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Xii
ABSTRACT

By 2011, the U.S. Latina/o population had achiexd&ey milestone in higher
education, becoming the largest racial/ethnic niipwgroup on U.S. college campuses. In
the past 20 years, research studies on studergssubave increasingly focused on the
Latina/o student population, particularly at predaently White institutions. Among the
many factors related to college success, ethntar@licenters have emerged recently as an
underexamined but potentially influential aspecthaf college experience for students of
color.

Using a student success conceptual frameworkc#ss study examined the role of
an ethnic cultural center in the experience ofriat students at a predominantly White
institution located in the Midwest. The researdh sias the Latino Native American Cultural
Center (LNACC) located at the University of lowahe study was guided by three
psychosocio concepts: sense of belonging, thri\ang, validation. Eleven undergraduate
Latina/o students and six university staff memipamdicipated in a series of interviews
during a 6- month period. Data collection alsoueld site observations and document
analysis.

Five key themes emerged from the study: (a) gettonmmected, (b) the LNACC
“vibe,” (c) LNACC as anchor and launching pad, I(d}jina/o presence on campus, and (e)
neutral, sacred, and (con)tested space. ThdHliste, getting connected, provides an
understanding of the multiple ways in which thedstut participants were able to get
connected to the LNACC. The second theme, the LRAGbe,” illuminates how students
made meaning of their experiences at the LNACQaae that many of the participants

referred to as having a unique “vibe” or essentee LNACC as anchor or launching pad
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Xiii
theme represents the various temporal experierficgadents as they either moved from
frequent to infrequent engagement with the LNACCartinued to have a strong connection
to the LNACC. The fourth theme, Latina/o preseaseampus, reflects the students’
expressed desire for visibility on campus and thenception of the LNACC as a
representation of the Latina/o presence. The thehe, neutral, sacred, and con(tested)
space, illustrates how students’ tacit understaggdof the various physical spaces within the
LNACC influenced the ways in which those spacesawesed and what that means for future

use of the center. Implications for practice amuife research are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
It was because of the cultural center that | arfieo$ survived as students,
because of the important space we were providdu-wat space
which embraced who we were without explanation.
Dr. Nancy “Rusty” Barcel6, 1996

By 2011, the U.S. Latina/o population had achiexd&ey milestone in higher
education, becoming the largest racial/ethnic niipgroup on U.S. college campuses,
including four-year colleges and universities (Briopez, 2012). As Latina/o college
enrollment rates have increased, graduation rates fisen simultaneously; however,
Latinas/os still lag behind all other “non-Hispdnjroups in college degree completion
(Ogunwole, Drewery, & Rios-Vargas, 2012). In tles{p20 years, research studies on
student success have increasingly focused on theal@ student population, particularly at
institutions of higher education where White studeaccount for 50 percent or more of the
student enroliment—referred to as predominantly t@/imstitutions or PWIs (Brown &
Dancy, 2010). Among the many factors related tege success, cultural centers have
emerged recently as an underexamined but potgnitidiiliential aspect of the college
experience for students of color.

Ethnic cultural centers first began to appear dlege campuses in the Midwest in
the early 1970s following the peak years of campusgst. It was during this time that many
institutions implemented far-ranging changes relabecurriculum, recruitment practices
(students and faculty), facilities, support sersja@nd other issues impacting diverse
populations (Astin, Astin, Bayer, & Bisconti, 1975Cultural centers changed the landscape
of higher education at PWIs by creating spacespdames focused on serving the needs of

underrepresented racial/ethnic groups while pramgativerall campus diversity. In the

1970s students at Latino cultural centers in thevisist were hosting nationally known
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Latina/o activists (La Casa: Indiana UniversityihatCultural Center, n.d.a), advocating for
greater recruitment and retention of Latina/o stisiéEsquivel, 2001), and coordinating
national Chicano conferences (Conners, Smeltzetaéhert, 1973).

The University of lowa (Ul) established the firsatino-based cultural center in the
Midwest in 1971. Within a decade several othenmestern universities had followed suit
including Indiana University at Bloomington (1978Yestern lllinois University (1973), and
the University of lllinois at Urbana—Champaign (497 Despite the 40-year history of
Latino cultural centers in the Midwest, very littleknown about the role these centers play
at PWIs, how Latina/o college students make meawirtigeir experiences at cultural
centers, or how these centers contribute to Latisa/dent success. These questions have
not been sufficiently addressed in higher educatsearch, despite persistent and
compelling testimony from Latina/o alumni pointit@the significance of cultural centers in
their college experiences.

Pascarella and Terenzini’s (1991, 2005) comprekiensiview of three decades of
research on how college affects students confirtinedritical role of institutional
environment on student satisfaction and successcofeges seek ways to improve Latina/o
student success, it is important to recognize xathée cultural spaces at PWIs. Reason
(2009) argued that “the goal of persistence reseauast be to explore students within the
multiple concentric environments they inhabit, igaaing that different students engage
differently within those environments” (p. 676)atino cultural centers are certainly within
one of those “concentric environments,” but thelerin Latina/o student persistence and

success has been mostly overlooked for the pastifzades.
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Statement of the Problem

Research on the Latina/o student experience irehigtiucation has focused mostly
on retention/persistence issues (Gloria, 1999;i&l@astellanos, Lopez, & Rosales, 2005;
Hernandez, 2000; Hernandez & Lopez, 2004-2005,8p2006) and ethnic/racial identity
development (Castillo et al., 2006; Guardia & Ev&t8; Torres, 1999, 2003, 2004; Torres
& Baxter Magolda, 2004; Torres & Hernandez, 200K)number of studies also have
addressed the impact of campus climate on Latistatent persistence (Gloria, Hird, &
Navarro, 2001; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Hurtado &jean, 2005; Museus, Nichols, &
Lambert, 2008; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 900" he findings from these studies
indicate that Latina/o college students experiamggque challenges negotiating the social,
physical, and cognitive domains at large PWIs. Ewav, few studies have focused on the
role of ethnic cultural centers in the successatfrla/o college students as they navigate the
transition to a PWI and negotiate the various camgmmains.

Student affairs practitioners may assume, basexheadotal evidence, that cultural
centers are important spaces for Latina/o studergain a sense of belonging and
empowerment on campus. However, a dearth of resastudies focusing on Latino cultural
centers makes it difficult to support these asswonpt Two seminal books have been
published focusing on ethnic cultural centers mphast 10 years: Hord’s (2008Black
Culture Centers: Politics of Survival and Identi#tgd L. D. Patton’s (201@ulture Centers
in Higher Education: Perspectives on Identity, Tiyeand Practice Both edited volumes
provide much needed background, historical persmeand theoretical frameworks upon
which research studies can be constructed. Butatiieéemains that quantitative and

gualitative research studies focusing on cultuealters are scarce. If, indeed, Latino cultural
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centers are important spaces in the experiencestiola/o students, it is crucial to
understand how students make meaning of theseierpes and how their experiences are
associated with student success.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the rb&ncaethnic cultural center in the
experience of Latina/o students at a PWI locatatienMidwest. The objectives of the study
were to:

1. Understand how Latina/o undergraduate students maleging of their
experiences at a cultural center.

2. Help close the knowledge gap regarding the roleutitiral centers in student
experiences at PWIs.

3. Provide greater understanding regarding how cultaaters might contribute to
Latina/o student success at PWIs.

4. Build on the work of Lori Patton (2004, 2006, 201®promote greater
understanding of the significance of cultural cesta the college experience of
students of color.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study:

1. How do Mexican American students become awareettitural center?

2. Why do Mexican American students choose to padteipn cultural center
activities?

3. What role does the cultural center play in Mexiganerican student success?
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Theoretical Perspective

| used a constructivist epistemology and a baserpnetive approach for this
gualitative study. Qualitative research includegesal key characteristics including: a focus
on meaning and understanding, the researcher gsithary instrument for the collection
and analysis of data, an inductive process of aaddysis, and the use of rich description in
the final product (Merriam, 2009). Qualitative@aschers emphasize “the socially
constructed nature of reality, the intimate relasioip between the researcher and what is
studied, and the situational constraints that sivagpary” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 8).
Thus qualitative researchers are interested inrgtateding how people create and give
meaning to social experiences.

Assumptions within a constructivist paradigm in@uyd) the existence of multiple
realities, (b) that knowledge is co-created bykhewer and the respondent, and (c) a set of
naturalistic methodological procedures (Denzin &daln, 2000). Denzin and Lincoln
(2000) argued that all research is interpretiveabee “it is guided by a set of beliefs and
feelings about the world and how it should be usibed” (p. 19). An interpretive approach
to qualitative research assumes that human adioreaningful and that it is possible for the
researcher to “reconstruct the self-understandofigstors engaged in particular actions”
(Schwandt, 2000, p. 193). The goal of this appgnaado interpret the meanings people
make of their worlds by focusing as much as possbl the participants’ perspectives of the
phenomena (Creswell, 2009). The way people malanimeg of their world is socially and
historically negotiated, so context is importamstjsathe process of interaction among

individuals.
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A constructivist-interpretive approach is approgigor gaining a deep understanding
of how Latina/o students make meaning of their egepees within the context of a Latino
cultural center at a PWI. The extant literaturecahural centers is presented mainly from
the perspective of scholars and administratorginééo student voices are rarely included in
studies pertaining to ethnic cultural centers. oAgtructivist approach to this study allows
active engagement with the Latina/o student padiais to uncover knowledge regarding the
role of the cultural center in their college expace.

Merriam (1988) defined qualitative case study asifgensive, holistic description
and analysis of a single instance, phenomenomgaalunit” (p. 21). The emphasis is on
process and context rather than on outcomes andispariables, with the goal being
discovery as opposed to confirmation. Merriam @28gued that a case study methodology
is especially suited for “dealing with critical fmems of practice and extending the
knowledge base of various aspects of educatiorXifjp. Case study methodology was
particularly suitable for this study because | wdsrested in gaining in-depth understanding
of how students make meaning of their experientescaltural center.

This study was grounded in the literature on Latrsaudent success at PWIs. The
concept of “student success” encompasses botlags-end out-of-class experiences and
includes both cognitive and affective elements.tifesbody of research on issues impacting
the retention and persistence of students of dwergrown, some scholars have begun to
embrace a more holistic view of student success—tuategoes beyond institutional data
indices and numerical representations (Castell&G#oria, 2007; Osei-Kofi & Renddn,
2005; Reason, 2009; Schreiner, 2013). As a Chiedimeattended a PWI and has worked

with Latina/o college students for the past 15 gebam well aware that some students
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persist to graduation without ever achieving a seidelonging on campus. This is the
difference between the traditional notion of sudieg (graduation) and actually thriving in
an environment that recognizes and validates alltlifferences. For this study, | was
interested in the latter as it applies to studepedences at an ethnic cultural center.

This study was informed by Laura Renddén’s (1994ipasion theory and the
construct of sense of belonging based on the wb8ylvia Hurtado and Deborah Faye
Carter (1996, 1997) and Terrell Strayhorn (2008,20 Both concepts use an interactionist
lens, which focuses on a student’s social intesastwith his or her academic and social
environment. Although validation theory and seofSkeelonging share a psychosocial
perspective of student experiences on campus,cadept has unique features and origins.

| chose validation theory because it speaks tmésels and strengths of first-
generation, low-income students with a focus odestiti success (Rendén, 1994). Based on a
gualitative study of diverse students attending fhitferent colleges, the concept of
validation emerged as a critical element to studantess. Although the study began by
examining Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvemh, Rendon—influenced by the work of
feminist scholars—developed the concept of valadato examine “how nontraditional
students who came to college expecting to fail sntidbegan to believe in their innate
capacity to learn and become successful collegkesta” (p. 36).

Validation is a process by which in- and out-ofsslagents (i.e., faculty members,
students, staff, peers, family members) engagetamtional and proactive affirmation of
students “as creators of knowledge and as valuabhabers of the college learning
community” (Rendén & Mufioz, 2011, p. 12). Thudjdation may occur at the academic

level and the interpersonal level. Rendon (19Bdptized that “for many low-income, first-
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generation students, external validation is ififiaeeded to move students toward
acknowledgement of their own internal self-capabsésnand potentiality” (p. 17). | was
interested in whether and how student experiencaaltural center located at a PWI
validate students academically and/or interperspnal

| chose the sense of belonging (SB) model (Hurta@@arter, 1996) to help guide my
study because it was based on a study that exarmowdLatina/o students view their college
membership by “identifying activities that bringaalt a greater sense of affiliation with
campus life” (p. 327). Hurtado and Carter (199)aloped this model as an alternative
approach to Tinto’s (1993) concept of college stidietegration. They described sense of
belonging as “the individual’s view of whether hesbe feels included in the college
community” (p. 327). The SB model demonstrates Bawlent background characteristics,
college selectivity, ease of transition to collegiegl perceptions of a hostile climate interact
temporally to directly and indirectly affect a stid’'s sense of belonging. Two key findings
in the Hurtado and Carter (1996) study are paditylgermane to my study. First, for
Latina/o students, early experiences in college&kayefactors influencing their sense of
belonging in subsequent years. | believe earlypsupe to and involvement in a cultural
center may help promote Latina/o students’ sens&eloihging on campus. Second,
membership in ethnic student organizations didsmgntificantly enhance the Latina/o student
participants’ sense of belonging on campus. Huortatd Carter (1997) suggested that the
students in their study who had joined ethnic oizgtions may have “experience[d] group
cohesion and marginality simultaneously” (p. 33bhis also was suggested by Loo and
Rolison (1986) as they examined ethnic enclavgmesf their study of minority students at

PWiIs. | was interested in whether students whaqgiaate in the cultural center experience a
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sense of belonging within the center while simwétausly experiencing marginality within

the larger campus environment, because that magtsitultural centers as potential
catalysts for bridging the epistemological anduat chasm Latina/o students experience at
PWiIs.

The SB model proposed by Hurtado and Carter (1886)based on a longitudinal
guantitative study of 287 Latina/o students usiagamal data. My research was a
gualitative case study consisting of a small saropkudents and staff members. My intent
was not to test the SB model but, rather, to galeeper understanding of particular
elements of the model relevant to out-of-class B&pees.

Strayhorn (2012) expanded on the SB model usirgpanoach grounded in a social
cognitive perspective of achievement motivatiore atigued that sense of belonging “takes
on heightened importance in contexts where indafglare inclined to feel isolated,
alienated, lonely, or invisible” (p. 10). He defthsense of belonging as:

students’ perceived social support on campus,lenfeer sensation of

connectedness, the experience of mattering onfigekred about, accepted,

respected, valued by, and important to the group @mpus community) or others

on campus (e.qg. faculty, peers). (p. 17)

In outlining core elements of the concept, Stragh@012) asserted that sense of belonging:
(a) is a basic human need; (b) is a fundamentavemaufficient to drive human behavior;

(c) takes on heightened importance in certain cagt@t certain times, and among certain
populations; (d) is related to, and seemingly aseguence of, mattering; (e) intersects with
and is affected by social identities; (f) engendehr®r positive outcomes; and (g) must be

satisfied on a continual bases and likely changasraumstances, conditions, and contexts
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change (p. 18-23). Strayhorn’s (2012) work furtipéided my study by operationalizing the
concept of sense of belonging and offering cormelds by which to examine student
experiences.

Cultural centers at PWIs in the Midwest are unigpaces that have continually
attracted and served underrepresented racial/estudent groups for the past 40 years. The
concepts of validation and sense of belonging piewa framework to understand the role a
cultural center plays in the success of Latinaddents at a PWI. Case study methodology
allowed me to gain insight into the context of miydy site through multilevel data
collection (i.e., historical documents, observagianterviews). A constructivist/interpretive
approach allowed me to actively engage with myiggaents to gain a deep understanding of
how they made meaning of their experiences atuharal center.

Significance of the Study

Latino cultural centers first began appearing at$Mthe Midwest in the early
1970s—around the same time the Chicano Movementeegating the Midwest from
California. Like their Black cultural center coenparts, the first Latino cultural centers
were created as a response to student demand®étegresources to address the needs of
Chicano and Latina/o students. Many of these cestrved as hubs of activity where
Latina/o students engaged in lively discussionandigg issues impacting the Latina/o
community, including campus issues such as the fogdgchicano studies programs, local
issues such as providing Latina/o high school sttgdeith college information, and national
issues such as immigration. They provided a sfradeatina/o students to plan and
participate in community outreach, publish newslstiand literary magazines, coordinate

political activities, and express themselves actdiy (Lozano, 2010).
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While the Latina/o student population continueditow in the 1980s and 1990s,
Latino cultural centers in the Midwest continuedéove as critical spaces and places for
students to meet and engage in social, culturdl pafitical activities. In 1992, at the
University of lllinois Urbana—Champaign, Latinatodents staged a historic protest on
campus culminating in a list of demands, whichudeld funding and greater autonomy for
their cultural center, La Casa Cultural Latina ¢f&tot Life and Cultural Archival Program
2010). Meanwhile, at Ul, students used the Laliative American Cultural Center
(LNACC) as a home base to organize and establiste s the first Latina/o-based Greek
organizations in the nation: Sigma Lambda Betadrnitly, established in 1986 (Sigma
Lambda Beta International Fraternity, n.d.), angh& Lambda Gamma National Sorority,
established in 1990 (Sigma Lambda Gamma Nationar®g Inc., n.d.). These are just a
few of the seminal events that took place withitin@cultural centers throughout the
Midwest in the final decades of the"2€entury.

The arrival of the 2%Lcentury found many cultural centers at a crossro&ften
located in older, deteriorating houses or buildjrigsir survival became tenuous as budget
constraints and competing political interests miadballenging to secure the institutional
support necessary for centers to thrive (Hefned220 PWIs began to grapple with the future
of ethnic cultural centers and, in some cases, rtteleontroversial decision to replace them
with multicultural centers (Princes, 1994). Meailejhcultural center stakeholders argued
that cultural centers were vital to the successaifginalized populations.

Latino cultural centers, in particular, were in firecarious position of trying to serve
ever-increasing numbers of Latina/o college stugleittile dealing with insufficient

resources, which underscores the importance oarelse¢o better understand connections
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between Latino cultural centers and Latina/o c@lsident success. This study is one of the
first to use the SB concept to examine how studexpgrience an ethnic cultural center at a
PWI. As such, it will contribute to the understarglof the role of cultural centers in
Latina/o student experiences as well as the rotilbfiral centers in the larger campus
environment.

Latina/o college enrollment is projected to inceshy 42 percent between 2010 and
2021 (ational Center for Education Statisti@)13), adding urgency to Ortiz’s (2004) call to
action for the higher education community to coasithie unique needs of Latina/o students
and “reconsider our basic assumptions as we catséarning environments and
opportunities that allow all students to particgatlly” (p. 1). This study contributes to the
general knowledge base regarding the experientatofa/o students at PWIs in three ways.
First, it focuses on Latina/o students attendinigigersity in the rural Midwest—an area
often neglected because larger numbers of Latstaftents reside and attend colleges in the
West and Southwest. Second, it helps to closeiatireg knowledge gap regarding the role
of Latino cultural centers at PWIs. Third, it exags the role of a cultural center from
Latina/o student perspectives.

