


I was hesitant to join the 

Diverse Scholars program 

because I felt like I was 

putting myself into a ‘poor you’ 

space. But when I went and 

found what it was actually 

about, diversity means a lot of 

different things -- race, wealth, 

sexual orientation, gender 



Executive Summary

Introduction
The purpose of this report is to share research 
findings on how staff and faculty can make 
spaces on campus better for Students of Color, 
and improve leadership and civic engagement 
programs through learning about Student of 
Color experiences from face-to-face interviews.
The question that drove this research project was, 
�What can we learn from Students of Color about 
student engagement and activity to help inform 
the strategic planning of university programs?� 

The research team consisted of six undergraduate 
students, one graduate student, and one university 
professor.  Our team represented cultural, ethnic, 
and religious diversity; including Mexican-
American, African American, White, Jewish, and 
African immigrant students. Several of our team 
members were first generation in their families to 
attend college.  

Methods
Participatory action research is a research 
philosophy in which the people who are impacted 
by an issue collaborate to do the research 
themselves. Participatory action research allows 
for research teams to be able to work in a more 
democratic way in which all members have a say 
in how the project is conducted. 
 
We conducted 15 qualitative interviews with 
undergraduate Students of Color from a wide 
variety of majors and backgrounds. We coded 
the interviews and surfaced themes.  We held a 
member check where we shared our findings with 
our interviewees, and elicited their feedback.   
 

Findings
Students are Motivated to Engage in  
Campus Organizations
Throughout the data, many students mentioned 
that they were motivated to take part in 
organizations throughout campus because of 
self-empowerment, giving back to their home 
or campus communities, meeting people, and 
accessing resources. 

Features of Safe Spaces
Safe  spaces provide resources for underrepresented 
student success, like academic support and 
materials. Safe spaces are places where students 
can know that they can engage in conversations 
in which their voices are heard and their ideas are 
respected. Students can go to these spaces and not 
be judged by their peers.

What Non-Safe Spaces Feel Like
Extracurricular or service learning spaces that are 
described as non-safe lack cultural diversity, which 
can make it hard for a Student of Color to feel 
comfortable joining the space. Additionally, non-
safe spaces fail to account for the fact that campus 
is white-dominant and lack cultural responsiveness 
or intention to support Students of Color.

Implications   
and Recommendations 
Financial resources 
Programs should be creative in finding ways for 
students to get financial resources or academic 
credit through their involvement in the program, so 
that underrepresented students who need financial 
support can be involved without financial burden. 

Communication between groups
Different on-campus organizations that have 
common goals or work with similar groups of 
students should intentionally create opportunities 
for collaboration, including shared programming 
and networking events.

Get to know the complexity of your students 
Faculty and staff should work to learn about their 
students individually. Students have a wide variety 
of experiences and perspectives, and they will be 
encouraged to share if leaders create space that 
values their individuality.

Recognize community wealth
It is important for teachers and leaders to recognize 
the wide variety of strengths in their students, and 
help find ways for underrepresented students� 
strengths to be highlighted and utilized within 
academic and extracurricular settings.
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Melissa Arreola-Pena
I am a senior studying Ethnic Studies with a 
double minor in Women and Gender Studies and 
Political Science. I am interested in expanding 
my research experience and knowledge to 
later pursue research on underrepresented 
populations. I want to do research on how to 
close the education gap in societies to learn 
how to build a better and stronger America. 
I am very passionate about being able to 
give back to my community and learn how 
to increase underrepresented populations in 
higher education.

Yohannese Gebremedhin
I am a 4th year student studying Mechanical 
Engineering. I was introduced to this 
participatory action research project via a 
fellow student, and was excited to work towards 
bringing the thoughts of Students of Color to 
the forefront. I have seen first-hand the lack of 
comprehensive representation of students of 
all backgrounds and that made me even more 
motivated to collaborate in this work.

Rebecca G. Kaplan
I am a doctoral student in the school of 
education. I am interested in how teaching 
and research can be approached through 
anti-oppressive pedagogy.  One of the 
ways I�ve seen powerful work in this area is 
through participatory action research, which 
is the research approach you�ll find reflected 
throughout this report.  I believe many 
educators want to support inclusion efforts, but 
rarely do we ask students themselves how to 
best do this.  In this research, Students of Color 
and allies engaged in doing just that.  I believe 
the findings in this report provide a valuable 
springboard for reflection and dialogue on how 
we can better support Students of Color within 
institutions which have historically excluded 
them.  

