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Abstract

:

Although colleges in the United States have become increasingly racially and ethnically diverse, degree attainment remains disproportionately low among students from underrepresented and minoritized racial backgrounds. In this paper, we discuss the interactive influence of both person and environment factors in shaping academic persistence and argue that college administrators, faculty, and student support staff can intervene and take specific steps to improve the academic experience of racially minoritized college students. To this end, we offer specific evidence-based recommendations for campus leaders and stakeholders on how to adapt their campus community to facilitate the requisite person–environment fit to maximize academic persistence.
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Higher education is often viewed as the great equalizer—a way of achieving the American Dream and social mobility [1]. As late as the 1960s, students of color were categorically excluded from attending many colleges and universities in the United States [2]. Despite the strides since the signing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which desegregated schools, persistent racial disparities in degree attainment suggest that higher education for underrepresented and racially minoritized college (URM) students remains separate and unequal [3]. Of note, we use the term “racially minoritized” instead of “racial minority” to reflect that social stratification based on race in the United States is rooted in systems of power and privilege rather than simply demographic proportions. To be sure, a lot has changed since the 1960s. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and uprisings for racial justice, early data suggest that many elite universities across the country accepted the highest number of URM students in their histories [4]. As college campuses become increasingly diverse, institutions need to confront their troubled pasts related to race. They also need to reconcile their current shortcomings in providing adequate and equitable opportunities for URM students to thrive and succeed, as these students continue to leave college early at troubling rates [5].



Researchers and educators have argued for decades that increasing the participation and retention of URM students should be a major priority in higher education [6]. College graduation is one of the biggest drivers of the growing wealth gap along racial lines with far-reaching implications on labor market variables (e.g., earned income, employer-provided workplace benefits, and unemployment) [7]. Eliminating disparities in higher education attainment is also one of the ways the U.S. can reckon with the legacy of structural racism in this country. Structural racism refers to the process by which racial discrimination is maintained, through mutually reinforcing systems of inequality in housing, education, criminal justice, health care, employment, and so on [8].



Education scholars have suggested that the curriculum and culture of higher education create an inhospitable environment for many URM students that cause many to leave [9]. URM students report facing racial discrimination, social exclusion, microaggressions, and the task of resisting deficit-oriented cultural stereotypes [10]. These experiences have been shown to decrease their sense of belonging on campus and persistence in educational environments [11,12]. Students also need to contend with the rhetoric about their experiences. One of the ways in which systems of inequality are maintained is through centering interventions and programming on changing and equipping students, rather than changing the institutions that maintain the racial gap in degree attainment. Indeed, the majority of the available literature on URM student retention focuses on either what students can do or what universities can do [13,14]. We attempt to bridge these bodies of literature, using person–environment fit as a theoretical framework for understanding URM students’ decisions to stay or leave college early [15,16]. Finally, we provide specific recommendations based on the available literature on what faculty, student affairs and academic support staff, and institutional administrators can do to help URM students graduate.



1. Retention of URM Students in Context


The term URM students typically refers to Black/African Americans, Latinxs/Hispanics, and Indigenous peoples (e.g., American Indian/Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian) who at a national level have college graduation rates that are disproportionately lower than their White counterparts. Available data show that approximately 74 percent of Asian students and 64 percent of White students graduated with a bachelor’s degree or its equivalent within six years, compared with 60 percent of students of two or more races, 54 percent of Hispanic students, 54 percent of Pacific Islander students, 40 percent of Black students, and 39 percent of students who identify as American Indians/Alaska Natives [17].



It is important to note that although aggregated statistics suggest Asian students perform better than any other racial group, scholars have cautioned that such a conclusion betrays the heterogeneity of this group [18]. Many ethnic groups subsumed under the category of Asian/Pacific Islander experience notable disadvantages in educational outcomes that become invisible by their aggregation in one category [19]. Thus, as we might expect, the statistics do not fully describe the state of ethnic disparities in education. This example of intergroup complexity suggests the importance of developing a nuanced understanding of educational disparities, which can inform concrete intervention efforts towards decreasing retention inequality. When possible, specific grouping variables should be considered when examining ethnic disparities in education (e.g., Mexican American rather than Latinx/Hispanic, Korean American rather than Asian American, Lakota rather than American Indian). We encourage the reader to critically examine the groups of students who are underrepresented and under-resourced at a particular university in light of the organized system of social stratification (e.g., based on race and ethnicity). This inclusive and contextual approach acknowledges how URM students may comprise different configurations of racial and ethnic groups at different institutions. It is essential that scholars and university stakeholders understand who URM students are on their campuses and lead efforts to retain them.



Universities need to make retention of URM students a priority for two reasons. First, college attrition of URM students is one of the many manifestations of inequitable distribution of power and privilege that exists throughout society and social institutions. Compared to their peers who earn their degrees, college students who drop out are more likely to default on their student debt, live in poverty, and have less lifetime earnings [20]. In addition to the negative impacts on students, dropping out also has critical implications for universities and broader communities. In addition to loss of tuition revenue for institutions, state and federal governments spend billions of dollars to help pay for the education cost of students who drop out [21]. As such, we consider retention of URM students a public policy and social justice issue, fundamental to combating systemic inequalities and structural racism and fostering a thriving society.