Context of the Study

This study took place at UI's LNACC. Ul is a largoredominantly White research
university located in lowa City, lowa, with a tostldent enroliment of 30,119 students in
2012-2013. Out of 21,999 undergraduate studeyit6615.3%) identified as Hispanic and
48 (0.2%) identified as American Indian or Alaskdative (The University of lowa, 2012—
2013). This study focused on Latina/o undergraglgatdents who were participating in

LNACC activities.
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The LNACC is one of three ethnic cultural centanscampus, all three located within
a few blocks of each other on the west side of ecenfpee Appendix A for photos of the
LNACC). Two of the centers—the LNACC and the Afkmerican Cultural Center—were
founded over 40 years ago. The Asian Pacific AcagriCultural Center was established in
2003 (Center for Student Involvement and Leadershigh). Each center is located in a
stand-alone house, and they all report to the Goatar for Multicultural Programs and
Cultural Centers in the Center for Student Involeatrand Leadership.

The cultural centers at Ul are somewhat uniquergmdidwest cultural centers
because they are not staffed with full-time professls. Rather, each center employs a half-
time graduate assistant, who serves as a mandgag, with several undergraduate student
employees. This organizational model of studenmtagament has been in place since the
founding of the cultural centers and added compleri my examination of how and why
Latina/o students participate in LNACC activitiegcause most of the programming at the
Center is planned and coordinated by studentsrrtha by professional staff members.

Another unique aspect of this cultural centehdt it serves both Latina/o and Native
American communities. This dual purpose stems fitoernoriginal founders of the LNACC
—two Chicano/a students and one Native Americadestt—who, recognizing their shared
experiences of oppression and marginalization, éoran coalition to address issues
impacting their communities (Solis, 2011). Oneh&f founders, Antonio Zavala, explained
that the rationale behind the coalition was

to preserve our heritage and our identity, to raisecial consciousness among our

people . . . and to demand that the Universityoafd recruit more Chicano and
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Indian students from around the state—a respoitgibie feel the state has not met.
(“Chicanos, Indians Unite on 2 Campuses,” 1971.9).

Although my study focused only on Latina/o studehtecognized the importance of

examining how the historical and contemporary candé my research site shaped the

experience of my research participants and includisdaspect of the cultural center in my

research design, specifically in my interview poatio The next section provides further

context to my study by defining some key terminglog

Definitions of Terms

Latina/o: a pan-ethnic term used to describe a diverse atadgeneous population,
members of which trace their ancestral countriesrigin to Mexico, Puerto Rico,
and Cuba as well as other countries in Central Acag6outh America, and the
Caribbean. These countries share a legacy of §panlonization, which led to the
establishment of Spanish as a shared languages€l @004). Not all contemporary
U.S. Latinas/os speak Spanish, although they shaoenmon historical connection to
the language. Current U.S. Latinas/os represertsk demographic backgrounds
and demonstrate wide within-group differences rmteof generational status in the
United States, immigration experiences, educatierpériences, language, culture,
race, religion, political affiliations, and mor@his introduces cultural and social
complexities, which must be acknowledged when cotdg research with this
population.

Chicana/o:a political form of self-identification for Latin&ss, particularly those of Mexican

descent. Journalist Ruben Salazar (1970), whoassassinated in 1970, explained
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that “a Chicano is a Mexican-American with a nongkmimage of himself”’ (para.
1).

Cultural center:for the purposes of this study, a stand-aloneyelisdacility (house or
building) whose main purpose is to serve the néaltural, social, and academic) of
historically underserved racial/ethnic student gagons at a university through
programs and services.

Predominantly White institution (PWIx college or university at which the student
population is more than 50 percent White.

Sense of belonging (SBising Hurtado and Carter’s (1996) definition, ardividual’'s view
of whether he or she feels included in the colleg@munity” (p. 327), in concert
with Strayhorn’s (2012) operationalized definitiohSB:
students’ perceived social support on campus,lenfeer sensation of
connectedness, the experience of mattering onfigelred about, accepted,
respected, valued by, and important to the group,(eampus community) or others
on campus (e.qg., faculty, peers). (p. 17)

Summary
In this chapter | set the foundation for my study aituate it within a conceptual
framework. In Chapter 2, | review and discussentrresearch regarding Latina/o college

student success follow by an examination of tlegdiure on cultural centers. Chapter 3

provides an explanation of the methodology and oustlemployed for data collection, data

analysis, and trustworthiness. | also discusstiey’s delimitations and limitations. In

Chapter 4, | present and analyze the findings. p@n& comprises a summary of the study, a
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discussion of the findings as they relate to tlseaech questions, implications of the

findings, and personal reflections.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this study was to examine theabén ethnic cultural center in the
experiences of Latina/o students at a PWI in thévidst. The topic of cultural centers has
only recently emerged in student affairs literatwréh Lori Patton’s (2010) groundbreaking
book, Culture Centers in Higher Educatipproviding contemporary perspectives on
theoretical, organizational, administrative, andgrammatic aspects of cultural centers. Itis
important to move forward on the topic of cultucahters to fill the existing knowledge gap
regarding how cultural centers impact specific shigopulations.

The paucity of literature, particularly researalds¢s, on Latina/o student
experiences with cultural centers created challeimgeonducting a literature review.
Therefore, this literature review situates Latimndtweral centers within the larger body of
research on Latina/o student success. This chepdérided into four main sections. The
first section provides an overview of how colleggdent success is defined; the second
section examines current understandings of Latis/dent success and the concepts of
sense of belonging and validation; the next sedtigastigates “intentional communities”
and “ethnic enclaves”; and the fourth section fesusn Latino cultural centers. The chapter
concludes with an interpretive summary that denrates how the literature informed and
contributed to my conceptual framework regardirgrle of cultural centers in the
experience of Latina/o college students.

College Student Success

An examination of the literature on Latina/o colegfudent success first requires an

understanding of how college student success iargérs defined. A preponderance of the

literature on college student success focusestentien and persistence—two concepts that
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are often mistakenly used interchangeably (Hagedfrh2; Reason, 2009). The distinction
between the two terms is critical: retention igrastitutional measure (institutions retain
students), whereas persistence is a student me@sudents persist to a goal; Hagedorn,
2012; Reason, 2009). A review of the literaturdgring to persistence is beyond the scope
of this chapter. Therefore, this section of theréiture review begins by examining two
interrelated and seminal theories upon which mddheliterature on college student
success is based: Tinto’s (1993) model of colleégdent persistence and Astin’s (1984)
theory of student involvement. Next, | examine hbe concepts of involvement and
engagement are used to define and examine collederd success, particulaytsidethe
classroom. These concepts have influenced muttediterature on Latina/o student
success in college. This section concludes witimagstigation of how recent scholars are
finding new ways to define and measure studentesscc
Tinto’s Persistence Model

Various influential models of persistence and retenhave emerged over the past
several decades (e.g., Kamens 1971; Bean, 198, i®93; A. Seidman, 2012). One of
the most widely cited and critiqued persistence @®th student affairs literature is Vincent
Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure. Tistthieory, which he revised several times,
features a student integration model, which dessrdnd explains the longitudinal process
by which individuals leave institutions of highefugation. Tinto distinguished between
institutional departure and system departure, aggthat institutional rates of departure
reflect the particular characteristics and circuanses of that institution only. He elaborated
that student departure serves as “a barometeeddbtial and intellectual health of

institutional life” (Tinto, 1993, p. 5).
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Tinto’s (1993) model of student departure was gdildy the work of social
anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep and his studyitesrof passage in tribal societies. Van
Gennep argued that rites of passage were a waglfal societies to pass on beliefs and
norms to the next generation and that this pros@ssaccomplished through three stages:
separation, transition, and incorporation (Tint®93). Tinto used these same stages to form
a conceptual framework for understanding studergigtence/withdrawal. He hypothesized
that most college students move from one commufatyily, high school, hometown) to
another (college); therefore, they experience #meesthree stages as Van Gennep’s rites of
passage. First they must separate or disasstic&ateselves from their home communities,
then they begin transitioning to their new commyraind finally they become integrated or
incorporated into the life of the institution.

Tinto (1993) also borrowed from sociologist Enfilarkheim’s theory of suicide,
which explained that suicide is an act of withdrbft@m society, occurring “when
individuals are unable to become integrated armbésh membership within the
communities of society” (Tinto, 1993, p. 101). fhGrapplied Durkheim’s concept of social
and intellectual integration to his interactive rabadf college student departure. Specifically
Tinto argued that social and intellectual integnatare essential to college student
persistence and that the individual student andanteution are continually in interaction
with each other to affect student persistence/dvétval.

Tinto (1993) revised his model of student retamBeveral times in response to
criticism and studies by other researchers whotifiesh omissions in his model. Much of
the criticism focused on problems in applying thedel to students of diverse backgrounds.

In his revised model, Tinto admitted that studeatipipation in college life does not
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necessarily indicate actual integration in soaml academic systems. He pointed out that
“the mere occurrence of interactions between thavidual and others within the institution
will not insure that integration occurs” (Tinto, 93 p. 136). This is an important distinction
because, although racial/ethnic minority studerday participate in the social and academic
life of an institution, it is possible that, duehstoric, structural, and institutional racism,
they may not feel a sense of belonging or integnaitn the life of the institution (Hurtado &
Carter, 1996). Moreover, Tinto used the term “membip” to “connote the perception on
the part of the individual of having become a cotapemember of an academic or social
community within the college” (p. 136).

However, the concept of integration and the undeglassumption of acculturation
continue to be problematic. Hurtado and Carte®7)®ointed out that students from
underrepresented populations who have been higligrinarginalized in higher education
may have a different understanding of the meaningtegration. They also explained that
underlying the concept of acculturation is the agstion that students from racial/ethnic
backgrounds should adopt the values and beliefseoflominant culture in order to succeed
in higher education. Hurtado and Carter (1997hirargued that Tinto’s (1993) measures
of social integration exclude certain forms of ledfion utilized by Latina/o students, such as
involvement in ethnic student organizations, chuactivities, community activism, etc.
Hurtado (1994) emphasized that “Latino student giewd educational outcomes differ
substantially by characteristics that are typicakgluded from studies of college students”
(p. 24).

Tierney (1996) identified two major problems witmid’s (1993) model: a

misinterpretation of the anthropological notiorritdial and the reliance on an individualistic
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conception of integration. A rite of passage osamithin a particular culture as a means to
pass on beliefs and values to the next generafie@rney pointed out that when minority
students enter college they are moving from onendisculture to another, therefore it
cannot be described as a rite of passage. Heefuatigued that the concepts of “drop-out” or
departure do not exist in traditional notions ¢ésiof passage. The second problem with
Tinto’s model involves the conceptualization oflege-going at the individual level rather
than at the collective level (Tierney, 1996). Téas be particularly problematic for Latina/o
and Native American students, whose cultures enipdéise group over the individual.

Guiffrida (2006) sought to strengthen Tinto’s (1988del and make it more
culturally relevant to students of color. Focusamgintrinsic and extrinsic motivation,
Guiffrida integrated components from two theoriesuman motivation (self-determination
theory and job involvement theory) to explain haa@emic achievement and persistence
are impacted by cultural norms and motivationa¢mtation. He argued that Tinto’s theory
could be advanced by recognizing the need for stsd# color to stay connected to their
home communities, replacing the word “integratianth “connection,” and recognizing that
cultural connections can be satisfied by both #ramus social system and the home social
system.

Renddn, Jalomo, and Nora (2000) also focused oondheept of integration in their
critical analysis of Tinto’s (1993) theory. Thegipted to three conceptual problems with
his social/academic interactionalist theory: (apaaremphasis on individual responsibility
to change and adapt to the environment; (b) inhergsumptions that “all students,
regardless of background, are ready, willing, dolé to get involved” (p. 594); and (c) a

view of the external (home) community as being@asate and mainly negative influence on
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student involvement. They argued that Tinto’s tigeshould be elevated to a more
sophisticated level—one that promotes a deeperrstaaeling of the retention process of
students of color within a complex and multiradnatitutional environment.

More recently, Tinto himself acknowledged that Ward “integration” is fraught
with negative connotations, regardless of how hgiraally defined the term. In a study
examining similarities and differences in the cqtsef involvement, engagement, and
integration, Tinto (a participant in the study) cluded: “In the current context, the word
doesn’t make sense. It needs to be gotten riguatlf-Wendel, Ward, & Kinzie, 2009, p.
424). He further suggested, after acknowledgiregrfiuence of Hurtado’s work on his
current thinking, that “sense of belonging” mayeeas a good substitute for the term
integration. The concept of sense of belongirexemined further in a later section of this
chapter (Current Understandings of Latina/o Stu@ericess).

Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement

Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement wase@leped and evolved from a
longitudinal study of college dropouts conductedra®5 years ago. His study demonstrated
a strong positive relationship between studentlremment and retention. Astin (1984) found
that, in addition to factors such as place of r@so@, membership in sororities and
fraternities, holding a part-time job, and attemgdentwo-year college versus a year-year
college, retention is related to institutional finstitutional fit is an important factor in his
study as it emphasizes the need for students mifigevith the institution. According to
Astin (1999), “it is easier to become involved wlae can identify with the college

environment” (p. 524).
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Astin (1999) defined student involvement as “theoant of physical and
psychological energy that the student devoteseé@tademic experience” (p. 518).
Involvement, in this case, could include activitiegh as studying, spending time on
campus, participating in student organizations, iatetacting with faculty and peers.
Focusing on the behavioral component, Astin (128%eloped a theory of student
involvement, which included five basic assumptions:

1. Involvement is an investment of physical and psiaical energy.

2. Involvement occurs on a continuum.

3. Involvement includes both quantitative and qualratomponents.

4. The amount of student learning and personal dewsop associated with any
educational program is directly proportional to thelity and quantity of student
involvement in that program.

5. “The effectiveness of any educational policy orgticee is directly related to the
capacity of that policy or practice to increasalstut involvement” (p. 519).

Institutional environment and student—environmaeteraction cannot be ignored
when examining student development, student retenéind student withdrawal. Astin
(1993) developed the input—environment—output (BJEmodel as a guide to study college
student development. This model defines input@desit characteristics upon college entry;
environment as “various programs, policies, fagyigers, and educational experiences to
which the student is exposed” (p. 7); and outcoasesharacteristics of students after they
have been exposed to the institutional environmBaised on his study, which analyzed the
effect of 135 college environmental factors ang&itlent involvement measures on over 80

outcomes, Astin (1993) found that retention wagrigicantly affected by more
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environmental variables than almost any other autemeasure” (p. 195). Astin’s (1984)
involvement theory, while serving as a foundatiamaldel for subsequent research on
student development, also was criticized for fooggin traditional, White, middle class
students (Renddn et al., 2000).

Involvement and Engagement

Just as the terms “retention” and “persistence’cannected but distinct concepts,
the literature also points to distinctions betw#enconcepts of “student involvement” and
“student engagement.” The National Survey of Stu@damgagement (NSSE, 2012) has
defined two key components of student engagement:

Student engagement represents two critical fesinfreollegiate quality. The first is

the amount of time and effort students put intartbeidies and other educationally

purposeful activities. The second is how the ing8on deploys its resources and
organizes the curriculum and other learning oppities to get students to
participate in activities that decades of reseataties show are linked to student

learning. (para. 1)

George Kuh and Alexander Astin offered differingws on the meanings of
involvement and engagement. Kuh argued that, adhatudent engagement is grounded
empirically in involvement theory, it “differs fronmvolvement in that it links more directly
to desired educational processes and outcomesnapltbsizes action that the institution can
take to increase student engagement” (Wolf-Wenidall. €2009, p. 414). Astin, by contrast,
did not perceive of a significant difference betwé&s/olvement and engagement, and
pointed out that the committee that developed t8&E instrument did not distinguish

between the two terms. Astin further argued tihgagement is simply another way of
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thinking about involvement, pointing out that beghms are temporal representations of the
same thing (Wolf-Wendel et al., 2009). The NSSEeyis widely used nationally by
colleges and universities interested in improvionigees and practices to promote student
engagement. In essence, both involvement and engayg are measures of student success
encompassing what the student does in concertwtilt the institution does over time,
making institutional environment a critical compahef student success.

The theoretical frameworks developed by Tinto ()28 Astin (1984) used White
male heterosexuals as the universal norm to meatuglent behavior (Tanaka, 2002).
Bensimon (2007) argued that the prevailing viewtatlent involvement and engagement
failed to recognize a critical piece: that somearferof engagement have greater social and
economic value than do others. Furthermore, adodsighly valued forms of engagement is
impacted by “racialized practices and the unconscaynamics of White privilege”
(Bensimon, 2007, p. 452). As higher educationmmvnents become more diverse, scholars
are beginning to examine how communities of colqregience engagement on campus.
Harper and Quaye (2008) asserted that creatinggerggaampus environments requires
educators and administrators to be willing to sthié& onus of engagement from students to
themselves. They urged the alignment of espousegbas values with institutional actions
while pushing for the “abandonment of empty buzzisaelated to multiculturalism on
college and university campuses” (p. 2) and empkdsihe importance of listening to and
understanding the perspectives of the studentstarmine gaps in engagement before

attempting to implement solutions.
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New Ways of Examining Student Success

College impact models, such as Tinto’s (1993) g&ace theory, Astin’s (1993)
I-E—O model, and (1984) theory of involvement, ®om students as active participants in
the change process while assigning a prominentodiee institutional environment.
Scholars have recognized the need to expand theesagrch is conducted to examine
student success. In their comprehensive syntbésmre than 30 years of research on
college impact, Pascarella and Terenzini (19915280ted that traditional quantitative
research methods continue to dominate the reseandithey called for more studies using
naturalistic and qualitative methods. OseguerakEpand Vega (2008) conducted a
literature review synthesizing advances in retenticeory relevant to Latina/o student
populations. They argued that a better understgnafi Latina/o student retention requires a
focus on sociopolitical, cultural, and psychosotakets of Latina/o educational experiences,
and stressed that “noncognitive factors have stiotegpretive influences on Latina/o
students’ meaning-making experiences and shoutbbsidered an important part of both
retention research and retention programming” 2). 3

Recently, researchers have offered new perspedivesllege student success, many
of which do not focus primarily on retention/peteisce but, rather, on the quality of the
student experience as the measure of student sucttekeed, Reason (2009) questioned
whether persistence is an outcome or a part odttrgent environment and suggested that
“persistence is a necessary, but insufficient, attaristic for student success—not itself an
indicator of success” (p. 660).

