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BACKGROUND
 Honors programs: 

 Give high-achieving undergraduate students a more in-depth 
educational experience (Johnson, 2015).

 Honors students meet additional expectations (Harkins, 2015), 
undergraduate research (Schuman, 2006), and a capstone
requirement (Cognard-Black & Savage, 2016).

 Honors credit

 Honors-only class sections (Dailey, 2016), hybrid class sections with 
additional requirements for honors students (Youmans, 2016), or 
through contracts with an instructor in a regular class (Stanford & 
Shattell, 2010).

 Positively correlated with collegiate engagement (Miller & 
Dumford, 2018).



BACKGROUND
 Honors programs: 

 Promote a strong sense of belonging (Wawrzynski, Madden, & Jensen, 2012).

 Sense of Belonging
 A sense of belonging and connectedness to a group is a way to build a network of 

support at an academic institution (O’Keefe, 2013).

 Persons who have built a sense of belonging with their institution are more likely 
to persist and graduate (Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). 

 Students of Color

 Are less likely to be identified for gifted and talented programs as young children 
(Ford, Whiting, & Moore, 2009).

 High schools with high percentages of Students of Color are less likely to offer 
advanced college prep classes (Barnard-Brak, McGaha-Garnett, & Burley, 2011).



PROBLEM
 Students of Color in honors programs: 

A sense of belonging may be more difficult 
for Students of Color, as honors programs 
tend to have disproportionately White 
populations (National Collegiate Honors Council, n.d.).

Most research on honors is based on White 
students (Reddick et al., 2017).

However, there are a few honors programs 
in the United States with sizable populations 
of Students of Color (Klos, 2018).



PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

To explore the lived experiences 
(van Manen, 2016) and 
perceptions of sense of belonging 
of honors Students of Color in a 
racially diverse honors program 
at a large, urban research 
university.



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. How do Students of Color enrolled in honors programs 
describe their experiences?

2. What helps foster a sense of belonging among Students of 
Color enrolled in honors programs?

3. What hinders a sense of belonging among Students of 
Color enrolled in honors programs?



SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

 Students of Color are increasing at colleges, but they are 
still disproportionately underrepresented (Naylor, 
Wyatt-Nichol, & Brown, 2015).

 Enrollment of Students of Color in collegiate honors 
programs is even more disproportionately small (National 
Collegiate Honors Council, n.d.). 

 Provide knowledge to help honors program administrators 
increase diversity.

 Provide a new perspective on this topic that has 
quantitative data, but a lack of qualitative data



THEORY
(Strayhorn, 2019, p. 30).



METHODS

Qualitative (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 
Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; van Manen, 
2016)

Data sources: 
Semi-structured interviews
Analytic memos



METHODS
 Site selection:

Large urban research university (pseudonym 
SWU)

One of the most racially diverse public 
universities in the United States (America’s 
Most Diverse Colleges, n.d.)

Also a racially diverse honors program



METHODS
 Data Analysis: 

 Transcription of interviews (Charmaz, 2014)

 Line-by-line coding (Charmaz, 2014)

 Axial coding (Charmaz, 2014)

 Selective coding (Creswell & Poth, 2018)

 Memo-writing (Creswell & Poth, 2018)

 Trustworthiness (Creswell & Poth, 2018)

 Rich and thick description

 Member checking

 Peer debriefing



PARTICIPANTS
 Participant recruitment and selection: Criterion sampling (Creswell & Poth, 

2018)

 At least 18 years old

 Honors student at SWU

 Self-identified as a Student of Color

 Completed at least one semester as an honors student at SWU.

 Recruitment via several methods (email, social media, posters, 
etc.)

 Interviews took place over Zoom



FINDINGS

 Academic Challenge & Prestige

 Rigor

 Desiring a deeper, more meaningful experience than other students 
receive

 Internal motivator

 All of honors education has the chance to maximize your abilities, a 
way to put some extra kind of weight to yourself, so you can do the 
most you can. To go the extra mile, kind of. So, it is a place where 
you can learn and grow as a person. It is challenging because you have 
to always do some extra work. There is always something you have 
to do so you can be in better shape from normal people, like extra 
work. I would say just extra work, but in the end, it pays off.



FINDINGS

 Academic Challenge & Prestige

 Recognition

 Drive to go above and beyond the typical undergraduate curriculum

 External motivator

 I definitely mainly just [considered] what benefits would I gain from 
it, and did it line up with my career goals. So, my career goal, since 
my junior year of high school, has always been to pursue 
neuroscience in a research capacity. And then basically the main thing 
was, well that would probably help me a lot for grad school in terms 
of one, just being able to put that on my resume or my CV, and two, 
the requirement for having a research paper due. So that aligns with 
my interests pretty well.



FINDINGS

 Community and Friendship

 Belonging

 A feeling of belonging and connection

 I see that someone who is in the honors program has a better 
plan to some extent in some things. This is how I think that 
the honors program made me feel like I belong more in the 
community. They just show that they care more about my 
future and everything, and my academics. 