Second, we expect the retention of URM students to contribute to better educational and research outcomes for higher education institutions. A growing body of literature suggests that racially diverse groups and classrooms perform better than those less diverse because diverse groups offer a range of perspectives and skills that can be applied to complex tasks [22,23]. Beck [24] demonstrated the applicability of this principle to the college classroom. Analyzing the discussions of ethnically diverse classes and all-White classes, he found that diverse classes exhibited greater student participation in terms of the number of words spoken by students, the number of students active in the discussion, and the percentage of student-to-student interactions [24]. Furthermore, beneficial effects of diversity can be found in the context of research. In a study of over 1.5 million scientific papers, researchers found that articles written by ethnically heterogeneous research teams tended to be published in higher impact journals and receive more citations than those written by ethnically homogenous groups [25].



In addition to perpetuating systems of inequality, colleges that do not actively work to promote diversity may deprive their students, faculty, and staff of opportunities to form high-performing diverse groups and partnerships, limiting their potential impact. Now more than ever, it is critical to level the playing field and to have educational contexts that reflect the multicultural realities of our diversifying nation in terms of people and perspectives. Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic and uprisings for racial justice have shed much-needed light on the pervasive, structural racial inequities in all sectors of the United States, including in higher education. It also made urgent the need to address these deep-seated inequities in our society and shortcomings in building an inclusive democracy in substantive ways.



1.1. Person–Environment Fit Framework


Efforts that address the attrition of URM students must begin with the identification and understanding of factors contributing to student persistence. Student retention remains one of the most studied areas of higher education in the last few decades. This extensive body of literature has proposed numerous factors related to the “leaks” of URM students in the higher education pipeline [26,27,28]. Ultimately, there seems to be a dynamic interaction between personal attributes and environmental influences in explaining student academic persistence [29]. For instance, Tinto [28,30] described this interactive relationship between person and environment in a theoretical framework for retention that posits that student personal characteristics (e.g., motivation, prior achievement, ability) interact over time with the formal and informal academic and social aspects of the college environment. As such, the degree to which students are socially and academically integrated into their campus environment will determine their decision to stay in college or to leave before graduation. As students arrive on campus, they begin to ascertain how well they will fit in with the institution’s social and academic systems. The more students perceive compatibility between their personal characteristics and their campus, the greater the sense of integration [30]. This integration is believed to be temporally sensitive, such that students who fail to become integrated during the first year are more likely to drop out [28,30,31]. Empirical studies have begun to support these theoretical postulations that college persistence is predicated on the correspondence between students and their academic environments. These research findings underscore, for example, the importance of integration between ethnic-racial and academic identities in terms of both educational commitment and a sense of belonging on campus [32,33].



In adopting the perspective that student retention depends on the fit between the student and the environment, we find that much of the existing literature focuses only on one-half of the equation. That is, the traditional approach to addressing student retention mainly focuses on either characteristics of the students (e.g., academic achievement and aptitude [34]; motivation and self-concept [35]; demographic and socioeconomic characteristics [36]; health behaviors, coping skills, and prior academic record [37]) or characteristics of the university (e.g., financial aid allocation [38]; campus culture [39]; mentorship programs [40]; academic success courses [31]). Furthermore, college administrators tend to attribute student attrition to personal characteristics of the students rather than characteristics of the institution [41]. Unfortunately, this traditional approach ignores dynamic interactions between students’ identities and the environment (e.g., institutional policy, campus climate, and classroom experiences) that affect students’ decisions to stay or leave early. As a result, actions meant to support retention are often taken without considering these interactions, and consequently, these actions are less likely to succeed.



Although our recommendations are aimed at actors within institutions, they address person–environment fit because they are centered around the qualities and needs of URM students within a particular institution. Rather than providing broad institutional recommendations, we emphasize specific ways that faculty, student support professionals, and administrators can develop an approach that is attuned to their own institution’s URM students. Effectively engaging these strategies will require institutional actors to evaluate their own local context and consult directly with URM students at their institution to guide their approach. Recognizing that students also shape their environments, we highlight opportunities for faculty, staff, and administrators to empower URM students to influence the institution as well. By placing emphasis on these actors and not students, we recognize the racialized labor URM students are subjected to as they navigate oppressive systems, including higher education [42]. Smith [43] introduced the concept of racial battle fatigue in higher education, arguing that universities are rooted in White supremacy. In this environment, URM students are confronted with how White privilege and the inherent valuation of Whiteness are embedded in the culture of higher education [44]. The accumulation of race-related stressors is thought to leave URM students psychologically, physiologically, and behaviorally taxed. As such, the task of making environments more facilitative for URM students to thrive falls in a large part on the shoulders of non-student campus change agents, especially those who are not URM.




1.2. Emerging Adulthood and the Relevance of Developmental Tasks


It is likely that factors that promote college adjustment and ultimately determine retention among URM students can also be conceptualized within a developmental framework. Emerging adulthood is theperiod from late teens through the twenties that coincides with the traditional college-age [45] and characterized by multiple developmental milestones that may affect college adjustment [46,47,48]. Additionally, emerging adulthood has been proposed as a new stage of life that has not been experienced in previous generations. In the past, many young adults were married, had children, and had entered a long-term career by their early twenties, whereas emerging adults in our era tend to postpone these commitments to spend time exploring options. Identity exploration has emerged as a central defining feature of emerging adulthood in the United States [46,47,48], across domains such as work, love, worldview, sexuality [49], and racial-ethnic identity [50,51,52].