New studies and theoretical approaches have emesyegl strengths-based models,

sociocultural frameworks, and critical race thetmrgxplore other indicators of student
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success. Castellanos and Gloria (2007) challetrgddional definitions of success that
focus on retaining students to graduation. Thegyed that numerical representations and
data indices provide only a partial view of studeumtcess while overlooking individual
stories of students whose “success” may have com@earsonal, social, and cultural cost.
Castellanos and Gloria questioned whether instiistican claim success if graduating
students leave college feeling dissatisfied angrdigtled with their educational experience.
The following approaches offer a redefinition afd#nt success by providing a more holistic
view of the educational experience.

Psychosociocultural framework.In the field of counseling, Gloria and Rodriguez
(2000) developed a theoretical framework for colingd.atina/o college students that
integrates psychological, social, and culturaldesivithin the environmental context. This
framework includes four psychosociocultural consisyalthough the authors acknowledged
that numerous other issues exist):

1. Cultural environment: which includes issues of adt incongruence,
isolation/alienation, negotiating different cultucantexts and bicultural stress,
and unwelcoming university environment;

2. Ethnic identity: knowing about one’s ethnic groupmlabout oneself as a member
of that group;

3. Acculturation: a bidirectional interactive procésstween an individual and the
host culture; and

4. Social support: which refers to the helpfulnessasfial relationships, the manner

of human attachments, the resources exchanged amemders of the support
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system, general Latino valuefaimilismq and the importance of role models and
mentors.

This framework is based on the authors’ work colingd.atina/o college students at
a PWI, and they used vignettes to demonstratedhstiuicts. The authors maintained that
“cultural environment, ethnic identity, accultuati and social support (e.g., family and role
models/mentors) are important psychosocioculturaktructs to consider when providing
holistic, context-specific, and culturally relevarvices to Latino university students”
(Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000, p. 147). This appro&els been used in quantitative studies to
examine the experiences of various college stugientps, including first-year Latina/o
students (Bordes & Arrendondo, 2005), Latina undahgate nonpersisters (Gloria et al.,
2005), and Asian American undergraduate studentsié= Ho, 2003).

Strengths-based approachCombining the psychosociocultural framework with a
strengths-based approach, Castellanos and Gl@@¥)2econceptualized Latina/o college
student success by centralizing culture withindbikege experience. They pointed out that
“Latina/o students who engage in learning settthgs are consistent with their cultural
values and practices would have an increased sémsanection, well-being, and
persistence toward graduation” (p. 385). Theyhertargued that Latina/o student success
should be preoperationalized, focusing on the ssuatesses that happen on a monthly,
weekly, daily, or even hourly basis. These “miciaesses” shape the process that leads to
academic persistence. Using a strengths-basedagiprCastellanos and Gloria applied
dichos(commonly used Latina/o Spanish sayings) to elésnainLatina/o college success
including: family and validation, mentorship, culiicongruity, research opportunities, and

professional development. In essence, Castelland<loria called for a more balanced
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view of student success—one that integrates acadamcomes indices with a PCS
strengths-based process that recognizes the inmgerteculturain Latina/o student success.

Another strengths-based approach to student susc¥ess0’s (2005) community
cultural wealth model. Yosso used critical racsotly to challenge traditional ways of
viewing cultural capital. Critical race theoryan interpretive lens that places race at the
center of analysis while challenging dominant idgas that ignore the experiences of
people of color (Sélorzano, Villalpondo, & Oseguer@05). Yosso conceptualized a model
of community cultural wealth, which she defined‘as array of knowledge, skills, abilities
and contacts possessed and utilized by Communiti€slor to survive and resist macro and
micro-forms of oppression” (p. 77). Thus, Yosswisdel shifted the lens from White,
middle class culture to a focus on the culturesamfimunities of color. This model
expanded traditional Bourdieuean cultural captiabty.

The community cultural wealth model asserts thatroainities of color nurture
cultural wealth through various forms of capitalosso (2005) focused on six forms of
capital for this model: aspirational, linguistiantilial, social, navigational, and resistant.
Aspirational capital refers to “the ability to m&am hopes and dreams for the future, even in
the face of real and perceived barriers” (Yoss@©52@. 77). Linguistic capital refers to
skills, particularly intellectual and social skjllsttained through communicating in more than
one language. Familial capital includes culturadwledge shared among family members
and is marked by a commitment to the well-beinthefcommunity (an expanded concept of
family). Social capital includes peer networks atiter social contacts along with
community resources. Navigational capital referthe skills required to maneuver through

social institutions that were not created by ordommmunities of color. Resistant capital
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includes skills exhibited by communities of coldnen nurturing oppositional behaviors that
challenge inequality and resist subordination. heafcdhe six forms of capital included in the
community culture of wealth model draw on knowlesigatina/o students and other students
of color bring with them to predominantly White ganses from their home communities.

Drawing on the principles of positive psychologyahe concept of “flourishing,”
Schreiner (2010) offered yet another strengths&approach to college student success: the
thriving quotient. She described thriving as “thgperiences of college students who are
fully engaged intellectually, socially, and emotdig” (Schreiner, 2010, p. 4). She was
interested in shifting the focus of college sucdem® merely surviving (persisting to
graduation) to “thriving.” She developed the cqutaaf thriving as a distinct construct
comprising the following elements: engaged learnaggdemic determination, positive
perspective, social connectedness, and diverzewghip.

In a broad study conducted with a cross-sectiacotdége students in the United
States, Canada, and Australia, Schreiner (2013)dftliat students’ scores on the “thriving
guotient” were significantly predictive of traditial success outcomes such as grade point
average, intent to graduate, institutional sattsfa¢ and learning gains. The findings also
indicated the existence of a multitude of pathwaythriving, which varied depending on a
student’s ethnicity. The one factor that had tteatest impact on students—what Schreiner
(2010) referred to as the “foundation for thriving’ 5)—is creating a sense of community.
She offered four key elements of a sense of comtyiunembership, ownership,
relationship, and partnership (see Figure 1). 20410 study is particularly insightful when
considering the experience of students of coléh\&ls. First, she found that, although sense

of community was the biggest contributor to thriyscross all student groups, its predictive
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strength varied by ethnicity. Second, regardingnimership Schreiner (2010) argued that

“membership matters most when one is new to a camtgnand when one is feeling

marginalized” (p. 5).

Membership

¢ Sense of belonging and
validation

e Symbols, signs, rituals,
traditions

Relationship

e Shared emotional
connection

e Opportunities for positive
interactions

Ownership

e Student voice and
contribution

e Mattering to the institution

Partnership
¢ Interdependence

¢ Shared goals

Figure 1.Elements of a psychological sense of communityapied from “Thriving in

College,” by L. A. Schreiner, 201Bjrections for Student Services, No. 143: Positive

Psychology and Appreciative Inquiry

in Higher Edtioa, p. 47.

The concept of marginalization, although not newhtfield of student affairs, is

important to understanding student involvementyihg, and the importance of sense of

community. Schlossberg (1989) developed a “makigynand mattering” construct to

specify how involvement can be achieved. Schlagseeplained that marginality and

mattering are situated at opposite poles and dixfimerginality as a feeling that one does not

matter, that one does not belong, and of beingiedl Mattering, by contrast, “refers to our

belief, whether right or wrong, that we matter dongone else. This belief acts as a

motivator” (Schlossberg, 1989, p. 9).

Based on a study of 24 men and women, 16—-80 yé&hrSchlossberg (1989)

described five dimensions of mattering:
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1. Attention: the feeling that one commands the irdgeoe attention of another
person;
2. Importance: the belief that another person carestalthat we want, think, or do;
or is concerned with our fate;
3. Ego-extension: the feeling that other people welldsoud of our accomplishments,
or by contrast be saddened by our failures;
4. Dependence: being needed and needing others (sam#tht both influences our
behavior and the behavior of others); and
5. Appreciation: feeling that one’s efforts are nati@nd appreciated.
Schlossberg argued that “all students are concemtbdelonging and mattering” (p. 14),
thus creating a campus environment that clearlicatds to all students that they matter will
promote greater student involvement. Indeed, spesd frameworks used for examining
Latina/o student success, such as Renddén’s (1@8idgtion theory and Hurtado and
Carter’s (1997) sense of belonging framework, sget with Schlossberg’s concept of
mattering.
Latina/o Student Success
The literature on Latina/o student success in lrigdecation has increased
significantly in the past 10 years. Numerous &sidire grounded in retention/persistence
frameworks. Most theories and models of collegdent retention have utilized a person—
environment “fit” or “match” as a key ingredientstudent persistence. Although student—
institution fit is often described in different wafintegration, involvement, membership,
etc.), the main point is that it is important frsgudents to feel as though they are part of the

campus community—to have what Hurtado and Car@&{)Ldescribed as a sense of
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belonging. This section of the literature reviemudses on studies conducted with
undergraduate Latina/o students at PWIs. It begitisan examination of two influential
conceptual frameworks based on studies with Latisaldents: Hurtardo and Carter’s
(1997) sense of belonging framework and Rend6r984) validation theory. This is
followed by a synthesis of research on Latina/destil success conducted mainly within the
past 13 years (with the exception of a few infliedrdgtudies). This section ends with a
discussion of how the literature on Latina/o studerccess provides a framework to interpret
the role of a cultural center in the success oinlaéd students at PWIs.
Validation

Renddn (1994) conducted a qualitative study ofdi8@rse first-year students
attending four different four-year institutionséwamine their academic experiences.
Although the study began by focusing on Astin’s84ptheory of student involvement,
Renddn—influenced by the work of feminist scholadeveloped the concept of validation
to explain “how nontraditional students who camedbtiege expecting to fail suddenly
began to believe in their innate capacity to lesvd become successful college students” (p.
36). Rendon found that traditional students exg@édew, if any, concerns about their
ability to succeed in college, whereas many ofrthietraditional student participants needed
active intervention from significant others to nggte the institutional environment. Rendon
referred to these significant others as “agents.”

Validation is a process by which in- and out-ofsslagents (i.e., faculty members,
students, staff, peers, family members) engagetamtional and proactive affirmation of
students “as creators of knowledge and as valuabhabers of the college learning

community” (Rendén & Mufioz, 2011, p. 12). Thudjdaion may occur at the academic

www.manaraa.com



34

level and at the interpersonal level. Rendon (1 #99dorized that “for many low-income,
first-generation students, external validatiomisially needed to move students toward
acknowledgement of their own internal self-capabssmand potentiality” (p. 17). Rendon
emphasizes that the institution plays an active moffostering validation. She provides six
elements of validation theory:

1. Validation is an enabling, confirming, and suppgatprocess initiated by in- and

out-of-class agents that foster academic and iaetsgmal development.

2. When validation is present, student feel capableahing.

3. Like involvement, validation is a prerequisite tadent development.

4. Validation can occur both in- and out-of-class.

5. Validation suggests a developmental process. nibisan end in itself. The more

students get validated, the richer the academierexmce.

6. Validation is most effective when offered earlyinrthe student’s college

experience. (p. 44-45)

Additional findings from Rendon’s (1994) study seggthat first-year success may
be contingent upon students getting involved ititutsonal life, either on their own or
through validating agents. Data from her studyg aislicate that nontraditional students
view involvement as a process initiated by exteaggnts reaching out to them. Based on
her findings, Renddn argued that even the mostevabie students can be transformed into
powerful learners through the validation process that validation may be a prerequisite for
involvement to occur. Although Rendoén recognidwat validation can take place in and

outside the classroom, she focused mainly on wdratitutes a validating classroom and
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how faculty members may serve as validating agefite concept of validation may help
illuminate the role of a cultural center in Latio&gtudent success outside the classroom.
Sense of Belonging

Hurtado and Carter (1997) presented an alternadiVénto’s (1993) concept of
student integration. They conducted a nationajitodinal quantitative study of 287
Latina/o students that focused on the experientckatma/o students from their first through
third years of college. They drew their data fritv@ National Survey of Hispanic Students,
the ACT Student Descriptive Questionnaire, andit® Department of Education’s
Integrated Postsecondary Educational Data Syst&ased on this study, Hurtado and
Carter (1997) developed a SB model to understamdUatina/o students view their college
membership by “identifying activities that bringaalt a greater sense of affiliation with
campus life” (p. 327). The model demonstrates btmwent background characteristics,
college selectivity, ease of transition to collegiegl perceptions of a hostile climate interact
temporally to directly and indirectly affect a stid’'s sense of belonging. The study
indicates that, for Latina/o students, early ex@ases in college are key factors influencing
their sense of belonging in subsequent years.

Hurtado and Carter (1997) examined the extentticlwbackground characteristics
and college experiences of Latina/o students im finst and second years of college
contributed to their sense of belonging in theirdlyear. Factors contributing to a positive
sense of belonging included discussing coursewdattk peers outside the classroom and
participating in religious and social/community angzations. Membership in Greek
organizations and student government also haditiygosffect on sense of belonging, but it

was weaker in the third year. Not surprisinglydgint perceptions of a hostile climate had a
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negative impact on students’ sense of belonginge study found that students’ grade point
average was not significantly associated with seh&elonging and, somewhat surprisingly,
neither was membership in ethnic student orgamirati The researchers were disturbed to
find that three particular activities were not asated with Latina/o students’ sense of
belonging: conducting an independent research groyarking with a faculty member on a
research project, and being a guest at a professorme. However, they did not indicate
how many of the student participants were firstegation college students. It is conceivable
that first-generation college students may havknge of trepidation when interacting with
professors, whether on a research project or asisehguest, particularly if they are the only
student of color or first-generation student pgsating in the activity.

Focusing on the social/peer factors in Hurtado@ader’s (1997) study, membership
in ethnic student organizations did not signifitgenhance the Latina/o student
participants’ sense of belonging on campus. Howaeiiey found that, among students who
reported racial/ethnic tensions on campus, thosepaliticipated in racial/ethnic student
organizations had relatively higher levels of semfsgelonging than those who did not.
Hurtado and Carter (1997) suggested that the stsidetheir study who had joined ethnic
organizations may have “experience[d] group cohlreaitd marginality simultaneously” (p.
335). This also was suggested by Loo and Roli$88§) who examined ethnic enclaves as
part of their study of minority students at PWThis phenomenon of simultaneous
experiences of marginality within the larger campaosironment and sense of belonging
within ethnic subcommunities might be particulariganingful when investigating Latina/o
student experiences at cultural centers. The S&eh{blurtado & Carter, 1997) has been

used by researchers to test its applicability wipecific settings such as residence halls
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(Johnson et al., 2007), Hispanic-serving institugigMaestas, Vaquera, & Zehr, 2007), and
learning communities (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow S&lomone, 2002—-2003).

In a quantitative study of Latina/o and White &mi$ attending four-year institutions,
Strayhorn (2008) examined the relationship betwas@emic and social experiences in
college and sense of belonging for Latina/o stuglant whether these experiences affect
sense of belonging similarly or differently for WWhiand Latina/o students. Using Tinto’s
(1993) theory of student departure as his guidiagméwork, Strayhorn (2008) conducted a
secondary analysis of data drawn from the 2004—-Zif)lege Student Experiences
Questionnaire (CSEQ) using hierarchical analysibrigues with a nested design. The
dependent variable was students’ sense of belonigidgpendent variables were academic
factors and social factors. The results of thdywstlemonstrated that White students reported
higher levels of sense of belonging, with older Wistudents reporting higher levels of
sense of belonging; time spent studying was aigesiredictor of sense of belonging for
Latina/o students but negative for White studesggise of belonging for both groups was
positively influenced by interactions with othersrh different backgrounds, but for Latina/o
students it had the greatest impact of all of #etdrs; and living on campus did not impact
sense of belonging for either group.

Strayhorn (2008) discussed the limitations ofdtigly, including that fact that the
analysis relied on self-reported data and thasémeple was representative only of those
institutions that had participated in the CSEQ.t Mentioned as a limitation was the fact
that the final analytic sample consisted of 289radb students and 300 randomly selected
White students as a comparison group. It is uneidg one group was randomly selected

and the other was not or what impact this may lnagkon the internal validity of the study.
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Nonetheless, Strayhorn’s (2008) study has impoitaplications for understanding Latina/o
students’ sense of belonging at PWIs. For instandéural centers serve as a “home away
from home” for specific ethnic/racial student greuwhich leads to the assumption that the
students who participate in cultural centers arelpanteracting with others who are similar
to them. However, the fact that the Latina/o papah encompasses significant racial,
ethnic, cultural, and political diversity engendansasic question: What constitutes the factor
“Interacting with others from diverse backgroundsStrayhorn’s (2008) study? A middle
class Latina/o student from a Cuban background maag a much different view of race,
politics, immigration, and notions of the “Americdream” than may a Latina/o student from
a Mexican background whose parents have been @epoetause they were undocumented.
Yet, it is possible that both of these Latina/adstuts might interact at a Latino cultural
center. Given that “interacting with others frometse backgrounds” plays a significant
role in Latina/o students’ sense of belonging drad the Latina/o population itself is so
diverse, it is essential that researchers defirgperationalize this construct.

Based on his research on sense of belonging, StmayR012) expanded on the SB
model using an approach grounded in a social cegrperspective of achievement
motivation. He argued that sense of belonginge'satn heightened importance in contexts
where individuals are inclined to feel isolatedeaated, lonely, or invisible” (p. 10). He
defined SB as “students’ perceived social suppoitampus, a feeling or sensation of
connectedness, the experience of mattering omnfigekred about, accepted, respected,
valued by, and important to the group (e.g. cangmmsmunity) or others on campus (e.g.
faculty, peers)” (p. 17). In outlining core elen®nf the concept, Strayhorn (2012) asserted

that sense of belonging:
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1. Is a basic human need,

2. Is a fundamental motive, sufficient to drive lambehavior;

3. Takes on heightened importance in certain césitex certain times, and among

certain populations;

4. Is related to, and seemingly a consequenceattenng;

5. Intersects with and is affected by social idesgi

6. Engenders other positive outcomes; and

7. Must be satisfied on a continual bases andylikkinges as circumstances,

conditions, and contexts change. (pp. 18-23).

Strayhorn (2014) further posited that sense ofrgglmy has three components that translate
as follows:

1. Cognitive = | think | belong here.

2. Affective = | feel like | belong here.

3. Behavioral = | act as if | belong here.
Strayhorn (2012) asserted that the extant liteeagimissing references to the connection
between sense of belonging and the institutionakenment that students experience on a
daily basis. He argued that researchers “rareguar, explain the mechanisms by which
those environments affect sense of belonging” 4p. This study expands on Strayhorn’s SB
model by examining the mechanisms by which a Latuitural center affects students’
sense of belonging.
First-Year Transition and Campus Environment

Two significant and intersecting streams of inguegarding Latina/o student success

focus on first-year transition and the campus emirent. Attinasi (1996) conducted one of
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the earliest exploratory studies on the collegesiteon of Mexican American students to a
large public university. He interviewed 18 studeatter their freshman year. Thirteen of the
participants were persisters and five were nongens. Attinasi found two conceptual
themes for interpreting the persistence behavidd@tican American students: “getting
ready” (behaviors and attitudes prior to attendioliege) and “getting in” (behaviors and
attitudes after matriculation). “Getting in” behans included strategies used to successfully
negotiate the large dimensions—physical, social,arademic—of a university
environment. These behaviors fell into two categgri‘getting to know” and “scaling
down.”