Additional research team members from 2014:

Nurta Mohamed 
Fredah Rajab

Gyslaine Kabisa Kadima
I am a senior studying International Affairs and 
French. I got involved in this group with the help 
of my supervisor Sabrina Sideris, the program 
director of the INVST Community Studies 
Program. I expressed to her that I didn�t feel like 
I belonged in my International Affairs classes 
because my voice was not being heard and 
because I was put in a spot where I had to speak 
for the entire continent. With this in mind, I felt 
like it was important for some professors to know 
how hard it is for Students of Color like me on this 
campus. I wanted my voice to be heard and to 
make sure no one goes through what I had gone 
through. After I expressed to Sabrina how I felt, 
she connected me with CU Engage, and that�s 
how I became part of this wonderful group. 

Ben Kirshner, PhD
I am Faculty Director for CU Engage and an 
Associate Professor in the School of Education. 



The fears of appearing 

overly sensitive about 

issues of race seem to 

be underexplored in the 

scholarship on students 

of color and community 

service learning.

--p. 4, Novick, Seider, 
Huguley (2011)

Rationale
Community engagement has the potential to transform 
and revitalize student learning in higher education. 
Too often, however, engagement opportunities are 
structured in ways that privilege affluent students 
who can afford to volunteer or rest on deficit-based 
assumptions about the community being served. 
Service learning and civic engagement programs are 
often implemented in ways that privilege students 
from affluent families (Charles, 2005). Volunteering, for 
example, takes away from time available for paid work.  
Additionally, the ideologies of service learning can be 
off-putting to students of color or those who grew up 
in working class neighborhoods, particularly if service 
learning is framed in individualistic, decontextualized 
ways that reinforce deficit perceptions of the target 
community (Countryman, 2012; Mitchell, 2008; Novick 
et al., 2011). These issues of access and equity for higher 
education community engagement programs call for 
student-driven participatory action research, and we 
were called to take part in this research because of 
our experiences with non-inclusive spaces on campus 
and a desire to improve the campus climate at CU.

Research Background
This research was funded by the Undergraduate Research 
Opportunities Program and CU Engage, a new center 



Participatory  
Action research

Research For Change
In participatory action research (PAR), people who are 
impacted by the focus of the research collaborate to 
do the research themselves.  As Students of Color and 
allies on this campus, we have a personal investment in 
this research.  We started as a group of undergraduate 
Students of Color collaborating with Dr. Ben Kirshner and 
PhD candidate Rebecca Kaplan, and then invited Katie, 
who we consider to be a white ally.  It is important to us 
that allies are a part of this conversation, because part 
of the PAR approach involves working toward action to 
make a difference. 

Democratic Process
We took a  democratic approach to working  on our 
research team. First, the undergraduate team members 
had authentic ownership over the project. Our interests 
and desires for campus change drove the inquiry process. 
For example, the project goals were not initially focused 
on campus climate, but as we developed our question 
protocol, we realized that campus climate was one of the 
main issues we were interested in. The question of what 
makes a safe space became integral to our findings and 
our recommendations. The second way we intentionally 
crafted the research space was by having a diverse 
research team. This diversity ensured that Students of 
Color would be well represented and that their voices 
would be at the forefront of our inquiry. We also included 
allies because of our belief that inquiry can be informed 
by diverse perspectives, and solutions strengthened by 
including diverse stakeholders. One issue that had came 
up was that we had initially had focused our research 
question around the topic of �civic engagement� and 
that did not reflect what we were trying to address. 
The questions we were asking moved in the direction of 
�climate� issues as that seemed to be more of a concern 
to the Students of Color we had in mind. Realizing that 
this was the case, we collectively decided to switch 
the focus of our research to adequately answer the the 
concerns of Students of Color.

Another key example of this method is that we rotate the 
facilitation of each meeting in a democratic fashion. We 
as undergraduate researchers meet up with our graduate 
advisor prior to our meeting to work through the creation 
and refinement of our agendas every week. Because of 
this, everyone has authentic ownership over our work.