College may provide an ideal environment for identity exploration, as students are exposed to a variety of courses, extracurricular activities, role models, and peers [53,54]. For URM students, however, college may not be seen as an ideal environment for identity exploration, especially if they are met with hostility, neglect, and discrimination. As mentioned earlier, a sense of attachment and integration into the college campus is critical to student retention [26,30], as those who feel they do not belong are more likely to leave. It appears that students’ perceptions of alignment between their identity and their college environment play an important role in their decision to stay or leave early.



Contextual factors associated with college adjustment and retention have not received theoretical and empirical parity with individual factors in the extant literature. As a result, relatively little is known about how specific campus environments can facilitate or constrain academic persistence. In our evidence-based recommendations, we aim to address this gap in the literature, enumerating several concrete steps that colleges and universities can take to support URM students, considering what we know about predictors of adjustment and wellbeing among URM students. To take into account both the person and the environment sides of the equation, the actions we recommend must be adapted to each university’s unique student body, targeting students on campus less likely to graduate. As discussed earlier, URM students may include different ethnic-racial groups in different parts of the country and world (i.e., international students). It is the responsibility of university administrators, faculty, and staff to determine the characteristics of their own students and adapt these strategies to their unique situation in order to promote person–environment fit among their URM students. We particularly focus on these three institutional agents because institutions are not social actors and do not behave; however, university administrators, faculty, and staff do behave, and we argue that their behaviors can be instrumental in fostering success among URM students. Indeed, past work has identified these particular agents as vital to the continued success and wellbeing of academic institutions [55].




1.3. Environmental Considerations and Strategies for Fostering Academic Success among URM Students


There are many ways in which academic institutions can foster students’ sense of connectedness to their campus environment. These efforts can be organized into different spheres of influence, particularly in the domains of instruction, campus life, and institutional governance. Although these three related domains are far from exhaustive, they represent important places institutions can direct their attention and resources in efforts to meet the needs of their diverse students and specifically redress some of the barriers URM students face in their pursuit of academic success. Ultimately, the crux of the task institutions face is to create and sustain a campus environment that is not only inclusive but also affirming—providing all students, regardless of socio-cultural background, a space to achieve their highest potential and complete college. Since students’ academic achievement is often influenced by their appraisal of their environment, it is integral that institutions displace some of the onus of academic success from the students and assume greater responsibility for fostering a campus environment conducive to success. Thus, we offer suggestions for faculty to incorporate in their instruction, student affairs and academic support staff to consider in their programming, and administrators in structuring their campuses.





2. Instruction and Mentorship: Considerations and Action Points for Faculty


Contact with faculty is one of the most important factors for success in college [56]. Through their roles as instructors and mentors, faculty members are uniquely positioned to combat attrition through direct relationships with students. Empirical work suggests that engaging and approachable faculty can contribute to URM students’ persistence in college, whereas a lack of positive interactions with faculty can contribute to decisions to leave college [57]. Indeed, for URM students, interactions with faculty may contribute more to learning than for White students [58].



2.1. Increase the Quantity and Quality of Formal and Informal Interactions with Students That Aim to Promote Positive Identity Development


A substantial body of research reveals that academic success and satisfaction among URM students are influenced by formal and informal exchanges with instructors, both in and out of the classroom. Quantity of contact alone does not seem to promote academic success [59,60,61]; rather, faculty need to consider the quality of their interactions with students. Beneficial interaction can come in a variety of forms (as we discuss below). Regardless of the particular activities taking place, there are several underlying factors that most positive student–faculty interactions have in common. Namely, faculty who respect students’ values, affirm students’ capabilities, and show sincere interest in students’ contributions seem to best foster student success [62,63,64]. By treating students as valuable members of the academic community, professors can encourage the development of students’ academic identities. As identity development is a central developmental task for young adults [47], faculty who can facilitate academic identity development for URM students may have the strongest impact on their academic careers. For instance, Cole [65] found that African American and Latino students who experienced student–faculty relationships that reflected emotional support and encouragement, respect, and intellectual challenge performed better academically and were more satisfied with their education.



Specific activities that may fit with this goal of promoting positive identity development among URM students may include: participation in undergraduate research programs that involve a high degree of responsibility and contact with faculty [66,67]; incorporating group work that encourages interaction among diverse peers (though, researchers caution against spreading URM students too thinly among groups to avoid creating the dynamic of a single “token” URM student among an otherwise White group) [62]; employing a wide variety of teaching methods such as lecture, large and small group discussion, student presentations, and hands-on laboratory activities rather than repeatedly using just a few methods [68]; providing “accessibility cues” or signals during class that invite students to further contact outside the classroom [59]; designing coursework that engages students’ personal cultural background [69] and directly addressing issues of culture in class discussion and activities [26,62].




