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Student Organizations as Venues for Black
Identity Expression and Development among
African American Male Student Leaders
Shaun R. Harper   Stephen John Quaye
Ways in which membership in student organi
zations, both predominantly Black and main
stream, provide space for Black identity expression
and development were explored in this study.
Based on individual interviews conducted with
African American male student leaders at six
predominantly White universities, findings reveal
a nexus between Black identity status, the
selection of venues for out-of-class engagement,
and the use of student organizations as platforms
for racial uplift and the advocacy of racial/ethnic
minority student interests. Moreover, the acqui
sition of cross-cultural communication skills, the
development of care for other disenfranchised
groups, and the pursuit of social justice via
leadership and student organization membership
were reported by the participants and are
connected to racial identity development theories
in this article.
Although the ongoing exploration of their
needs and experiences is warranted, considerable
attention has been previously devoted to
studying African American college students.
Sedlacek (1987) offered a comprehensive
synthesis of 20 years of research on African
American collegians wherein he elaborated on
the racism, isolation, sociocultural challenges,
and academic obstacles that many of these
students face at predominantly White insti
tutions (PWIs). One contemporary issue is the
retention crisis concerning African American
male undergraduates. More than two-thirds of

those who start college never graduate (National
Center for Education Statistics [NCES],
2005), which is the worst college completion
rate among both sexes and all racial/ethnic
groups in higher education (Harper, 2006a).
Although the causes of student attrition are
multifaceted and complex (Braxton, 2000;
Tinto, 2005), Evans, Forney, and GuidoDiBrito (1998) asserted that identity conflict
is largely responsible for a significant number
of early departures from the college campus.
Specifically regarding African American men,
Cuyjet (2006) and Harper (2004) attributed
a portion of low persistence rates to identity
challenges.
Since the introduction of Cross’s (1971)
model of Black identity development, the
importance of racial identity as a contributing
factor to psychosocial wellness among African
Americans has been well-documented in the
social science and education literature. Despite
this, the intersection between race and gender
among African American college men remains
grossly understudied (Harper, 2004; HowardHamilton, 1997; Taylor & Howard-Hamilton,
1995). Using data from the College Student
Experiences Questionnaire, Flowers (2004)
examined the effects of in-class and out-ofclass involvement on African American student
development—racial identity development was
not among the outcomes considered in his
study. If student affairs educators and faculty
are to better comprehend and address the
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dilemma of African American male attrition
and outcomes disparities, understanding how
persisters and academically successful under
graduate men translate their racial identity
statuses into educationally purposeful engage
ment would be a useful endeavor.
Scholars have recently called attention to
the inappropriateness of treating African
American students as a monolithic group in
higher education research and practice (Brown,
1994; Cuyjet, 2006; Fries-Britt, 1998, 2002;
Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Harper, 2004,
2005, 2006b; Torres, Howard-Hamilton, &
Cooper, 2003; White, 1998). They noted
several important within-group variations in
the experiences of African American undergrad
uate students and called for a more intensive
and disaggregated study of different sub
populations within the race. Many researchers
have examined the development of racial and
other dimensions of students’ identities, yet
few have focused specifically on African
American men.
Taylor and Howard-Hamilton’s (1995)
study appears to be the first that exclusively
considered the racial identities of African
American male undergraduates. Quantitative
in design, the study measured racial identity
attitudes, with no discussion or exploration of
how these attitudes were formed or the vehicles
through which men with strong attitudes
actually expressed their Black identities.
Though not disaggregated by sex, Mitchell and
Dell’s (1992) analysis of survey responses from
55 African American students revealed a link
between racial identity attitudes and student
organization participation. Accordingly, those
who were more engaged outside of the
classroom, especially in predominantly Black
or culturally based groups, expressed stronger
Black identity attitudes, which is also consis
tent with Taylor and Howard-Hamilton’s
findings.
The purpose of the present study is to
128

introduce a shift in the study of racial identity
development and expression—from attitudinal
and quantitative to behavioral and qualitative.
The venues through which African American
male student leaders develop and express their
Black identities are considered in this article.
In light of previous findings regarding the
nexus between student organization mem
bership and racial identity attitudes, emphasis
here is placed on the ways in which African
American men use student organizations as
platforms for the expression of their Blackness.
Mitchell and Dell (1992) argued that additional
inquiry is needed on the factors that compel
African American student engagement in
campus organizations and activities. Guiffrida’s
(2003) study on undergraduate membership
in predominantly Black student organizations
offered some insight, but three issues make the
provision of additional research necessary:
(a) findings were not disaggregated by sex, thus
specific dimensions of African American men’s
experiences remain unknown; (b) the emphasis
was on social integration, not identity develop
ment and expression; and (c) African American
student engagement in predominantly White
and mainstream student organizations was
overlooked. Hence, the present study also seeks
to fill what continues to be a void in the
literature on Black identity and African
American student engagement in various
types of clubs, organizations, and campus
activities.

