

connections with other students she might not have interacted with otherwise.  Through 

these relationships, space was opened up for deep conversations not welcomed in other 

environments on campus.  

The [college union] shapes my perspective because it facilitates relationships with 

people that I would never have been friends with or would have interacted with. I 

am allowed the space to have very necessary, and at times difficult, conversations 

about climate, identity, and safety. This space I am not afforded anywhere else on 

campus.  (Meg) 

Hiba agreed with Meg and expressed deep appreciation for the exposure to 

diverse students and staff and the sharing that occurred, as a result. 

My involvement with the [college union] has definitely had an impact on my view 

of the campus climate. I think it has allowed me to have a more positive 
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perspective of the campus climate because I was engaging with so many different 

types of people that I normally wouldn't talk to or work with. I was able to 

interact with students and staff from all different backgrounds and it allowed me 

to have deeper conversations and connections with others which challenged my 

original generalized and superficial understanding of other peoples’ differing 

opinions. I think my involvement with [college union] has also showed me that 

the world can be as negative or as positive as I allow it to be. (Hiba) 

While engagement with diverse peers was a positive, welcome opportunity, as 

expressed by all of the journal participants, Stephanie suggested a downside.  Stephanie 

explained that the diversity and depth of interactions that can be cultivated within a 

college union setting is not guaranteed to happen elsewhere on campus.  The positive 

experience found by many within the college union programming board could, as 

suggested by Stephanie, result in students falsely believing that the campus climate is 

more welcoming, diverse, and united than it actually is.  Specifically, she shared, 

As a member of [the programming board], it feels like the campus community is 

more welcoming than the majority may actually be; I think we see a range of 

diversity among committee members and those in leadership roles, but I do not 

think this diversity is so aptly represented elsewhere on campus. [The 

programming board] felt like a unifying organization, in the sense that I likely 

would not have has as much interaction with people of such diverse backgrounds 

from my involvement in the other campus organizations, and because of how 

celebrated different perspectives are. I think in a way, this made me perceive the 

entire campus as more welcoming and safe than how other people actually 
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experienced it, because the Union kind of brought us all together, whereas in 

other spaces that didn’t appear to happen as much.  (Stephanie) 

On programming events that deepen interactions between self and others.  

Planning campus events allowed students to delve into content they and their peers were 

most interested in.  Engaging in event planning also provided the ability to deepen 

interactions between self and others.  Reflecting on a lecture that she organized, Meg, a 

student volunteer, reported, 

This program really opened my eyes to the fact that women, especially women of 

color, feel extremely unsafe and unsupported by the administration.  However, 

I’m glad that the [college union] could make that conversation happen by bringing 

Tarana Burke [creator of the #Me Too movement] here because while the topic 

was heavy, it still brought a community together to talk about important things. 

(Meg) 

For Meg, the lecture was not just about the educational content, it was an 

opportunity to bring together community.  Hiba shared Meg’s perspective and added 

programming also has the potential to humanize self and others through storytelling: 

They [event participants] were able to hear from people who weren't talking about 

pros and cons like politicians do but rather were talking about their family 

members or the struggles they faced leaving their homes and coming to this 

country when they were children as refugees. That event succeeded in humanizing 

a group of people and I think seeing how many people were thanking the speakers 

for sharing their personal stories and thanking me really pushed me to understand 

that I can make a difference. I can have the power and the ability to help people 
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learn about things that leads to improving our climate not just on campus but in 

the world. (Hiba, on a panel she coordinated) 

Survey Data Set.  The survey data set confirmed that students who are employed 

by, volunteer with, and attend events hosted by the college union tend to have a favorable 

perception of campus climate.  Event attendance was the significant factor in that 

association.  Participants were compared on their response to the campus climate scale.  

Of those participants who reported attending college union events, their mean response 

was 3.24 (out of a possible score of 4; the higher the number, the more positive the 

response).  The mean response for those who reported not attending events was 3.09.  

Those employed by the college union reported a mean of 3.22 while those not employed 

by the college union had a mean score of 3.26.   Lastly, those who reported volunteering 

with the college union, the mean score was 3.30 and those who did not volunteer with the 

college union, the mean score was 3.21.  A summary of this descriptive data is provided 

in Table 4. 

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics: Perceptions of Campus Climate Based on College Union 

Involvement 

Involvement  Min Median Mean Max N 

Attended College Union Events Yes 1.13 3.13 3.24 4 424 

No 2.25 3.00 3.09 4 54 

Employed by College Union Yes 1.13 3.13 3.22 4 427 

No 2.38 3.13 3.26 4 51 
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Volunteered with College Union Yes 2.38 3.38 3.30 4 401 

No 1.13 3.13 3.21 4 77 

 Due to non-normality on the scores in the form of negative skewness and the 

presence of a few outliers, the Wilcoxon rank sum test was used to compare the 

population medians for the Perceptions of campus climate scale among attendance (Q13), 

employment (Q16), and volunteering (Q20) with the college union.  An experiment wise 

level of significance of 5% with a Bonferroni correction was used to control the type 1 

error rate.  The Bonferroni-corrected level of significance was therefore 0.05/3 = 0.017 

for each individual test.   

The population median score on the perception of campus climate scale for 

students who have attended college union events is greater than for those who have not 

(P = 0.004).  There was no significant difference in population median scores on the 

perception of campus climate scale between students who had and had not been 

employed by the college union (P = 0.612).  There is no significant difference in 

population median scores on the perception of campus climate scale between students 

who had and had not volunteered with the college union and/or the college union 

programming board (P = 0.119).  Overlaid density plots for perceptions of 

campus climate can be found in Figure 3 (attendance), Figure 4 (employment), and 

Figure 5 (volunteerism).  
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Figure 3.  Event Participants and Perceptions of Campus Climate 

Figure 4.  College Union Employees and Perceptions of Campus Climate 

 
Figure 5.  College Union Volunteers and Perceptions of Campus Climate 
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Chi-square tests were used to test for associations between involvement with the 

College Union and the individual survey items relating to perceptions of campus climate.  

The Benjamini-Hochberg adjustment (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995), or false discovery 

rate, is used to control the type 1 error rate for the multiple testing on the 24 hypothesis 

tests conducted among these groups of items.  Fisher exact tests were used in the event of 

small expected cell counts. 

 Though the survey results regarding college union event participants, volunteers 

and employees and perceptions of campus climate were not statistically significant, there 

was a definite trend in those populations reporting a positive perception of campus 

climate.  The P-values, frequencies and percentages are included in Appendix I.  Those 

results are summarized in Table 5. 

Table 5.  Perceptions of Campus Climate Scale: Strongly Agree/Agree Responses. 

Perceptions of Campus 
Climate 

Attended Events at 
the College Union 

Employed by the   
College Union 

Volunteered with 
the College Union 

I believe the College Union has 
a role in creating community 
on campus 

97% 97% 100% 

The College Union prioritizes 
student needs and interests 
 

91% 90% 94% 

The College Union creates 
opportunities for students, 
faculty, staff to engage in 
dialogue with one another 

90% 90% 90% 

The College Union offers a 
variety of programs 

98% 98% 97% 

The College Union offers a 
variety of services 

98% 98% 97% 

The College Union 
demonstrates familiarity with 
my culture 

83% 82% 83% 

The College Union validates 
my culture 

86% 85% 82% 

The College Union provides 
opportunities for cross-cultural 
interactions 

89% 88% 92% 
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Finding 2 

No differences emerge between how students are involved with the college union 

and their perceptions of sense of belonging.  Of those survey participants who reported 

attending college union events, their mean response to the sense of belonging sub-scale 

was 3.18.  Those who reported not attending events had a mean response of 3.02.  Those 

employed by the college union reported a mean of 3.15 while those not employed by the 

college union had a mean score of 3.22.   Lastly, for those who reported volunteering 

with the college union, the mean score was 3.22, and for those who did not volunteer 

with the college union, the mean score was 3.15.  A summary of this descriptive data is 

provided by Table 6.  

Table 6.  Descriptive Statistics: Sense of Belonging Based on College Union Involvement 

Involvement  Min Median Mean Max N 

Attended College Union Events Yes 1.00 3.20 3.18 4 424 

No 1.60 3.90 3.02 4 54 

Employed by the College Union Yes 1.00 3.20 3.15 4 427 

No 2.20 3.20 3.22 4 51 

Volunteered with the College Union Yes 1.80 3.20 3.22 4 401 

No 1.00 3.20 3.15 4 77 

 Due to non-normality on the scores in the form of negative skewness and the 

presence of a few outliers, the Wilcoxon rank sum test was used to compare the 

population medians for the sense of belonging scale among attendance (Q13), 

employment (Q16), and volunteering (Q20) with the college union.  An experiment wise 
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level of significance of 5% with a Bonferroni correction was used to control the type 1 

error rate.   

The Bonferroni-corrected level of significance is therefore 0.5/3 = 0.017 for each 

individual test.  There was not quite a significant difference in population median scores 

on the sense of belonging scale between students who have and have not attended college 

union events (P = 0.025) at 𝛼𝛼 = 0.017.  No significant difference in population median 

scores on the sense of belonging scale were found between students who have and have 

not been employed by the college union (P = 0.400).  No significant difference in 

population median scores on the sense of belonging scale were found between students 

who have and have not volunteered with the college union and/or the college union 

programming board (P = 0.328). Overlaid density plots for sense of belonging can be 

found in Figure 6 (attendance), Figure 7 (employment), and Figure 8 (volunteerism). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  Event Participants and Sense of Belonging 
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Figure 7.  College Union Employees and Sense of Belonging 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.  College Union Volunteers and Sense of Belonging 

Chi-square tests were used to test for associations between involvement with the college 

union and sense of belonging.  The Benjamini-Hochberg adjustment, or false discovery 

rate, is used to control the type 1 error rate for the multiple testing on the 18 hypothesis 

tests conducted among these groups of items (3 groupings of 6 items, including Q36).  

Fisher exact tests were used in the event of small expected cell counts. 

Though the survey results regarding college union event participants, volunteers, 

and employees and sense of belonging were not statistically significant, there was a 
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definite trend in those populations reporting a feeling a sense of belonging both in the 

college union and on the campus.  The P-values, frequencies and percentages are 

included in Appendix J.  Participant responses to survey questions about sense of 

belonging are summarized in Table 7. 

Table 7.  Sense of Belonging Scale: Strongly Agree/Agree Responses 

Sense of Belonging  Attended 
Events at the 

College Union 

Employed by 
the   

College Union 

Volunteered with 
the College 

Union 

My college campus feels 
like an inclusive 
environment for me 

80% 79% 79% 

I feel comfortable within 
the college union 

98% 98% 95% 

I feel a sense of belonging 
with the campus community 

86% 84% 83% 

I feel safe sharing aspects of 
my background and 
viewpoints on campus 

86% 83% 90% 

Student of my race/ethnicity 
are respected on campus 

90% 90% 90% 

Finding 3 

Domestic White students perceive more sense of belonging and a more positive 

campus climate than domestic and international students of color, regardless of how they 

are involved with the college union.  For this next section, international students and U.S. 

domestic students of color were combined to compare their experiences and perceptions 

of campus climate to those of U.S. domestic White students.  Perception of college 

climate was a factor determined by the previously shared subscale that consisted of eight 
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questions.  These eight questions had an internal consistency of “good,” indicated by a 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.88. 

 Participants rated those eight questions that, combined, indicated perceptions of 

campus climate, on a four-point scale, i.e., 1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3 = agree, 

and 4 = strongly agree.  Domestic White students indicated a mean response of 3.29.  

Domestic students of color and international students indicated a mean response was 

3.11.  A summary of this descriptive data is provided by Table 8.  

Table 8.  Descriptive Statistics:  Perceptions of Campus Climate Based on Race/Ethnicity 

Racial/Ethnic Identity/Residency Min Median Mean Max N 

Domestic 
White/Caucasian/European 

1.63 3.35 3.29 4 304 

Domestic Students of Color or 
International Students 

1.13 3.00 3.11 4 166 

 

Race/ethnicity and student involvement.  Chi-square tests were used to test for 

associations between the racial/ethnic categories and student involvement in the college 

union in the form of attendance (Q13), employment (Q16), and volunteerism (Q20).  An 

experiment wise level of significance of 5% with a Bonferroni correction to control the 

type 1 error rate.  The Bonferroni-corrected level of significance is therefore 0.05/3 = 

0.017 for each individual test.  There is no statistical association between race/ethnicity 

status and attendance of college union events (P = 0.587), employment by the college 

union (P = 0.874), or with volunteering at college union events (P = 0.718). 

Race/ethnicity and perceptions of campus climate.  Due to non-normality on 

the scores in the form of negative skewness and the presence of a few outliers, the 
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Wilcoxon rank sum test was used to compare the population medians for the perceptions 

of campus climate scale for these racial/ethnic categories.  A 5% level of significance 

was used.  Figure 9 shows the distribution of perception of campus climate for domestic 

White/Caucasian/European students is shifted significantly higher than for domestic 

Students of Color and International students (P < 0.001). 