Getting to know the campus involves developing towmg-like relationships with
upper-class students who serve as guides or istergrof the geographies. It also involves
peer knowledge sharing, in which new students egrgloe geographies together. Attinasi
(1996) described scaling down as a process in whiglstudent narrows down the
dimensions of the campus to those components vhibhahe/sheneedso be familiar,
thereby reducing the amount of geography (physszadial, and cognitive) to be navigated.
In essence, by developing a cognitive “map” ofdhesersity, the students are able to place
themselves within each geographical domain. Metliodscaling down the geography
included developing support networks with peerstructors, and advisors—people who
might fit what Renddn (1994) referred to as valigiagents.

Another study that examined student experiencdsmthree university domains is
Gonzalez’s (2000-2001) longitudinal ethnographyicilexamined the experiences of two
Chicano students at a large PWI in the Southwidstdeveloped a grounded, conceptual

framework for understanding Chicano student pauditton and persistence behaviors at a
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PWI. His framework consisted of a three-stage gge®f cultural survival and cultural
transformation within the domains of the socialygibal, and epistemological worlds. This
framework provides insights into the forms of alisan and marginalization experienced
within these domains and how they affect Chicandestts.

Based on his study of Chicano students, Gonzale@0~2001) presented two
significant concepts that contributed to a deepeleustanding of Latina/o student success at
PWIs. The first is the concept of “students asucal workers,” which he used to describe
the role taken on by Latina/o students to fightgmaalization and transform their cultural
environment. For example, the students in hisyspainted a Chicano mural on the wall of
the student lounge, thereby transforming the playgovironment. They transformed their
epistemological world by creating new spaces onpzesto share knowledge and discuss
Chicano issues. The social environment was tramsfd through the students’ efforts to
recruit other Chicanos to participate in what wareviously White-dominated activities.
The second concept is “cultural nourishment,” whsiimzalez (2002) described as
“individuals and material elements that replentsd $tudents’ cultural sense of selves” (p.
193). Sources of cultural nourishment include fgnfriends, language, role models, and
existing cultural work (music, art, etc.). Thesaviors also can be been viewed as students
seeking cultural validation.

Both Attinasi (1996) and Gonzalez (2000-2001) Bdkeir frameworks on studies
with very small student samples. Also, Gonzalekmit explain how his (2000-2001) study
may have been impacted by the fact that his twbggaaints were roommates or how his
own presence during observations (e.g., in thaimdwom) may have impacted the study.

Nonetheless, these two studies provided new framesafor interpreting the transition
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process of Latina/o students attending PWIs andradiug the understanding of Latina/o
student success. In fact, Attinasi’s concept afisg down the social, physical, and
cognitive dimensions of the campus environment lai&s used by Hurtado and Carter
(1996) in their study on Latina/o students’ sensleetonging, as well as by Gloria et al.
(2005) in their study of Latina/o persisters andpersisters.

Gloria et al. (2005) conducted a quantitative gtofd99 Latina/o students attending a
research university in the Southwest. They usgelnaographic survey and 11 standardized
instruments to examine the relationships betwessetbonstructs: university comfort, social
support, and self-belief. They found these thi@estructs to be significantly interrelated for
Latina/o students, with social support and univgrsomfort being the strongest predictors of
academic nonpersistence decisions. Although thdysdid not focus solely on first-year
students, it is significant for its contextualizad holistic approach to examining
noncognitive factors of Latina/o student persiséeaid its implications regarding the
importance of attending to campus climate and callurelevant programming.

In another study focusing on Latina/o studentigpgsce, Zurita (2004—-2005)
interviewed 10 undergraduate students attendiagge ] highly selective, research university
where they had received a scholarship for undezsgmted students of color. Five of the
students were persisters and five were nonpersisirita found certain similarities and
differences between the persisters and nonpesis&milarities included home cultures,
lack of social integration, financial issues, paaésupport, and feeling academically
unprepared. Differences between the two groudaded their transition from high school
to college, high school segregation, anticipatagiaization, initial goals, and first contact

with the university. This study, although limitbg the selection process (the five
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nonpersister participants were the only ones whpaerded, and the five persisters were the
first to respond), is significant for two reasortsrst, based on her study, Zurita made a
seemingly simple, yet profound, entreaty that ‘tineversity systematically examine [its]
Latino students and ask the important question,0\&ite our Latino students?™ (p. 320).
Second, Zurita stressed the important of earlyeatn to Latina/o students to ensure they are
connected to the university prior to their enrolivhe

In a qualitative study examining the first-yeapesence of 10 Latina/o college
students attending a large PWI in a mid-AtlantatestHernandez (2002) found four major
themes: the perception that high school did ngbgme students for college level coursework;
the importance of moral support received from stislemmediate and extended family
members; the abundance of opportunities to getwedoon campus; and the contrasting
ways students described attending a PWI, from ticaltlash” to “already used to it,”
depending on the type of high school attendedhdgh this study was not intended to be
representative of the first-year Latina/o collegpexience in general, it is important for
insights regarding Latina/o student participatiom@xtracurricular or cocurricular activities.
The majority of students in this study indicatedtttiney purposely refrained from getting
involved in their first year in college, even thbuidpey were active leaders in high school,
because of the challenging academic environmehey @escribed this decision as difficult
but felt they had no choice. Hernandez (2002)ioaat practitioners from assuming that a
lack of participation in student activities meansti@dent is not interested or that it is an
indicator of marginality.

Hernandez (2000) also conducted an earlier qtigétatudy with 10 Latina/o

students attending a large PWI in the Mid-Atlantidhe purpose of this study was to explore
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how these students’ experiences and environmeatadrs contributed to their persistence.

Hernandez (2000) found 11 major themes depictingriety of interdependent relationships:

1.

2.

| want to do it (a combined sense of motivation effitacy);
Family (a source of support, encouragement, angspre);
Friends and peers (a source of support);

Faculty and staff (a positive influence);

Cocurricular involvement (as a positive benefit);

Finding Latino community (as a motivating factor);

. Money matters (positive for those who had scholpssmegative for those

struggling to meet financial demands of a colledecation);
I’'m going to make it within the environment (perabresponsibility);
Environment equals people (the most important faatbow they defined the

environment);

10.Personal experiences shape the perceptions ohisecpl environment; and

11.Involvement as a way to break down the environn@mcept of scaling down).

Hernandez (2000) developed a conceptual model as#te relationships between the 11

categories/themes, with the category “I want tottm the center because he identified it as

the core retention element. This study is impdreatause it built on Rendoén’s (1994)

validation theory and Attinasi’s (1996) scaling dowoncept, while emphasizing the role of

subcommunities. Hernandez (2000) pointed out, ‘JFdmicipants in this study experienced

the environment not as a whole but rather throwdgparts, which included subcommunities”

(p. 584).
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Intentional Communities and Ethnic Enclaves

Recently, researchers have been examining the pbatethnic subcultures within
the university environment. A subculture is a ‘istmgical construct that denotes groups
within an organization whose members share pattd@rnerms and values that differ from
those of other groups” (Kuh, 2001-2002). Threes$ypf institutional subcultures were
defined by Kuh and Whitt (1988): (a) enhancing suiioces, which enhance and reinforce
academic values; (b) orthogonal subcultures, whoses generally agree with the
institution, although certain values may differgg) countercultural subcultures, whose
values conflict with those of the institution.

Based on their qualitative study of Latina/o andivéaAmerican students at a large,
southwestern university Murguia, Padilla, and P&¥881) found that ethnic enclaves can
play an important role in the social integratioriLatina/o students. They proposed that
ethnicity can be a critical conditioning agenthie social integration process. Their study
demonstrated that ethnicity can limit access toonitgjenclaves and, when that happens,
students may engage primarily in ethnic enclavidgese ethnic enclaves, or
subcommunities, then play an important role indbeal integration of the student.
Therefore, in order to study the social integrattbihatina/o students, it is important to use
ethnic enclaves as a measurement and include clalses.

In their study of minority students at a predomihalhite campus within the
University of California system, Loo and Rolisor®86) argued that it is possible for
minority students to be well integrated into th@irn ethnic subculture while feeling
alienated from the larger institutional environmehbnically, they found that White

students viewed these ethnic enclaves as consgtségregation, whereas minority students
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perceived them as safe havens from White cultwalidation. Based on their study, Loo
and Rolison concluded that minority students exgmee greater sociocultural alienation than
do White students and that those experiences aegllum feelings of cultural domination
and ethnic isolation. They also found a distintti@tween sociocultural alienation and
academic satisfaction for minority students, intdrgathat, regardless of how satisfied
students are with their academic experience, thay still experience alienation within the
campus environment.

Villalpando (2003) argued that the concept of “ahbialkanization” is a myth and is
unsubstantiated by empirical research. In a natimmgitudinal study of Chicana/o college
students Villalpando (2003) used quantitative analitptive data in the form of
“counterstories” to understand the experienceb®ftudents. Counterstories, used to tell
the stories of marginalized populations, are a tooanalyzing and challenging the dominant
perceptions of race and White privilege. The stualealed that ethnic subcommunities
enable Chicana/o students to draw on cultural messio mitigate challenges and obstacles
faced in a predominantly White institutional envineent. Furthermore, his study indicates
that affiliating with ethnic enclaves increasesialbg conscious values and community
service activities of Chicana/o students.

In her study of intentional communities among fesretldents of color at a
predominantly White campus, Aleman (1998) inveséiddhow race and ethnicity inform
friendships and affect cognitive outcomes and pegening. She found that the intentional
communities formed by women of color served to s#parate and integrate students.
Furthermore, Aleman argued that “separation aregnattion are not antithetical but

sympathetic operational positions” (p. 4). In etherds, by participating in intentional
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communities with other women of color, the studentser study gained a gendered and
raced subjectivity, which helped them to more dit@ty navigate the dominant White
institutional environment. Research on ethnic &e$ or subcommunities provides essential
information that may help inform the understandi¢pow and why students choose to
participate in cultural centers.
Latino Cultural Centers

A current search for empirical studies on Latintiuzal centers revealed a major gap
in the research literature on this topic. Two sehbooks have been published focusing on
ethnic cultural centers in the past 10 years: Hedtl's (2005)Black Culture Centers:
Politics of Survival and Identitgnd Lori Patton’s (2010Julture Centers in Higher
Education: Perspectives on ldentity, Theory, anddidce Both edited volumes provide
much needed background and insight regarding @llbenters and their role in higher
education while serving the significant purposg@mividing a foundation upon which to
build a knowledge base.
Background on Cultural Centers

The establishment of Black cultural centers bagaarnest in the late 1960s as a
result of the movement for civil rights and the &&tudent Movement (Hefner, 2002).
What followed was a proliferation of Black cultudnters at PWIs during the 1970s and
1980s (Hord, 2005). Section Il of Hord’s (2005pkancludes various perspectives on
theory as it pertains to the history and evolutbBlack cultural centers. Asante (2005)
offered five general areas of responsibilitiesBtack cultural centers:

1. Anintense interest in African cultural and gsylogical location, as shown in

symbols, maotifs, rituals, and signs;
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2. A commitment to discovering the subject—plac@ficans in any social,

political, literary or religious phenomenon withphtations for questions of sex,
gender, and class;

3. A defense of African cultural elements as histily valid in the context of art,

music, dance, education, science, and literature;

4. A celebration of centeredness and agency aonthandment to lexical refinement

that eliminates pejoratives about Africans or ofheople;

5. An imperative from historical sources to rewvise collective text of African

people.

Hord (2005) argued that if Black cultural centars to survive on campuses, they
must be philosophically rooted in Afrocentrism vehithteracting effectively with other
campus units as well as with other communitiesotdrc Another perspective focuses on the
synergy between Black cultural centers and Blackligs programs. For instance, Stovall
(2005) argued that Black cultural centers shoulthbnsically connected to the Black
Studies program, stating, “the cultural center $théwe the practical and social arm: the
Black Studies Program should be the intellectual’dp. 107). Hord’s groundbreaking
book, which was published during a time of attamhk@ffirmative action and a decline in the
number of African American students attending largeversities (Malveaux, 2005)
illuminates the multiple roles Black cultural cerstbave been expected to play at PWIs since
their inception.

A more recent publication, Lori Patton’s (20X@)lture Centers in Higher
Education: Perspectives on Identity, Theory, anddfceoffers multiple perspectives on the

role of ethnic cultural centers in the 21st centudging a critical race theory lens, Yosso
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and Lopez (2010) argued that cultural centerssabhcally White colleges serve as a
“physical, epistemological, social, and academienterspaces for students of color to build
a sense of community” (p. 84) while also disrupting White privilege that permeates PWIs.
They contended that cultural centers allow studenthoose the margin as a space for
resistance. Benitez (2010) argued that shiftiogifthe traditional Black—White binary to a
social justice framework would make it possibledattural centers to serve the needs of
minoritized students while also providing spaceWdrite students to examine the social
construction of power and privilege. He pointectoistorical dissonance between cultural
centers and White students and contended that fa progressive response to the discourse
is conceptualizing cultural centers as possiblesp#or the social deconstruction of
‘Whiteness’ and racial superiority” (p. 124). Tipierspective was certainly not in the
forefront during the early years of cultural ceafavhen students were more focused on their
own racial/ethnic identity while strategizing topnove the recruitment and retention of
students of color. But the evolution of culturahters at PWIs requires new questions to be
asked regarding their mission and purpose in tis¢ &ntury. L. D. Patton (2010) argued
for the continued relevance of ethnic cultural eemtwhere students’ feelings, ideas,
cultures, and experiences not only matter but vecealidation and support” (p. xvii).
Purpose and Mission of Cultural Centers

In addition to the two books mentioned above, waiarticles and book chapters
focusing on ethnic cultural centers have been phbt in the past 25 years. Much of the
earlier literature comprised authors’ views regagdhe appropriate purpose and mission of
an ethnic cultural center. Some of the earlyditiere was written by people who held

positions as cultural center directors, includireycence W. Young, Jr. (1991) who argued,
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An ethnic minority cultural center on a predomingaiVhite campus should be a

clear manifestation of the presence and the vglafita cultural group and a

representation of the academy’s acceptance ofjtbap as an important and viable

contributor to the community of teachers and leegn@@. 44)

He went on to present two Afrocentric models fa éstablishment of a cultural center, one
using a “safe haven” siege mentality (Afrikanerssofuth Africa) and the other using an
“oasis” (all are welcome) philosophy, arguing ttte oasis model is preferable in meeting
the educational mission of both the cultural ceatet the university.

Based on a survey conducted with cultural centeriidtrators at eight institutions
(private and public) located in the southern tamesstern regions of the country, combined
with six site visits, Tomlinson (1992) concludedaithe ideal cultural center would operate
based on three interwoven strands: cultural edutasitudent support, and cultural
entertainment. She also argued,

Of all the possible avenues of activity in whichudtural center might be engaged,

the community outreach concept holds vast potefatrahe embodiment of the goals

that a culture should ultimately seek to fulfill-etgrowth and development of its

participants through recognition, sharing, and @nestion of their culture. (p. 92)
Tomlinson’s chapter is rare in that it actuallyesffd an early study focused specifically on
cultural centers. However, her survey data wasmdmexclusively from cultural center
administrators, leaving a gap regarding studertesband experiences.

More recent articles have offered frameworks fdiveéey of programs and services at
cultural centers. Jenkins (2008) provided a fiveaged cultural programming framework

based on Pennsylvania State University’s Paul Rob€siltural Center. Her framework,
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which used multiple approaches to facilitate degpring, included: cultural education,
cultural engagement, cultural student developnmntiral community building, and cultural
environmental enhancement. L. D. Patton and Hai@®8) provided a rationale for
enhanced collaboration between cultural centerssardent activities offices with the goal of
promoting cross-learning and multiculturalism. yhecommended collaborating on the
following programming efforts: orientation, leadeirs development, programming boards,
diversity education, and overall campus engagemeéngey also pointed to factors that may
hinder collaboration between cultural centers dndent activities offices, including: an
institutional culture that discourages collabonatimisperceptions regarding both entities,
separate policies and procedures, and fear of tdason. They urged administrators to
identify and work to overcome challenges to collation. Like most of the more current
literature on cultural centers, L. D. Patton andhirtan recognized the need for cultural
centers to expand their role on campus beyondrggas a safe haven to being fully engaged
in the academic, social, and cultural life of thstitution.

Research focusing on Latina/o cultural centersnsat nonexistent except for the
occasional unpublished conference presentatiomssedation.Creando una Casa:
Embracing Space, Containing Space in the Definitiba Latina/o Community at the
University of lllinois at Urbana—ChampaigiiEsquivel, 2001) documented the history of the
University of lllinois at Urbana—Champaign cultucainter and the struggle of the students at
that university. A paper presented at a meeting@Midwest Consortium for Latino
Research, entitledlhe Perceptions of a Latino Culture Cengtontelongo, Ortiz, & Asker,
1998), described one of the few studies conduttatused data gathered from interviews

with student affairs administrators, cultural cersiaff members, and undergraduate students
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to examine the role of a Latino cultural centestndent involvement, persistence, and ethnic
identity development. Using a “cultural audit”inawork for their study, which included
interviews, observations, and document analysesattthors found that the support provided
to students through the cultural center appearéall@viate the persistent effects of negative
climate at a predominantly White institution” ()3 The concept of a “family unit”
permeated every aspect of the cultural centerignstindy but, at the same time, the authors
found that “the introduction of Latina/o Greek-ttbrganizations has challenged the very
core of what had always been a close knit familhatCenter” (p. 37). This is another
example of how Latina/o cultural centers continuevolve as various student groups claim
space within the center.
Conclusion

This literature review began by examining two tletical frameworks that have been
used to define college student success: Tinto’83)Ltheory of student departure and Astin’s
(1984) theory of student involvement. Alternatiwrews of student success also were
explored with special emphasis on two frameworlas$ Were developed based on studies
with Latina/o students: Rendoén’s (1994) validatibeory and Hurtado and Carter’s (1996)
SB theory. Studies examining Latina/o student sssavere then reviewed, particularly
those using qualitative methods. The final sectibthe literature review focused no ethnic
subcommunities and cultural centers.