FINDINGS

 Community and Friendship

 Friendship

 A sense of camaraderie and trust 

 So, a lot of times with my friends in the [honors program], when we 
were talking, it will be more like a therapy session than a 
conversation, of just ... not complaints, but just offloading how much 
we have to do or how stressed we are to each other. I would say that's 
definitely the biggest good experience that's resulted from my 
involvement in the [honors program], the ability to hit someone up 
when I'm stressed about something, and for them to truly understand 
because they're stressed in the same manner, just maybe over 
something slightly different.



FINDINGS

 Suggestions for Improvement

 Academic Improvements

 Suggestions to improve the academic quality of the honors program.

 I guess recruiting and making their policies a bit easier to 
understand, because with prospective honors students ... they think 
it's a huge workload and they wouldn't be able to do it, and it's really 
hard. And basically, if you're taking honors, it's like an entirely 
different major. That's not the case. So, I guess making the policies 
and the process of becoming an honors student a bit more clear.



FINDINGS

 Suggestions for Improvement

 Social Improvements

 Suggestions to improve social atmosphere of the honors program.

 In honors, I feel like there should be more activities that bring 
[honors program] students together...Something that would bring in a 
group bigger population of the honors in the program or an event, 
something that's interesting, something that attracts people. Just 
give everyone an opportunity to bond with each other.



FINDINGS

 Influence of Race on Experience

 Campus is racially diverse

 SWU is one of the most racially diverse college campuses in the U.S., 
which participants knew (America’s Most Diverse Colleges, n.d.).

 Participants liked this aspect of SWU.

 I would say that here at [SWU], you shouldn't be afraid of who 
you are. Not just in a racial way, just in the way you identify 
just because the university is very accepting of diversity....we 
don't judge you based on your race. We'd rather judge you 
based upon your actions, and your personal character, just like 
Martin Luther King once said.



FINDINGS

 Influence of Race on Experience

 Honors program is also racially diverse

 Participants were aware that SWU has a more racially diverse honors 
program than many other colleges.

 Honors program is not quite as racially diverse as overall campus, and 
there is room for improvement, especially with Latinx and Black 
enrollment (which was observed by some participants).

 Participants liked this aspect, even though improvements could be made.

 They've really made a point to where we're all [honors program] 
students, we're not a Black student or a White student or a Hispanic 
student. We're just [honors program] students who want to graduate and 
be successful. And I really think they did a great job of that, so I want to 
say thanks for that.



FINDINGS

 Pressure Due to Race
 Male participants did not strongly identify extra pressures due to 

race.

 For the male participants, at least, the phenomenon of being a 
Student of Color and a member of the honors program does not 
carry too much additional pressure due to their racial background. 

 Growing up, I've always learned to not let my color be a 
hindrance, but let it be an advantage. Use that to, since I'm 
different, stand out. And so for me, being a Man of Color in [the 
honors program] has been another way for me to stand out. Not 
only am I an African-American minority, I'm an African-American 
minority in [the honors program], in good academic standing, 
with good jobs, and things of that nature.



FINDINGS

 Pressure Due to Race
 Female participants did strongly identify extra pressures due to 

race.
 Internal pressures from family and cultural background.

 External pressures from intersection of racial identity and identity as 
female students.

 Rather than being a Student of Color specifically, I think of all the 
weight that carries with it in terms of everything, [that] my family 
[has] personally done for me to be here, everything that they've been 
through, how education wasn't always easy for them, given to them 
as easily, and they had situations that were much more severe that 
they faced discrimination in. I'm carrying a weight in a way that I 
have to do my best, I have to be as high achieving as I can be, and 
make sure that none of those sacrifices are wasted.



DISCUSSION
 Participants had mostly positive responses 

concerning their lived experiences in a racially 
diverse honors program.

Suggestions for academic improvement (such as 
more honors courses)

Suggestions for social improvement (more 
honors program space, amenities and 
programming)



DISCUSSION
Fosters sense of belonging
Diverse environment
Academic challenge and prestige
Community and friendship



DISCUSSION

Hinders a sense of belonging
Internal and external pressures 
due to intersection of racial and 
sexual identities



SIGNIFICANCE OF FINDINGS
 Provided an unusual perspective that was lacking 

in research literature.

 Confirmed theoretical framework of sense of 
belonging (Strayhorn, 2019) for use in studying 
lived experiences of Students of Color.

 Clear difference discovered between the 
experiences of male and female Students of Color.



RECOMMENDATIONS
Focus on exploring gender differences in 

the lived experiences of Students of Color 
in honors programs.

Research solely based on the lived 
experiences of female Students of Color in 
honors programs.



CONCLUSION
There is a gap in research concerning the 

lived experiences of Students of Color in 
racially diverse honors programs.

A greater understanding of lived 
experiences can help with improving sense 
of belonging.

Understanding both what fosters and what 
hinders a sense of belonging is important.
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