 

Figure 9.  Perceptions of Campus Climate Based on Race/Ethnicity 

Chi-square tests were used to test for associations between race/ethnicity status 

and the individual survey items relating to perceptions of campus climate.  The false 

discovery rate was used to control the type 1 error rate for the multiple testing on the 8 

hypothesis tests conducted among these groups of items.  Fisher exact tests were used in 

the event of small expected cell counts. 

Domestic White students, domestic students of color and international students 

involved with the college union as employees and volunteers reported positive 

perceptions of campus climate based on the identified scale.   The P-values, frequencies 

and percentages are included in Appendix K.  Those results are summarized in Table 9. 
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Table 9 .  Perceptions of Campus Climate Scale: Strongly Agree/Agree Responses 

Perceptions of  
Campus Climate 

Domestic 
White/Caucasian/European 

 Domestic person of 
color or International 

I believe the College Union has a 
role in creating community on 
campus 

98% 96% 

The College Union prioritizes 
student needs and interests 

90% 92% 

The College Union creates 
opportunities for students, 
faculty, staff to engage in 
dialogue with one another 

89% 93% 

The College Union offers a 
variety of programs 

99% 96% 

The College Union offers a 
variety of services 

97% 98% 

The College Union demonstrates 
familiarity with my culture 

94% 61% 

The College Union validates my 
culture 

94% 69% 

The College Union provides 
opportunities for cross-cultural 
interactions 

90% 86% 

Race/ethnicity with sense of belonging.  For this next section, international 

students and U.S. domestic students of color were combined to compare their experiences 

and sense of belonging to those of U.S. domestic White students.  Sense of belonging was 

a factor determined by the previously shared subscale that consisted of five questions.  

These five questions had an internal consistency of “acceptable,” indicated by a 

Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79. 

Participants rated those five questions that, combined, indicated sense of 

belonging, on a four-point scale, i.e.,1 = strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 
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= strongly agree.  Domestic White students indicated a mean response of 3.27.  Domestic 

students of color and international students indicated a mean response was 2.97.  A 

summary of this descriptive data is provided by Table 10.  

Table 10.  Descriptive Statistics: Sense of Belonging Comparisons Between Students of 

Color and White Students 

Racial/Ethnic Identity/Residency Min Median Mean Max N 

Domestic 
White/Caucasian/European 

1.00 3.20 3.27 4 304 

Domestic Students of Color or 
International 

1.60 3.00 2.97 4 166 

Note: Students of Color includes both domestic and international students. 

Due to non-normality on the scores in the form of negative skewness and the 

presence of a few outliers, the Wilcoxon rank sum test was used to compare the 

population medians for the Sense of Belonging subscale for these racial/ethnic categories.  

A 5% level of significance was used.  The distribution of sense of belonging for domestic 

White/Caucasian/European students is shifted significantly higher than for domestic 

Students of Color or International students (P < 0.001).  A representation of this 

relationship is provided in Figure 10. 

Figure 10.  Sense of Belonging Comparison Between Students of Color and White 

Students 

Figure 10.  Sense of Belonging Comparison Between Students of Color and White 

Students 
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Figure 10.  Sense of Belonging Comparison Between Students of Color and White 

Students 

Domestic, White students involved with the college union consistently reported 

experiencing higher sense of belonging than the combined grouping of domestic students 

of color and international students involved with the college union on the identified 

subscale.   The P-values, frequencies and percentages are included in Appendix L.  Table 

11 summarizes participant positive responses to sense of belonging questions. 

Table 11.  Sense of Belonging Scale: Strongly Agree/Agree Responses 

Sense of Belonging Questions Domestic 
White/Caucasian/European 

 Domestic person of 
color or international 

My college campus feels like an 
inclusive environment for me 

86% 68% 

I feel comfortable within the 
college union 

98% 97% 

I feel a sense of belonging with 
the campus community 

88% 78% 

I feel safe sharing aspects of my 
background and viewpoints on 
campus 

86% 83% 

Student of my race/ethnicity are 
respected on campus 

97% 78% 
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Analysis of the survey data set found a difference in how domestic White students 

perceived sense of belonging and the campus climate as compared to domestic students 

of color and International students.  Though there was no significant difference in how 

students were involved with the college union, White students reported more positive 

perceptions of campus climate and more sense of belonging on campus than students of 

color and International students.  Returning to the journal data set will help shed some 

light as to why this difference may exist and how students make sense of their 

experiences of campus.  

Finding 4 

Students’ perceptions of campus climate are shaped by their daily interactions, by 

observing how the administration responds to the student voice, and how the 

administration addresses negative campus issues.  When journal participants were asked 

“what factors go into shaping how students feel about campus climate” three themes 

emerged: (a) the quality of their daily interactions, (b) how the campus administration 

responds to student voice, and (c) the response from the campus administration when 

negative climate incidents occur.   

The influence of daily interactions on student perceptions of campus climate. 

Daily interactions with faculty, staff, and peers, particularly negative experiences, were 

commented on by many of the journal participants as having an effect on how positive 

they felt about the overall campus climate.  For instance, Nadia shared, 

As an international student of color, most of the narrative surrounding me 

involves some mention of my nationality and my ethnicity. Sometimes, when I 

introduce myself to someone new, there are questions about where my name 
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comes from, and once I tell people [where I’m from] their attitudes towards me 

change. I am very lucky in that I never experienced blatant racism on campus, but 

I did receive comments such as “Oh, you don’t look [like my race/ethnicity],” or 

“I bet you party every weekend because that’s part of your culture.” Navigating 

these situations is painful and challenging, especially with people I considered 

friends.” 

However, despite these negative and painful interpersonal interactions, Nadia 

goes on to share: 

The factors that I consider when thinking about campus climate are 1) the extent 

to which all students feel comfortable voicing their opinions on campus, 2) the 

tolerance/openness with which the opinions of all students are received by their 

fellow classmates, faculty and staff, 3) the action taken by campus authorities to 

enact changes based on the opinions voiced by students, and 4) the ability 

exhibited by the university to protect the free speech and safety of students as they 

voice and act on their opinions. (Nadia) 

The influence of campus administration’s response to student voice on 

student perceptions of campus climate.  Student perceptions of campus climate appear 

to be most impacted by actions of the administration.  There was 80% agreement 

amongst journal participants that how the administration responds to student voices had 

the largest impact on their overall perception of campus climate.  In particular, witnessing 

a lack of responsiveness from campus administrators to student needs and opinions left 

students with more negative perceptions of campus climate. Both Mason and Ian shared 

stories of students feeling silenced and ignored by the administration.   
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[The programming board] is a fairly diverse organization, more so than many 

other groups on campus that I’ve worked with, and in those conversations, it was 

more often than not students from underrepresented groups that felt less at home 

here than other. People of color and members of the LGBTQ+ community in 

particular expressed sentiments of feeling ignored or worse silenced, by 

University administration. (Mason) 

I have heard from friends who spearheaded campaigns to establish additional 

campus centers were met with direct push back instead of discussion and 

compromise, which leads me to believe the whole idea of establishing space for 

these students made the school admin feel defensive, something that would not 

happen if they had any background related to said students. (Ian) 

It is significant to note that Ian most clearly expressed a sentiment shared by other 

journal participants.  From the journal participants’ perspective, “responding to student” 

voice did not automatically equate with capitulating to student demands, but rather 

“discussion and compromise.” 

The influence of campus administration’s response to negative campus issues 

on student perceptions of campus climate.  Journal participants reported their view of 

campus climate was shaped by how campus administration addresses negative campus 

issues.  The journal participants identified numerous realities on campus, for instance, an 

understanding that the campus is not an isolated entity but a microcosm of greater 

society.  The campus is not protected from the challenges facing society at-large.  Meg’s 

statement, “I think for the most part, people do feel comfortable on campus to the extent 

that college campuses can foster comfort. I think there can be contempt for society that 
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isn’t exclusive to the campus” demonstrated a pragmatism towards perceptions of 

campus climate.  Journal participants readily acknowledged negative interactions and 

problems would inevitably arise on campus.  For instance, Hiba stated, “I think the 

climate at [the institution] sucks overall. People are obsessed with the drinking culture 

which I think negatively influences other issues like racism and sexual violence.”   

However, journal participants perceived a lack of response from the campus 

administration to issues such as the lack of representation of and resources for 

marginalized communities, general safety and wellbeing of the student body, and the 

effects of the drinking culture on campus, as an indication of a poor campus climate.  

Journal participants expressed a desire to see more action on the part of the campus 

administration to address the lack of community and safety for students with 

marginalized and underrepresented identities.  Students shared: 

For the students who do not feel welcome on campus, I think that it results in part 

that they haven’t found a community for them and whether that specific 

community exists is up for debate. I also think that representation on campus, 

which in effect is in part of the lack of community spaces for marginalized folks, 

factors into this sense of not belonging and feeling unwelcome. (Meg)   

[All students] do not feel welcome on campus. Sure, they might have their safe 

communities, but broadly speaking they do not feel safe. This includes people of 

color, women, international students, and other marginalized identities. The 

culture of [campus] regarding gamedays, excessive drinking, [downtown] and the 

overall whiteness and lack of diversity on campus leads to this. Spaces do not feel 
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that they are intentionally positive and safe. For someone holding a marginalized 

identity, neutral is not enough, neutral is negative. (Henry) 

As a person of color, I know that this campus was not built for me because back 

when it was built it was a different time with a very different society. I think there 

has been changes made in the structure and in the administration to make sure that 

it is a place where someone like me can thrive, but it’s not enough.  (Hiba) 

Together these findings tell a story of student employees and volunteers feeling 

empowered, listened to, and connected within the college union setting.  Having 

developed a more holistic view of campus climate and the complexities to be found 

within, journal participants were pragmatic in their understanding of challenges of 

leadership yet expected a more nuanced and open response from campus administrators 

to student opinions and negative campus issues.  Students expressed frustration and 

disappointment when they did not perceive openness and authenticity in the response of 

campus administration to complex, campus concerns which, combined with negative 

daily interactions with faculty, staff and peers, has an overall negative impact on student 

perceptions of campus climate. 

Findings Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the four findings discovered through this study.  Findings 

were presented according to the initial research questions.  Data from the journal 

participants was presented verbatim and with rich detail along with survey responses to 

accurately tell the story of the effect of college union involvement on student perceptions 

of campus climate and sense of belonging. 
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The primary finding of this study, finding 1, is that when student volunteers and 

employees develop a sense of belonging within the college union, they perceive the 

greater campus climate as positive.  This more positive perception of campus is 

developed even when students have been directly or indirectly exposed to negative 

climate experiences.  This finding was supported by the narratives shared through the 

journal exercise and by the consistency of the responses.  The majority (80%) of the 

journal participants reported positive perceptions of campus climate and sense of 

belonging within the college union.  Within that group, 100% of the student of color 

journal participants indicated feeling positive about the overall campus climate.  Even 

more compelling is 100% of those same students of color journal participants also 

reported having personally experienced microaggressions, harassment, and 

discrimination on campus as well as witnessing or hearing testimony of others with 

similar negative campus experiences. 

The survey data reinforced the study finding that students who are employed by, 

volunteer with, and attend events planned and hosted by the college union tend to have 

favorable perceptions of campus climate.  Event attendance stood out in this trend as a 

significant factor in this association.  The significance of event attendance is supported by 

student narratives around the importance of events, which may begin to explain why 

event participations is so strongly associated with a favorable view of campus climate.  

For instance, one student noted about her experience planning an event, “That event 

succeeded in humanizing a group of people and I think seeing how many people were 

thanking the speakers for sharing their personal stories and thanking me really pushed 

me to understand that I can make a difference”.  
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Conversely, finding 2 discovered no emergent differences between how students 

were involved with the college union (i.e., as a volunteer, event participant, or employee) 

and their perceptions of sense of belonging.  The significant overlap in these three 

categories contributed to the lack of finding for difference.  However, the survey 

responses indicated strong sense of belonging amongst the survey participants.  In the 

aggregate, 87.4% of all survey participants agreed (33% strongly agree; 54.4% agree) 

that the college campus felt like an inclusive environment for them, they felt comfortable 

within the college union, they felt a sense of belonging within the campus community, 

they felt safe sharing aspects of their backgrounds and viewpoints on campus, and they 

felt students of their race/ethnicity were respected on campus.  Previous campus climate 

survey work on the research site found, from the general campus response, that only 80% 

of students reported feeling very or extremely safe, welcome, and respected; and only 

70% reported a sense of belonging on campus. 

Finding 3 revealed students of color perceive less sense of belonging and a less 

positive campus climate than White students regardless of how they were involved with 

the college union and despite reporting positive perceptions of campus climate and sense 

of belonging.  Race, ethnicity, and residency status, particularly for international students, 

continues to play a significant factor in student experiences on campus.  Of significance 

was the lack of familiarity with and validation of students of color and international 

student cultural backgrounds with the college union setting. 