In this project I 

have been able to be 

part of the project 

from day one and 

have been able to 

design, arrange and 

conduct interviews 

on my own. With PAR 

I have also had a 

chance to work with 

other Students of 

Color and have been 

able to connect my 

own experience to 

theirs. Being able to 

hear other students’ 

experiences has 

allowed me to get 

their voice heard and 

create an impact on 

the CU campus. 

--Melissa, 
Research Team Member
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Participatory  
Action research Methods

Data Collection  
We started our research by conducting a word association poll with Students of Color 
using the words: civic engagement, leadership, social justice, and campus climate. We 
brainstormed an extensive list of questions and goals for our inquiry together. Then our 



Methods

Our sample was academically diverse. We 
interviewed students from many majors 
within Arts and Sciences, including social 
sciences, hard sciences, and interdisciplinary 
fields like ethnic and gender studies. We also 
interviewed students from the Engineering, 
Journalism, and Business Schools. The diversity 
in academic programs helped to provide a 
more full understanding of student experiences 
on campus, because students from different 
fields interact differently with the spaces 
across campus. Also, each of these programs 
have different social climates, which impact 
Students of Color differently. For example, 
the Engineering School and Business Schools 
are typically characterized as white and male 
dominated, and have been discussed as having 
more �color-blind� discourses within learning 
environments. By �color-blind,� we mean spaces 
where race and ethnicity are rarely discussed 
inside the classroom. These schools are often 
contrasted with certain Arts and Sciences 
programs, where race, gender and other topics 
surrounding privilege and oppression are 
discussed more often in classrooms.

The sample is also diverse in the amounts and 
ways students are involved on campus. We 
interviewed both self-identified �non active� 
and �active� students. We were able to hear 
about experiences, needs and desires from 
students who have found opportunities to find 
meaningful engagement on campus, as well 
as from students who felt that they had not 
gotten involved on campus outside of class. 
We also interviewed students from a variety 
of programs. We spoke with people from civic 
engagement programs, programs designed to 
support underrepresented students, student 
groups, and resource centers

Data Analysis 
Once we completed our interviews, we 
engaged in a deductive coding process.  First, 
we analyzed one interview as a team. We 
discussed the themes which surfaced and 
considered language and patterns that we had 
heard throughout our ongoing analysis. From 
those themes, we developed a set of codes.  
Then, we split into pairs to code a second 
interview-- entering any emergent codes into 
our shared code book on google drive, and 
color coding the data chunks to match the 
associated code.  We then split up the rest of 
the interviews to code on our own. 

In order to learn how to construct empirical 
claims about data, we engaged in a simulation 
activity where we practiced identifying themes 
and making codes. For this practice, we looked 
at data describing teachers in movies, and then 
went through the steps of identifying themes, 
categorizing themes into codes, and then 
generating claims based on our codes.  After 
practicing the process, we looked to our actual 
data set.  We triangulated each theme with 
published research and an in-depth member 
check.
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Managing our Biases
In order to manage our biases, we engaged in 
two specific practices. First, we articulated our 
assumptions and values to each other. In doing 
so, we made our assumptions visible to the rest 
of the group,  which then made it easier to see 
what was in our data and whether it was different 
from the assumptions we brought with us as we 
began the research. Second, we worked in teams 
to code data and articulate our claims to each 
other. This forced us to ground our interpretations 
in supporting evidence from our data, as we 
needed to justify our claims to the rest of the 
group. For example, Katie thought that a theme 
that would arise was the notion that people within 
activist spaces would experience �policing� of 
their activism - or criticism that their political 
analysis was not adequately developed. Becca, 
another team member wk 8ims  282 721ne2 82.029 23policing� of 



Findings



ways to navigate uncomfortable situations. Students 
were able to find sources of empowerment within 
the college in order to prevent or traverse stressful 
situations.

Giving back to Community
Throughout our interviews, interviewees constantly 
mentioned that they wanted to be able to find other 
students with similar backgrounds, interests, passions. 
Because Students of Color struggle to find a community 
or support system within classes, they join programs 
and groups to find a larger support system and develop 
friendships. Students also mentioned that giving back 
to the community meant helping younger generations 
succeed at CU, which meant making a direct impact on 
the CU campus. For example, one of our interviewees 
mentioned that she wanted to go back to her high 
school and be a pre-collegiate counselor to be able 
to support and educate Students of Color. She felt the 
need to make students aware of the resources that 
are out there for them and persuade them to come to 
college. Students want to create a safe space in which 
they can navigate their experiences while contributing 
a positive impact in their community. 