Literature Review
Black Identity Development
Helms (1990) defined racial identity as “a sense
of group or collective identity based on one’s
perception that he or she shares a common
racial heritage with a particular racial group”
(p. 3). Many foundational studies on Black
identity development suggested a movement
along various stages in which individuals
Journal of College Student Development
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progress from a lack of awareness and under
standing about the implications of their race
to an in-depth exploration process leading to
a more secure sense of racial self that com
fortably crosses cultural boundaries (Cross,
1971, 1991, 1995; Cross & Vandiver, 2001;
Howard-Hamilton, 2000; Thompson &
Carter, 1997; Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley,
Cross, & Worrell, 2001; Vandiver, Cross,
Worrell, & Fhagen-Smith, 2002; Worrell,
Cross, & Vandiver, 2001). Psychological
Nigrescence, or the process of “becoming
Black,” became an area of interest for some
scholars during the social movements of the
1960s and 1970s. William Cross introduced
a five-stage theoretical model in 1971 to
explain Nigrescence, which he later reduced
to the following four stages: Pre-Encounter,
Encounter, Immersion–Emersion, and Inter
nalization. Cross described Nigrescence as a
“resocializing experience” in which a preexisting
identity is transformed from non-Africentrism
to Africentrism to multiculturalism.
In the Pre-Encounter stage, individuals
exhibit a lack of interest in their race or the
race of others and often embrace colorblindness
and a race-neutral notion of humanity. During
the Encounter stage, persons experience an
incident or dissonance of some sort that
awakens consciousness of their race, which in
turn ignites feelings of anger, frustration,
shame, or confusion. The third stage, Immer
sion–Emersion, is characterized by strong,
positive feelings for the Black race (a pro-Black
stance—“Everything in Black culture is
positive and good”) and disinterest in White
ness (an anti-White stance—“I dislike every
aspect of White culture; all White people are
evil”). The exploration of ethnic history, the
pursuit of knowledge about the oppression of
Black people in America and elsewhere, and
the collection of artifacts pertaining to Black
culture are common for those at this stage.
Progression then leads to Internalization,
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the final stage in Cross’s (1995) model, when
African Americans begin to come to terms with
their newfound sense of selves, accept the
implications of their Black identities, and
develop an inner peace and holistic under
standing of what it means to be Black in a
multicultural society. According to Evans et al.
(1998), “relationships with White associates
and people from other ethnic groups are
renegotiated as internalization of the new
Black identity takes hold” (p. 76). Persons at
this stage also readily identify with, develop
compassion for, and sometimes seek justice on
behalf of others who experience social oppres
sion and disenfranchisement (e.g., women, gay
and lesbian persons, and members of religious
minority groups). Here, the pursuit of equity,
fairness, and social justice is not only deemed
important for the Black race, but for other
marginalized populations as well. Furthermore,
Cross asserts that people at the Internalization
stage can selectively subscribe to elements of
both the Black and White cultures without
forfeiting one for the other.
Vandiver et al. (2001) expanded Cross’s
(1995) model to include nine identity clusters.
Worth mentioning here is the addition of the
Multiculturalist Inclusive cluster to the
Internalization stage, which pertains to a
person’s ability to bridge differences and
understand the connections between multiple
forms of oppression. Though Cross’s model
provides a backdrop for making sense of the
complex developmental challenges facing
African American male college students on
predominantly White campuses, its stage-wise
progression is limited in that it indicates a
hierarchical process through which people
must advance in order to reach the higher
levels of racial identity development. Unlike
Cross’s theory, Robinson and HowardHamilton’s (1994) Africentric Resistance
Modality Model includes seven non-hier
archical principles in which an African
129
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American person can engage independently or
simultaneously as a means of fostering a
positive, secure sense of racial identity. Among
the principles are Ujima, which stands for
unity with other Black people that transcends
gender, sexual orientation, and other socially
constructed differences, as well as value placed
on collective work in the quest to eradicate
social inequities that disadvantage African
Americans.
Cokley’s (1999) distinction between racial
awareness and racial ideology illuminates the
necessity of not focusing exclusively on stagelike theories of racial identity development:
Racial awareness can be thought of as how
often one appreciates, values, and is aware
of one’s racial and cultural heritage,
whereas racial ideology has more to do
with a set of beliefs one has about how
members of one’s racial group should act.
(p. 237)

This difference is particularly important as it
denotes the significance of taking into account
individual recognitions of racial identity (racial
awareness) as well as those of racial groups
(racial ideology).

Out-of-Class Engagement and
Identity Development
Previous studies have documented the benefi
cial effects of engagement in student organi
zations and out-of-class activities on identity
development, retention, and other outcomes
produced in college for African American
students (Cokley, 2001; Evans et al., 1998;
Flowers, 2004; Fries-Britt, 2000; Harper,
2004, 2006c; Harper, Byars, & Jelke, 2005;
Howard-Hamilton, 1997). Taylor and HowardHamilton’s (1995) study examined the rela
tionship between student engagement and
racial identity attitudes among African Ameri
can male students. Data collected from 117
participants at 10 PWIs suggest that higher
levels of out-of-class engagement contribute
130