The final study finding, finding 4, was that student perceptions of campus climate 

are shaped by their daily interactions on campus, by observing how the administration 

addresses negative campus issues, and by how the administration responds to student 
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voice.  The majority (80%) of journal participants agreed that their view of campus 

climate was shaped, in part, by how the campus administration responded to student 

voice.  One journal participant succinctly summarized this pervasive sentiment as:  

The factors that I consider when thinking about campus climate are 1) the extent 

to which all students feel comfortable voicing their opinions on campus, 2) the 

tolerance/openness with which the opinions of all students are received by their 

fellow classmates, faculty and staff, 3) the action taken by campus authorities to 

enact changes based on the opinions voiced by students, and 4) the ability 

exhibited by the university to protect the free speech and safety of students as they 

voice and act on their opinions.  (Nadia) 

These findings point to new pathways for student affairs professional to improve 

sense of belonging and perceptions of campus climate for all students, and specifically 

for domestic and international students of color.  The college union has a role to play in 

building community, supporting student learning, and amplifying student voice on 

campus.  The opportunities this research presents will be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Our students deserve to feel as though they belong on campus and the campus 

environment is a place where they are safe, welcome, and supported.  Sadly, this is not 

the case on all campuses, at all times, for all students.  This mixed methods dissertation 

sought to explore and understand the relationship between involvement in the college 

union and student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate.  In the previous 

chapter, I shared the findings of qualitative data derived from ten student participant 

journals and the quantitative results from 478 college union student employee and 

volunteer survey respondents (a 34% response rate).  The findings were presented in 

order of the study's research questions, which included:  

Q1.   What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of 

campus climate? 

Finding 1:  When student volunteers and employees develop a sense of 

belonging within the College Union, they perceive the greater campus 

climate as positive even when they have been directly or indirectly 

exposed to negative campus climate experiences.  Further, journal 

participants pointed to four specific experiences found within the college 

union setting that contribute to a feeling of sense of belonging: (a) using 

their voice to be a part of positive change on campus; (b) seeing campus 

from a leadership point of view, i.e., holistic and complex; (c) having 
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meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests; and 

(d) programming and attending events that deepen interactions between 

self and others. 

Q2.   What differences, if any, emerge between how students are involved with the 

college union and their perceptions of sense of belonging? 

Finding 2:  No differences emerge between how students are involved 

with the college union and their perceptions of sense of belonging. 

Q3.   What, if any, relationship exists between students racial/ethnic identities, level of 

involvement with the college union, and perceptions of campus climate?  

 Finding 3:  Domestic White students perceive more sense of belonging 

and a more positive campus climate than domestic and international 

students of color, regardless of how they are involved with the college 

union. 

Q4.   How do students understand and explain the factors that contribute to their 

perceptions of campus climate? 

Finding 4:  Students’ perceptions of campus climate are shaped by their 

daily interactions, by observing how the administration responds to the 

student voice, and how the administration addresses negative campus 

issues.  

This next and final chapter will further explore those findings.  First, each finding 

is discussed in connection to the relevant literature on the topic.  Next, recommendations 
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for practice are explored, followed by suggestions for further research.  Lastly, I conclude 

with final thoughts on this body of work. 

Research Findings Connection to Current Literature 

Research Finding One 

The first research question explored the effect of college and involvement on 

perceptions of campus climate.  The analysis of both the qualitative and quantitative data 

generated by this study revealed that when student volunteers and employees develop a 

sense of belonging within the college union, they perceive the greater campus climate as 

positive even when they have been directly or indirectly exposed to negative campus 

climate experiences.  Students pointed to four specific experiences found within the 

college of unions setting that contribute to feeling a sense of belonging.  Those factors 

include: (a) using their voice to be a part of positive change on campus; (b) seeing 

campus from a leadership point of view; (c) having meaningful interactions with diverse 

people around shared interests; and (d) programming and attending events that deepen 

interactions between self and others. 

Each of the journal participants in this study shared an acute awareness of 

instances of microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus.  This research 

finding differs from previous research in two ways.  First, though there were differences 

in how journal participants personally experienced microaggressions, harassment, and 

discrimination on campus, there were no differences in journal participants’ awareness of 

these incidents or their willingness to label those incidents and the campus climate as 

racist, hostile, and disrespectful.  All of the students holding minoritized racial identities 

reported experiencing microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus, 
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which is consistent with campus climate research (Harper & Hurtado, 2017; Soria & 

Mitchell, 2015).  However, this study’s findings differed from the findings of previous 

research that found differences in how students described campus climate based on their 

personal experiences (Rankin & Reason, 2005); all journal participants described the 

campus climate as poor regardless if they had personal experience with microaggressions, 

harassment, and discrimination or not.  Secondly, previous research demonstrated that 

negative interactions on campus led to a negative sense of belonging for students 

(Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Nunez, 2009).  However, college 

union volunteers and student employees, via their student journals, indicated a strong 

sense of belonging on campus despite having experienced microaggressions, harassment, 

and discrimination on campus.  This finding, as a relates to college student employees, is 

also consistent with research findings of a positive correlation between working in the 

college union and satisfaction with students’ overall college experience (Reed, 2018).  

Cultivating a strong sense of belonging within the college union setting despite having 

experiences with microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus may 

mitigate students’ negative perception of campus climate. 

Through the journal process, students shared specific experiences at the college 

union that led to a high sense of belonging.  Students wrote at length about how the 

opportunity to see the campus from a leadership point of view, which they defined as 

seeing the campus as ‘holistic’ and ‘complex’, helped them feel more empowered and 

satisfied on campus.  Awareness of this phenomenon by the students is consistent with 

research on student organization involvement and the development of critical thinking 

skills, environment mastery, and psychological well-being (Gellin, 2003; Kilgo et al., 
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2016; Webber et al., 2013).  Students also spoke of the importance of meaningful 

interactions with diverse people around shared interests which is consistent with previous 

research identifying meaningful interactions with diverse peers as a strong predictor of 

sense of belonging (Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Nunez, 2009; Strayhorn, 2008). 

Students also spoke to the important role planning and attending programmed 

events and activities has on deepening interactions between self and others.  This study 

also demonstrated that event attendance was significantly correlated with favorable 

perceptions of campus climate. This affirms previous work by Lane and Perozzi (2014) 

which suggested “maintaining environments that foster student engagement in programs 

and activities that are positively associated with satisfaction, persistence and learning” (p. 

35) is central to the work of the college union. 

Research Finding Two 

The second research question explored differences that emerged between how 

students were involved with the college union and their perceptions of sense of 

belonging. This question led to the second study finding which was that there were no 

differences between how students were involved with the college union and how they 

perceived sense of belonging.  While no significant differences were found between 

sense of belonging and type of college union involvement, it is noteworthy that most 

college union event attendees, volunteers, and employees reported experiencing a strong 

sense of belonging both within the college and on campus. Attending events, working, 

and volunteering within the college union are all positive engagement opportunities for 

students and previous research has demonstrated that student engagement, in general, 
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leads to higher college experience satisfaction (Pike, Kuh, & McCormick, 2008; Zhao & 

Kuh, 2004). 

Research Finding Three 

The third research question explored the relationship between students’ 

racial/ethnic identity, their level of involvement with the college union, and their 

perceptions of campus climate.  The findings of this study are consistent with current 

research in that that domestic White students perceive more sense of belonging and a 

more positive campus climate than students of color and international students (Ancis et 

al., 2000; Gilliard, 1996; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Johnson et al., 2007; Rankin & 

Reason, 2005; Strayhorn, 2013), regardless of how they are involved with the college 

union.  There is often significant representation of international students in college union 

employment, particularly at this research site but also on increasingly diverse campuses 

across the United States, due to visa limitations on off-campus employment.  In light of 

this phenomenon, the need for college unions to validate the culture of both international 

students and domestic students of color is increasingly important. 

Research Finding Four 

The fourth research question examined how students understand and explain the 

factors that contribute to their perceptions of campus climate.  This last study finding, 

informed by the qualitative data, revealed that students point to three factors that affect 

how they view campus climate.  The first factor identified is the quality of student daily 

interactions with peers, faculty, and staff on campus which closely aligns with previous 

research that found positive interactions lead to positive perceptions of belonging 

(Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005) and the previously mentioned work that found a relationship 
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between negative campus interactions and negative sense of belonging (Hurtado & 

Carter, 1997; Hurtado & Ponjuan, 2005; Nuñez, 2009).  The next two factors identified 

by students as consistently contributing to their perceptions of campus climate are how 

the campus responds to student voice and the response from campus administrators when 

negative campus climate incidents occur. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study provided data to respond to the four research questions. Additionally, 

the study results shine light on the conceptual framework that served as a foundation for 

the study.  The scale used to measure perceptions of campus climate via the survey was 

informed by the Culturally Engaging Campus Environment (CECE) model (Museus, 

2014).  Museus (2014) found that student outcomes, including sense of belonging, are 

impacted directly by the campus environment and the degree to which that environment 

exhibits cultural relevance and responsiveness for students, individually and collectively.  

As mentioned, this study found domestic White students perceive more sense of 

belonging and a more positive campus climate then students of color and international 

students regardless of how they are involved with the college union.  However, on the 

perceptions of campus climate scale, White students, students of color, and international 

students had almost indistinguishable scores on six of the eight questions.  The two 

questions where there was a drastic difference in responses from the two comparison 

groups were two questions directly related to the CECE model.  Specifically, in response 

to the prompt “the college union demonstrates familiarity with my culture”, 94% of 

White students responded ‘yes’ as compared to 69% of students of color and international 

students.  Additionally, in response to the prompt “the college union validates my 
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culture”, 94% of white students responded ‘yes’ as compared to 69% of students of color 

and international students.  College unions are currently failing to consistently 

demonstrate to students of color and international students, through programs, services, 

policies, and procedures, that the organization is committed to and values historically 

underrepresented cultures.    

Recommendations 

 Several implications for Student Affairs and college union practitioners can be 

derived from this dissertation study.  Namely, involvement within the college union 

matters.  Students, whether they are volunteers, employees, or event participants, benefit 

from their involvement with the college union. 

 Students shared that their college union involvement experience allowed for the 

development of their own place and purpose.  In addition to meeting personal and 

professional needs, through support and encouragement, the college union provided a 

space for growth, development of confidence, and discovery of one’s own voice.  

Students spoke at length about how their involvement experience within the college 

union led to a greater sense of belonging.  Additionally, students directly attributed four 

specific experiences within the college union that led to an overall positive view of 

campus climate, despite an awareness of the negative aspects of the campus climate. 

Those four specific experiences found within the college union include being able to use 

their voice to be a part of positive change, see a more holistic view of campus, have 

meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests, and program and 

attend events.  Through these experiences, students deepen their interactions with others, 
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feel they belong within the college union and, ultimately, have a more nuanced and 

positive view of campus climate.  

 When the campus community builder role is fully actualized, the college union 

can serve as a significant connector between students and the university.  Particularly for 

students of color, who routinely report experiencing less sense of belonging than White 

students on predominantly White college campuses all across the United States, engaging 

with the college union as a volunteer, employee, or even as an event participant, can 

strengthen a connection to the greater campus community.  This connection can serve as 

a signal to all students that they do, in fact, belong on campus.  The college union, as a 

proxy for the less easily identified and accessed “campus administration”, is willing to 

not only listen but to engage with, and act on the diverse perspectives shared.  

Consequently, given the findings of this study, I recommend four actions for college 

unions.  College unions should (a) invest in the student programming experience; (b) 

actively demonstrate authentic, cultural familiarity (e.g., through architectural and décor 

decisions, program and food offerings, and policies and practices) with the backgrounds 

and identities of a broader cross section of the student body; (c) fully embrace its 

community building role by creating opportunities for meaningful interactions around 

shared interests between students that hold different backgrounds and identities; and, (d) 

engage in ongoing assessment of the college union environment. 

 The creation of community within the college union does not occur by 

happenstance.  A high degree of intentionality is needed on the part of college union 

practitioners to set up conditions for the desired positive outcomes to flourish.  In Table 

12, I offer ten questions, informed by this research, that could be used to assess current 
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college union environments and point to areas practitioners could focus on to strengthen 

the overall impact of the college union experience for students. 

Table 12.  College Union Environment Reflection Questions 

Reflection Questions 
1. To what extent are student volunteers and employees encouraged to 

stretch personal, programmatic, and/or organizational boundaries, i.e., 

take risks? 

2. To what extent are student volunteers and employees empowered to 

be key decision makers with the support of informed, consultative 

advisors and/or supervisors? 

3. To what extent are student volunteers and employees engaged in 

reflection on the outcomes of their decision making? 

4. To what extent are student volunteers and employees called upon to 

be part of the organizational response when community challenges 

arise? 

5. To what extent are the interests, needs, and perspectives of students 

integrated into daily and long-term strategy development and decision 

making on programmatic, service, and shared governance issues 

within the college union? 