2.2. Offer Mentorship Opportunities for URM Students


In a study by Kricorian and colleagues [70], URM students highlighted the importance of meeting and being mentored by individuals who were matched in terms of gender or race, either in person or through media representation. Faculty can help facilitate opportunities for students to have interactions with matched-background mentors as much as possible. When not possible, the authors underscore the potential value of using inclusive media to showcase the accomplishments of diverse voices in the respective disciplines. Faculty development training could also involve best practice discussions and tips on how to effectively engage and connect with students. Such events could include personal and research presentations about the values of meaningful interactions with students in and out of the classroom as well as information on opportunities for such engagements (e.g., student organization advising).




2.3. Use Intersectionality as a Lens to Understand URM Students’ Experiences


The conceptual lens of intersectionality serves as a culturally nuanced framework through which faculty can better understand the experiences and thus support the success of URM students. Intersectionality underscores the interconnectedness of social identities and systems of social oppression and privilege [71]. This approach recognizes how multidimensional interconnections of social identities (e.g., race, gender, sexuality, social class) shape power relations on campus and perpetuate educational inequities in interactional ways [72]. As such, it is important to faculty as they build relationships with URM students to consider how various identities and related systems of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, classism, nativism, heterosexism, etc.) are simultaneously experienced and how it shapes their experiences on campus. Indeed, a majority of URM students are women. Case and Lewis [73] offered strategies and experiences using intersectionality in the classroom to support students’ learning and development and foster social justice orientation and activism.




2.4. Decolonize the Curriculum and Classroom


Contemporary scholars have emphasized the importance of decolonizing university curricula and de-centering pedagogy from a White racial frame. At a basic level, decolonizing the curriculum means including voices that have been historically marginalized in the discipline. It also means working actively against “epistemicide”, or predatory discourse where different and non-dominant ways of knowing are devalued or appropriated into an acceptable shape [74]. Indeed, some question whether it is possible to truly decolonize the curriculum at universities that currently sit on the traditional homelands of indigenous peoples [75]. As such, faculty who function in systems rooted in oppression and colonialism need to be intentional about creating spaces and engaging discourse with the campus community that center voices and worldviews that are not exclusively or overwhelmingly male, White, and of European descent [76]. This is not just about replacing content in the curriculum; it is about deeply considering perspectives that have been historically marginalized and critically analyzing what is valued in the context of teaching and learning.




2.5. Be Anti-Racist and Address Racial Bias in the Classroom


Given the ways in which structural racism is perpetuated in higher education, there is a call for faculty to take a non-neutral stance of anti-racist pedagogy. Like decolonization, there is a critical questioning of the ways of knowing and how knowledge is created. Basque and Britto [77] described an anti-racist pedagogue as someone who “acts critically and with intention by facilitating dialogue, questioning personal values, deconstructing whiteness and assuming heterogeneity. Anti-racist educators seek to preserve and translate language so that cultural meanings are deconstructed, mutually understood and accessible to all” (p. 7). According to the authors, faculty can bring these values to bear in several ways. First, anti-racist pedagogy means engaging the campus community on issues of race and racism as well as ensuring campus policies are anti-racist. Second, it is important for faculty to reflect on who benefits from their current teaching practices and definitions of academic success. Faculty should be willing to evaluate and re-write the curriculum to be more inclusive. Finally, they argue that faculty can set the tone and create an empathic environment for having meaningful and sometimes discomforting conversations about race and racism. We further argue for the need to overcome colorblind ideologies in coursework that minimize the role of race and nativity in peoples’ lives and in so doing deny related power dynamics and inequities [78]. Critical race theorists and educators emphasize the importance of racial awareness through experiential exercises weaved into the entire curriculum rather than a single lecture or class [79].



A discussion about what faculty can do to foster academic persistence among URM students would be remiss without a discussion of racism inside university classrooms. Research has documented the shift from overt forms of racism (openly expressed prejudice and discrimination) in contemporary times to more subtle forms of racism, often referred to as racial microaggressions [80]. Racial microaggressions are the modern-day, indirect, difficult to detect, and sometimes unintentional racial indignity, prejudice, mistreatment, or offense people of color experience [81]. Meta-analytic findings show the important links between racial microaggression and various adjustment outcomes [82]. Several qualitative studies have detailed URM students’ experiences of racial microaggressions in faculty–student interactions. Therein, students report their concerns and perspectives being ignored in classrooms, their cultural experiences being distorted, omitted, or stereotyped in curricula, and professors maintaining negative assumptions about their academic abilities [8,83,84,85]. Moreover, enduring this differential treatment by faculty based on race has been shown to create a “cumulative burden” for URM students, characterized by feelings of self-doubt, isolation, and excess stress, that may impede their academic success [84,85]. It is important for faculty to address race and racism head-on in the classroom, not discriminate, and empower students to reflect on their own biases and take value-based steps in building a more inclusive campus and society.




2.6. Incorporate Issues of Culture and Diversity into Course Content, Even in STEM Fields


Recent studies suggest that not only does teaching style matter for URM student retention but potentially also the course content that professors choose. Curriculum that directly addresses culture and ethnicity may contribute to URM students’ identity development [86], providing them something deeply valuable that they can take away from the course. Issues of culture and diversity tend to be addressed directly in social science and humanities courses but overlooked in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM). At the same time, URM students are especially underrepresented in STEM majors [87]. Though many URM students start college as STEM majors, they are much more likely than their White counterparts to leave STEM and move to humanities and social science departments, perhaps due to the lack of cultural content in STEM courses [32].