to stronger racial identity attitudes. Specifically,
highly involved students tended to be at the
Immersion–Emersion and Internalization
stages of Cross’s (1995) model, whereas lessengaged participants reported higher levels of
Pre-Encounter attitudes.
Though not specific to male college
students, Mitchell and Dell (1992) also found
strong correlations between Black identity,
psychosocial development, and participation
in campus organizations. They discovered a
negative relationship between Pre-Encounter
attitudes and participation in cultural activi
ties, whereas Encounter, Immersion, and
Internalization attitudes were positively
correlated. Related findings emerged in Pope’s
(1998) study of the relationship between
psychosocial development and the racial
identities of African American college
students.
Taylor and Howard-Hamilton (1995)
contended that “many racial/ethnic minority
students find themselves either subverting their
identity and becoming involved in the main
stream campus or assimilating as they struggle
to maintain a strong cultural connection”
(p. 330). Similarly, White (1998) described
the pressures that are often placed on African
American students by their same-race peers to
participate in Black student organizations;
some participants in her study joined these
organizations merely to keep their Black
identities unquestioned. According to Harper
(1975), many African American men at PWIs
in the 1970s chose to develop their leadership
skills within the African American community
instead of in larger, mainstream campus
organizations—which is a trend that reportedly
holds true in contemporary times (Sutton &
Terrell, 1997). Because many of the clubs and
student organizations in which African
American men choose to participate are not
seen as mainstream, administrators often fail
to notice when some are actively involved on
Journal of College Student Development
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campus (Cokley, 2001; Harper, 2006c; Taylor
& Howard-Hamilton, 1995). Moreover,
traditional conceptualizations of leadership
that focus on the singular leader instead of
collectivism, coupled with the accusations of
“acting White” that are sometimes associated
with involvement in mainstream campus
organizations, explain, at least in part, why
many African American men and other racial/
ethnic minority students find mainstream
student organizations unappealing (Arminio
et al., 2000; Fries-Britt, 2000; HowardHamilton, 1997; Taylor & Howard-Hamilton,
1995).
King and Howard-Hamilton (2000) made
clear the significance of constructing learning
opportunities outside of the classroom that
facilitate identity development among racial/
ethnic minority students. McEwen, Roper,
Bryant, and Langa (1990) described nine
dimensions necessary for including the unique
developmental experiences of African Ameri
cans into previous developmentally based
theories and models. Specifically, they stressed
the importance of social interactions, collectiv
ism, and group identification on the identity
development of African American students.
Of particular note, their ninth dimension,
Developing Social Responsibility, indicates
firsthand recognition of the social inequities
that disadvantage African Americans in society
and on their campuses, which compels some
to become catalysts for social change. This
sense of social activism is consistent with
Mitchell and Dell’s (1992) claim that various
stages of Cross’s (1995) Black identity model
can stimulate African American students’
participation in campus organizations.
Findings and implications from previous
research cited in this section, coupled with the
aforementioned gaps in the literature regarding
Black identity expression (as opposed to
attitudes) specifically among African American
college men, led to the exploration of the
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following research questions: (a) What role
does racial identity play in African American
male student leaders’ engagement in organi
zations and out-of-class activities on predomi
nantly White campuses, (b) what factors
influence African American men’s selection of
mainstream and culturally based student
organizations, and (c) in what ways do student
organizations support the development and
expression of Black identities among African
American male undergraduates?

Method
This article is based on findings from a
qualitative study regarding the experiences of
high-achieving African American under
graduate men who were actively involved and
held leadership positions in multiple student
organizations at PWIs. Data used here were
extracted from a more comprehensive project.
The phenomenological study sought to
understand what it is like to be a highachieving African American male student
leader at a large PWI and included questions
regarding the participants’ selection of student
organizations, the impetus for their active
involvement in out-of-class activities, and the
experiences that influenced the development
and expression of their racial identities. The
phenomenology tradition in qualitative
research focuses on understanding and describ
ing the “lived experiences” of the participants
involved in the study (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000). A phenomenological account gets
inside the common experience of a group of
people and describes what the participants
have experienced, how they have experienced
it, and the meanings they make of their shared
experience (Moustakas, 1994). Polkinghorne
(1989) suggested that the researcher and
readers of a phenomenological research study
should be able to say, “I understand better
what it is like for someone to experience that”
131

Harper & Quaye

(p. 46). This type of qualitative study usually
provides full, detailed descriptions of the
phenomenon under study (Miles & Huberman,
1994).

Sites
This study was conducted at six large, public
research universities in the Midwest: University
of Illinois, Indiana University, University of
Michigan, Michigan State University, The
Ohio State University, and Purdue University.
These six institutions are similar in terms of
size, age, reputation, and selectivity. Collec
tively enrolling more than 189,000 under
graduates, these six institutions are all classified
as Doctoral/Research Universities–Extensive
by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advance
ment of Teaching (2000). On average, 6.3%
of the students at the institutions were African
American during the time at which the data
were collected, with African American under
graduate enrollments ranging from 3.1% to
8.8%. The mean six-year graduation rate for
African American male undergraduates at these
institutions was 50.7%, compared to 74.2%
for White men and 58.8% for their African
American female counterparts. Consistent
with national trends (Harper, 2006a), African
American men had the lowest graduation rates
among both sexes and all racial/ethnic groups
across the six universities. At the time of data
collection, 33.8% of the African American
students at these universities were male.

Sample
Key administrators on the six campuses (i.e.,
deans, vice presidents, and directors of campus
programs) were asked to identify highachieving African American male student
leaders who had earned cumulative grade point
averages above 3.0 on a 4.0 scale; established
lengthy records of leadership and involvement
in multiple campus organizations; earned the
admiration of their peers (as determined by
132

peer elections to campus leadership positions);
developed meaningful relationships with
faculty and high-ranking campus admini
strators; participated in enriching educational
experiences (e.g., study abroad programs,
internships, learning communities, and
summer research programs); and earned
numerous awards and honors for their college
achievements. Using these criteria, 32 African
American undergraduate men at the six
universities were identified and selected for
participation in this study.
The sample included four sophomores, 12
juniors, and 16 seniors, representing a wide
variety of academic majors. The mean GPA
for the sample was 3.32. All of the participants
were between the ages of 18 and 22 and were
single with no dependents. Twelve participants
grew up in single-parent homes and the
remaining 20 were from homes with two
parents. Regarding the educational levels of
their parents, the participants reported the
following: both parents attended college
(n = 9), one parent attended college (n = 10),
and neither parent attended college (n = 13).
Collectively, the 32 participants had been
awarded more than $489,000 in merit-based
scholarships, awards, and prizes for their
college achievements. The participants ex
pressed high educational and career aspirations,
with 72% indicating the intent to someday
earn a doctoral degree. The remaining 28%
planned to pursue master’s degrees, mostly
MBAs from top business schools.
None of the participants in this study were
college student–athletes. Nominators reported
that these 32 high-achievers were the only
African American male undergraduates on the
six campuses who satisfied the previously noted
criteria established for participation in this
study.