6. To what extent are student volunteers and employees provided access 

to university leaders, administrators, and/or alumni to explore 

campus-wide issues, needs, challenges, and response strategies? 

7. To what extent are intentional and organic environments developed 

within the college union environment that enable student volunteers 
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and employees to have meaningful interactions with diverse others 

around shared interests? 

8. To what extent is student-driving programming (a) supported and 

resourced, as well as (b) designed to encourage dialogue around 

complex college union, community, and societal issues?   

9. To what extent does the built environment of the college union reflect 

cultural familiarity for the totality of the student body? 

10. To what extent do the offered services, programming, and related 

policies, procedures and practices reflect cultural familiarity for the 

totality of the student body? 

 The last two questions are informed specifically by the culturally engaging 

campus environments (CECE) model (Museus, 2014) which served as this study’s 

conceptual framework.  The results of this dissertation study indicate that cultural 

familiarity and cultural validation, both of which are central to the development of sense 

of belonging (Museus, 2014), are areas currently not being well served by the college 

union for students of color and international students.  If the college union is to live up to 

the ideals imbued in its moniker “the living room of campus” into the 21st century, 

grappling with how to make the college union culturally relevant and authentic for our 

current diverse student body is an imperative. 

Future Research Opportunities 

This study has some possible limitations that are important to review.  The data 

was collected at one research site in the Midwest.  Therefore, the applicability of this 

study to other campuses, with differing college union programs, campus cultures, 
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populations, and located in different regions, may be called into question.  Future 

research opportunities may include an exploration of the research questions addressed by 

this dissertation on multiple campuses located in different parts of the United States to 

see if similar results are discovered.  Future research might also include an exploration of 

responses based on other socio demographics like social class and gender, for example, 

or other experiential demographics like political affiliations or region of origin. 

Additionally, the survey responses collected through this study contained a high 

response rate from international students and it is unclear why that occurred.  The college 

union that served as the research site for this study had an international student employee 

population that is significantly higher than the international student population to be 

found on the overall campus.  Additional inquiry into why the student employee 

population was different from the campus population might be warranted. 

Four additional potential areas of inquiry emerged from this study.  The first 

involves an exploration of which findings from this study are unique to the college union 

environment and which are applicable to other environments within student affairs.  For 

instance, a future research question might involve exploring what differences, if any, 

emerge between sense of belonging and perceptions of campus climate of those student 

employees and volunteers involved with the college union as compared to students 

involved in university housing, multicultural student centers, Greek life, etc..  Future 

research into college unions would also benefit from establishing a control group of 

respondents with no experience with the college union with which to compare responses 

from those involved with the college union. 
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The second potential area if inquiry involves an exploration of the role of student 

voice on campus and in student leadership development.  Throughout this study, journal 

participants iterated the importance of feeling listened to, the importance of finding one’s 

own voice, and the lack of campus administration engagement with students was 

interpreted as a failure of listening to student voice.  Further research into how students 

understand the role of student voice in their leadership development, how campus units 

can facilitate the development of student voice, and how campus administrators can 

better demonstrate listening to students is needed.   

The third area of inquiry surfaced by this research involves an exploration of how 

students understand and internalize administrator response to campus incidents.  Journal 

participants in this study agreed that how administrators respond to campus incidents 

leads them to feel more or less positive about the overall campus climate.  Understanding 

how this phenomenon plays out might help administrators better engage with students 

around the complex issues facing our campuses today. 

Finally, a fourth area of potential research involves an exploration of how college 

unions can effectively demonstrate cultural familiarity to a broader, more diverse, range 

of students.  Museus’ (2014) and Museus and Zhang’s (2016) research highlights the 

importance of ‘culturally engaging’ campus environments on student learning, 

satisfaction, persistence, and degree completion.  Further exploration of college union in 

the context of the Culturally Engaging Campus Environments model (Museus, 2014) may 

present opportunities for the college union to further support students of color, deepen the 

community builder role, and remain both relevant and response to student needs. 



 

122 
 

Conclusion 

 The goal of this dissertation study was to explore the effect of college union 

involvement on student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate.  Though 

the body of research on college unions is steadily growing, little is known about the role 

of college unions on campuses in the United States.  While the community building role 

has been widely embraced by the college union, very few research studies have been 

conducted on the topic.  This dissertation was an effort to fill the gap in research that 

currently exists.  As the first mixed-methods study on the college union, this dissertation 

expands our collective knowledge on the important role the college union plays in 

creating community, contributing to the development of sense of belonging in student 

employees, volunteers, and event participants, and improving perceptions of overall 

campus climate.  This work demonstrates the important role student programming within 

the college union plays in student learning and in community development.  

 College union practitioners have the potential to create strong environments of 

learning and support for all of our students.  We have an obligation to serve all students 

as we advance community.  Sadly, we have students on our campuses that are not always 

well served by the institution or by the college union, despite our stated best intentions.  

We can do better.  My hope is this research provides some new insights into how college 

union practitioners can better serve our growing, diverse student population. 
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Research Site Email  

Dear <<Union Director>>: 

My name is Heidi Lang. I am a student from the University of Wisconsin – La 

Crosse.  I am conducting a research study about the impact of college union involvement 

on sense of belonging and perceptions of campus climate. I am asking for your assistance 

in finding students to participate in the study.   

Specifically, I am seeking students who are at least 18 years old and actively 

involved in your college union.  Active involvement is defined as at least two semesters of 

employment, serving as a volunteer or student leader, or attending, at minimum, two 

college union events per month.  To ensure diverse perspectives are included in the study, 

I am hoping to create a sample that is at least 50% students of color.   

You can support the study by recommending student employees, volunteers, 

leaders and event participants that meet the criteria and fulfill the needed compositional 

diversity of the study is greatly appreciated.  The students you recommend will be 

contacted via email with an invitation to participate.   

This study will adhere to guidelines required by the UW-La Crosse Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (608- 785-8124 or irb@uwlax.edu).  

Please let me know if you are willing to assist in the study and we can discuss the 

timeline for moving forward. 

Sincerely, 

Heidi Lang  

608.333.3705 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu 
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Recommended - Journal Participant Email  
 

Dear <<student name inserted>>: 

I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study 

about the impact of college union involvement on sense of belonging and perceptions of 

campus climate. This study is being conducted by myself, Heidi Lang, a doctoral student 

at the University of Wisconsin La Crosse.  This study will involve participants submitting 

a weekly journal response to specific question prompts for the duration of 4 weeks.  

Participants will be asked to spend at least 10 minutes each week responding to the 

provided journal question. 

Your name was provided by >>college union professional name<< because of 

your previous involvement with your college union. 

If you would like additional information about this study, please contact me at 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu. Agreement to be contacted or a request for more information does 

not obligate you to participate in any study.      

Thank you for considering this research opportunity. 

Sincerely, 

Heidi Lang  

608.333.3705 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu 

  

mailto:lang.heidi@uwlax.edu
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General Recruitment - Journal Participant Email  

 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

I am writing to let you know about an opportunity to participate in a research study 

about the impact of college union involvement on sense of belonging and perceptions of 

campus climate. This study is being conducted by myself, Heidi Lang, a doctoral student 

at the University of Wisconsin La Crosse.  This study will involve participants submitting 

a weekly journal response to specific question prompts for the duration of 4 weeks.  

Participants will be asked to spend at least 10 minutes each week responding to the 

provided journal question. 

To be eligible to participate in the study you must be at least 18 years old and 

actively involved in your college union.  Active involvement is defined as at least two 

semesters of employment, serving as a volunteer or student leader, or attending, at 

minimum, two college union events per month. 

 If you would like additional information about this study, please contact me at 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu. Agreement to be contacted or a request for more information does 

not obligate you to participate in any study.      

Thank you for considering this research opportunity. 

Sincerely, 

Heidi Lang  

608.333.3705 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu 

  

mailto:lang.heidi@uwlax.edu
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Survey Participant Email 

 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

My name is Heidi Lang. I am a student from the University of Wisconsin – La 

Crosse. I am conducting an anonymous survey to understand undergraduate involvement 

in the college union and how that might influence students’ sense of belonging and 

perceptions of campus climate. I hope to find better ways to serve students and increase 

their sense of belonging on campus.  To participate, you must be 18 years or older. The 

survey is voluntary.    

Since your answers are to remain anonymous, PLEASE DO NOT PUT YOUR 

NAME ON THIS SURVEY.  The survey will take approximately 10 minutes. Please 

answer the questions to your comfort level. The results will be reported for the group of 

respondents as a whole.  

 

If interested, please use the link provided below to take the survey by October 14, 2019. 

>>SURVEY LINK<< 

 

Thank you for your consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Heidi Lang 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu 
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Participant 
Instructions: 
 

The purpose of this journal is to allow the researcher to see 

what impact your involvement with your college union has on 

your perceptions of campus climate.  Each week a question 

will be provided; please spend at least 10 minutes responding 

to the prompt.  All issues are interesting and relevant, so 

please write about whatever seems important to you and in the 

style that works best for you.  Your thoughts are what is most 

important, not writing style, so don’t stress over making 

“academic” entries.  Though you’ve been asked to make at 

least one submission for each of the four weeks, feel free to 

write as often as you like. 

 

For this journal exercise, campus climate will be defined as 

the extent to which students feel personally safe, listened to, 

valued, and treated fairly and respectfully on your campus. 

 

Participant Question Prompts: 

Prompt One:    Describe your current perceptions of the climate of your 

campus.  Do you think all students feel welcome on your 

campus?  Why or why not?  What makes you think this? 

Prompt Two:   In what way, if any, has your involvement with your college 

union had an impact on your views of campus climate?  Can 
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you identify any specific occurrence(s) within the college 

union setting that you feel had an impact on your current view 

of campus climate?  If so, what did you take away from that 

experience? 

Prompt Three:   What factors go into shaping how you feel about campus 

climate?  That is, what are you taking into consideration as 

you shape your perspective?  What role does the college union 

play in effecting your campus climate?  What role, if any, 

does the college union play in shaping your perspective? 

Prompt Four:   In your previous three journal entries, here are some themes 

that I observed: 

Do these accurately represent your point of view?  What (if 

any) changes/edits would you make to those themes?  Has 

anything changed in how you feel?  Have any of your 

perspectives about campus climate changed since your 

February journal entry, and if so, how? 

 

 

Each student will receive a link to the journal site which will be housed within Google 
Drive. 

● Each participant will have access to their folder and journal instruction document. 

● In addition to the document provided to capture responses to the journal prompt, 
participants may also upload additional related materials if they so choose. 

● Throughout the journaling period, participants will have access to the new journal 
prompt each Monday by 8am. 
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Participant Folder: 

 

 

Journal Prompt: 
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 Survey Question Operationalized Variables 
  

Gender Identity How do you describe 
your gender identity? 
  

0 – Man or Male or Masculine 
1 – Transgender Man or Male 
or Masculine 
2 – Transgender Woman or 
Female or Feminine 
3 – Woman or Female or 
Feminine 
4 –Gender non-conforming or 
Gender queer 
5 – Intersex or related term 
6 – Prefer not to answer 

Residency What is your residency 
status? 

0 – In-state student 
1 – Out-of-state student, 
domestic 
2 – Out-of-state student, 
international 

Race/Ethnicity If out-of-state, 
international student, 
how do you describe 
your national, ethnic or 
racial origin? 

[Free Response] 

Race/Ethnicity How do you describe 
your racial and ethnic 
identity? 
  

0 – African-American or Black 
(Including other descriptions 
which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups)  
1 – American Indian or Alaska 
Native or Indigenous or First 
Nations (Including other 
descriptions which might 
include related nationalities or 
ethnic groups) 
2 – Arab or Middle Eastern 
(Including other descriptions 
which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups) 
3 – Asian or Asian American 
(Including other descriptions 
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which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups) 
4 – Hispanic or Latinx 
(Including other descriptions 
which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups) 
5 – Multiracial or Biracial  
6 – Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander (Including other 
descriptions which might 
include related nationalities or 
ethnic groups) 
7 – White or Caucasian or 
European American (Including 
other descriptions which might 
include related nationalities or 
ethnic groups) 
8 – No response  
9 – Prefer not to answer 

Year in school What is your current 
class standing? 

0 – Freshmen 
1 – Sophomore 
2 – Junior 
3 – Senior 
4 – Graduate student 

Student political 
leaning 

How would you 
characterize your current 
political leaning? 

0 – Liberal 
1 – Moderate 
2 – Conservative 
3 – Apolitical 
4 – Other 

Parent/Family political 
leaning 

How would you 
characterize the political 
leaning of the household 
(s) in which you were 
raised? 

0 – Liberal 
1 – Moderate 
2 – Conservative 
3 – Apolitical 
4 – Other 
5 – Mixed political leanings 

Student attitudes about 
equity and inclusion 

Do you believe your 
college campus is an 
inclusive environment 
for all students? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
 



 

145 
 

Parental/Family 
Income 

What was the annual 
income level of the 
household (s) in which 
you were raised? 