Though this hypothesis requires further empirical testing, STEM professors need to engage in anti-racist teaching and training by incorporating the perspectives of people and scholars of color as this approach has proven valuable for engaging URM students in the humanities and social sciences [69]. It may not immediately be apparent how to bring a cultural perspective to a subject such as calculus or chemistry, but some possibilities include: discussing the contributions of important URM scholars in the field, outlining the cultural context of the research and theories being discussed in class, and acknowledging other systems of understanding besides the Western scientific method [26]. For instance, math and science instructors can discuss the ways in which measurement and “objectivity” have historically been used to establish and maintain systems of power [88]. The history of science abounds with examples, such as Blumenbach’s five-race hierarchy, created by “objective” (i.e., cranial measurements) examination of human skulls. Based on these examinations, Blumenbach placed Caucasians at the top of the five-race hierarchy and suggested that the races that followed (Americans and Malays, then Mongolians and Ethiopians) were a result of degeneration and exposure to the environment [89]. Acknowledging and processing these historical and cultural underpinnings of supposedly culture-free subjects brings uncomfortable truths out into the open for examination and reveals some of the complex histories that are all too often erased from traditional Eurocentric curricula [90]. Instructors who are able to address these topics with sensitivity and humility may open the door to more impactful relationships with all students and particularly URM students who look to their courses for information and discussion of ethnic and cultural issues.




2.7. Seek Opportunities to Further Personal Awareness and Knowledge on Issues of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion


The aforementioned recommendations are some of the ways faculty can create counter-spaces that challenge prejudiced notions of URM students and promote their academic and social wellbeing. In addition, faculty should work to develop greater self-awareness of biases and stereotypes they may hold about URM students and how it might impact their instruction and the academic experiences of students of color. They should also seek training opportunities to develop pedagogical competencies intended to eliminate racial bias in their classrooms and to be actively anti-racist in their classrooms.



There is increasing recognition of the gap between what faculty learn in their graduate programs, which often emphasize research and expert knowledge, and the pedagogical knowledge and skills needed to meet the needs of diverse students. Faculty should seek continuing education on general teaching strategies and skills as well as those specifically helpful for diverse learners. Growing evidence suggests that URM students may perceive critical feedback from faculty differently than their White counterparts. Data from randomized controlled trials show the URM students, who may already be aware of negative cultural stereotypes about their ability, respond better to “wise feedback”, wherein critical feedback is accompanied by an acknowledgment of high standards and expressed confidence in the student’s ability to meet those standards [91]. Faculty development training should also address interpersonal attending skills (e.g., expressing empathy, actively listening, validation). Indeed, growing research shows the potential value of faculty, particularly faculty of color, as therapeutic agents for fostering wellbeing among URM students [92]. In addition to developing their own multicultural competence and inclusive pedagogy, faculty play a critical role in the education of students at large on how to understand issues of diversity and in so doing fostering critical thinking and emotional intelligence; there is a growing literature with practical strategies [93].





3. Student Affairs and Academic Support: Considerations and Action Points for Staff


Like faculty, student affairs and academic support professionals in higher education can be instrumental in fostering a sense of alignment between students and their campus environments. Specifically, past research has revealed significant ethnic-racial group differences in campus perceptions and experiences that merit the attention and intervention efforts by student support professionals. Student affairs professionals can play a critical role in the task of building diverse and inclusive campus communities. As liaisons between students and college administration, student support professionals can play a vital role in the psychosocial development of college students and often serve as the conduit for their college success.



3.1. Track and Address Incidents of Racial Discrimination on Campus


Professional staff serving diverse students need to be aware of the prevalence of incidents of racial discrimination and prejudice on campus, some of which have garnered media attention in recent years. URM students have long reported experiences of unfair treatment, pressure to conform/resist stereotypes, marginalization, criminalization, and being othered [41,94,95,96]. Intuitively, if students perceive their campus environment as hostile or unsafe, they are less likely to perceive congruence between who they are and their environment.



Available data support the assumption that continuous hostile race-ethnicity-related experiences and perceptions have important negative consequences for psychological wellbeing and academic adjustment, achievement, and commitment [97,98,99,100,101]. Importantly, it also underscores the dire need to cultivate educational communities that not only promote intellectual pursuits but also provide nurturing spaces where cultural diversity is respected and inclusivity is emphasized. Researchers have cautioned against the tendency for institutional actors to minimize racially biased incidents as “small and accidental slights,” an invalidation that may have negative mental consequences for URM students [95]. As such, student affairs professionals should take complaints seriously and enhance campus bias reporting and tracking systems to be more nuanced in categorizing campus incidents by racial content and symbols to track trends over time (e.g., against Asian students during the COVID-19 pandemic [102]).