The literature points to three themes that magidpeificant in understanding the role
of cultural centers in the experiences of Latirsi(@ents attending a PWI. First is the
importance of Latina/o students getting conneabetthé institution early in their college

experience. Researchers concluded, based orfititeirgs, that early connections were
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critical to students’ sense of belonging (Hurtad€é&rter, 1996), validation (Renddn, 1994),
and persistence (Zurita, 2004—-2005). Second, s#risgonging and validation are key
elements to Latina/o student persistence and ssicoagicularly at PWI's. Strayhorn (2012)
argued, “Sense of belonging is important and iesadn heightened importance in contexts
where individuals are inclined to feel isolatedeaated, lonely, or invisible” (p. 10). Third,
cultural centers have traditionally served as adamay from home while also providing a
supportive and validating space for marginalized amderrepresented student populations.
I included these three themes in my research ddsignvestigating how early in
their college experience students are establistomgections with the cultural center
(LNACC), what those connections consist of, howdstus make meaning of their
experiences at the LNACC, and how these experienflasnce their success as Latina/o

students at a PWI.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to examine the rb&elatino cultural center in the
experiences of Latina/o students at a PWI. Add#lly, this study sought to understand how
Latina/o students make meaning of their experiemgtsn a cultural center. Three main
research questions guided my study:

1. How do Mexican American students become awatkeotultural center?

2. Why do Mexican American students choose to @pgte in cultural center

activities?

3. What role does the cultural center play in Maridmerican student success?
In this chapter, | present the methodological appihcand philosophical assumptions that
undergirded my study followed by an explanatiomgfresearch approach. | then describe
the research sample, provide contextual informatgarding the research site, explain my
data collection and data analysis process, andgisty role as the researcher. Finally, |
discuss strategies for ensuring trustworthinesscatissues, expected outcomes, and
delimitations and limitations of the study.

Methodological Approach

| chose a qualitative research approach for thigyst Qualitative researchers are
interested in understanding or interpreting howptemake meaning of phenomena by
studying participants in their natural setting (Ri@n& Lincoln, 2000). Qualitative research
is exploratory and particularly useful when reskang topics that have not been previously
studied or when extant theories do not apply tgpttygulation under study (Creswell, 2009).
A qualitative approach was appropriate for my sthdgause | was seeking to understand the
role of a Latino cultural center from the perspexif students actively involved in the

center. Latino cultural centers have rarely be@tas of research, resulting in a lack of
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theories and models addressing the role of cultgalers in Latina/o college student
success.

Creswell (2013) outlined four philosophical assui that convey the ontological,
epistemological, axiological, and methodologicdldie supporting qualitative research: (a)
the existence of multiple realities; (b) the subjecexperiences of individual participants in
natural settings is how knowledge is known; (c)whkies and biases of the researcher are
present in the study; and (d) inductive logic anegmerging research design, which is
shaped by the researcher’s strategies of datactiolbeand analysis, is used. A qualitative
approach assumes that “objective reality can negaeraptured. We can know a thing only
through its representation” (Denzin & Lincoln, 20@05).

Qualitative research includes several key charaties including: a focus on
meaning and understanding, the researcher asithargrinstrument for the collection and
analysis of data, an inductive process of datayaisaland the use of rich description in the
final product (Merriam, 2009). Qualitative resdears emphasize “the socially constructed
nature of reality, the intimate relationship betwéee researcher and what is studied, and the
situational constraints that shape inquiry” (Den&ihincoln, 2000, p. 8). Thus qualitative
researchers are interested in understanding hopleoereate and give meaning to social
experiences.

For this qualitative study | employed a construstinterpretive approach to gain a
deep understanding of how students at a PWI malemimg of their involvement and
experiences at a cultural center. An interpregipproach to qualitative research assumes
that human action is meaningful and that it is gidedor the researcher to “reconstruct the

self-understandings of actors engaged in parti@adaons” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 193). The
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goal of this approach is to interpret the meanperple make of their worlds by focusing as
much as possible on the participants’ perspectivéise phenomena (Creswell, 2009). The
way people make meaning of their world is sociaty historically negotiated, so context is
important, as is the process of interaction amodgiduals. A constructivist-interpretive
approach to qualitative research assumes that @éophot make meaning of or interpret
their experiences in isolation but, rather, “agmbackdrop of shared understandings,
practices, language, and so forth” (Schwandt, 2p0097). A constructivist-interpretive
approach to this study allowed me to actively eegaih the student participants to
construct knowledge based on how they made meafithgir experiences at a cultural
center, which may not fit the typical models ofdgnt involvement.
Research Approach

| chose an interpretive case study approach fostugy. Merriam (1988) defined a
gualitative case study as “an intensive, holisésatiption and analysis of a single instance,
phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 21). Merriam (1PB8sited that researchers using case
study design are interested in gaining in-deptheustdnding of a phenomenon and what it
means for those involved; the emphasis is on psoaed context rather than rather than on
outcomes and specific variables, with the goal dpéiscovery as opposed to confirmation.
She argued that a case study methodology is edlgestided for “dealing with critical
problems of practice and extending the knowledge lod various aspects of education” (p.
Xiii).

Merriam’s (1988, 1998) approach to case study, wlaexplained in more detalil
below, worked well for this study because it alldassmultiple methods of data collection

within a specific “bounded” system. Qualitatives@archers are interested in understanding
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or interpreting how people make meaning of phen@nmnstudying participants in their
natural setting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Qualivat research is exploratory and particularly
useful when researching topics that have not beariqusly studied or when extant theories
do not apply to the population under study (Cre5€09). A qualitative approach using
case study methodology was appropriate for my shétypuse | was seeking to understand
how students make meaning of their experiencesmalispecific bounded context—a
cultural center at a PWI.

Merriam (1988) identified three types of case sthdged on the nature of the end
product of the study: descriptive, interpretived &valuative. Descriptive case studies
provide a detailed account of the phenomenon betidjed with the purpose of providing
deeper understanding (rather than theory builditgferpretive case studies also contain rich
description, however the researcher goes a stépefuny using descriptive data “to develop
conceptual categories or to illustrate, supporghallenge theoretical assumptions held prior
to the data gathering (Merriam, 1988, pp. 27—-2B)aluative case studies contain rich
description of the context as well as an explanadiointerventions and causal links and
judgment regarding interventions. | chose intdipeecase study methodology because |
was interested in interpreting how students makamng of their experiences at a cultural
center and how these experiences may be assowidtedatina/o student success at a PWI.

One defining characteristic of case study reseavbich distinguishes it from other
methodologies, is the existence of a “bounded systen essence, “the case.” A bounded
system is a single entity or unit that has boumdasuch as a specific place and time
(Creswell, 2013). This may include a program,@pss, an individual, an event, an

institution, or a social group (Merriam, 1988).al&# (2000) stated, “In the social sciences
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and human services, the case has working parsspitrposive; it often has a self. Itis an
integrated system” (p. 436). Merriam (1988) idieedi four additional key characteristics of
case study: particularistic, descriptive, heurjstied inductive. Creswell (2013) agreed with
Merriam (1988) and added the following defining retwderistics: a varied approach to data
analysis, varied ways of organizing themes (chrogichlly, across cases, or theoretically),
and the inclusion of “assertions” by the reseatdhe conclusion of the study.

This case study was bounded within a specific p{adeatino cultural center at a
PWI) and time (6 months). It also encompasseddiefeatures of case study outlined by
Merriam (1988): particularistic—I studied a partarugroup of people (Latina/o college
students) in the context of a particular prograstiiantion (Latino cultural center at a PWI);
interpretive—the collected data were analyzed amteptual categories emerged that either
supported or challenged my conceptual frameworirisec—the study sought to provide
greater understanding of Latina/o college expegasrand reveal previously unknown
meanings regarding their experiences at a culagnater; and inductive—concepts and
generalizations emerged from the data and werengeaiin the context.

Participants

The student participants for this study were gebtkthrough purposeful sampling. In
purposeful sampling, the investigator selects pigdints from whom the most can be learned
regarding the central issues of the research profdéerriam, 1998). This study focused on
the role of a cultural center in the experiencekatina/o students; thus, the participants were
Latina/o students who were participating in LNAC®&idties. | focused specifically on
undergraduate Latina/o students for three reagapthe undergraduate college experience is

inherently different from graduate college lifegda(fp) my research interests were focused on
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undergraduate college students; and (c) based grastyexperience with and research on
cultural centers, | was aware that undergraduatiests frequent cultural centers in greater
numbers than do graduate students. | did, howstrare for maximum variation within my
sample in terms of the participants’ year in caléfyeshman, sophomore, junior, senior),
college major, generational status in the U.Sst(fyeneration, second generation, etc.),
permanent residency (in-state vs. out-of-stateleed), and current residence (on campus vs.
off campus). Maximum variation sampling “increaies likelihood that the findings will
reflect differences or different perspectives—agmidn qualitative research” (Creswell,
2013, p. 157). Maximum variation also can incraggeaccuracy of findings by illuminating
shared patterns common across the sample, malengghgnificant because they emerged
from a diverse sample (M. Q. Patton, 2000).

| used multiple strategies to recruit a diverse@arof Latina/o undergraduate
students for this study. First, | reached outay knformants to assist with recruitment of
participants. Creswell (2013) described a keyrmfant as an individual from the study site
who will allow the researcher access to a samppellaion within the site. | contacted
student affairs colleagues at Ul to inform thenmyf study and requested their assistance in
recruiting participants. Three key informants weaeticularly helpful in sharing information
about my study with students. They included tvadf&dministrators at the Center for
Student Involvement and Leadership and one staffilnee at the Center for Diversity and
Enrichment. They forwarded my recruitment e-mApgendix B) to various Latina/o
undergraduate student listserves.

Second, | posted flyers at the LNACC (Appendix Che flyers provided brief

information about the topic of my research stuaynglwith instructions to contact me if
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interested in learning more about participatinthie study. Before posting the flyers, |
requested and received permission from the diraedtthre Center for Student Involvement
and Leadership, who oversees all of the cultunalezs on campus.

Third, | used snowball sampling, which involvesKiag each participant or group of
participants to refer you to other participantsgiMam, 1998, p. 63). Participants who were
juniors or seniors often suggested sophomore stsid@hich helped increase the diversity of
the sample. Students who were members of speatiftent organizations often suggested
peers from the same organization. My key inforrmavre also helpful in suggesting
students who were regular participants in LNACGvaas. | defined regular participant as
a student who was attending LNACC programs/actision a monthly basis or more often
(weekly or daily basis).

Participant demographic information is provided able 1. It was especially
important that the sample was representative dball college classes (freshmen,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors) to examine éiffezs in how students perceived the
cultural center, for example, whether the center ddifferent meaning for freshmen than it
did for seniors. A student’'s home residency dfiatstate vs. out-of-state resident) might
also shape their view of the center, particuldrly student grew up in a large, multicultural
urban environment as opposed to a rural predomin@iite environment. In order to
protect the participants’ identities, | have nottoh@d any of the demographic data points for
any individual students (e.g., male, senior, oustate resident, etc.). | also was interested in
achieving ethnic diversity in the sample; howebegause all but one student identified their
ethnic background as Mexican or Mexican Americara$ not able to achieve an ethnically

diverse Latina/o sample. Again, due to the neqatatect my participants’ identities, | have
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Table 1.

Student Participant Demographics

Characteristic

Sex
Males
Females

Residency
In state
Out of state

Year in college
Senior
Junior
Sophomore
Freshman

Course of study
Double major, minor, and certificate
Double major and certificate
Double major
Major and minor
Major and double certificate
Major

Generationdl
Second generation
Third generation

NN
W

9
2

®Second generation: born in United States, witle@stl one foreign-born parent; third generation:
born in United States, with both parents born intéthStates.

not disclosed the ethnic background of individuatticipants (other than Latina/o). Finally,

“course of study” is included in the table to dersiate that the student participants were

challenging themselves academically. Nine of thetiident participants were pursuing

more than just one major.

| also interviewed six full-time professional staiembers, three of whom were

directly affiliated with the LNACC and three of wimowere indirectly affiliated. | used

purposeful sampling to recruit the staff membedrsnew all six individuals through my
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work in higher education and considered them tmpeolleagues. Three of the staff
participants were working within the Division ofusient Life and three were working within
the Office of the Executive Vice President and Bstv They agreed to participate after |
contacted each of them individually and explairegligurpose of my study. In order to
protect their identity, | have not provided any iéiddal demographic information about the
staff participants.
Data Collection Procedures

Key components of a good qualitative case studydecthe presentation of rich
description and in-depth understanding of the cabk&h requires the researcher to collect
multiple forms of data (Creswell, 2013). Merriah®98) argued that “any and all methods
of gathering data, from testing to interviewingndse used in a case study” (p. 28). | used
three different data collection methods for thigdst interviews, documents, and
observations. In this section | provide a desmipbf my data collection procedures.
Institutional Review Board Approval

This study took place at the Ul, a large, predomiltya/Vhite, research institution
located in lowa City, lowa. On August 6, 2012, étrwvith a Ul administrator who oversaw
several student affairs units, including the catwenters, to discuss my research plans. He
expressed support for my research and was extiggd planned to use one of their cultural
centers for my study. After providing him with arfnation about my plan for collecting
data, along with a general timeline for conductiimgrviews, he offered to provide me with a
key to the LNACC so that | could conduct studemgrviews there in the evenings or during
the weekends after | received Institutional Reviivard (IRB) approval. | also visited with

the IRB office at Ul to inquire about its requiremi® IRB office personnel indicated that |
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was not required to submit an IRB form to thatadfprovided | received IRB approval from
lowa State University (ISU). | received an e-nfaim the IRB Office of Ul on August 4,
2013, confirming that | would not be required tdsut an IRB request to that institution
(Appendix D). | received IRB approval from the 18Mfice for Responsible Research on
August 13, 2013, and began collecting data shthdyeafter.
Interviews

My data collection consisted of interviews withdsats and staff, observations of the
physical environment of the research site, and ohecu analysis. The purpose of a
gualitative research interview is to gain in-deptiderstanding of the lived experiences of
the subjects and how they make meaning of thoserexees (I. Seidman, 2006). | adopted
a modified version of Irving Seidman’s (2006) “tarmterview series” model. Although this
model is commonly used for phenomenological re$gatrgvas appropriate for my research
approach because | was seeking in-depth underatanfihow students make meaning of
their experiences at a cultural center. In Ing@dman’s model, the first interview puts the
participant’s experience in context by revealingkgagound characteristics and experiences
as they relate to the research topic. The seaurdview centers on concrete details of the
participant’s lived experiences related to the aegetopic. During the final interview the
participant reflects on the meaning of their exgreces.

| conducted individual interviews with 11 self-idéed Latina/o undergraduate
students and six staff members affiliated withithNACC. Each student participant was
interviewed twice for approximately one hour. Tinst round of student interviews were
conducted face-to-face at the LNACC or other laaiconvenient for each participant. The

interview began with structured questions regardmegparticipant’s background, followed
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by open-ended questions regarding the how thecgaatit was introduced to the LNACC

and how he or she was participating in LNACC atigl. The second round of student
interviews were conducted either face to face otelgphone. These interviews focused on
what the LNACC experience meant to the partici@anat explored concepts that emerged
from analyzing the transcripts from the first imiews. The second round of interviews also
was used to conduct member checks. An open, sewctisted interview protocol was used
for the student interviews (Appendix E). Each imiew was audio recorded and transcribed
verbatim. | transcribed the first round of intewss; | used a transcriptionist to transcribe the
second round of interviews.

Consistent with the particularistic, descriptiveddeuristic nature of case study
research, in which a holistic view of the casesseatial (Merriam, 1998), | also interviewed
six staff members who were directly or indirectffil@ted with the LNACC. Three staff
members directly affiliated with the LNACC wereentiewed twice. So, | conducted a total
of nine interviews with six staff members. Alldtrround interviews focused on the staff
member’s position at the university, his or heenaith the LNACC, and his or her
perceptions regarding the purpose of the LNACClaowl students use it. These interviews
took place in the offices of the staff members.e Thcond round of interviews, which took
place either in person or by telephone, explored staff members made meaning of their
role with the LNACC, their interactions with studenvho participated in LNACC activities,
and the role of the LNACC in Latina/o student sigsceAn open, semistructured interview
protocol was used for the staff interviews (Apperie). Each interview was transcribed
verbatim by me (first round) or a transcriptior(stcond round). | conducted a total of 31

interviews with 17 individuals (students and stambers) for this case study.
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Observations

Merriam (1998) pointed to observations as a maonfof collecting data in
gualitative research, emphasizing that observabéiers a firsthand account of the situation
under study and, when combined with interviewind dacument analysis, allow for a
holistic interpretation of the phenomenon beingestigated” (p. 111). | visited the LNACC
several times to conduct student interviews. Tisutgevisits provided an opportunity for me
to examine physical aspects of the center including, geographic location, artwork,
furniture, technology, etc. | also attended onelsht meeting and one social event at the
LNACC.

A researcher may assume one of four stances wdretucting observations:
complete participant, participant as observer, nleseas participant, and complete observer
(Gold, as cited in Merriam, 1998). | assumed aseoler as participant stance during my
observations, which means that my role as a relsedngerver was known to the participants
and that my participation in the activity was sedamy to my role as a researcher gathering
information. When | attended the social evenhattNACC, | interacted with other
participants, but my main focus was on observirgghysical setting, participants,
interactions, and my own behavior. Gaining acteske site was not an issue, because the
LNACC was open to the public and the events | aienwvere not private. During my site
visits, | was cognizant of my role as an obsenagtipipant and the ambiguity of being both
a participant and an observer. My observationsiduhe student organization meeting and
the social event lasted approximately 20 minutesas not completely comfortable being
the only middle-age person (and non-Ul studengtiendance. | believe this was more my

own discomfort than that of the students. The ntag®ns | conducted during the one-on-
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one interviews were more productive because thimgetnd situation felt more natural to
me.

| used Creswell’'s (2013) observational protocalgoord information about my
observations. This protocol template includesféfiewing components: a header providing
information about the observational session, a@edbr descriptive notes, a subsection
within the descriptive notes section for chronotadisummarizing, and a section for
reflective notes. Maintaining a systematic apphaacrecording observational data is
important because “what is written down or mechalhyaecorded from a period of
observation becomes the raw data from which a &uohdings eventually emerge”
(Merriam, 1998, p. 104).
Document Analysis

In addition to interviews and observations, | atetlected documents related to the
LNACC. Merriam (1998) pointed to documentary dagaa particularly good source for case
studies “because they can ground an investigatiohe context of the problem being
investigated” (p. 126). | examined the LNACC weébsind Facebook page, campus
newspaper articles, and LNACC archival materiatated in the Ul Main Library.
Document analysis provided context to the casdrsifieree ways: (a) background
information on the LNACC's history and original pase, (b) insight into how the LNACC
is currently portrayed in public media outlets, @dinderstanding of how current students
perceive the LNACC.