0 – less than $40,000 
1 – $40,000 - $79,999 
2 – $80,000 - $119,999 
3 – $120,000 - $159,999 
4 – $160,000 - $199,999 
5 – over $200,000 

Hometown geographic 
area 

How would you 
characterize the region 
of your hometown? 

0 – Rural 
1 – Suburban 
2 - Urban 

Sense of belonging in 
high school 

Did you feel you were a 
part of your high school 
community? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

Sense of belonging in 
hometown community 

Did you feel you were a 
part of your hometown 
community? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

Expectations of 
belonging in college 

Prior to attending, how 
confident were you that 
you would feel like you 
belonged at the 
university? 

0 – Very 
1 – Moderately 
2 – Not at all 

Ease of transition to 
college 

Where did you live 
during your first 
semester of college? 

0 – At home 
1 – In a Residence Hall 
2 – In an Apartment 
3 – In a Fraternity or a Sorority 
4 – Other  

Ease of transition to 
college 

Was your transition to 
college easy for you? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

Ease of transition to 
college 

Did you have a 
roommate during your 
first semester at college? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
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Ease of transition to 
college 

Was it easy to establish 
a positive relationship 
with your first 
roommate? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Did not have a roommate 

Ease of transition to 
college 

Was it easy to make 
friends on campus 
during your first 
semester? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
 

Ease of transition to 
college 

Was it easy to 
communicate with 
professors outside of 
class during your first 
semester? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
 

Ease of transition to 
college 

Was it easy to find 
academic support during 
your first semester? 

0 – Yes 
1 - No 
2 – Unsure 
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Environmental 
Variables 

Survey Question Operationalized Variables 
  

Engagement with 
college union sponsored 
events 

Have you attended 
programs and events 
sponsored by the 
college union 
programming board? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 - Unsure 

Engagement with 
college union sponsored 
events 

If yes, how often do 
you attend events 
sponsored by the 
college union 
programming board? 

0 – one to three times per 
semester 
1 – one to three times per month 
2 - weekly 

Engagement with 
college union sponsored 
events 

If so, what type of 
events do you most 
regularly attend? 
  

0 – social 
1 – arts based 
2 – music and entertainment 
based 
3 – cultural 
4 – recreational 
5 – academic 
6 – other 
 

Engagement as a college 
union employee 

Have you ever been 
employed with the 
college union? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
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Engagement as a college 
union employee 

If yes, how long were 
you employed with the 
college union? 

0 – <one semester 
1 – two to three semesters 
2 - > four semesters or more 
  

Engagement as a college 
union employee 

If yes, in what area (s) 
did you work? 

0 – Welcome/Information Desk 
1 – Programming 
2 – Dining 
3 – Facilities and Event Support 
4 – Marketing 
5 – Administrative Support 
6 – Human Resources 
7 – Other 

Engagement as a college 
union employee 

If yes, would you 
characterize your 
relationship with your 
supervisor in your 
student employment 
role with the college 
union as positive? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
 
  

Engagement as a 
volunteer 

Have you ever served 
as a volunteer with the 
college union? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
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Engagement as a 
volunteer 

If yes, in what capacity 
was your volunteer role 
with the college union? 

0 – Attended events that involved 
volunteerism 
1 – Volunteered as a member of a 
programming board committee 
2 – Served in a leadership role 
with the programming board 
3 – Other 

Engagement as a 
volunteer 

If yes, how long did 
you serve as a 
volunteer with the 
college union? 

0 – <one semester 
1 – two to three semesters 
2 - > four semesters or more 

Engagement as a 
volunteer 

If yes, would you 
characterize your 
relationship with your 
student organization 
advisor in your 
volunteer role with the 
college union as 
positive? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
  

Quality of Interactions 
within the college union 

Are the interpersonal 
interactions you have 
had, with other 
students, faculty or 
staff, within the college 
union generally 
positive? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
 

Quality of Interactions 
within the college union 

Do you feel 
comfortable within 
your college union? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
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Quality of Interactions 
within the college union 

Do you believe your 
college union has a role 
in creating community 
on campus? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Is your college union 
student-centered, i.e., 
student needs and 
interests are clearly 
prioritized?  

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union create 
opportunities for 
students, faculty, and 
staff to engage in 
dialogue with one 
another? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union offer a variety of 
programs? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union offer a variety of 
services? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union demonstrate 
familiarity with your 
culture? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 

College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union validate your 
culture? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
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College union 
environment 

Does your college 
union provide 
opportunities for cross-
cultural interactions? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure 
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Output Variables Survey Question Operationalized 
Variables 
  

Sense of Belonging Do you feel you are part of 
the campus community? 
  

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure  

Sense of Belonging Do you feel you are 
member of the community? 
  

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure  

Sense of Belonging Do you feel a sense of 
belonging to the campus 
community? 
  

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Unsure  

Perceptions of Campus 
Climate 

Do you feel safe on 
campus? 

0 – Yes 
1 – No 
2 – Sometimes   

Perceptions of Campus 
Climate 

Within a given month, how 
often to do you have social 
interactions with students 
who have a different 
racial/ethnic background 
than your own? 

0 – More than 5 times 
1 – 4 to 5 times 
2 – 2 to 3 times 
3 – 1 time 
4 – Less than 1 time 
5 - Never 

Perceptions of Campus 
Climate 

Student of my 
race/ethnicity are respected 
on campus.  

0 – Strongly agree 
1 – Agree 
2 – Somewhat agree 
3 – Neither agree nor 
disagree 
4 – Disagree 
5 – Strongly disagree 
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Welcome to the research study!   
     
I am interested in understanding how undergraduate involvement in the college union influences 
student's sense of belonging and perceptions of campus climate.  You will be presented with 
information relevant to college union involvement and your perceptions of campus climate and 
asked to answer some questions about it.    
    
Incentive: At the end of the survey you will receive a link to an additional site where you will be 
asked to submit your contact information to receive an ice cream coupon or to entered into a daily 
drawing for a mini terrace chair.  Your contact information and this survey cannot be linked in 
any way.  Please be assured that your responses to this survey will be kept completely confidential.   
 
 The study should take you around 5 minutes to complete.  Your participation in this research is 
voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at any point during the study, for any reason, and 
without any prejudice. If you would like to contact the Principal Investigator in the study to 
discuss this research, please e-mail lang.heidi@uwlax.edu. 
  
 By clicking the button below, you acknowledge that your participation in the study is voluntary, 
you are 18 years of age, and that you are aware that you may choose to terminate your 
participation in the study at any time and for any reason. 
  
 Please note that this survey will be best displayed on a laptop or desktop computer.  Some 
features may be less compatible for use on a mobile device.     
o I consent, begin the study (1)  
o I do not consent; I do not wish to participate (2)  

 
1. My current class standing is: 
o Freshman  (1)  
o Sophomore  (2)  
o Junior  (3)  
o Senior  (4)  
o Graduate Student  (5)  
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2. I describe my gender identity as: 
o Man or Male or Masculine  (1)  
o Woman or Female or Feminine  (2)  
o Transgender Man or Male or Masculine  (3)  
o Transgender Woman or Female or Feminine  (4)  
o Gender Non-conforming or Gender Queer  (5)  
o Intersex or related term  (6)  
o Prefer not to answer  (7)  

 
3. My residency status is as an: 
o In-state student  (1)  
o Out-of-state student  (2)  
o International student  (3)  

 
4. I describe my national, ethnic or racial origin as: 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
5. I describe my racial/ethnic identity as: Check all that apply. 

▢ African-American or Black (Including other descriptions which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups)  (1)  

▢ American Indian or Alaska Native or Indigenous or First Nations (Including other 
descriptions which might include related nationalities or ethnic groups)  (2)  

▢ Arab or Middle Eastern (Including other descriptions which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups)  (3)  

▢ Asian or Asian American (Including other descriptions which might include related 
nationalities or ethnic groups)  (4)  

▢ Hispanic or Latinx (Including other descriptions which might include related nationalities 
or ethnic groups)  (5)  

▢ Multiracial or Biracial  (6)  
▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (Including other descriptions which might include 

related nationalities or ethnic groups)  (7)  
▢ White or Caucasian or European American (Including other descriptions which might 

include related nationalities or ethnic groups)  (8)  
▢ No response  (9)  
▢ Prefer not to answer  (10)  

 
6. I would characterize my current political leaning as: 
o Liberal  (1)  
o Moderate  (2)  
o Conservative  (3)  
o Apolitical  (4)  
o Other  (5)  
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7. I would characterize the political leaning of the household (s) in which I was raised as:   
o Liberal  (1)  
o Moderate  (2)  
o Conservative  (3)  
o Apolitical  (4)  
o Other  (5)  
o Mixed political leanings  (6)  

 
8. The annual income level of the household (s) in which I was raised was: 
o Less than $40,000  (1)  
o $40,000 - $79,999  (2)  
o $80,000 - $119,999  (3)  
o $120,000 - $159,000  (4)  
o $160,000 - $199,999  (5)  
o Over $200,000  (6)  

 
9. I would characterize the region of my hometown as: 
o Rural  (1)  
o Suburban  (2)  
o Urban  (3)  
o Other  (4)  

 
10. Where did you live during your first semester of college? 
o At home  (1)  
o In a residence hall  (2)  
o In an apartment  (3)  
o In a fraternity or sorority  (4)  
o Other  (5)  

 
11. I had at least one roommate during my first semester at college. 
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  

 
12. It was easy to establish a positive relationship with my first roommate. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly Disagree  (4)  
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13. It was easy for me to make friends on campus. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
14. It was easy to communicate with professors outside of class. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
15. It was easy to find academic support. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly Disagree  (4)  

 
16. My transition to college was easy for me. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
17. My college campus feels like an inclusive environment for me. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
18. I felt like I was a part of my high school community. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
19. I felt like I was a part of my hometown community. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  
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20 Prior to attending, I was confident I would feel like I belonged at the university I currently 
attend. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
21. I have attended events sponsored by the College Union. 
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  

 
22. I attend events sponsored by the College Union: 
o Frequently (e.g. weekly)  (1)  
o Sometimes (e.g. at least a couple times per month)  (2)  
o Occasionally (e.g. one or two times per semester)  (3)  
o Never  (4)  

 
23. I attend the following type of events:  Check all that apply. 

▢ Art or craft based events, e.g. art gallery openings, Wheelhouse Studio courses, free art 
events, performing arts/theater events  (1)  

▢ Cultural events, e.g. global connection committee discussions, celebrations, and trips  (2)  
▢ Educational events, e.g. cuisine cooking classes, distinguished lecture series or society and 

politics speaker events, publication launch parties  (3)  
▢ Entertainment events, e.g. films, music concerts  (4)  
▢ Leadership, e.g. Jones Leadership Center workshops, leadership retreats  (5)  
▢ Outdoor recreation events, e.g. Hoofer club sponsored outings  (6)  
▢ Service, e.g. alternative breaks trips  (7)  
▢ Social events, e.g. tailgates, late night breakfasts, welcome/orientation events, 

homecoming, hanging out on the terrace  (8)  

 
24. I have been employed by the College Union. 
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  

 
25. I have been employed by the College Union: 
o One semester or less  (1)  
o Two to three semesters  (2)  
o Four semesters or more  (3)  

 



 

161 
 

26. I have worked in the following areas of the College Union:  Check all that apply. 
▢ Welcome/information desk  (1)  
▢ Programming  (2)  
▢ Dining  (3)  
▢ Facilities and event support  (4)  
▢ Marketing  (5)  
▢ Administrative support  (6)  
▢ Human resources  (7)  
▢ Other  (8)  

 
27. I would characterize my relationship with my College Union supervisor as positive. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (5)  
o Strongly disagree  (6)  

 
28. I have served as a volunteer with the College Union and/or College Union Programming 
Board.  
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  

 
29. I have served in the following capacity as a  volunteer role with the College Union.  Check all 
that apply. 
▢ I participated in service related events  (1)  
▢ I volunteered as a member of a programming board committee  (2)  
▢ I served in a leadership role with the programming board  (3)  
▢ Other  (4)  

 
30. I served as a volunteer with the College Union and/or College Union Programming Board. 
o One semester or less  (1)  
o Two to three semesters  (2)  
o Four semesters or more  (3)  

 
31. I would characterize my relationship with my student organization advisor in my volunteer 
role with the College Union as positive. 
o Yes  (1)  
o No  (2)  
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32. The interpersonal interactions I have had with other students, faculty or staff, within the 
College Union have been generally positive. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
33. I feel comfortable within the College Union. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
34. I believe the College Union has a role in creating community on campus. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
35. The College Union prioritizes student needs and interests. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
36. The College Union creates opportunities for students, faculty, and staff to engage in dialogue 
with one another. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
37. The College Union offers a variety of programs. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
38. The College Union offers a variety of services. 
o Strongly Agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 



 

163 
 

39. The College Union demonstrates familiarity with my culture. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
40. The College Union validates my culture. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
41. The College Union provides opportunities for cross-cultural interactions. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
42. I feel a sense of belonging with the campus community. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
43. I feel safe sharing aspects of my background and viewpoints on campus. 
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 
44. Student of my race/ethnicity are respected on campus.  
o Strongly agree  (1)  
o Agree  (2)  
o Disagree  (3)  
o Strongly disagree  (4)  

 



 

164 
 

45. Within an average month, I have social interactions with students who have different 
racial/ethnic backgrounds than my own: 
o More than five times  (1)  
o Four to five times  (2)  
o Two to three times  (3)  
o One time  (4)  
o Less than one time  (5)  
o Never  (6)  
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Protocol Title: The Impact of College Union Involvement on Student Perceptions of 

Sense of Belonging and Campus Climate 

Principal Investigator: Heidi Lang 550 Scott Street, Oregon, Wisconsin 53575  

Emergency Contact: Heidi Lang 608.333.3705  

 

Purpose and Procedure  

● The purpose of this study is to explore the effect college union involvement has 

on undergraduate student perceptions of sense of belonging and campus climate, 

with particular attention paid to the perspectives of students of color who 

frequently report having a less than optimal sense of belonging on their college 

campuses. 