Data Collection Procedures
Each of the 32 African American men was
Journal of College Student Development
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asked to participate in a 2- to 3-hour face-toface interview and at least two follow-up
interviews via telephone. The lead researcher
visited each campus at least once to conduct
the first-round individual interviews; four
campuses were visited twice. A semi-structured
interview technique was used in the face-toface interview sessions, which simultaneously
permitted data collection and authentic
participant reflection (Holstein & Gubrium,
1995). Although standard questions and
interview protocol were used in the interviews,
discussions often became conversational, thus
allowing the participants to reflect on the
experiences and relationships they deemed
most significant. Full transcripts from all
sessions were sent to each participant for
confirmation within eight weeks following his
interviews.

Data Analysis
Step-by-step techniques prescribed by
Moustakas (1994) were used to analyze the
data collected from interviews with the
participants. We first bracketed our initial
impressions and assumptions as we read each
line of the participants’ transcripts. The
margins of the transcripts were marked with
reflective comments regarding our own
suppositions and preliminary judgments about
the data. After bracketing, the transcripts were
sorted and key phases were linearly arranged
under tentative headings using the NVivo®
Qualitative Research Software Package. This
process resulted in the identification of 36
invariant constituents (Moustakas), which
were sub-themes that consistently held true
for at least 84.4% of the sample. The invariant
constituents were helpful in understanding the
participants’ shared experiences and were later
clustered into thematic categories.
Before the categories were solidified, a
textural summary (what the high-achiever
experienced) and a structural summary (how
March /April 2007
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he experienced the phenomenon of being an
actively engaged student leader at a PWI) were
written for each participant. Seven thematic
categories were identified that captured the
essence of the participants’ shared experiences,
two of which related directly to the develop
ment and expression of the participants’ Black
identities through student organizations on
predominantly White university campuses.
Only findings from those two themes are
reported in this article.

Trustworthiness and Quality
Assurance
Several steps were taken to ensure quality and
trustworthiness in this study. Lincoln and
Guba (1986) offered four measures for
evaluating methodological rigor and accuracy
in qualitative research: credibility, transfer
ability, dependability, and confirmability.
These four measures “replace the usual
positivist criteria of internal and external
validity, reliability, and objectivity” used to
ensure quality in quantitative studies (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2000, p. 21). Credibility was
addressed through member checks, follow-up
interviews via telephone, and referential
adequacy (e.g., the storage and accessibility of
cassette tapes from the interviews, full tran
scripts, and confidential documents). An
informant team consisting of at least two
participants from each institution was estab
lished for member checks. This team, represent
ing over 25% of the sample, read and provided
feedback on our written interpretations of their
collective experiences.
Additionally, feedback from six peer
debriefers who are experienced qualitative
researchers and are familiar with African
American men’s issues was solicited to ensure
credibility. Debriefers were given raw tran
scripts, as well as the individual textural and
structural descriptions written for the study
participants. Debriefers engaged the lead
133
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researcher in a series of ongoing discussions
regarding the tentative meanings made of the
participants’ experiences throughout the data
analysis phase of the study. Transferability is
ensured by the earlier description of sites from
which data were collected. Findings from this
study will likely transfer agreeably to other
large predominantly White public research
universities. Finally, dependability and con
firmability were ensured through audits
conducted by members of the aforementioned
peer debriefing team, a diverse team of four
senior faculty colleagues, and one additional
qualitative research methodologist.

Limitations
Despite efforts to ensure trustworthiness, three
shortcomings are readily apparent. First, given
the limited number of administrators who
were asked to nominate African American male
student leaders on each campus, selection bias
likely prohibited certain students from being
nominated to participate in the study. Although
most administrators conferred with other
colleagues before offering a final list of
nominees, in many cases they identified
student leaders with whom they had worked
closely and were most familiar. There very well
could have been additional African American
male student leaders on the six campuses who
were overlooked because they had not in
teracted or formed relationships with the
nominators.
A second major shortcoming pertains to
the limited transferability of the findings from
this study. African American male students
with similar profiles at single-sex institutions,
historically Black universities, small liberal arts
colleges, and other institutional types might
report experiences that differ from those of the
32 participants who attended the six large
PWIs in the present study. Finally, unlike
previous studies of Black identity development
among African American college students, no
134

inventory or instrument was used in this study
to quantitatively ascertain the participants’
racial identity attitudes. Although the focus in
the present study is primarily on identity
expression and development vis-à-vis student
organizations, no systematic approach was
employed to place the participants at various
stages in Cross’s (1995) model. Despite this,
several qualitative indicators of the students’
racial identity statuses are offered through
verbatim quotes in the next section.