3.2. Offer Outreach and Programming to Encourage Inclusivity and Educate the Campus Community


There is an increased need for intercultural competence for support staff, including an awareness of the unique developmental, cultural, and social justice issues faced by URM students [103,104]. In addition to their own work towards intercultural competence, student support professionals should provide consultation and offer outreach programming to students, faculty, and other staff meant to increase awareness of role of race and racism in society broadly and specifically race-related experiences on campus, including the occurrence of racially biased incidents. Such programming should underscore the importance of an inclusive campus community, commitment to accountability, and the ongoing work to eliminate systems of oppression on campus and beyond. Scholars have highlighted the value of campus-wide and well-publicized anti-racism, allyship, and bystander trainings [105].




3.3. Be Proactive in Creating Programming and Not Unduly Relying on URM Student Organizations


We argue that college persistence is situated at this intersection of personal and academic; here the accountability of student affairs professionals for the retention of URM students becomes quite apparent. Research suggests that URM students sometimes feel alienated on college campuses, which likely contributes to their disproportionate attrition rate [106]. Although many colleges have diversity-focused student organizations that have been shown to facilitate social connectedness among students of color [107], relying solely on these groups for increasing feelings of belongingness places an undue burden on URM students to seek them out. As a result, it is imperative for student support professionals to be proactive in their efforts to create inclusive and culturally affirming campus-wide programming (i.e., beyond those sponsored by diversity-focused student organizations). Such programming would be beneficial to both URM students and their White counterparts because students now live and will eventually work in an increasingly interdependent global society, where becoming more educated about cultural diversity would likely be personally and professionally advantageous. Indeed, student affairs professionals can communicate that exposure to differences can be enriching and often leads to flexibility in thought and action [94].




3.4. Provide Support to URM Students through Culturally Sensitive Counseling and Outreach


It is important that attention is not only paid to educating on racism or reducing incidents of bias on campus but also to supporting those who may be targets whether directly or vicariously. This is particularly relevant for college mental health counselors as past research shows that mental health concerns can be exacerbated or precipitated by race-related stress [108,109]. It is important that counselors are aware of the unique needs of URM students across and within racial and ethnic groups. Outreach needs to be front and center of this work as it is well documented that URM students underutilize mental health services more than their White counterparts, even when reporting higher distress [110,111,112]. Outreach efforts could include workshops that provide information about available services that seek to provide inclusive and actively anti-racist counseling and demystify counseling. It is also important to go where URM students are. Empirical findings point to the value of counselor-in-residence programs on campus (i.e., positioning a mental health provider in non-clinical settings such as cultural centers and student unions), showing links to reducing mental health stigma, increasing psychological help-seeking behaviors, and improving therapeutic alliance between URM students and their mental health providers [113,114]. The COVID-19 pandemic and racial uprising have been linked to disproportionate mental health concerns for URM students [115]. Moreover, communities of color are also more severely impacted by COVID-19 and by the negative economic effects of the pandemic [105]. All of which make the need for culturally sensitive, quality, and affordable mental health services even more urgent.




3.5. Plan and Execute Campus Interventions and Programming to Increase URM Retention


Growing literature provides evidence that students from underrepresented groups are responsive to campus interventions that authenticate their sense of self and history. One randomized controlled study showed that incoming first-generation college students who attended a one-hour panel where panelists shared real-life stories that emphasized how their different backgrounds mattered in college fared better than students who attended a standard panel about college readiness [116]. In particular, students in the experiential group had higher end-of-year grade point averages, were more likely to seek campus resources, and reported higher psychological functioning and campus engagement. This work highlights the importance of programming for all students (that is, not just URM) that explores the importance of cultural identity in people’s lives and the relationship between life narratives and academic experiences. Indeed, the authors write, “although the intervention targeted first-generation college students, its main message—people’s different backgrounds matter, and people with different backgrounds can be successful—can and should be leveraged to foster more inclusive and equitable schools, workplaces, and communities” (p. 9).




3.6. Assist URM Students with Identifying Courses across Disciplines That Focus on Issues of Diversity


As previously discussed, it is important for instructors to integrate cultural issues within coursework to retain URM students. By incorporating cultural issues into coursework, instructors and professors give space for students to form connections between the self and the topic. Multicultural content, however, is often absent in the core curriculum of particular majors. Academic advisors and other student support personnel are instrumental in addressing this deficiency as they can assist in identifying courses across disciplines that will provide students with opportunities to engage in critical dialogues on diversity. This also means that professors, who are generally not trained in culturally sensitive and culturally adaptive instruction, should be offered opportunities on how to incorporate identity-relevant content for URM students.



In addition to contributing to the academic experience of URM students [117,118], recommending culturally based courses has also been found to promote cross-cultural interactions, thus, benefitting the campus as a whole [119,120]. Advising itself is integral to student persistence. For instance, Metzner’s [121] study of over 1000 college freshmen found that high-quality advising was related to academic performance, greater satisfaction, and a decrease in students’ intentions to leave college early. More specifically, however, advisors can help direct students to instructors whose course content provides opportunities for URM students to connect to the material in personally and culturally meaningful ways.