● My participation will involve four journal entries.  One journal entry will be 

written each week at my convenience and to the length and detail that I am 

comfortable.   

● The total time requirement is at minimum 40 minutes over the four weeks.  I may 

choose to put more time into the journal entries but no more than 4 hours over the 

four weeks will be necessary.   

● The journal entries will be submitted through a private blog site. 

 

Potential Risks  

● The risk of serious or life-threatening complications, for healthy individuals, like 

myself, is near zero.  
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Rights & Confidentiality  

● My participation is voluntary. I can withdraw or refuse to answer any question 

without consequences at any time.  

● I can withdraw from the study at any time for any reason without penalty.  

● The results of this study may be published in scientific literature or presented at 

professional meetings using grouped data only.  

● All information will be kept confidential through the use of number codes. My 

data will not be linked with personally identifiable information.  

Possible benefits (for use if there are any direct benefits to the participant)  

● I and other students may benefit from knowing how college union involvement 

effects my perception of sense of belonging and campus climate. 

Questions regarding study procedures may be directed to Heidi Lang, 608.262.7860 

lang.heidi@uwlax.edu, the principal investigator, or the study advisor Dr. Tori Svoboda, 

Student Affairs Administration, UW-L 608.785.6759 tsvoboda@uwlax.edu. Questions 

regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to the UW-La Crosse 

Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (608- 785-8124 or 

irb@uwlax.edu).  

Participant_______________________________ Date________________ 

Researcher______________________________ Date________________ 

 

 

 

about:blank
mailto:tsvoboda@uwlax.edu
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Note: Research questions two and three were explored via survey responses; summaries 
will only include notes on questions one and four. 

 

Participant Summary:1 

Participant Pseudonym:   

Sophie 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/3/19 – 5/3/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Student Volunteer with Campus Programming, 2 semesters 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 4-3-19 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Lesbian 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Suburban 

Income level at home of origin: <$40,000 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Sophie reported experiencing and witnessing 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Quote 1: If you aren’t a white cis male, because of all the institutional racism, 
classism, sexism, ableism, and overabundance of sexual violence on campus, it’s 
nearly impossible from my outlook to feel completely welcome on campus. When ¼ 
women are assaulted, likely more, and those women that are of color or of a non-
hetero sexual identity on an even larger scale… as a queer woman I honestly worry 
every day. 
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Quote 2: I also hear my non-white friends and peers talk about the lack of diversity 
all the time. Many of my friends of color have been actively and passively 
discriminated against by peers and institutions on campus. It's disgusting. Identities 
that are not white cis males are under attack every day. Not only on campus but in the 
wider community of the United States. No matter how insular and progressive this 
area is, discrimination is powerful and pervasive. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Sophie did not provide commentary relevant to this question. 

 

Participant Summary: 2 

Participant Pseudonym:   

Hiba 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/4/19 – 5/4/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Volunteer with Campus Programming Board, 1 year 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board,2 
years 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 4-4-19 

 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: Southeast Asian 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Suburban 

Income level at home of origin: $40,000 - $79,999 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 
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General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Hiba reported experiencing and witnessing 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Hiba reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to her 
involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● allowed her to take the lead in programming events that deepen interactions 
● develop her voice and be a part of positive change on campus 
● view campus from a holistic point of view 
● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 

 

Quote 1: In terms of identities, I think people (the majority of this campus) are scared 
of the unknown. People in positions of privilege are scared of what happens to them 
when others call out that privilege or worse accomplish just as much or more despite 
the obstacles they’ve faced by not having that privilege. I think this contributes to the 
micro-aggressions that I see and experience on campus. People have interrupted me, 
avoided sitting next to me, and have questioned my identities and these all make me 
feel like I don’t belong.  

 

Quote 2, on a panel she coordinated: They [Participants] were able to hear from 
people who weren't talking about pros and cons like politicians do but rather were 
talking about their family members or the struggles they faced leaving their homes 
and coming to this country when they were children as refugees. That event succeeded 
in humanizing a group of people and I think seeing how many people were thanking 
the speakers for sharing their personal stories and thanking me really pushed me to 
understand that I can make a difference. I can have the power and the ability to help 
people learn about things that leads to improving our climate not just on campus but 
in the world.  

Quote 3: My leadership positions have really shown me that I have so much power 
over my decisions and my actions. If I see the campus as a frustrating and painful 
place, it will be a negative place. But if I believe that the campus, while definitely 
frustrating and painful sometimes, can still be changed and improved upon then it is 
not as negative. So I think I have a more positive idea of the campus climate because I 
feel like I was apart of that change. I was able to see the positive impact my work and 
other’s work had and it helped me balance my view of the campus climate. 
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Quote 4: I definitely saw how I could make a difference within the university and that 
helped me have a more positive perspective of the campus climate. I know that despite 
feeling uncomfortable and like I don't belong on this campus at times, I can still find 
my community and feel safe and welcomed. There are people working hard to change 
our campus climate and I had an incredible opportunity to be part of that change. 

 

Quote 5: I was able to work with some of the staff and faculty of the University to 
understand and put together a plan to do more research into [campus] history that 
currently excludes marginalized perspectives and stories. I felt really honored to be a 
part of that conversation as there was only one other student there from [student 
government]. I was able to voice my opinions and see how the people I worked with 
valued different opinions and perspectives and were trying really hard to make sure 
everyone was included in the conversation.  I think seeing this in action really allowed 
me to understand that there is a lot of good happening on campus, it's just not talked 
about as much or is harder to give credit to. I think that experience pushed me to see 
situations as much more complicated and to really do my research and be a part of 
the conversation before making judgments.  

 

Quote 6: My involvement with the [College Union] has definitely had an impact on 
my view of the campus climate. I think it has allowed me to have a more positive 
perspective of the campus climate because I was engaging with so many different 
types of people that I normally wouldn't talk to or work with. I was able to interact 
with students and staff from all different backgrounds and it allowed me to have 
deeper conversations and connections with others which challenged my original 
generalized and superficial understanding of other peoples’ differing opinions. I think 
my involvement with [the College Union] has also showed me that the world can be 
as negative or as positive as I allow it to be. 

 

Quote 7: The Union is a place where everyone goes and this has allowed it to become 
a place to meet people from different backgrounds that normally would never engage 
with each other. All of a sudden, people are provided with an opportunity and space 
to learn about others and, hopefully, empathize with and humanize others. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Hiba reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 
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● Daily interactions with faculty, classmates and peers (very much emphasized 
the classroom experience), and 

● How the campus administration responds to drinking culture and safety issues 
on campus, and 

● How Administration values and responds to student voice 
 

Quote 8: I think the climate [on campus] sucks overall. People are obsessed with the 
drinking culture which I think negatively influences other issues like racism and 
sexual violence. 

 

Quote 9: As a person of color, I know that this campus was not built for me because 
back when it was built it was a different time with a very different society. I think 
there has been changes made in the structure and in the administration to make sure 
that it is a place where someone like me can thrive, but it’s not enough. 

 

Participant Summary: 3 

Participant Pseudonym: 

Henry 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/3/19 – 5/3/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Volunteer with Campus Programming Board, 1 year 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board, 
1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 4-3-19 

 

Demographic Information Gender:  Man/Male/Masculine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Suburban 

Income level at home of origin: >$200,000 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  
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What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Henry reported witnessing or being informed 
of microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Henry reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to his 
involvement with the College Union, he has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● view campus from a holistic point of view 
 

Quote 1: The [College] Union has defined my views of campus climate. As a freshman 
and sophomore I participated in the campus culture freely. Drinking and attending 
campus events without being very critically. For other personal growth and reasons, I 
outgrew the culture quickly to the point where I could see it from a distance and be 
more critical. At the same time, I got more involved in the Union and thus saw 
campus from a leadership point of view. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Henry reported that his perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● Daily interactions with peers (dominant culture) 
● How the campus administration responds to drinking culture, safety issues, 

and toxic masculinity on campus, and 
● How Administration values and responds to student voice 

 

Quote 2:  Then there is Group B. Group B are those students who do not feel welcome 
on campus. Sure, they might have their safe communities, but broadly speaking they 
do not feel safe. This includes people of color, women, international students, and 
other marginalized identities. The culture of [campus] regarding gamedays, excessive 
drinking, [the surrounding area] and the overall whiteness and lack of diversity on 
campus leads to this. Spaces do not feel that they are intentionally positive and safe. 
For someone holding a marginalized identity, neutral is not enough, neutral is 
negative.  
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Participant Summary: 4 

Participant Pseudonym:  

Ian 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/3/19 – 5/3/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Student Volunteer with Campus Programming, 2 semesters 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board, 
1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 9/6/19  

Demographic Information Gender:  Man/Male/Masculine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Gay 

Class standing: Junior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Rural 

Income level at home of origin: $80,000 - $119,999 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Ian reported witnessing or being informed of 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Ian reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to his 
involvement with the College Union, he has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● view campus from a holistic point of view 
● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 
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Ian reported that his perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● How Administration values and responds to student voice 
 

Quote 1: I have heard from friends who spearheaded campaigns to establish 
additional campus centers were met with direct push back instead of discussion and 
compromise, which leads me to believe the whole idea of establishing space for these 
students made the school admin feel defensive, something that would not happen if 
they had any background related to said students. 

 

Participant Summary: 5 

Participant Pseudonym:   

Gillian 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

7/17/19 – 8/17/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Student Employee, 5 semesters 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 7-17-19 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Rural 

Income level at home of origin: $120,000 - $159,999 

 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Gillian reported hearing about 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus experienced by others. 



 

177 
 

 

Gillian reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to her 
involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 
 

Quote 1: Working at the [College] Union, I am able to interact with people from 
many different groups represented on campus.  This has allowed me to learn more 
about how people feel on campus.  I am aware that there are many groups on campus 
that are not fully, accurately, or appropriately represented on campus. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Gillian reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● Daily interactions with faculty, classmates and peers  
 

 

Participant Summary: 6 

Participant Pseudonym: 

Nadia 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

 

Journal Period: 

4/22/19 – 5/22/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Volunteer with Campus Programming Board, 1 year 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board, 
1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 4-22-19 

 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: 
Mexican/Hispanic/Latina 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Liberal 
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Hometown region: Urban 

Income level at home of origin: >$200,000 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Nadia reported experiencing and witnessing 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Nadia reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to her 
involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● allowed her to take the lead in programming events that deepen interactions 
● develop her voice and be a part of positive change on campus 
● view campus from a holistic point of view 
● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 

 

Quote 1: I arrived [on campus] feeling isolated and confused, because even though I 
had lived in other countries before, I had never been made aware of my racial and 
cultural differences so blatantly as when I arrived in the U.S. I desperately sought a 
community of like-minded people, whether that be due to national values or a shared 
ethnicity or mutual intellectual interests. My first instinct was to become involved 
with the [campus center]. However, it was immediately evident to me that my peers 
were not interested in including a student who was raised in [another country] under 
different conditions from theirs -- my experience of [in my country] is different 
because my family has profited from a privileged position for generations before I 
was born, which led to my coming [here] in an effort to seek a more prestigious 
university education, not as a necessity to escape my environment. I fully understand 
my privilege, and I know it might be incredibly whiny and selfish of me to express 
that my privilege set me apart in the [campus center]and led me to feel excluded. 
Once again, I do think that it is important for my peers to feel accepted, welcome, 
involved and safe, and I am glad the space exists for them to do so. However, I also 
believe that the [campus center] is supposed to host all of us, regardless of our 
background, and it is failing, because not everyone feels safe or wanted there, and 
that impacts our perception of the university as a whole. 
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Quote 2: I don’t think all students feel welcome on campus. Firstly, [this campus] is 
mainly made up of white students coming from different parts [of the state], so the 
school isn’t particularly diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, nationality or language.  
Secondly, [this campus] was conceived for Christian, white, able-bodied men and 
this is apparent in the architecture, design and decor of most buildings on campus. It 
is clear in the overall environment of the university, that this place welcomes only a 
certain group of people -- intentionally or otherwise.  