Findings
From the data analysis emerged two sets of
findings related to the development and
expression of the participants’ Black identities
within the context of student organizations.
One pertains to the impetus for their leader
ship and engagement in both predominantly
Black and mainstream/majority White student
organizations. The other focuses on the ways
in which student organizations afforded the
participants opportunities to develop valued
cross-cultural communication skills, enabled
them to learn from others who were racially
different, and fostered among them care and
advocacy for other disadvantaged populations.
Findings in these two areas are reported in this
section and connections to previous research
on Black identity development are discussed
thereafter.

For the Advancement of the African
American Community
Although some held membership in mainstream
campus organizations, the participants’ leader
ship and engagement were overwhelmingly
situated in predominantly Black and minority
student organizations. Regardless of the
organizations he chose or the positions he held,
each student leader articulated a commitment
to uplifting the African American community
(both on campus and broadly defined) and
Journal of College Student Development
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devoted himself to dispelling stereotypes,
breaking down barriers, and opening new
doors for other African American students on
his campus. Regarding their impetus for
involvement, here are some of the reflections
offered in the interviews:
Recognizing the need for African Ameri
cans to be on a level playing field with
other races and for African American
students to know about certain things that
they otherwise wouldn’t have been exposed
to has prompted me to become active on
campus. (Daniel, University of Michigan)
I tried to think of ways that I could benefit
my community and make it easier for
other African American students to
graduate. If you look at the retention rates
for African Americans on this campus,
especially the guys, you’d be like, “Wow
this is really messed up!” That is why I
got involved. (Jamein, Michigan State
University)
I took an African American Studies class
my first year here . . . it brought light to
the statistics in our community and how
the African American community is
hurting right now. I felt that I needed to
do something, starting here on campus as
a student leader, to help my brothers and
sisters, just like the people who had come
before me had done things that got me
introduced to certain opportunities. I
committed myself to helping other Afri
can Americans gain access to more of
those opportunities. (Keely, University of
Illinois)
I wanted to join many different types of
organizations so that I could develop skills
and get programming ideas that I could
transfer back to the Black student organi
zations, to make the Black organizations
stronger and more effective. I’ve been
especially successful in doing this for my
fraternity and Black Student Union.
(Marshawn, Indiana University)
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In his own way, each student leader articulated
a commitment to racial uplift, which was the
prevailing driver of his affiliation with various
clubs and organizations.
The participants spoke in detail about
doing their part in responding to the issues
that African American and other minority
students faced on campus. Many were cogni
zant of the low retention and graduation rates
among African American students and re
sponded through programs and initiatives in
their student organizations. Two participants
described the 4.0 Club they co-founded on
the University of Illinois campus. “We
registered the student organization so we could
have study halls for African American students
to study together and support each other
academically because the African American
students’ GPAs are considerably lower than
the campus average.” Members of the 4.0 Club
reserved a study table for members at the
campus library, participated in occasional
study sessions from 8:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m.,
and provided recognition incentives for those
members who actually achieved 4.0 GPAs at
the end of each semester. This was just one
way that these two student leaders attempted
to help address the academic underachieve
ment issues that plagued their same-race peers.
Other students described a variety of academic
and non-academic initiatives in which they
had been involved to specifically help respond
to the retention crisis among the African
American male undergraduates on their
campuses.
An interesting observation was made
regarding the student organizations the
participants selected. Those who chose to be
exclusively involved in predominantly Black
organizations did so because they were
primarily concerned with being affiliated with
groups that responded directly to African
American students’ needs and concerns. In ex
plaining his selection of student organizations
135
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and campus activities at Michigan State, Alric
shared:
I am mostly involved in Black and minor
ity initiatives because they provide a
platform for me to plan programs for the
most disadvantaged students here at the
university—students who look like me. I
see the personal value in getting involved
in some mainstream activities, but I feel
as though I could have a greater impact
on students of color through the Black
Student Alliance, the Black caucuses, the
Racial/Ethnic Aide Program and my other
organizations. It’s not so much about
me—it’s more about involving myself in
things that will advance our race.

Those who were more involved in the
predominantly White and mainstream student
organizations mostly chose to do so because
they saw an inadequate representation of
African American students in those clubs and
wanted to be among the first to diversify the
groups. They also knew the mainstream
student organizations had greater resources
and funds for programming that could be
accessed on behalf of Black and minority
student groups. Several participants noted that
they joined those groups to get minority
initiatives funded; to advocate bringing African
American speakers, musicians, and entertainers
to campus; and to promote collaboration
between those organizations and the Black and
minority student groups with which they were
also affiliated. One student leader offered this
example: “I joined Union Board because they
bring all the concerts to campus. I noticed that
they kept bringing nothing but White artists.
Because of me, Union Board and Black
Student Union co-sponsored the first hip-hop
concert we’ve ever had.” Although they
sometimes chose demographically different
organizations, the participants shared the same
goal: advancing the African American student
communities on their campuses.
136

The student leaders often leveraged their
influence and reputations to gain access to key
administrators on their campuses. An Ohio
State student shared:
I have the ear of the Vice President for
Student Affairs. I often go to him to ask
for money for different initiatives for
Black students and he listens because he
sees me as a notable ambassador of the
Black community.

Student organizations offered venues through
which the voices of African American students
could be shared and the needs of racial/ethnic
minority students could be advocated. Keely,
the student representative on the Board
of Trustees at the University of Illinois,
remarked:
When I sit around a table in a meeting
with the Board of Trustees or a student
leadership group, it’s a very White room.
It is my hope that I, as well as some of the
other African American men that you’re
interviewing here, have gotten into the
minds of administrators that this campus
needs to be a lot more diverse. If we
weren’t seated around those tables, who’d
advocate for our needs?