Data Analysis Procedures
In general, qualitative data analysis procedurelside coding data, creating broader

themes or categories based on the codes, and nakmgarisons between the themes and
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categories using graphs, charts, and tables (CHe@0&3). Qualitative research requires
simultaneous data collection and analysis. Meri({a898) argued that “data that have been
analyzed while being collected are both parsimoniEnd illuminating” (p. 162), and offered
four guidelines for knowing when to end the dathection phase: sources have been
exhausted, categories have been saturated, régsdregin to emerge, and over-extension
becomes evident.

| used Merriam’s (1988, 1998) process for analyzage study data and category
construction. Once the data collection phase eridaganized the data to begin intense
analysis. All collected data were organized iaediliccording to topical schemes (interviews,
observations, document analysis, etc.). Thelgsstl of analysis involved rereading
transcripts and other data combined with memo ngjtwhich helps the researcher “hold a
conversation” with the data—asking questions akdat is missing, making connections
between the interview transcripts and making contmabout the data (Merriam, 1998).
This first level of analysis illuminated prelimiryathemes and patterns.

The second level of analysis involved coding ofda& into units, which became
conceptual categories. Merriam (1998) emphasizad‘tategories are abstractions derived
from the data, not the data themselves” (p. 1&l)e to the large amount of interview data, |
elected to use the software program NVivo10 fonrmggurposes. The third level of
analysis consisted of developing broader themestrisdn (1998) stated that this level of
analysis moves the researcher toward the develdpohartheory that “seeks to explain a
large number of phenomena and tell how they astadl (p. 146). For my case study,
rather than generating theory, | was interestingewveloping a conceptual model for

understanding the role of the LNACC in the experemof Latina/o students at Ul.
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In serving as the research instrument, | conduetg@nalysis in a manner that was
guided by a conceptual framework but still allowednew concepts to emerge from the data
using the above-described method of coding forgmates and themes.

Trustworthiness

Several strategies were employed to ensure trustimess of the data. First,
triangulation of the data was built into the resbasrocedures through a combination of
participant interviews, researcher observationd,dotument analysis. | also conducted
member checks with the participants to ensure acguand credibility of the case study
account. A third technique to ensure trustworteénand authentic research was using rich,
thick description in my written account. Throughthe data analysis process, | also utilized
a peer debriefer to gain an outside perspectivardagg my rendering of conceptual
categories and themes.

Triangulation

Triangulation involves “corroborating evidence fralifferent sources to shed light
on a theme or perspective” (Creswell, 2013, p. 29he student interviews served as the
main source of data for my study because the stsdegrspective and voices were essential
to understanding the role of the LNACC in theirlegeé experiences. Staff members
provided historical perspective and insight regagdiNACC policies and procedures. This
was especially helpful when students made referenaeparticular policy or if they shared
concerns about space issues within the LNACC. bBeovations of the LNACC facility
contributed to my understanding of the physicatspgarticularly the artwork to which

many students made reference during their interieMinally, document analysis provided
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context regarding the history of the LNACC and hbwas portrayed in media outlets (e.g.,
Facebook, website, etc.).
Member Checks

Lincoln and Guba (1985) referred to member checkmthe most essential method
for establishing credibility and described it gsracess “whereby data, analytic categories,
interpretations, and conclusions are tested wittnbes of those stakeholding groups from
whom the data were originally collected” (p. 314por this study, member checks were
conducted with the student participants in two wéysst, | provided the interview
transcripts to each of the participants to givertlam opportunity to review and correct any
of the data from their interviews. | also useddkeond-round interviews to ask clarifying
guestions regarding any information that | did motlerstand from their first-round
interviews and to present the preliminary findif@sfeedback. Second, | met with two of
the student participants to share my renderinp@ginalytic categories from which |
developed five themes. These two students weeetalggrovide crucial feedback that helped
me to develop a more nuanced perception of thedbem

| also provided each of the staff participant®pycof their interview transcripts.
This provided them with an opportunity to reviewlanake any corrections to the data. For
the staff members who were interviewed twice, | @i to use the second-round interviews
to ask clarifying questions regarding comments tnage during their first interview.
Thick Description

| have conveyed the findings for this study usiiat),rthick description to help
“transport readers to the setting and give theudision an element of shared experiences”

(Creswell, 2009, pp. 191-192). Numerous quotas fatl student participants have been
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used to give the reader a deep understanding @éstyerspectives of the LNACC and to
illuminate each of the themes in the study’s rasult
Peer Debriefer

Peer debriefing is a process whereby the reseasblaees his or her analytic process
“for the purpose of exploring aspects of the ingdivat might otherwise remain only implicit
within the inquirer’s mind” (Lincoln & Guba, 1989, 308). This process enhances the
accuracy and trustworthiness to the study by “imwg an interpretation beyond the
researcher and invested in another person” (Cr&s2@€19, p. 192). Cristobal Salinas, a
doctoral student in the Higher Education progransalk, served as the peer debriefer for my
study. Cristobal’s research explores the econosoicial, and political context of
educational opportunity for Latino male studenrtis research focuses on social justice and
higher education, particularly as it applies toenatina/o students. His experience with
and understanding of Latino/a fraternities and sties allowed him to provide keen insights
regarding student involvement.

Cristobal provided feedback through written notelsich outlined his interpretation
of student quotes, particularly regarding the ptaisspace of the research site. His feedback
helped deepen my analysis of the data as | wagrigrmy initial conceptual categories. |
also met with Cristobal after | had developed ikie themes from my findings. He provided
feedback on each theme and pointed to additiof@nmation that could help render the
themes in a more nuanced manner. Cristobal alsonemicated with me by e-mail to share

additional information that could add depth to mgplgsis.
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Role of the Researcher

Consistent with an interpretive research appro@dmnfad, Haworth, & Lattuca,
2001), I—as the researcher—served as the primatsuiment for the collection and analysis
of data. Various metaphors, including bricolewn)tgnaker, montage creator, and jazz
improviser, have been used to describe role ofjtiaitative researcher (Denzin & Lincoln,
2000). In essence, the interpretive researchérats] assembles, and edits pieces of reality
together to create psychological and emotionalunicomplex and multiple voices and
experiences. In my role as the researcher, | stwlait and acknowledged that the interactive
process of interpretive research was shaped bywnyparsonal history, values, and biases
together with the participants of the study (Der&ihincoln, 2000).

In my role, the advantages of serving as the pgrrestrument included the ability to
immediately respond and adapt to data, use verlshhanverbal communication to expand
understanding, process data immediately, conduntbeechecks with participants to ensure
accuracy of interpretation, and explore unexpeotaghusual responses (Merriam, 2009).
Interpretive research in general (and case stugwiticular) requires the researcher to be
involved in sustained and intensive interactionthywarticipants, which introduces various
ethical and personal issues into the research ggd€zeswell, 2009). Thus, | understood
that it was imperative that | explicitly identifiie values, biases, and personal background
issues that might shape my interpretation of tha.da

My previous position as an assistant dean andtdiret La Casa Cultural Latina at
the University of lllinois at Urbana—Champaign meted both challenges and benefits in my
role as a researcher in this study. | brought kedge and understanding of the history of

Latino cultural centers in the Midwest as well assonal insights regarding their impact on
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Latina/o students. However, the assumptions ahef®é held about Latino cultural centers
were based on the particular contexts of the cemtéh which | have had personal
experience and may not hold for different instaotill environments. | was aware that the
LNACC I knew as a young college student in the E9®@s very different from the current
LNACC in several ways: In the 1970s, alcohol wadsveed at parties held at the LNACC,
the legal drinking age was 18, the manager of tHACC was an undergraduate or graduate
student who physically resided there, Latina/oeinaities and sororities did not exist at Ul,
and the LNACC was mainly used for political aciest The fact that the LNACC, in many
ways, had changed immensely since the 1970s iredtenyg ability to view it with fresh eyes
and reduce possible bias.

At the same time, my experience with cultural centeas an important part of my
own identity and has fueled my passion for undeditay the role they play in Latina/o
college success. | first became aware of theengst of Latino cultural centers as a teenager
visiting a university campus in the Midwest. Athad-generation Mexican-American high
school student living in small town lowa during gerly 1970s, | was unaware of the
Chicano Movement, the United Farmworkers’ Movemenither significant social justice
movements impacting Latina/o populations at theetirtt was through my exposure to the
Chicano/Indian American Cultural Center (LNACC)Htthat | gained my most valuable
education, began the transition from holding amaitsted Mexican American identity to a
self-aware Chicana identity, and began to congider historical oppression impacted both
Latina/o and indigenous populations. This cultgeaiter was the impetus for my enrollment

as a college student at UL.
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My involvement at the center as a first-generatiollege student impacted my later
decision to pursue a career in student affairsfimguon Latina/o college student
development and retention. Subsequently, as awstadfairs professional, | have built and
strengthened my connections to Latino cultural @entwhich led to my position as the
director of La Casa Cultural Latina at the Universif lllinois. My own seminal
experiences with cultural centers, combined withimgractions with students who use these
centers, have convinced me of the urgent and akitieed for examination of the role and
impact of cultural centers at PWiIs.

Delimitations

This study was narrowed by its focus on Latina/dargraduate students. Although
students from other ethnic groups may have pasiegbin Latino cultural center activities,
the purpose of the study was to examine the expaggeof Latina/o students. Latina/o
graduate students were not included in this st@tybse | was specifically interested in the
experience of undergraduate students as they begievelop a leadership identity in
college. It also was narrowed by its focus on pasticular university in the Midwest.
Although many large, predominantly White reseanciversities in the Midwest share
common characteristics, they are also unique im gaticular histories, traditions, and
campus environments. The results of this study nedye generalized to cultural centers
located at other institutions. | was limited in sBlection of a research site by the small
number of Latino cultural centers. | chose theuwal center located at Ul as the site for my

study based on its proximity and the vitality &f dultural center.
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Limitations

The limitations of this study pertain to the resbadesign and inherent challenges of
gualitative research. The student participanteevasked to recall feelings and impressions
from the first semester of their freshman yeaiis fiossible, particularly for the juniors and
seniors, that their memories were unclear or imiteel by later experiences. | allowed ample
time for the participants to reflect on their expaces before answering questions, and |
followed up with questions to ensure | understdartreflections. Another limitation
inherent in qualitative research is possible regearbias. My previous history with the
research site as well as with other Latino cultaesdters was both helpful and a possible
source of bias. During data collection | wrote nosrto process what | was seeing, hearing,
and feeling. This helped me to examine and re@egainy possible biases that might be
emerging in my analysis. The member checks coeduetth the research participants,

combined with peer debriefing, also helped to liragearcher bias.
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

The purpose of this case study was to examineotkeof an ethnic cultural center in
the experiences of Latina/o students at a PWI. stindy site was Ul's LNACC. Three
research questions guided this study:

1. How do Mexican American students become awatheo€ultural center?

2. Why do Mexican American students choose to gpdte in the cultural center

activities?

3. What role does the cultural center play in Mari@dmerican student success?
This chapter presents the key findings obtaineoh firiterviews, document analysis, and
observations, which is followed by an analyticaladission of the themes. The analytical
discussion is grounded in a strengths-based stisdeness perspective focusing on the
concepts of sense of belonging, thriving, and \aiah.

Five key themes emerged from the study: (a) gettonnected, (b) the LNACC
“vibe,” (c) LNACC as anchor and launching pad, l(d}jina/o presence on campus, and (e)
neutral, sacred, and (con)tested space. ThdHliste, getting connected, provides an
understanding of the multiple ways in which thedstut participants were able to get
connected to the LNACC. The second theme, the LRAGbe,” illuminates how students
made meaning of their experiences at the LNACQaae that many of the participants
referred to as having a unique “vibe” or essentee LNACC as anchor or launching pad
theme represents the various temporal experiericgadents as they either moved from
frequent to infrequent engagement with the LNACCartinued to have a strong connection
to the LNACC. The fourth theme, Latina/o preseaseampus, reflects the students’

expressed desire for visibility on campus and themnception of the LNACC as a
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representation of the Latina/o presence. The thehe, neutral, sacred, and con(tested)
space, illustrates how students’ tacit understaggdof the various physical spaces within the
LNACC influenced the ways in which those spaceswesed and what that means for future
use of the center. A comprehensive discussiomad ef the five themes is presented next.
Theme 1: Getting Connected

The student participants in this study describedtiple paths to getting connected to
the LNACC. A majority of the students had partatgd in various college-bound programs
for racially/ethnically underrepresented or firgtrgration students. These programs
coordinated purposeful activities to intentionafifroduce students to the campus cultural
centers prior to their enrollment at Ul. Two stot$econnected to the LNACC through a Ul
scholarship program for underrepresented anddegeration students, which required them
to attend a certain number of activities throughbatyear. One student was introduced to
the LNACC through a family member who is an lowmanaha, whereas another was
encouraged to visit the LNACC by a campus men€me student discovered the LNACC
through information received at a student orgaiopafair. Though the students may have
taken different paths to their introduction to ti¢ACC, the experience influenced each of
them to return to the center and become activecgaants as described in the scenarios
below.
Connecting Through College Bound Programs

Four students learned about the LNACC while paréiting in The lowa Edge, a
week-long precollege program at Ul that servescafmi American, Alaskan Native,
American Indian, Asian American, Pacific Islandeatino/a, and first-generation college

students. The program takes place the week befasses start in the fall semester of the
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freshman year and seeks to promote a successhiy@ar transition to Ul. According to
The lowa Edge website, students who participatBermprogram: “meet faculty and campus
leaders who will support you during your colleg@esence; build community with a group
of peers before the semester begins; and deveddeighip skills for success in class, on
campus, and in life"Get the lowa Edgeh.d.). For these four students, getting intrediio
the LNACC did lead to connecting with a group oérse
Noel participated in The lowa Edge program. Hecdbed his introduction to the
LNACC, which occurred the week before classes bégmfreshman year:
During that week they showed us a lot of resouotesampus and the cultural
centers . .. was one of them. They took us tb ead every [cultural center] house,
but | significantly remember the LNACC more becaiiseas the first house that they
took us to.
His first impression upon walking into the housesws#iking:
| definitely remember, like, walking towards thenter, towards the front door. Like,
this house was a little old and it was a little it.seemed like it was outdated. But it
was a really big, nice house. And as | was walkmg kind of [hesitates], | kind of
got the vibe and just the, like, the essence lo¢img, like my grandma’s house, my
abuela’shouse.
When asked what led him to get involved in LNACGhates after visiting the center the
first time, Noel pointed to his continued connegtwith his peers from The lowa Edge
cohort: “To be honest, a lot of the friends in lo&dge, | still hung out with, talked to, and
we’d always go to the LNACC, whether it'd be juststudy or just to hang out.” Noel also

developed a strong connection to the LNACC throighmembership in a Latino fraternity:
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“With Sigma Lambda Beta, my fraternity, they’'d alg@ehave events or meetings there, so
that also led me to go to the LNACC even more.falet, Noel's introduction to the LNACC
enabled him to build community through a group @3, as he recounted: “The first time |
went to the LNACC . . . they had like a presentatbout their fraternity, and right then and
there | think that's when | started interactinghwiihem, just talking with them, getting to
know them.”

Jocelyn also was introduced to the LNACC througle Towa Edge program in the
same manner as Noel. She laughed as she redah&oy that the LNACC was a house in
which someone actually lived:

| thought somebody lived here and we were just ogrm and, | don’t know, we

were gonna meet somebody. And they told us thadsta cultural house. And then

| started looking around and there’s like paintiddee different cultural things. | felt

... | felt like it was nice just because it fetimey . . . it didn’t feel like a building or

a classroom.

Like Noel, Jocelyn also connected with a groupedrs who were part of a student
organization during her introduction to the LNACC:

When we were [at the LNACC], there were studeramfdifferent organizations.

And then ALMA, the Association of Latinos Moving A&d, they gave like a little

mini-presentation of what they were about. So theame back for those meetings.

| was in ALMA my freshman year and my sophomoreryea

The lowa Edge program matches peer mentors vathall group of program
participants. According to one of the staff menshaterviewed for this study, The lowa

Edge peer mentors participate in training prioth program and are paid for their work
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during the week of the program. They are not meglio continue serving as peer mentors
once classes start, but some mentors continue tisatlon a voluntary basis. For example,
the staff member cited one peer mentor who wenbit@éexpectations by meeting with his
mentee group throughout the year: “He did a lattber stuff that he wanted to do on his
own because he was just that type of student whes\s dedicated and engaged.”

Elisa connected to the LNACC through her lowa Eplger mentor who was also a
Latina student:

So they took us to all the cultural centers, amy tlold us how this one is for like the

Latinos, and the Afro House is more like for AfmcAmerican . . . and because my

peer leader is Latina, she told me how she wolk&ldome [to the LNACC] all the

time.
The first thing Elisa noticed upon entering the LGB was all of the photos of Latina/o
students, which helped her to realize that themne wéher Latinas/os on campus. Like Noel
and Jocelyn, Elisa was drawn back to the LNACC bseaf the opportunity to connect with
a group of peers:

| usually just come here to study or just like, dnese | know sometimes there are

people here that | know and we can just like compata without any distractions,

and it's a good way to feel like theaee Latinos on campus. So | get away from all

the craziness and just kick it and relax.

Victor also was introduced to the LNACC through Toea Edge program the week
before classes started during his first year. &m0 other students, he was somewhat
surprised that the university would have cultueiters: “So my first thought was, ‘Whoa,

this is super cool’ [laughs] just because, like ¥oow, | didn’t think that a university would
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have something so focused on. . . | guess, kinbeoindividual cultures.” His first
impression was similar to other participants wheoemé& quite sure what to make of this
“house” the first time they walked in:

| mean, the place kind of looked old. It lookekElit used to be a house. So .. .|

was just kind of like, “Why are we going to thisrpen’s house?” It was like, “No,

no, no—it’s a cultural center!” | was like “Ohhh.”

Unlike the other three students, Victor did nouretto the LNACC until late in the
second semester of his freshman year. He expléatdt wasn’t until he joined the student
organization ALMA that he began frequenting the LBI& on a regular basis:

The next time | was here after that was my firsh¥.meeting that year, and that

was really my reason to go back. It wasn't likenegparticular interest in coming.

And it's not that | wasn’t interested in comind'sljust that most of . . . the area |

spent my first year here was on the far northadstsause that’s where my dorm

was, so coming here was quite a trek and the weaid® getting colder.

The issue of the LNACC's location and how thatueficed students’ decisions to frequent
the center will be discussed later as part of ThemeNACC as anchor and launching pad.
What is significant about Victor’s initial partiagion in LNACC activities is that it was
based more on his interest in gaining leadershpeesnce within a Latina/o student
organization, in contrast to the other three sttslemo were first drawn to the comfort and
cultural familiarity of the center. Victor was ant-of-state student who grew up in an
affluent, predominantly White neighborhood with grais who were college graduates. He

was the only student participant who was not a-§eneration college student.
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Precollege programs with a summer bridge compowerg instrumental in exposing
two of the students to the LNACC. Patricia pap#ted in Upward Bound during high
school. Upward Bound is a federal TRIO programalthaccording to the Ul Upward
Bound website,

provides fundamental support to participants inrtheeparation for college entrance.