 

Quote 3: Constantly explaining my origin is also exhausting… I wanted to find a 
place on campus where I could just be a person --any person, not [racial/ethnic 
identity] person-- and have mundane interactions.  That’s what drew me to the 
[College] Union and to [the programming board]; students got together to work 
towards a shared goal out of passion, and their identities were shaped by their 
interests and work ethic rather than their background.  

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Nadia reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● How Administration values and responds to student voice 
 

Quote 4: As an international student of color, most of the narrative surrounding me 
involves some mention of my nationality and my ethnicity. Sometimes, when I 
introduce myself to someone new, there are questions about where my name comes 
from, and once I tell people [where I’m from] their attitudes towards me change. I 
am very lucky in that I never experienced blatant racism on campus, but I did receive 
comments such as “Oh, you don’t look [racial/ethnic identity],” or “I bet you party 
every weekend because that’s part of your culture.” Navigating these situations is 
painful and challenging, especially with people I considered friends. 

 

Quote 5: The factors that I consider when thinking about campus climate are 1) the 
extent to which all students feel comfortable voicing their opinions on campus, 2) the 
tolerance/openness with which the opinions of all students are received by their 
fellow classmates, faculty and staff, 3) the action taken by campus authorities to 
enact changes based on the opinions voiced by students, and 4) the ability exhibited 
by the university to protect the free speech and safety of students as they voice and 
act on their opinions. 
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Participant Summary: 7 

Participant Pseudonym:   

Stephanie 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

5/17/19 – 6/17/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Student Employee, 2 semesters 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board, 
1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 5-17-19 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Graduate Student 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Suburban 

Income level at home of origin: $120,000 – $159,000 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Stephanie reported hearing about 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus experienced by others. 

 

Stephanie reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to 
her involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate. because the College Union: 

● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 
 

Quote 1: I felt welcome because my opinions seemed valued and I felt listened to by 
peers and colleagues. However, my first year on campus it became apparent that the 
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way I was interpreting our campus was not how everyone saw it. While my biggest 
fear/concern was about my personal safety at night as a woman, I recall friends and 
peers who encountered racism and acts of prejudice for their religious views or 
sexuality in seemingly ‘safe’ spaces like their classrooms or the library. If friends 
hadn’t confided these experiences in me, I do not think I would be so aware that not 
all students feel as welcome as I did.   

 

Quote 2: As a member of [the programming board], it feels like the campus 
community is more welcoming than the majority may actually be; I think we see a 
range of diversity among committee members and those in leadership roles, but I do 
not think this diversity is so aptly represented elsewhere on campus. [The student 
programming board] felt like a unifying organization, in the sense that I likely would 
not have has as much interaction with people of such diverse backgrounds from my 
involvement in the other campus organizations, and because of how celebrated 
different perspectives are. I think in a way, this made me perceive the entire campus 
as more welcoming and safe than how other people actually experienced it, because 
the Union kind of brought us all together, whereas in other spaces that didn’t appear 
to happen as much. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Hiba reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● Daily interactions with faculty, classmates and peers, and 
● How the campus administration responds to drinking culture and safety issues 

on campus, and 
● How Administration values and responds to student voice 

 

Participant Summary: 8 

Participant Pseudonym:   

Sirah 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

5/15/19 – 6/15/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board,2 
years  

Student Employee, 1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 5-15-19 

 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 
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Race/ethnicity, as self-described: Southeast Asian 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Graduate Student 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Rural 

Income level at home of origin: $40,000 - $79,999 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Sirah reported experiencing and witnessing 
microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Sirah reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to her 
involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate because the College Union: 

● allowed her to take the lead in programming events that deepen interactions 
● develop her voice and be a part of positive change on campus 
● view campus from a holistic point of view 
● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 

 

Quote 1:  I try to avoid [the surrounding neighborhood] at night if I am by myself. 
There are always people hanging around in the alley ways and many homeless folks 
asking for money. It doesn’t bother me that folks are asking for money however I 
have had a lot of nasty things said at me for wearing a hijab that I don’t like being 
down there by myself. 

 

Quote 2:  It’s because of [College Union] that I see campus so positively after 
having my fair share of bad things happen to me on this campus. Because once 
again, I know what we can do because we do it within the Unions. I feel like I can 
walk away from [the university] and know that I had an amazing time there because 
of how much I learned of myself and what I can do in situations where I need my 
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voice heard. And at this campus you can’t always have your voice heard, but when 
you have a chance you have to make sure that it counts. 

 

Quote 3:  My experience at the [College Union] showed me that the campus climate 
could change and had room for me. I also got to see how things worked at the 
highest level which helped me understand why campus runs the way it does. I gained 
a larger appreciation for working with different students and staff to create 
something larger than myself. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Sirah reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● Daily interactions with faculty, classmates and peers (very much emphasized 
the classroom experience), and 

● How the campus administration responds to drinking culture and safety issues 
on campus, and 

● How Administration values and responds to student voice 
 

Participant Summary: 9 

Participant Pseudonym:  

Meg 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/3/19 – 5/3/19 

Volunteer with Campus Programming Board, 1 year 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board, 
1 year 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 4-3-19 

Demographic Information Gender:  Woman/Female/Feminine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Junior 

Political leaning: Liberal 

Hometown region: Suburban 

Income level at home of origin: $160,000 - $199,999 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 
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Research Question 1:  

What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Meg reported hearing about microaggressions, 
harassment, and discrimination on campus experienced by others. 

 

Meg reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to her 
involvement with the College Union, she has an overall positive view of campus 
climate. because the College Union: 

● allowed her to take the lead in programming events that deepen interactions 
● develop her voice and be a part of positive change on campus 
● view campus from a holistic point of view 
● having meaningful interactions with diverse people around shared interests 

 

Quote 1, on the lecture she coordinated: This program really opened my eyes to the 
fact that women, especially women of color, feel extremely unsafe and unsupported 
by the administration.  However, I’m glad that the [programming board] could make 
that conversation happen by bringing Tarana Burke [founder of the Me Too 
movement] here because while the topic was heavy, it still brought a community 
together to talk about important things. 

 

Quote 2: The [College Union] shapes the campus climate through its leadership and 
commitment to students. As campus leaders, [the programming board has] 
substantial say on campus and access to people who shape policy on campus. 
Additionally, since it is led by student voices, the [College] Union is always 
committing itself to the needs of students on campus. I believe that this is huge, 
especially if students feel like there is a strong disconnect between themselves and 
the administration or rather what represents “the institution”. 

 

Quote 3: The [College Union] Union has impacted my views of campus climate 
because first, it has served to be a place where we celebrate diverse identities and 
cultures. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 
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Meg reported that her perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● How the campus administration responds to safety issues on campus, and 
● How Administration values and responds to student voice 

 

Quote 4: I think for the most part, people do feel comfortable on campus to the extent 
that college campuses can foster comfort. I think there can be contempt for society 
that isn’t exclusive to the campus. 

 

Quote 5: For the students who do not feel welcome on campus, I think that it results 
in part that they haven’t found a community for them and whether that specific 
community exists is up for debate. I also think that representation on campus, which 
in effect is in part of the lack of community spaces for marginalized folks, factors into 
this sense of not belonging and feeling unwelcome. 

 

Participant Summary: 10 

Participant Pseudonym: 

Mason 

Type of Contact:  

Journal Submission 

Journal Period: 

4/3/19 – 5/3/19 

College Union Involvement: 

Student Employee, 4 semesters 

Formal Leadership Role with Campus Programming Board,2 
years 

Signed Informed 
Consent Submitted:  
Yes, 9/6/19 

 

Demographic Information Gender:  Man/Male/Masculine 

Race/ethnicity, as self-described: White 

Orientation, as self-described: Heterosexual 

Class standing: Senior 

Political leaning: Moderate 

Hometown region: Rural 

Income level at home of origin: $80,000 - $119,999 

Summary of Information for Each Research Question 

Research Question 1:  
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What effect does college union involvement have on student perceptions of campus 
climate? 

 

General perception of campus climate: 

Campus not welcoming or safe for all; Mason reported witnessing or being informed 
of microaggressions, harassment, and discrimination on campus. 

 

Mason reported that despite an awareness of the negative campus climate, due to his 
involvement with the College Union, he has an overall positive view of campus 
climate. 

Research Question 4: How do students understand and explain the factors that 
contribute to their perceptions of campus climate? 

 

Mason reported that his perceptions of campus climate is shaped by: 

● How Administration values and responds to student voice 
 

Quote 1: [The College Union programming board] is a fairly diverse organization, 
more so than many other groups on campus that I’ve worked with, and in those 
conversations it was more often than not students from underrepresented groups that 
felt less at home here than other. People of color and members of the LGBTQ+ 
community in particular expressed sentiments of feeling ignored or worse silenced, 
by University administration. 

 

 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX I 

PERCEPTIONS OF CAMPUS CLIMATE: FREQUENCIES, 

PERCENTAGES, AND P-VALUES 
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Perception of Campus Climate and College Union Event Attendance 
 

Perception of 
Campus Climate 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q26 - I believe 
the [College] 
Union has a role 
in creating 
community on 
campus. 

Yes N 2  11  203  208  424  0.0006 

% .47 2.59 47.88 49.06 100 

 

No N 1 0 43 10 54 

% 1.85 0 79.63 18.52 100 

Q27 - The 
[College] Union 
prioritizes student 
needs and 
interests.  

Yes N 7 31 258 128 424 0.5837 

% 1.65 7.31 60.85 30.19 100 

 

No N 1 6 37 10 54 

% 1.85 11.11 68.52 18.52 100 

Q28 - The 
[College] Union 
creates 
opportunities for 
students, faculty, 
and staff to 
engage in 
dialogue with one 
another.  

Yes N 3 38 259 124 424 0.6391 

% 0.71 8.96 61.08 29.25 100 

 

No N 0 6 38 10 54 

% 0 11.11 70.37 18.52 100 

Q29 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety of 
programs. 

  

Yes N 1 7 223 193 424 0.2124 

% 0.24 1.65 52.59 45.52  

 

No N 0 3 36 15 54 

% 0 5.56 66.67 27.78  

Q30 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety of 
services. 

  

Yes N 1 8 241 174 424 0.5837 

% 0.24 1.89 56.84 41.04 100 

 

No N 1 2 32 19 54 

% 1.85 3.7 59.26 35.19 100 

Q31 - The 
[College] Union 
demonstrates 
familiarity with 
my culture. 

 

Yes N 13 60 242 109 424 0.5837 

% 3.07 14.15 57.08 25.71 100 

 

No N 0 11 34 9 54 

% 
0 20.37 62.96 16.67 100 

Q32 - The 
[College] Union 

Yes N 10 51 253 110 424 0.5837 

% 2.36 12.03 59.67 25.94 100  
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validates my 
culture 

 

No N 0 11 33 10 54 

% 
0 20.37 61.11 18.52 100 

Q33 - The 
[College] Union 
provides 
opportunities for 
cross-cultural 
interactions. 

Yes N 4 42 271 107 424 0.6391 

% 0.94 9.91 63.92 25.24 100 

 

No N 0 8 37 9 54 

% 0 14.81 68.52 16.67 100 

 
 
Perception of Campus Climate and College Union Employment 
 

Perception of 
Campus Climate 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q26 - I believe 
the [College] 
Union has a role 
in creating 
community on 
campus. 

Yes N 3 10 217 197 427 0.9815 

% 0.7 2.34 50.82 46.14 100 

 

No N 0 1 29 21 51 

% 0 1.96 56.86 41.18 100 

Q27 - The 
[College] Union 
prioritizes student 
needs and 
interests.  

Yes N 8 34 262 123 427 0.9815 

% 1.87 7.96 61.36 28.81 100 

 

No N 0 3 33 15 51 

% 0 5.88 64.71 29.41 100 

Q28 - The 
[College] Union 
creates 
opportunities for 
students, faculty, 
and staff to 
engage in 
dialogue with one 
another.  

Yes N 3 39 265 120 427 0.9815 

% 0.7 9.13 62.06 28.1 100 

 

No N 0 5 32 14 51 

% 0 9.8 62.75 27.45 100 

Q29 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety of 
programs. 

  

Yes N 1 9 235 182 427 0.7790 

% 0.23 2.11 55.04 42.62 100 

 

No N 0 1 24 26 51 

% 0 1.96 47.06 50.98 100 

Q30 - The 
[College] Union 

Yes N 2 8 249 168 427 0.6366 

% 0.47 1.87 58.31 39.34 100  
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offers a variety of 
services. 