Keely’s comments are consistent with reflec
tions offered by other participants on the six
campuses.
The student leaders were compelled to get
involved in order to have their voices and the
voices of the African American community
heard. “Not too many African American
students are involved at Ohio State. I just
wanted to get myself out there and be a
representative, to represent the African
American voice, which otherwise wouldn’t be
heard by these White administrators,” Chaz
noted. Many participants saw the value of
having minority representation on various
committees that set policies for the campuses.
They realized that racial/ethnic minority
students had been previously disadvantaged
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because they lacked student participation in
important institutional decision-making
processes. Christopher, Vice President of the
Student Association at Indiana University,
commented:
Most Black student organizations are
struggling financially here at IU because
they don’t have anyone seated at the table
when resources are allocated to clubs. I’ve
been able to do that through IUSA, which
gives out thousands of dollars each year.
It is the majority White groups that know
about these funding opportunities—not
so much for the Black groups. Since I have
become the VP of IUSA, I have made sure
that Black Student Union, Kappa Alpha
Psi [a historically Black fraternity], and
other Black groups have gotten a portion
of those funds. I’ve personally gone to
some Black student groups’ meetings to
tell them about resources that are available
to finance their programming. If I weren’t
the VP, most Black groups wouldn’t know
this information.

The participants sometimes volunteered
to provide an African American perspective in
different student organizations and on various
university committees; other times they were
involuntarily forced into those roles. Many
referred to themselves as the “token Black
male.” For instance, David, a student at
Purdue, shared the following story:
I’ve been appointed to the Student
Leadership Board, which is a committee
that consists of all the presidents or
representatives of the elite student organi
zations on campus. . . . [another student]
and I were asked to be on that Board
because, I hate to say it, but we’re the
token African American males, which I
have no problem accepting. We walked in
the first meeting and we were both like,
“Okay, now we know why we were
invited.” Nonetheless, it’s an honor to
have been selected. More importantly, it’s
even more of an honor to provide an
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African American voice that was
missing.

Interestingly, blatant tokenism did not seem
to bother the participants, as Cullen asked, “If
not me, who?” They accepted responsibility
for speaking on behalf of African Americans
and other racial/ethnic minority persons on a
variety of platforms. At some point, they
noticed there was a shortage of African
American student leaders taking a stance on
major campus issues and voicing the concerns
of the community to the president and other
administrators—they endeavored to provide
that voice.

Cross-Cultural Engagement and
Advocacy for Oppressed People
Cross-cultural communication was the most
frequently cited skill mentioned throughout
the interviews. The participants reported that
they had successfully learned how to work with
people who were different in terms of race,
ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation,
ability, socioeconomic status, and religion.
They clearly understood that in order to be
successful they needed to forge relationships
with people from different backgrounds. The
student leaders also told how they were
genuinely interested in meeting peers who were
different and could offer different points of
view. Mike spoke extensively about the positive
relationships he formed with Jewish, Asian,
and international students from India at Ohio
State and how he learned that “everything in
society is not just Black and White.” The
participants were cognizant of the fact that
their college campuses were microcosms of the
larger society. They knew, for example, that
most top-ranked MBA programs enrolled
several international students; they remembered
from their summer internships that companies
tended to be multicultural and globally
focused; and they were aware that some of their
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non-African American peers from college
would go on to become senators, business
executives, and leaders in the future.
Working with diverse populations in
campus organizations enabled them to learn
about and appreciate the differences that
people bring to various settings. In return, they
were able to teach diverse others about their
unique backgrounds, life histories, and Black
culture. “Whenever I get the opportunity, I
have conversations with White people or Asian
people if I can turn it into a learning experience
for them,” Brian noted. Although they all
mentioned working with various cultures,
significant emphasis was often placed upon
“learning to deal with White people.” Many
participants considered this skill a gift that
many of their African American peers did not
have, but something that was essential for
future success. “So many African Americans
are miserable in college and in their jobs
because they don’t know how to deal with
White people . . . they really aren’t that hard
to work with once you figure them out,” one
student commented. An interesting observa
tion was made with regard to the participants’
language when discussing their cross-cultural
experiences. The students usually chose the
phrase “interact with” when they spoke more
generally about their exchanges with peers
from different cultural and racial/ethnic
minority backgrounds, but used “deal with”
when referring specifically to their interactions
with White people. This semantic difference
is noteworthy, as it indicates variable levels of
comfort and authenticity in cross-racial
interactions and relationships.
Nearly all of the participants spoke of their
African American peers’ refusal to interact with
and learn about different cultures. Landon
offered the following perspective:
Most of the Black students at Purdue are
associated with themselves and that’s
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where they draw the line. A lot of times,
people will come from Black communities
and that’s where they stay. They come to
this White school, they find the Black
community, and that’s where they stay
because they’re comfortable.

Intentional self-segregation, the participants
believed, was fueled by issues of discomfort,
previous negative experiences with White
persons and people from other racial/ethnic
backgrounds, and sometimes just blatant
racism. A junior at Michigan State reflected
on how disappointed he was with the racist
attitudes displayed by his African American
peers toward other cultures.
I love Black people, but I hate the closemindedness and prejudices many of us
have toward others and the stereotypes we
generalize about other students, especially
because we don’t like for someone to make
generalizations or advance stereotypes
about us.