The program provides opportunities for participantsucceed in their precollege

performance and ultimately in their higher edugaparsuits. Upward Bound serves

high school students from low-income families arghtschool students from
families in which neither parent holds a bacheldegree. The goal of Upward

Bound is to increase the rate at which participantaplete secondary education and

enroll in and graduate from institutions of postsetary educationTRIO Upward

Bound n.d.).

Patricia was also part of The lowa Edge prograime \Bas initially introduced to the

LNACC during participation in Upward Bound, but heemory of that initial exposure was
faint: “I feel like Upward Bound sort of, we haddi a dinner at the cultural centers . . . they
always try to like, make us more aware of the fied on campus, and | feel like it was some
type of dinner.” She remembered more clearly heoduction to the cultural centers
through The lowa Edge program: “That was like, ingtfexperience where | met people
affiliated with the center, organizations like ALMed [Sigma Lambda Gamma], and so
that was my main, like, how | found out about it.”

Patricia described her first impression of the LNZCI never really heard about a
cultural center. And then ... when it said ‘ibatiNative American’ | was like . . . ‘l guess

this is a center where | could kind of like, relati¢gh since it relates with my identity.” She
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was drawn back to the LNACC because of the oppiyttm connect with a group of peers
in ALMA:

I’'m really big on like, identity and so, like, | wged to find a group that | could be

involved with, and | found out about ALMA, and sddcided to go to the meetings,

and they always have them [at the LNACC] every Wsdiays at seven. | remember
my freshman year | automatically got involved witbMA, so me and my friends
would always make it to meetings.
The importance of the LNACC to Patricia was evidghen she spoke of the great effort she
made to attend the ALMA meetings every Wednesdaynduner freshman year, even
though she lived on the far opposite end of cangmashad another meeting she was required
to attend immediately prior to the ALMA meeting: 8¥new that Wednesdays was reserved
for ALMA [meetings] and so, even though it was guiard because I lived at Mayflower
[laughs] and we would always be rushing. It wks,l{Oh, we have to get there!””

Monica also was introduced to the LNACC throughtipgpation in a precollege
program with a summer bridge component. The loalart Project, a partnership between
Ul's Belin-Blank Center, Des Moines Central Acaderayd the AmerUs Corporation, “is a
four-year program that allows talented minoritytgiggrade students to enroll in an
accelerated high school and college curriculum’g(Tmiversity of lowa, 1998, para. 2).
According to the Ul website, the lowa Talent Progeeks to “identify talented and gifted
students from underrepresented populations whtakineg Advanced Placement (AP)
courses as they progress through secondary sclawsh Talent Project participants attend a
residential summer program at The University ofddWwat focuses on college preparation”

(The University of lowa, n.d., para. 12).
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Monica explained:

Because of my scholarship, we were required to ceveey summer for at least a

week when we were in high school. . . . It was iy diverse group, so they showed

us like all the different cultural centers, so th&iow | was exposed to the houses.
Monica’s first impression of the LNACC was that pa@ps it was a house for the Latina
sorority. She liked the fact that it was locateatrto the Law School because she planned to
become an attorney. During her first semester,ibéowas searching for a student
organization to join and tried getting involvedsieveral different clubs, but none of them
seemed to “fit.” Eventually she learned about ALMA

| didn’t find out about [ALMA] till late my first emester freshman year, and then |

really enjoyed it, and | felt like this was a plagkere | felt like some sort of sense of

community, so that’'s why | would keep coming [te ttNACC].
In Monica’s case, although she was exposed to W&QAC during her summer bridge
program, she did not begin frequenting the LNAC@utarly until late in her first semester.
Unlike the students in The lowa Edge program, wiielects at least 100 students to
participate each year, Monica may not have hadge leohort of peers with whom she could
explore the cultural centers early in the semester.
Connecting Through a Scholarship Program

Two of the students in this study were exposetied NACC through their
scholarship program, Advantage lowa, a merit- aeetlfbased scholarship for first-year
students of color who are U.S. citizens or permemnegsidents and/or first-generation
college studentsAdvantage lowa Award.d.). According to a staff member interviewed f

this study, Al students are required to attendreasenumber of programs on campus for
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which they earn scholarship points. Omar, an Abtar, explained that he attended a
program at the LNACC to obtain points for his senship:
Well, | remember . . . | think, | needed one motecedit and it was Cinco de Mayo
my freshman year and | was like, “Hey, free foodm-Hefinitely gonna show up.” |
came in here andlikedit. Like, it was like—boy, | didn’t know this wdsere . . .
why wasn't | told this before?
Although Omar learned about the LNACC later thamdther students in this study did, he
believed it was inevitable that he would find higythere:
| feel like, at some point or another | would haveled up here, regardless, just
because . . . | love my culture, | love every aspéd and . . . | feel like this is a
place where | can . . . .share it with others alt we
Omar was struck by the welcoming atmosphere otémter, the artwork, and the
sense of history portrayed through photos of Labiséudents from previous years.
However, he was somewhat resistant to get invalwédNACC activities at first: “l wasn’t
sure what to expect—Ilike if this was actually, likenat | was looking forward to or if this
was just going to be some like, pseudo-culturadghif you know what | mean.” Eventually,
a friend persuaded him to join ALMA:
One of my really good friends, he was really imemlun ALMA. He kept talking
about ALMA—ALMA this, ALMA that. | was like . . Yeahhh, | don’t know. | was
kind of [resistant] to, you know, come to this. dAfnally he was like “You know
what . . . just come. You don’t have to keep camiivou can just like, show up. At

least give it a chance.” | was like, “All rightné.”

www.manaraa.com



85

Soon after attending his first meeting, Omar wéascsed to serve on the ALMA Executive
Board, which meant he was attending ALMA meetivgsé¢ weekly at the LNACC.

Andrea also belonged to the Advantage lowa schloilaicohort. Advantage lowa
was located in the Center for Diversity and Enrielmtn She related that one day early in her
first semester, she and her roommate (anotherd)atiere at the Center for Diversity and
Enrichment, and they saw a flyer for an event attNACC:

We were like, “Oh, we should probably . . . findevé this place is.” . . . Originally,

we were going to find more Latinos there. We'rengao find more people because,

literally, it was just me and my roommate and tbanother friend that came [to Ul],
that we knew were Latinos on campus. And we wkes fWell there has to be more

.. . we can’t be the only three on campus, lileimpossible!”

Andrea and her roommate were seeking other Labeasi campus and hoped to find them
at the LNACC. She recalled how she felt beingm ENACC for the first time:
There was a lot of music. . . . It helped me feeterat home. . . . It was a nice place
to be because it was like the first time we wereampus that we were with other
people we could relate to.

At that same event, Andrea reconnected with a haatndent whom she had met
during the Ul summer orientation program. Thigdstut was already familiar with LNACC
activities because her older sister was a Ul stud8o she encouraged Andrea to get
involved in ALMA:

She pretty much was really familiar with campuske just told me that | should go

on Wednesdays for ALMA. . . . And she’s like, “Yedike this is a great org to be
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part of. Like, most of these people come every Wésday,” so like that's why |
started coming to ALMA because of [my friend].
After talking with her friend during her first visgio the LNACC, Andrea joined ALMA and
began attending the weekly meetings. So, Andreal&arned about the LNACC from
seeing an event flyer while she was at the offiee housed her scholarship program, but she
got involved in LNACC activities (ALMA) through thencouragement of a Latina friend
during an LNACC social event.
Other Paths to the LNACC
Three students in the study connected with the CRAlifferently than did the
others. Sandra visited the LNACC when she wasi@si high school. She was
accompanied by an extended family member, a Ul aduwho had spent a significant
amount of time at the LNACC during her undergraduyatars. Sandra recounted,
When | came to visit [Ul], she went with me. Arm@ne of the stops was, obviously,
... going [to LNACC], and she like told me allcah like the memories she had had
here and how it was like her second home and sbknew about it pretty early on.
Similar to some of the other students, Sandra leadmheard of a cultural center and did not
know what to expect, but her first impression wasifive. When she started her freshman
year at Ul, Sandra decided that she would likeigd the LNACC again with a friend, but
had forgotten how to get there. She shared whaidreed:
And so | tried to put it in the GPS, and it tooktadike the Hawk Lot, which is like
two miles away from here, and we walked over there.So we took the bus back
and | called [my family member], and I'm like, “bd’t know where it is.” 'cause |

really wanted to like see it again 'cause | remenitdeeing like a place where you
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could just relax and stuff. And she told me it vbabind Slater and the dorms, and |

felt really dumb 'cause I live in Quad which ishigacross the street [from] Slater.
Unfortunately, after Sandra finally made her wayh® LNACC, it was closed. She did not
return to the LNACC until her second semester. fAerily member (the alumna) had
convinced Sandra to join the Latina sorority, Sigraenbda Gamma (also referred to as the
Gammas). The founders of this sorority had used. MACC as their home base as they
were getting established on campus. The soroatlydnce become too large to use the
LNACC for meetings, but they had a space in onth@frooms on the second floor that
housed their supplies as well as a “signature Wa&hndra explained why she decided to join
the Latina sorority:

We met with all the sororities in the Multicultui@buncil and the Gammas really

stuck out. . . . And | went to one of their recmsint events, and | got to know more

of the girls, and I just really felt like | could fn with them. . . . | went to a private

school . . . so I've always gone to a school whigsenajority Whites. . . . | guess |

just wanted to immerse myself more into the cultudad | never got to do that in

high school or anything.
Similar to several of the other students in thislgt Sandra was searching for something.
She wanted the experience of immersing herselfliatmo culture and felt she could
accomplish that by joining the Latina sorority. ridennection to the Gammas also
connected her to the LNACC—the Gamma'’s historical symbolic “home.”

Sofia also was seeking to connect with Latinalolshts when she learned of the

LNACC while attending the student organization:fair
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| was just walking around with like a girl | hada@me of my classes. . . . We were
trying to see if there was anything for like Lasnoecause, you know, it's a
predominantly White campus. . . . We stopped byAheIA table, and they're like
“Oh yeah, you know, we have the LNACC, and youlweags welcome to come and
do homework or just hangout.”
Sofia joined ALMA early in the first semester ofrireshman year; she explained:
| ... just started coming to the meetings evegdWesday, and that's how | made
most of my friends—through ALMA. | mean it’s likeLatino group. . . . Anyone’s
welcome, but like everybody that was there was wittatino background. . . .
Mostly everyone’s like first-generation too, so alehad things in common.
Through the connections she made with other Latimése ALMA meeting, Sofia decided
to join Sigma Lambda Gamma. So she became a mevhbeth groups her freshman year.
The final student participant, Teresa, was a tearstudent who had attended a
community college for two years before enrollingJat She had made several campus visits
but was never made aware of the cultural centbesggplained:
| had come to lowa before, but | hadn't felt likieat connection on just regular
campus visits. And on regular campus visits | hader even heard of the LNACC,
for example or of like, multicultural orgs, of ALMA. . There wasn’t a connection. |
didn’t really feel like | belonged—not that | didmiecessarily feel welcomed, I just
wasn’t making a connection.
Teresa did not have the advantage of participatiregprecollege program or The lowa Edge,
which ensures that first-year students learn atb@itultural centers. She was encouraged to

visit the LNACC and meet students from the ALMA gpdby an advisor/mentor who
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worked at the Center for Diversity and Enrichmefne first time Teresa visited the LNACC
she was drawn to the artwork:
At first | was like, “What is this house? Thisvieird.” And the first thing that drew
my attention was the mural . . . on the porch bizat. . El Grito de DoloreqCry of
Dolores, the battle cry of Mexico’s independenaafiSpain], and it has like, Che
[Guevara]. And | was like, “Whoa, this is intetiagt' [laughs], and then as | came
more in, it was just . . . very vivid and the csl@nd the mural, and | was like “Oh,
this is really cool.”
Teresa also shared that she was surprised to ditecal art in a campus facility:
| guess | was a little . . . not shocked, but | Wizl of like, “Whoa, like they allow
this expression here?” | just thought that wallyéateresting . . . not necessarily
because . . . | mean,2013 obviously, but still, there’s still some paowvhere it's
not generally accepted to kind of be as open.
Teresa had witnessed a controversy ignited in dergtown by a multicultural mural—a
mural that was quite benign compared to the imagesaw on the LNACC murals.
During her first semester at lowa, Teresa joineith ALMA and Sigma Lambda
Gamma, so she was at the LNACC weekly. She exgdawvhat drew her to the Latina
sorority:
| felt so deprived of myatinidadand I'm like, “I just wanted to be surrounded by
people who can speak Spanish and who aren’t goibg bothered if | plajpachata
or cumbiaor banda[Latino music genres] or whatever.” And so | justda wanted

a sense of community and just [to] be a part ofetbing bigger than myself.
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Teresa eventually would apply for a position attBNACC as a work—study student, so she
spent a significant amount of time at the cen&everal other students commented that
Teresa was looked up to as a resource and a ralelmo
Summary
It is clear that the students in this study expergsl different pathways to the
LNACC. Their stories of connecting to the LNACGeal several factors that are important
to understanding the context of this case studsst,Fvarious external units—namely the
Upward Bound program, lowa Talent Search, The IBdge program, and the Advantage
lowa scholarship program—have recognized the valdlee cultural centers as potential
spaces for new students (mainly students of cédoget connected and involved by
intentionally including visits to the centers astpd their agendas. This was affirmed by
various staff members affiliated with those progsammo were interviewed for this study.
One staff member emphasized the importance oingettiit-of-state Latina/o students
connected to the LNACC:
We feel that those students are going to needa kipport and resources and, since
they’re coming from really far away, they’re goitgneed a . . . community of
people. And so introducing them to the culturadtees is going to mean introducing
them to the manager, to student group leaders edityrcare about getting them
connected with other resources on campus and ah, yest being active on campus
and not feeling like they're isolated and lost bis tig campus, so . . . | would say,
you know, it’s just something that we feel is imfaot and necessary for this group to

survive on campus.
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Second, as students recalled their early expersemeeampus, it appears that most of
them were actively seeking something—connectiorglirement, cultural familiarity, or
perhaps cultural validation. These were the ththgs compelled them to return to the
LNACC after their first visit. Staff members, suab the one quoted above, appear to have
understood this, which may be why they placed grepbrtance on connecting Latina/o
students with the LNACC. Third, several of thedetmts had never heard of cultural centers
prior to attending Ul, or they expressed surpiinsg the university would have such
facilities. It is not surprising that studentsrfrédowa, a state which is 92.8% White (U.S.
Census, 2012), would not be familiar with ethnittunal centers or that first-generation
college students would not have a comprehensiverstahding of all the cultural resources
and opportunities available at a large, public arsity. However even Victor ,who was not
from lowa, not a first-generation college studani] entered the Ul with significant social
and academic capital, was surprised to find culeeaters on campus. Several students
commented on the lack of information provided tenthregarding Latina/o history and
culture during their K-12 school experience. They be why the cultural centers came as
such a surprise to them: they were not accustomad educational institution providing
culturally relevant space or resources.

Finally, the importance of returning Latina/o staote(sophomores, juniors, and
seniors) reaching out to new students and encawgdhgem to get involved in LNACC
activities cannot be understated. This occurreouih student organization fairs, The lowa
Edge peer mentors, Advantage lowa scholarship stedand various other in- and out-of-
class peer interactions. In some cases, uppes-chsal/o students were unrelenting in their

pursuit of convincing new students to get involv&bme of the students described how they
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were convinced to participate in LNACC activitiesupper-class students. Other students
talked about what motivated them to encourage riedests to go to the LNACC:

| have this tendency to want to tell everyone abloetl NACC, or just resources on

campus. 'Cause | know, like, if I'm a Latino anddn’t know about it, | feel like

“Someone tell me!” So I'm like, “Wait—you don’t kv where the LNACC is?!”

They're like, “No, what is it?” And so | like thatause | get to tell them about a

place that they could possibly use. (Patricia)

'Cause | know a lot of the freshmen that | havkddlto, they’ll be like well . . . “It's

very like culture shock, like | just don't feel céontable, like |1 don’t really know

anyone.” . .. So | feel like a lot more needseadbne to retain students and make
them feel welcomed. (Monica)
Based on their own positive engagement at the LNABGSt of the students interviewed
were passionate about making sure that new stutdadtthe same opportunity to experience
the LNACC vibe, which is the second theme reveblethis study.
Theme 2: The LNACC “Vibe”

In discussing the LNACC, many of the student paréints described the facility as
having a certain vibe or essence. This was anigéfiey experienced when they walked into
the LNACC and engaged in activities within the LNBGpace. Based on their voices, the
LNACC vibe consisted of several elements, bothrabstind concrete, including a feeling of
home (comforting and welcoming), the expressiohaiina/o culture (language, music,

food, dance), and a sense of Latino history andogvepment (art).
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Home Away from Home

Noel recalled how he felt the first time he walketb the LNACC: “I kind of got the
vibe and just the, like the essence of it being hky grandma’s house, napuela’shouse.”
Elisa described the positive feelings she haditeetime she entered the LNACC:

There were people in here that were giving us agutation and . . . | don’t know if

you met [Latina staff member] . . . well she wasehteo and she was just like very

happy and enthusiastic, so | was like “Oh, | like vibe here!”
Elisa further explained what she meant by the vibe:

| feel like . . . 1 don’t know if it’s just becaudke color red happens to be warm, but

... .It'srelaxing too. | go there to study sstimes, and | feel like | can get work

done there, and it's also | guess, playful, singe there and I'm talking with my

friends, and we’ll just be laughing or just playing

What Elisa was describing was a feeling of beimgpiortable in a physical space.
Others, such as Monica, described this as a honag-&em-home feeling: “Like | always
say, it always feels kind of like a home away froame. Like it's very . .. relaxed. ... It's
just a very, like, comforting atmosphere.” Monpainted to the kitchen as one of the spaces
within the LNACC that fostered a feeling of hom&0dUu can use it to cook your favorite
dishes 'cause they have a kitchen with utensilsethe . There’s also like a TV where you
can come watch your shows. You basically wouldiuklee you use your own home.”
Omar added: “I come [to the LNACC] . . . and | d&sten to any type of music and | feel at
home.” The home-away-from-home sentiment was parkaplicated most directly by

Victor, who said:
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All 20 years of my life, | grew up in a house, Idemstood the feeling of “I'm home”
as soon as | walk into a house. So that definhalytransferred over a bit to the
LNACC. ... it's very easy to feel that feeling agavhen | walk into it.
Ten of the 11 student participants described thACN as a home away from home.
Three students also associated feelings of honfetiagir involvement in Latina/o student
organizations that were closely affiliated with ttieACC. For instance, Teresa explained:
| think joining [Sigma Lambda Gamma] was one of tiggest things; that kind of
became my home away from home, especially whemkedaere and was kind of
like, “ don’t really know what's going on, don’eally know, like, who to just walk
up to.” So | mean, I feel like that kind of helpe@ develop the community.
However, some students pointed out that the ham@s~drom-home vibe at LNACC
could be a double-edged sword, as Victor explained:
ALMA'’s been more of a . . . kind of a home awaynfrbome, which is not bad, but
home away from home means they just kind of condevag out and, as soon as we
start talking about outreach initiatives, they jdsh’t want anything to do with it
because they feel like they have to come hereikaeddo stuff.”
Victor was concerned that the comfortable and hbkeeenvironment of the LNACC, where
the ALMA meetings were held, might have contribute lack of energy among the
members who may have felt that coming to the LNAGLS a chance to relax rather than to
“do stuff.” It may be that some students were \TepALMA as more of a social
organization and valued the opportunity to me¢h@i NACC where they could connect

socially with other Latinas/os in a home-like atplosre. Jocelyn reflected on her
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experience as a freshman and the attraction shi f&aLMA, which was mostly social in
nature:

| loved coming to ALMA meetings as a freshman justause we are a

predominantly White school, and that’s all | woskk, and it was only Wednesdays

at seven when | would see you know, like people whee Hispanic.