Familial Empowerment
Family was a common theme that surfaced in our 
interviews. Students described wanting to have a sense 
of home and community on the CU-campus as well as 
being able to  share common histories or experiences 
with others who allow them to feel understood. Students 



If you’re not part of 

a community here it is 

easy to get lost in the 

system.

--Undergraduate
Student of Color

Finding 2: 
Features of Safe Spaces
The prior section demonstrates the fact that Students of 
Color have a variety of reasons that they are motivated 
to engage in leadership opportunities and on-campus 
organizations. The following section presents evidence 
about the ways in which spaces can be welcoming and 
attractive to Students of Color. The following information 
can help inform the ways programs develop outreach and 
become more culturally responsive.
	
We identified three main trends that contributed to creating 
spaces that felt safe for Students of Color on campus. 
First, students discussed how programs that felt like ng 



situations where members of majority groups, particularly 
the instructor, puts unwanted attention on Students of 
Color. As a research team we became more perceptive of 
the attention that is brought upon the students we had 
interviewed. One of the people we interviewed recalled 
how she had realized when first arriving to the campus 
that she was more visiuTf
-0.039an5l91nC 
0.20.6(t)20whi[(int) e instuzennmpus 



Implications 
and Recommendations

How Can Faculty and Staff Help 
Students of Color Have a Better 
College Experience?
There are numerous ways that people on campus 
could help us have a better experience as Students 
of Color. The following recommendations for our 
campus faculty, staff, and fellow students are 
informed by our data and findings.  

Financial resources 
Our first recommendation is to provide financial 
support and resources to students. Because of 
structural inequity, many Students of Color are faced 
with financial barriers to participate in programs. A 
disproportionate amount of Students of Color have 
to work to pay essential bills while taking classes. 
Given that some extracurricular programs are time 
consuming, staff and faculty should come up with 
creative ways to relieve the financial barrier for 
students. One possible way for professors to provide 
financial support is by writing a UROP grant with 
undergraduate students to collaborate with each 
other and conduct research. Program Directors can 
consider applying for work-study positions and 
using the position to support Students of Color in 
engaging in diverse programs.

Communication between groups 
Besides providing financial resources to Students of 
Color, we also encourage the creation of opportunities 
for communication between and across groups that 
serve Students of Color. Sometimes groups which 
serve the same purpose of supporting Students of 
Color tend to be isolated from one another. It would 
be helpful to create opportunities to collaborate with 
other groups and encourage open communication 
and networking. This can help Students of Color feel 
more connected to the campus and can illuminate 
more supports for students to access.  

A white male might have 

been given bluebooks before 

entering school, because his 

family knew he would need 

them. 

--Undergraduate 
Student of Color
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Appendix

A note on our group’s process

We strove to live up to what we learned through our research and reading in our work together as 
a research team. We intentionally planned our space and time together to maximize opportunities 
for diverse experiences to be honored and for our team to feel empowered by their time and work 
in the group. Another way that our approach reflected the findings of our research was that we 
brought a critical framework to all of our conversations. As a group, we were continually committed 
to looking at the root causes of the many problems we saw, rather than focusing on the symptoms 
only. Additionally, we read and discussed articles about Students of Color experiences in schools and 
Critical Race Theory from the beginning of our work together, so that we could keep our eyes open 
to different trends that we saw in our own experiences and data collection. Finally, we encouraged 
each other to bring personal experiences into our work and research space. For example, we had a 
research team meeting the day after the grand jury decided not to indict the police officer who killed 
Mike Brown. We spent that meeting discussing how the tragedy and the aftermath of how it had 
affected us. This was immensely beneficial for all of us, because we had a space to share, process 
and be in solidarity for racial justice and an end to violence together. Throughout the process, we 
have found connections between our work and our everyday lives, and those experiences have been 
welcomed into the research space, which has made the researchers feel more personally personally 
invested, strengthening the quality and depth of our inquiry.

-
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CU Engage would like to catalyze and support PAR projects. If you would 
like to talk about starting a PAR project, findings from this report, or 
other issues related to CU Engage, please email Ben Kirshner, Faculty 
Director, at ben.kirshner@colorado.edu.