Student organization membership afford
ed the participants opportunities to interact
with peers outside of the African American
community. Because of this, they acquired the
skill of working cooperatively with diverse
others. Edwin, Vice President of the Pre-Med
Association at the University of Michigan,
recognized the long-term benefits of his crosscultural interactions in college. He realized,
for instance, that most hospitals are multi
cultural and serve diverse populations. “Student
groups have introduced me to people of other
cultures, and have really prepared me to go
into the world of medicine where I’ll treat and
constantly interact with a lot of patients from
different racial and cultural backgrounds.”
Like other student leaders in the study,
Edwin also acquired a heightened awareness
of the effects of oppression on other margin
alized groups at his institution. Specifically, he
was an organizer for Victory Over Violence
Week at the University of Michigan, which
Journal of College Student Development

Student Organizations and Black Identity

focused on eradicating rape and other forms
of assault against women. Edwin offered this
explanation for his involvement in a pre
dominantly female initiative:
As a Black man, I understand what it is
like to be victimized and assaulted.
Because of this, I have joined others in
helping prevent the victimization of
women on this campus. I am obviously
not a woman, but I have firsthand experi
ence with oppression and I want to stop
it, not just for African Americans, but for
women as well. Quite honestly, I have
learned a lot about gender issues and
how to collaborate with women to end
oppression.

Other participants described their interactions
with students from marginalized groups.
“Before I came to college, I was raised to think
that homosexuals were going to hell. Last
semester, I marched in a rally for their rights
because I understand how it feels to be
overlooked on this campus,” a University of
Illinois student commented. Similarly, although
most of his involvement was situated in Black
student organizations, Bryant attributed his
sensitivity for the needs and concerns of gay
and lesbian students, as well as students with
disabilities to his service as a Resident Assistant.
Amondo remarked, “I would like to end
oppression against all groups here at Michigan
State, not just Blacks.”

Discussion
Internalization, the final stage of Cross’s (1995)
model of Black identity development, signifies
an inner comfort with one’s Blackness, the
ability to form alliances with other members
outside of one’s racial group (including White
people), and a commitment to enacting change
that will result in social justice for African
Americans and other oppressed groups.
Leadership and engagement in student organi
zations enabled the participants in the present
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study to embody many of these characteristics.
Specifically, the juxtaposition of their dominant
participation in Black student organizations
with their willingness to engage in other
groups that afforded opportunities for crosscultural learning and advocacy on behalf of
gay and lesbian students, women, and other
socially marginalized groups on their campuses
is consistent with attitudes and behaviors
displayed by those at the Internalization stage
in Cross’s model.
Harper’s (1975) finding that African
American men’s engagement is primarily
situated in Black student organizations also
held true in the present study, although many
participants were also involved to varying
degrees in mainstream and predominantly
White groups. Inconsistent with Mitchell and
Dell’s (1992) claims, there was no evidence
here that those who were more engaged in
Black and minority student organizations
expressed their Black identities with any more
intensity than those who were involved in a
wider range of student organizations. Perhaps
this would have been different were any of the
participants engaged exclusively in mainstream
and predominantly White organizations—
none were. However, their recognition of and
firsthand experiences with social disadvantage
did compel many participants to pursue
membership in some mainstream organiza
tions. This behavior coincides with McEwen
et al.’s (1990) Developing Social Responsibility
dimension of Black identity development.
Moreover, the dominance of their affiliation
with Black student organizations, which
presumably requires some level of collective
action and collaboration with other African
American students, corresponds agreeably with
the Ujima principle in Robinson and HowardHamilton’s (1994) Africentric Resistance
Modality Model.
As previously mentioned, the nominating
administrators indicated that these 32 under
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graduates were the most actively engaged
African American male student leaders on the
six campuses. Like the highly involved parti
cipants in Taylor and Howard-Hamilton’s
(1995) study, student leaders in the present
study overwhelmingly displayed Internaliza
tion attitudes. The difference here is that the
behavioral manifestations of such attitudes
through student organization membership
were also explored. Put simply, leadership and
engagement for social justice and racial uplift
were the primary ways through which Inter
nalization attitudes were expressed behaviorally.
Using Cokley’s (1999) term, participants were
“racially aware,” as evidenced by the purpose
with which they approached their work in
structured venues outside of the classroom.
Clubs and organizations—predominantly
Black and minority, as well as mainstream and
majority White—offered platforms through
which the African American men in this study
could champion Black causes; advocate for
support and resources to meet the needs of
racial/ethnic minority students; and offer a
voice that was often missing when decisions
were being made regarding campus policies,
the allocation of resources, and the selection
of speakers and entertainers that student
organizations brought to campus.
It is important to note that the 32
participants were able to maintain their Black
identities within the context of predominantly
White student organizations. Cross (1995)
suggested that those at the Internalization stage
are able to selectively subscribe to both Black
and White cultures without forfeiting one for
the other. That was the case here, as the African
American male student leaders adapted to
mainstream student organizations and estab
lished relationships with White peers through
those groups while simultaneously advancing
their own minority-focused agendas and Black
student interests. Regardless of the racial
makeup of their out-of-class involvement
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venues, improving the status and conditions
of African American students on their campuses
was the primary impetus for the participants’
leadership and engagement.
Findings clearly indicate that student
organization membership helped enhance the
development of the participants’ Black identi
ties. Characteristic of those at the final stage
in Cross’s (1995) model of Black identity
development is the ability to interact com
fortably with White people while maintaining
a sense of one’s own Blackness and developing
care for other marginalized groups. Regarding
the former, clubs, organizations, and activities
enabled the student leaders to develop sharper
cross-cultural communication skills and
recognize the value of interacting across
cultural differences. Working on committees
and programmatic initiatives cultivated within
the participants the skill of “dealing with”
White people, which is discussed further in
the implications section. Reportedly, learning
this while concurrently maintaining and
exerting one’s authentic sense of Blackness in
student organizations was a useful exercise.
This is particularly noteworthy because the
participants indicated their same-race peers
typically avoided and were generally not
engaged in structured efforts that facilitated
opportunities for cross-cultural learning and
skill acquisition in this regard.
Vandiver et al.’s (2001) addition of the
Multiculturalist Inclusive cluster to the
Internalization stage of Cross’s (1995) model
pertains to a person’s ability to bridge dif
ferences and craft action-oriented responses to
multiple forms of oppression. Participants in
the present study were able to go beyond their
cultural comfort zones by interacting with
diverse populations of peers within their
organizations. Furthermore, they were com
pelled to commit themselves to (but also move
beyond) African American and racial/ethnic
minority-focused initiatives and become agents
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of social change for other oppressed and
disadvantaged groups on their campuses.
Student organizations offered a platform
through which their familiarity with the needs
and challenges of others, care for marginalized
populations, and pragmatic solutions for
eradicating social injustices could be developed
and expressed.