4. Institutional Governance: Considerations and Action Points for Campus Administrators


Campus administrators arguably have the most power to make structural changes that will facilitate the retention of URM students as overseers of the institution, departments, personnel, strategic plans, budgets, facilities, curricula, and much more. While the titles vary by context (e.g., president, dean, director, chair, etc.), in this section, we address campus actors that lead and direct operations of a higher education institution. We want to begin by naming the cyclical problem—the problem of retention of URM students is intrinsically related to the lack of URM faculty and staff members that in turn reduces the possible number of students of color at the doctoral-level and as professionals in higher educations. Rather than seeing this cycle as a disadvantage, we believe that this cycle suggests a structure which administrators should draw on when seeking to support retention of URM students through increased hiring of faculty of color as well as student support professionals of color. If these problems are fundamentally two parts of the same defective system, their solution(s) should be as well.



4.1. Institute Programming and Initiatives to Recruit and Retain URM Faculty and Staff


The information presented in the proceeding sections of this paper suggests that the implications of the “leaky academic pipeline” in higher education go far beyond the time during which URMs are pursuing an undergraduate education. This leaky academic pipeline is the singular channel by which individuals can enter academia as faculty, and thus one result of low retention of URM students is a dearth of faculty of color. Of all full-time faculty in degree-granting postsecondary institutions in fall 2018, 75% were White, 12% were Asian/Pacific Islander, 6% were Black, 6% were Hispanic, and less than 1% were American Indian/Alaska Native [122]. The low numbers of faculty of color in higher education institutions are far removed from the country’s demographic profile. A major priority for administration should be hiring a more diverse faculty who are supported upon arrival and nurtured to thrive. Examining federal data from all degree-granting postsecondary institutions, Stout and colleagues found positive association between faculty diversity and graduation rates for all URM students [123].



The benefits that faculty and staff of color bring to departments and universities are beyond enumeration, though it is important to note that it is not only URM students who benefit from their presence [124,125]. For example, faculty of color increase involvement in new areas and methods of research as well as employing more varied teaching styles [126]. Additionally, greater faculty and staff of color decreases the “burden of representation” placed on existing URM faculty and staff members, requiring them to be the representative voice of their groups [127]. Thus, the low numbers of faculty and staff of color have far-reaching implications. Without faculty and staff of color, departments also lack the role models, mentors, and quite often, interest in research on diverse populations that are integral in recruiting and retaining URM students [128,129]. Research has found that a match between mentor and mentee ethnicity has a positive impact on mentoring outcomes [130], and we suggest that one of the important mentoring outcomes may be an increased congruence between students and their academic environments.



Research is showing the promise of cluster or cohort hiring of faculty and staff for administrators seeking to diversify their faculty—where multiple candidates are hired as a group based on shared interests or experiences across different fields [131]. As we noted earlier, part of the challenge of recruiting and retaining students, staff, and faculty of color is due to the lack of other students, staff, and faculty of color, which leaves them at risk for feeling isolated and demoralized [132].By providing faculty and staff with a cohort of similarly placed individuals, available research suggests institutions can help them build a community of support and increase belongingness. Cluster hiring has been linked with increased faculty diversity and retention across several institutions [131,133]. Similar to students, once on campus, it is important that URM faculty and staff are well supported as they transition to their new role and navigate the written and unwritten rules of academia [134,135]. Given that URM faculty and staff may not have access to the same professional networks as their counterparts, administrators should institute voluntary mentoring programs to help with this transition as well as ongoing development as URM faculty and staff progress through major career milestones [132,136].



While much of the available literature focuses more on faculty than student support staff in academia, we want to make a special case for the investment in recruiting and retaining staff of color. Previous research has documented both the need for and benefits of staff of color mentoring URM students. For example, Luedke [137] found that URM students perceive that White staff tend to focus exclusively on their academic experiences, neglecting their cultural backgrounds. Whereas the students in the study reported staff of color were more likely to value their backgrounds and prior capital; as such, the students felt that they could be their authentic selves, gain support, and further develop social capital. The author emphasizes the importance of treating URM students as persons first and students second, recognizing and celebrating students’ rich cultural backgrounds and facilitating spaces where they can share their prior capital while acquiring additional forms of capital. Staff play a unique role in connecting URM students with both personal and instrumental resources and may be better equipped to reach students who may be less likely to reach out to faculty and administration.




4.2. Address the Fragmentation of Initiatives Focused on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion


While many colleges and universities in the United States now have diversity initiatives and programs for both hiring and admitting individuals of color, data suggest these initiatives are limited in their effectiveness [138]. For example, executive-level diversity officers seem to have little impact in making faculty more diverse [139]. We suggest that perhaps one barrier to the resolution of these problems is the structuring of their solutions within academia. At one of our institutions, for instance, the Office for Equity and Diversity houses two programs aimed to increase the diversity of full-time faculty hires and postdoctoral fellows as well as the Office for Diversity in Graduate Education, while recruitment of multicultural students is housed in the Office of Admissions. Furthermore, student retention strategies are housed under a variety of offices including the Office of Undergraduate Education and Office of Student Services. Finally, the recruitment of staff of color is facilitated by human resources, and their retention is the focus of a new campus initiative. Taken together, the solutions pipeline has been fundamentally fragmented, all but preventing the easy flow of solutions between undergraduate and graduate admissions, faculty hiring and recruitment, and student retention. We suggest that this fragmentation of solutions occurs at institutions all over the country and that it is the joining of these types of initiatives and programs across offices and the rethinking of these issues as part of the same whole that can lead institutions on the path to solving the cyclical problem of student retention.