  

No N 0 2 24 25 51 

% 
0 3.92 47.06 49.02 100 

Q31 - The 
[College] Union 
demonstrates 
familiarity with 
my culture. 

 

Yes N 11 65 244 107 427 0.9360 

% 2.58 15.22 57.14 25.06 100 

 

No N 2 6 32 11 51 

% 3.92 11.76 62.75 21.57 100 

Q32 - The 
[College] Union 
validates my 
culture 

 

Yes N 9 56 254 108 427 0.9815 

% 2.11 13.11 59.48 25.29 100 

 

No N 1 6 32 12 51 

% 1.96 11.76 62.75 23.53 100 

Q33 - The 
[College] Union 
provides 
opportunities for 
cross-cultural 
interactions 

Yes N 4 48 274 101 427 0.6391 

% 0.94 11.24 64.17 23.65 100 

 

No N 0 2 34 15 51 

% 0 3.92 66.67 29.41 100 

 

 
Perception of Campus Climate and College Union Student Programming Board 
Involvement/Volunteerism 
 

Perception of 
Campus 
Climate 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q26 - I believe 
the [College] 
Union has a role 
in creating 
community on 
campus. 

Yes N 0 0 34 43 77 0.5837 

% 0 0 44.16 55.84 100 

 

No N 3 11 212 175 401 

% 0.75 2.74 52.87 43.64 100 

Q27 - The 
[College] Union 
prioritizes 
student needs 
and interests.  

Yes N 0 5 45 27 77 0.7539 

% 0 6.49 58.44 35.06 100 

 

No N 8 32 250 111 401 

% 2 7.98 62.34 27.68 100 

Q28 - The 
[College] Union 
creates 

Yes N 0 8 43 26 77 0.7790 

% 0 10.39 55.84 33.77 100  
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opportunities for 
students, faculty, 
and staff to 
engage in 
dialogue with 
one another.  

No N 3 36 254 108 401 

% 0.75 8.98 63.34 26.93 100 

Q29 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety 
of programs. 

  

Yes N 0 2 31 44 77 0.2701 

% 0 2.6 40.26 57.14 100 

 

No N 1 8 228 164 401 

% 0.25 2 56.86 40.9 100 

Q30 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety 
of services. 

  

Yes N 0 2 41 34 77 0.9360 

% 0 2.6 53.25 44.16 100 

 

No N 2 8 232 159 401 

% 0.5 2 57.86 39.65 100 

Q31 - The 
[College] Union 
demonstrates 
familiarity with 
my culture. 

 

Yes N 3 10 44 20 77 0.9622 

% 3.9 12.99 57.14 25.97 100 

 

No N 10 61 232 98 401 

% 
2.49 15.21 57.86 24.44 100 

Q32 - The 
[College] Union 
validates my 
culture 

 

Yes N 4 10 39 24 77 0.4618 

% 5.19 12.99 50.65 31.17 100 

 

No N 6 52 247 96 401 

% 1.5 12.97 61.6 23.94 100 

Q33 - The 
[College] Union 
provides 
opportunities for 
cross-cultural 
interactions 

Yes N 1 5 47 24 77 0.5837 

% 1.3 6.49 61.04 31.17 100 

 

No N 3 45 261 92 401 

% 0.75 11.22 65.09 22.94 100 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

APPENDIX J 

SENSE OF BELONGING: FREQUENCIES, 

PERCENTAGES, AND P-VALUES 
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Sense of Belonging and College Union Event Attendance 
 

Sense of 
Belonging 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q12 - My college 
campus feels like 
an inclusive 
environment for 
me. 

  

Yes N 13 70 269 72 424 0.7112 

% 3.07 16.51 63.44 16.98 100 

  

No N 3 11 34 6 54 

% 
5.56 20.37 62.96 11.11 100 

Q25 - I feel 
comfortable 
within the 
[College] Union. 

  

Yes N 2 8 201 213 424 0.3147 

% 0.47 1.89 47.41 50.24 100 

  

No N 0 2 34 18 54 

% 0 3.7 62.96 33.33 100 

Q34 - I feel a 
sense of belonging 
with the campus 
community. 

  

Yes N 8 51 268 97 424 0.1788 

% 1.89 12.03 63.21 22.88 100 

  

No N 3 13 28 10 54 

% 5.56 24.07 51.85 18.52 100 

Q35 - I feel safe 
sharing aspects of 
my background 
and viewpoints on 
campus. 

  

Yes N 6 55 248 115 424 0.4005 

% 1.42 12.97 58.49 27.12 100 

  

No N 3 9 29 13 54 

% 
5.56 16.67 53.7 24.07 100 

Q37 - Student of 
my race/ethnicity 
are respected on 
campus. 

  

Yes N 10 31 208 175 424 0.9680 

% 2.36 7.31 49.06 41.27 100 

  

Yes N 1 5 29 19 54 

% 1.85 9.26 53.7 35.19 100 
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Sense of Belonging and College Union Employment 
 

Sense of 
Belonging 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q12 - My 
college campus 
feels like an 
inclusive 
environment for 
me. 

  

Yes N 16 72 274 65 427 0.4005 

% 3.75 16.86 64.17 15.22 100 

 

No N 0 9 29 13 51 

% 

0 17.65 56.86 25.49 100 

Q25 - I feel 
comfortable 
within the 
[College] Union. 

  

Yes N 2 8 208 209 427 0.7112 

% 0.47 1.87 48.71 48.95 100 

 

No N 0 2 27 22 51 

% 0 3.92 52.94 43.14 100 

Q34 - I feel a 
sense of 
belonging with 
the campus 
community. 

Yes N 11 58 263 95 427 0.9680 

% 2.58 13.58 61.59 22.25 100 

 

No N 0 6 33 12 51 

% 0 11.76 64.71 23.53 100 

Q35 - I feel safe 
sharing aspects 
of my 
background and 
viewpoints on 
campus. 

Yes N 8 63 241 115 427 0.1788 

% 1.87 14.75 56.44 26.93 100 

 

No N 1 1 36 13 51 

% 1.96 1.96 70.59 25.49 100 

Q37 - Student of 
my race/ethnicity 
are respected on 
campus. 

  

Yes N 10 32 214 171 427 0.9680 

% 2.34 7.49 50.12 40.05 100 

 

Yes N 1 4 23 23 51 

% 1.96 7.84 45.1 45.1 100 
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Sense of Belonging and College Union Student Programming Board 
Involvement/Volunteerism 
 

Sense of 
Belonging 

Response N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

Sum Adj. 
P-value 

Q12 - My college 
campus feels like 
an inclusive 
environment for 
me. 

  

Yes N 3 13 48 13 77 0.9680 

% 3.9 16.88 62.34 16.88 100 

 

No N 13 68 255 65 401 

% 3.24 

 

16.96 

 

63.59 

 

16.21 

 

100 

 

Q25 - I feel 
comfortable 
within the 
[College] Union. 

 

  

Yes N 0 4 34 39 77 0.4005 

% 0 5.19 44.16 50.65 100 

 

No N 2 6 201 192 401 

% 0.5 

 

1.5 

 

50.12 

 

47.88 

 

100 

 

Q34 - I feel a 
sense of 
belonging with 
the campus 
community. 

 

  

Yes N 2 11 44 20 77 0.9680 

% 2.6 14.29 57.14 25.97 100 

 

No N 9 53 252 87 401 

% 
2.24 

 

13.22 

 

62.84 

 

21.7 

 

100 

 

Q35 - I feel safe 
sharing aspects 
of my 
background and 
viewpoints on 
campus. 

  

Yes N 1 7 37 32 77 0.1788 

% 1.3 9.09 48.05 41.56 100 

 

No N 8 57 240 96 401 

% 2 

 

14.21 

 

59.85 

 

23.94 

 

100 

 

Q37 - Student of 
my race/ethnicity 
are respected on 
campus. 

  

Yes N 1 7 32 37 77 0.6756 

% 1.3 9.09 41.56 48.05 100 

 

Yes N 10 29 205 157 401 

% 2.49 7.23 51.12 39.15 100 
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APPENDIX K 

PERCEPTIONS OF CAMPUS CLIMATE COMPARISONS BETWEEN  

DOMESTIC WHITE/CAUCASIAN STUDENTS AND DOMESTIC STUDENTS  

OF COLOR/INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS: FREQUENCIES, PERCENTAGES, AND 

P-VALUES 
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Perceptions of Campus Climate and Race/Ethnicity 
 

Perception of 
Campus 
Climate 

Race/ 
Ethnicity 

N 
% 

Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Agree Strongly 
agree 

 
Sum 

Adj. 
P-value 

Q26 - I believe 
the [College] 
Union has a role 
in creating 
community on 
campus. 

A* N 1 4 149 150 304 0.0575 

% 0.33 1.32 49.01 49.34 100 

 

B* N 2 7 91 66 166 

% 1.2 4.22 54.82 39.76 100 

Q27 - The 
[College] Union 
prioritizes 
student needs 
and interests.  

A* N 5 26 184 89 304 0.7980 

% 1.64 8.55 60.53 29.28 100 

 

B* N 3 10 105 48 166 

% 1.81 6.02 63.25 28.92 100 

Q28 - The 
[College] Union 
creates 
opportunities 
for students, 
faculty, and 
staff to engage 
in dialogue with 
one another.  

A* N 1 33 186 84 304 0.2794 

% 0.33 10.86 61.18 27.63 100 

 

B* N 2 10 105 49 166 

% 1.2 6.02 63.25 29.52 100 

Q29 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety 
of programs. 

  

A* N 0 3 154 147 304 0.0149 

% 0 0.99 50.66 48.36 100 

 

B* N 1 6 99 60 166 

% 0.6 3.61 59.64 36.14 100 

Q30 - The 
[College] Union 
offers a variety 
of services. 

  

A* N 0 8 161 135 304 0.0149 

% 0 2.63 52.96 44.41 100 

 

B* N 2 2 108 54 166 

% 1.2 1.2 65.06 32.53 100 

Q31 - The 
[College] Union 
demonstrates 
familiarity with 
my culture. 

 

A* N 4 13 188 99 304 <0.0001 

% 1.32 4.28 61.84 32.57 100 

 

B* N 9 56 83 18 166 

% 5.42 33.73 50 10.84 100 

A* N 3 15 192 94 304 <0.0001 
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Q32 - The 
[College] Union 
validates my 
culture 

 

% 0.99 4.93 63.16 30.92 100 

 

B* N 6 45 91 24 166 

% 3.61 27.11 54.82 14.46 100 

Q33 - The 
[College] Union 
provides 
opportunities 
for cross-
cultural 
interactions. 

A* N 2 29 195 78 304 0.6645 

% 0.66 9.54 64.14 25.66 100 

 

B* N 2 21 106 37 166 

% 1.2 12.65 63.86 22.29 100 

a Domestic white/Caucasian/European 
b Domestic person of color or international 
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APPENDIX L 

SENSE OF BELONGING COMPARISONS BETWEEN DOMESTIC 

WHITE/CAUCASIAN/EUROPEAN STUDENTS AND DOMESTIC STUDENTS OF 

COLOR/INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS: FREQUENCIES, PERCENTAGES, 

AND P-VALUES 
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Sense of Belonging 

Race/ 
Ethnicity/ 
Residency 

Strongly 
disagree Disagree Agree 

Strongly 
agree 

 
Sum 

Adj. 
P-value 

Q12 - My college 
campus feels like an 
inclusive environment 
for me. 

  

A*(f) 6 38 198 62 304 <0.0001 

A*(%) 1.97 12.5 65.13 20.39 100 

 

B*(f) 10 43 98 15 166 

B*(%) 6.02 25.9 59.04 9.04 100 

Q25 - I feel comfortable 
within the [College] 
Union. 

 

  

A (f) 2 4 135 163 304 0.0154 

A (%) 0.66 1.32 44.41 53.62 100 

 

B (f) 0 5 94 67 166 

B (%) 0 3.01 56.63 40.36 100 

Q34 - I feel a sense of 
belonging with the 
campus community. 

 

  

A (f) 4 33 187 80 304 0.0044 

A (%) 1.32 10.86 61.51 26.32 100 

 

B (f) 6 31 104 25 166 

B (%) 3.61 18.67 62.65 15.06 100 

Q35 - I feel safe sharing 
aspects of my 
background and 
viewpoints on campus. 

  

A (f) 5 37 168 94 304 0.0437 

A (%) 1.64 12.17 55.26 30.92 100 

 

B (f) 3 26 105 32 166 

B (%) 1.81 15.66 63.25 19.28 100 

Q37 - Student of my 
race/ethnicity are 
respected on campus. 

  

A (f) 2 6 129 167 304 <0.0001 

A (%) 0.66 1.97 42.43 54.93 100 

 

B (f) 9 28 104 25 166 

B (%) 5.42 16.87 62.65 15.06 100 

a Domestic white/Caucasian/European 
b Domestic person of color or international 
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