Implications and Conclusion
As mentioned previously, although factors
leading to premature departures from college
are numerous and not easily credited to a
narrow set of variables and conditions (Braxton,
2000; Tinto, 2005), scholars have attributed
a portion of college student attrition to identity
development challenges among students in
general (Evans et al., 1998) and African
American male undergraduates in particular
(Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2004). Given that only
32.4% of African American men who start
college actually persist through baccalaureate
degree attainment (Harper, 2006a; NCES,
2005), it seems appropriate to recommend that
educators invest energies into introducing
these students to venues in which their
identities can be developed and expressed.
Student organizations, both predominantly
Black and mainstream, should be marketed as
outlets for African American men to learn
more about themselves and others, contribute
to programmatic and advocacy efforts that will
improve their own quality of life as well as that
of marginalized others on campus, and afford
them opportunities to develop a set of crosscultural communication skills that will prove
useful in their post-college endeavors.
Although the participants in this study
expressed no dissatisfaction with assuming
responsibility for representing the Black race
in student organizations, advisors and admini
strators should be careful not to tokenize those
who choose to become members and leaders.
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Expecting them to speak on behalf of all
African Americans and racial/ethnic minority
students is inappropriate and will likely
decrease some students’ willingness to continu
ally consider mainstream student organizations
as suitable outlets for engagement. Similarly,
although Cross (1971, 1991, 1995) portrays
Internalization as the optimal level of racial
identity functioning, educators should be
cognizant of the varied backgrounds from
which African American men come and
therefore not assume that every student finds
engagement in social work on behalf of
disenfranchised populations on his campus
appealing. Instead, faculty and student affairs
educators should engage African American
men in conversations about the ways in which
they define their Blackness, the racial realities
of their college experiences, and their expec
tations of the institution’s response to racism
and social injustice. Based on where students
are developmentally, organizations and activi
ties that will enable them to further explore
their identities and respond to the social issues
they deem important should be introduced.
Those who work with mainstream student
organizations in an advisory capacity should
engage White student stakeholders in a process
of creating spaces for African American men
and other underrepresented students to offer
culturally based ideas, programming, and
advocacy. According to Harper (2006c), several
student organizations espouse commitments
to diversity and multiculturalism in their
mission statements, but few White student
leaders are actually held accountable for
enacting such values. The participants in the
present study were afforded the space to engage
in social work and collaborative partnerships
to address needs and issues that concerned
African Americans and other populations.
Ways in which racial/ethnic minority students
negotiate access and factors that compel White
students to provide this space in mainstream
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clubs and organizations warrants further
investigation.
Many participants mentioned learning to
deal with White people as a self-reported gain
associated with their engagement in main
stream student organizations. Although the
acquisition and perceived transferability of this
skill is noteworthy, advisors should pay
particular attention to facilitating opportuni
ties for more meaningful cross-cultural
interactions that result in learning, sharing,
and mutually rewarding collaboration across
races, instead of simply dealing with peers who
are racially different. The long-term effects and
transferability of what the African American
male student leaders deemed as learning to
“deal with” White people is also worthy of
future research.
Finally, the value of and continued need
for predominantly Black and minority student
organizations should not be overlooked. These
organizations served as the primary venues for
African American male student engagement
on the six campuses in this study. Without
them, some of the participants may not have
found a place for the expression and develop
ment of their Black identities. Though many
found opportunities for racial uplift and the
representation of Black interests in mainstream
and majority White student organizations, the
predominantly Black groups offered an
alternative platform through which to address
Black issues, connect with other African
American students, and initiate dialogue and
programming without feelings of tokenism.
Among African American male first-year
students and those who are not involved, it is
highly likely that most will first consider Black
student organizations as initial venues for
engagement before branching out to main
stream and majority White groups (Harper,
2006c). Thus, educators and administrators
who are interested in increasing engagement
and enhancing outcomes (including identity
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development) among African American male
undergraduates must provide financial,
advisory, and other forms of support to
predominantly Black and minority student
organizations. The participants in this study
reflected positively on the role of these groups
and mainstream student organizations in the
development and expression of their Black
identities.
Correspondence concerning this article should be
addressed to Shaun R. Harper, Center for the Study of
Higher Education, The Pennsylvania State University,
400 Rackley Building, University Park, PA, 16802;
sharper@psu.edu
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