4.3. Engage in Power Sharing


Contemporary scholars have held college leaders to task for incorrectly assuming that increasing support resources to students and faculty is the only solution to persistent systemic racism in higher education [140]. We echo their recommendations which call for administrators and the entire campus community to be educated on historical and current manifestations of systemic racism and for there to be power sharing (or restructuring) across racial lines including at the highest level of campus leadership.




4.4. Address Bias in Evaluations of URM Faculty and Staff


It is critical for administrators to review current hiring and promotion policies and ensure they are not only anti-discriminatory but, specifically, anti-racist. These decisions should be made in partnership with URM faculty, staff, and students. Drawing from 118 interviews of faculty of color, Settles and colleagues described the paradox of URM faculty feeling both highly visible (e.g., heightened scrutiny) and yet invisible (e.g., work undervalued, marginalized) within the academy [141]. As such, institutions need to be careful to not position URM faculty token representatives of diversity and take serious steps in altering the incentive structures that perpetuate biases in merit review. Scholars have highlighted the concept of epistemic exclusion, where certain research topics and methods are devalued (e.g., research that focused on the lived experience of minoritized communities or publications in cultural journals; [141]). Scholars have suggested that this is one of the many ways URMs are gatekept out of academia [142,143]. At the same time, administrators need to be careful of the prejudice of low expectations in offering support to URM faculty. Although we are not aware of any research concerning low expectations of URM faculty, there is a robust literature on low expectations of URMs, especially Black students, throughout K-12 and university education [144,145], and that low expectations have negative impacts on later educational advancement [146]. Accordingly, it is critical that administrators understand the context and barriers to the performance of URM faculty while also maintaining high expectations for the quality of their work.



Moreover, there is growing empirical research showing that student evaluations of teaching (SET) are biased against women and URM faculty [147,148]. The available literature supports the reform of measures of teaching effectiveness; as Chavez and Mitchell [149] noted “in their current form, SETs might constitute another ‘weep hole’ for women and minorities in academic career pipelines that structurally contribute to higher attrition and lower achievement” (p. 273). As such, we strongly recommend a culture of transparency and consistency for academic reviews, emphasizing a nuanced understanding of entrenched inequities that may interact with how URM faculty are being assessed [132].




4.5. Allocate Specific Funds for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Initiative on Campus


We offer our recommendation of restructuring hiring, recruitment, and retention strategies for administrators, as well as our previous suggestions regarding course content and campus climate with an understanding that these changes require the redirection of resources by already financially strained campuses. Therefore, a discussion of the action points for university governance cannot be completed without some mention of funding. Universities must recognize the absolute necessity of addressing the problem of retention of URM students through the redirection of finances to changes that increase belongingness for URM students. As diversity in this country increases and college campuses tout their “multicultural” programming, it is essential that financial resources are directed towards the deeper structural changes that we suggest could have a lasting impact on both the retention of URM students and to the campus climate as a whole. Perhaps the first step is for universities to recognize what they stand to gain from an investment in retention of URM students, not only financially through greater student numbers, but also through increased innovation in research, methods of teaching, and community involvement [22,23,24]. To be successful, there also has to be a concomitant investment in faculty and staff of color.





5. Conclusions


Research in psychology has historically focused on individual-level factors implicated in academic adjustment [148]. Among investigations that examine the variables that predict academic success, for example, much more is known about the roles of individual factors (e.g., attitudes, traits, abilities) than is known about contextual factors (e.g., campus climate, academic curriculum). Given the suggestion that college adjustment and retention are predicated on positive interactions between the self and the environment, there is more to gain from a better understanding of the person–environment transactions that give rise to academic wellbeing and belonging. We argue that it is faculty, student support staff, and university governance that have the power to make the content and structural changes that have the potential to foster belongingness in URM students. We also recognize that while some students may find that involvement in cultural activities related to their ethnic background increases their feelings of belongingness, this is not the only pathway to person–environment fit. We suggest that particularly in emerging adulthood when exploration of the self plays a central role, colleges can, through strategic and carefully planned changes, create spaces in which URM students can flourish.



By placing the impetus for change on the faculty, student support staff, and institution administrators, we see the potential for a greater and longer-lasting impact on the academic pipeline for URM students. The recognition that each partner in the person–environment context of academia plays a role in increasing retention and satisfaction for students of color may help universities to address these issues more creatively and effectively. That said, we are aware of the limitations of top-down solutions. All the recommendations above should be done in the spirit of empowering students to make the campus theirs. It is important to include them in shared governance and decision making. For example, students’ perspectives can be empowered by including them and allowing them to vote in faculty hiring committees, curricular reform committees, and admission committees. That way, they too can actively transform their environments. Finally, we focus on retaining students rather than recruiting students in this paper, though we acknowledge that retention of URM students is likely closely linked to their pathway to college. Future work should consider how efforts to attract and retain students can be integrated and offer recommendations on developing and implementing comprehensive plans for increasing the enrollment and persistence of students from diverse backgrounds. While our discussion as a whole has focused on the particularities of educational inequities in the U.S. context, marginalization and inequalities based on social identity are not unique to the U.S. We hope scholars outside the U.S. will find relevance in improving education outcomes for minoritized populations in their countries.
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