Another student pointed out that some Latina/destits might have avoided the
LNACC precisely because it reminded them too mudiome at a time when they were
searching for different experiences:

The ones who don’t go [to LNACC] probably see itysu know, just like another

... like a burden just because it kind of remthtfeem of home and that's all they’'ve

seen at home, just . . . Latino people and .st.people speaking Spanish, and they

come to college and they want to experience somgthiferent.

Several of the staff members who participatedhis $tudy viewed the purpose of the
LNACC as a home away from home for Latina/o stusle@ne staff member, who was
directly affiliated with the cultural centers, dabed the LNACC'’s purpose: “The mission
and purpose of the LNACC is to serve as . . . bgiswsay, [an] intra- and intercultural
experience. It primarily serves as a home, aseefor its constituency to be.” Another
staff member affiliated with the cultural centerplained why the LNACC staff (student
workers) were trained to welcome others into tHeucal center as if welcoming them home:

When you go home—if it's your mom, your dad, youwaugdparents, your dog, your

cat—people welcome you to your home. And we waittet that home away from

home. We want to . . . also say “our house is yamwse.” And if you're not doing

that . . . it takes a lot for a student who'’s ndwveen there to take the courage to go to
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one of these centers. And so, if you have a studghtened and kind of like, “I
don’t even know where this place is,” and they slupby themselves, or even if
they came with someone and they don't feel welcomtg, should they come back?
Both the students and the staff members who ppatied in this study emphasized the
significance of the home-away-from-home aspechefitNACC. Students alluded to other
aspects of the LNACC that contributed to its vibeluding a sense of cultural community
and the significance of the artwork at the center.
Cultural Expression and Community
Another element essential to the LNACC vibe wasise of cultural community,
which included food, language, music, and dancaridta described how easy it was for her
to connect with others at the LNACC:
| just found it easy meeting new people . . . thiiaiess identified as well as me, as
being a Latino, and you know, spoke Spanish. Wiesimailar cultural backgrounds
in the sense of . . . things that we could relatmuafamily or traditions. . . . And so |
knew that every time that | would be in there, lulebbe in some sort of contact
with someone that | could relate with.
Monica explained why she returned to the LNACCfreshman year:
'Cause | felt like [laughs] this was probably orfdlee only places | could . . . express
my culture. | could speak in Spanish and like, gao’'t do that anywhere else . . .
even the food that they would have sometimpanr-dulcelMexican sweet bread] . . .
| don’t know, it made it feel like home.
Noel compared the atmosphere of the LNACC to batrgfamily party: “I always feel like

I'm . .. at a family party when | go to the LNAJGst because there’s always music playing,
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there’s always food and just people having a goud,thaving good conversation.” Omar

described it as a sense of “nostalgia” that rendrfde of home:
This is the place where people can come and receinis. not necessarily reminisce,
but kind of have . . . nostalgic moments for likey know, when they’re at home or
maybe for others, new experiences that they wisi tould do more often at home.
And it's a big part, like | said, for me growing.up . | feel like every weekend there
was eitheun bautismg[a baptism], there wastees afiodspecial celebration of third
birthday], there was quinceanerg15" birthday coming-out party], or some sort of
birthday party. . . . | grew up with that—with maswith the food. And so, whenever
we have events [at the LNACC] | feel like, “Hey, sntiand food, let’s do this!”

Omar also further described the atmosphere of M®&QC during social events:
Sometimes I've come in here and I've heard pedibie, yelling and playing games,
yelling back and forth in English and Spanish, $jtiah . . . or you know, people
dancing, listening tbachataor bandaor whatever. And so | think the LNACC plays
a major role in a lot of these cultural groups aogrto life and actually being . . . like
| said, home, for us.

Patricia explained that ALMA sometimes used food dance as a way of sharing the Latino

culture with others:
We try to promote cultural events . . . li&enco de Maypyou know, we always try
to have a speaker to explain the actual histobaakground of it . . . we’ll have food
and stuff, kind of pull in people. . . . We trydo the educational partand . . . we’'ll
haveagua de horchatfcinnamon rice milk] and not everyone knows whntts . . .

ortres lechegthree milks] cake. We’'ve had some events thet seen like, people
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will put onbachata[Latino musical genre], and people start dancindy éke “Oh,

what is that?” And so, we'll try and teach.

Based on the student interviews, the LNACC Facelpzgle, and my observations,
other than ALMA meetings, the majority of eventatttook place at the LNACC were
social/cultural in nature. A few of the studentpressed a desire to have more educational,
political, or community service events at the LNAQt they were aware that other
students seemed to be drawn mostly to the sodiaifalaspect of the center. Victor spoke
of his involvement with ALMA: “I would like this gyup to be more focused around
enriching our culture through service rather thalelg connecting students on campus
through, you know, dance events or food eventshatmot.” Although only a few events
focused on political issues impacting the Latinmoaunity, the artwork at the LNACC
imbued a sense of Latino history and empowerment.

Art as a Representation of Latina/o History and Empwerment

The LNACC is filled with colorful murals, paintisgand photos representing
Latina/o and Native American culture. The warnoeslof the LNACC and the vivid
artwork on the walls had immediately captured titvergion of the students the first time they
entered the center. For all of the students ir¢er@d, this was the first time they had
experienced a Latino cultural center. Teresa,adriee LNACC student workers, described
the significance of the artwork to her:

| feel like the LNACC has played a large part in sgyf-discovery and identity as a

Latina in a predominately White institution justchese | feel like, even just working

here and having a place to come and seeing Fridal¢on the wall and Che

Guevara, Pancho Villa . . . it's very comfortindhether | realize it at the moment or
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not. And I think it just goes back to acknowledgin . my roots and kind of

developing that. . . . It's been a part of my skHeovery.

Most of the students commented on the large maiakgd directly on a wall in the
living room. Originally painted in 1974 by Califaa muralist Manuel Unzueta during a
national Chicano conference at Ul, the paintingament a revision in 2000, which caused
some controversy (Hebeler, 2001). Students wegaaly aware of the controversy and
expressed curiosity regarding the history of theahuFor instance, Noel said:

It's really significant in my eyes, just becausedtw# history of Mexican Americans

and just Hispanics in general. So | really likattmural . . . | want to know more

about it but it seems no one really knows the tetai . It stands out in the sense of,
like, you know . . . I think of Si se puedgYes, we can] . .. but | think it would be

great to actually know more of the history behind i
Monica, who had taken a Mexican American histoasslthe previous year, learned more
about the LNACC mural from her professor: “He taklthere’s some problems with . . .
there’s some . . . politics 'cause when they restatr they actually made the man whiter,
lighter skinned, and he’s supposed to be darkénatonvas something that | thought. ‘Whoa,
why?”

The staff members interviewed for this study alswe unfamiliar with the exact
history of the mural, with exception of one persdm had researched the issue. She was
working at the university library and had creatddrge display of LNACC history for the
occasion of the LNACC'’s 4banniversary celebration. She explained why it ingsortant

to include the mural history in the display:
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| named [the display] “The Story of Us.” . . . Natter how many times | would go
to the house, you know, there’s new studentsSo.it would be like repeating the
story, so | thought this way . . . they would ursend the mural stories, they would
understand everything and . . . it's just usefuhink that’s just so important . . . it's
more like an introduction to the house . . . itxbme kind of a nice way for them to
kind of know all the history without having differepeople go through the stories
with them . . . to kind of know the history of saifmeg to understand what it means
to people.
The display includes photos of students from previdecades, newspaper articles, posters,
and written text explaining the history and evaatof the LNACC. One side focuses on
Latina/o students and the other side focuses oivéNAmerican students. Only a few of the
students in this study indicated that they had éab&losely at the display at any point in the
past. Most did not necessarily remember the detdithe information in the display.
Patricia was one of the students who understoodigmficance of the display:
Yeah, it's very inclusive in the sense that it bath Native and Latino American
history. I've read it a couple of times. . . .dtes talk about the protesting that there
was with the center, which a lot of us don’t know. It's kind of nice that it's there
so that way when people walk in . . . it's like@od, kind of like, orientation into the
house and what it stands for and the importanvhcstl facts.
Omar also believed that the display was signifiéanturrent students: “It kind of puts you
to think . . . [about] the people that came befgre . . . how much effort, how much work
they had to put in for us to feel comfortable amna/ersity where, like you said, it's

predominantly White.”

www.manaraa.com



101

Some of the students had participated in LNAC®® @nniversary celebration in
2011 and had gained a deeper sense of the hidttrg oenter. Noel described his reaction
to meeting Dr. Rusty Barceld, one of the foundéithe LNACC:
She was really, really, really, informed about EtNACC, and it was just great to
hear her story, great to hear just her strugglgust to get the house, and | think
that's something that . . . | didn’t think about.. I really didn’t think about, you
know, the people before me and how much they skedggst to get that house and
that's something that, you know, | realize . todk the LNACC for granted. And |
didn’t appreciate it as much as | should have.
Noel also pointed out that the LNACC artwork wagetse in terms of reflecting Latino and
Native American culture:
| think the diversity of the different paintingsunals throughout the house, too, can
speak in volumes with the different ethnicitieshantthe LNACC, because it's just
not Mexican, you know; we have [American Indiand&tiat Association] there—
they're primarily [an] Indian-based organization,tke fact that we're able to blend
in, you know, our Hispanic Latino roots with youdwm, Native American roots, |
think it's pretty cool.
Similar to Noel, most of the students in this stagypreciated the mix of Latina/o and Native
American artwork within the center. However, tladgo indicated that they had very limited
interactions with the Native American communityaampus, which they attributed to the

small numbers of Native American students at Ul.
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Summary

The LNACC vibe or essence was composed of seabsdfact and concrete
elements. The comfortable and welcoming feelirag tiew students experienced during
their first visit to the center made them feel atne and was an essential part of the vibe. It
was what drew them back to the center where thaldeexperience cultural familiarity and
nourishment through language, food, dance, andanusie physical essence of the LNACC
also contributed to its vibe. The warm and vibrawibrs within the center, along with the
artwork and display, promoted a sense of the LNAS@Storical significance. Some
students found the artwork politically empoweririthe LNACC vibe drew the students to
the center, where they began to get involved idesttiorganizations and leadership
activities, which is discussed in the next section.

Theme 3: LNACC as Anchor and Launching Pad

After being introduced to the LNACC and experieggainas a welcoming,
comfortable, and culturally relevant space, stuslgmted one or more of the student
organizations affiliated with the center. Thesgamizations include ALMA (which
translates to “soul” in Spanish), Sigma Lambda Betarnational Fraternity, Inc., and Sigma
Lambda Gamma sorority. The Native American Studessociation (NASA, formerly
known as the American Indian Student AssociatioAI&A) is also affiliated with the
LNACC, however none of the students interviewedlfits study was involved with AISA.
Ten of the 11 students in this study had joinedam®ore of the three student organizations
(ALMA, Sigma Lambda Beta, or Sigma Lambda Gamma)etame during their first year at
lowa. Only one student was not a member of ALMAh& Greek organizations; however,

she was a member of The lowa Edge Student Assaciaihe LNACC, through its strong
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affiliation with ALMA, Sigma Lambda Beta, and Sigrhambda Gamma appeared to have
served as either an anchor or a launching paduddests.
Association of Latinos Moving Ahead

The Association of Latinos Moving Ahead is an unflarerganization that serves as
a network for Ul undergraduate students. Accordinthe ALMA Facebook page (ALMA,
n.d.), the organization has seven foci: (a) crgadifiorum to meet, share information,
collaborate on events, and address the needs iobkais students on campus; (b) promoting
student involvement while creating a support nekior Latinas/os students; (c) facilitating
professional development; (d) conducting commusenvice, including outreach to Latina/o
youth to encourage the pursue of higher educatemromoting social activities that foster
a sense of community; (f) engaging efforts towarcia justice; and (g) fostering cultural
awareness throughout Ul and the surrounding commmuALMA sponsors or CoSponsors
several annual programs, most of which are soail@i@l. During the first week in April,
ALMA sponsors the annual Cesar Chavez Week, whicludes sociopolitical topics and
speakers as well as cultural events (Appendix G).

When | began my research, ALMA was meeting everyliiésday at 7:00 pm at the
LNACC. Nine of the students interviewed joined ABMvhen they were freshmen. Of the
nine students, five had held positions (eitherenity or in the previous year) on the ALMA
Executive Board. The fact that ALMA held meetiryery week at the LNACC meant that
these eight students had frequented the LNACCaat lence weekly during their freshman
year, with executive board members attending mgetiwice a week. By the conclusion of
my data collection (six months later) ALMA was megtonly biweekly, with only one of

those meetings taking place at the LNACC. Als@ tfthe student participants in this
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study had stepped down from their leadership mostand were no longer participating in
the organization. ALMA was going through a tralsif which will be discussed in the final
theme of this chapter (Theme 5: Neutral, Sacred,Gon(Tested) Space).

ALMA meetings were held in the living room (located the main floor), because
that was the only space large enough for this grangch tended to attract large numbers of
freshmen early in the fall semester. ALMA was pftee first Latino-based organization
these students heard about when they began thshmfran year. Jocelyn described the
attraction to ALMA, which she experienced as a séwdent:

| loved coming to ALMA meetings as a freshman justause we are a

predominantly White school and that’s all | wouksand it was only Wednesdays

at seven where | would see you know, like people whre Hispanic. . . . | just felt

... like when I was in high school because likegroup of friends . . . we were all

Latinos and then coming here, it was a little Ifficllt for me to be, like, social at

first. . . . | felt like | was alone, so comingttee meetings definitely helped a lot. . . .

And | was able to see there are Latinos here—I'ttm® only one. | really liked

that.

Andrea pointed out the general openness of ALMA&Bsg something that attracts first-year
students:

| think it's like more accessible to freshmen it's. one of the first, like, | guess,

general Latino programs that are on campus, 'chfesd like [Sigma Lambda

Gamma] caters for women, [Sigma Lambda Beta] isrfen . . . for lowa Edge you

have to apply, and for TRIO you have to apply. | &l like ALMA is, | guess, all-

inclusive, like everyone can come, you don’t havedy to be a member. . .. You
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don’t have to like be super, super committed. Kitgl of like a drop-in thing. So |
feel ALMA serves as like a really comfortable spémeeveryone to come in, meet
other people that, | guess, are on the same byiaty to find their like major, like the
right program for them.
Omar described ALMA as a “centerpiece” within tHedACC: “You know, obviously the
fraternity’s only going to be for males and thewsiy for females, but it's one of those
things where it's kind of like the centerpiece wépgything else—it ties everything together.”
As a result of ALMA hosting meetings at the LNA®@ce weekly along with
hosting several cultural events throughout the ,yghich attracted large numbers of
freshmen students as well as sophomores, junindsseniors, the LNACC and ALMA were
tightly interconnected. The LNACC was reservedAaMA on Wednesday evenings, and
students were aware that no other events couldplake there on Wednesday nights.
Monica spoke of this as a tradition:
Because it's been tradition that ALMA’s been Wedlsss at seven . . . yeah, they
already just book it for us. . . . ALMA’s always tran Wednesdays at 7:00 pm at the
LNACC. so it's kind of like its signature style. . You don’t need to tell people.
Everyone already knows. They know if they go t® EINACC at 7:00 pm on
Wednesdays, they're going to find a group of Lagitizere.
In essence, ALMA was serving to connect LatinagsHimen students to each other as well
as to the LNACC while providing new students witlearning experience regarding how
student organizations operate.
Much of the connection developed between studanitaglALMA meetings was

based on social/cultural familiarity. Finding az@hnecting with other Latina/o students on
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campus was important, as indicated by student cortsrieroughout this chapter. Another
significant factor drawing students together wasghared experience of being first-
generation college students. Brenda explainedskeyconnected with ALMA: “It's a
Latino group, anyone’s welcome, but everybody tras there was, like, with a Latino
background, like mostly everyone’s first-generation, so we all had things in common.”
After students became involved with ALMA and stdrégtending the weekly
meetings, many of them took on leadership positiortss helped them to develop
leadership skills in an environment that was cotafde and welcoming. Omar shared his
experience of voicing his opinions at the first ABNheeting he attended:
The whole living room was pretty full. . . . | tikimt was in the spring semester, so we
were probably doing Cesar Chavez Week. . . . Thengwasking input and, me
personally, I'm gonna speak my mind . . . and | diid everybody was kind of
looking at me, like . . . “Who’s this new guy? HWellready talking.” But my ideas
were welcome, so | think that’s kind of what made stay.
Soon after this experience Omar decided to rum foosition on the ALMA Executive
Board, as he explained: “I saw a leadership oppdstu | wanted to be on the exec team. |
felt like | had a lot of ideas and that's when tdked to run.” Omar served on the ALMA
Executive Board starting in the spring semestdn®tophomore year until the fall semester
of his senior year. He listed several skills tihgdroved through his involvement in ALMA
including public speaking skills, social skills,cageneral leadership skills. He attributed his
experience with ALMA to making him a better lea@eanother student organization that he

joined:
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My leadership skills, being able to take charge getting things done—not only
timely, but efficiently—have gotten way better, whil feel like right now is what's
helped me like, you know, work with [another studerganization], being able to
organize and being able to see details and skmiigh.

Communication and public speaking skills were intgtrto other ALMA students,
too. Monica was looking forward to improving herytic speaking skills through her
leadership position with ALMA:

| definitely want to improve on my public speakinigthink I've gotten a lot better

but. .. it's been one of my biggest struggle$mareally trying to work on that.

And | know that after a year of doing this | shobkllike an expert. . . . | have to do

exec meetings too so | get two days of the wegkdotice my public speaking skills.
Sandra explained that she ran for an executiveiposin ALMA because she thought it
would help prepare her to take a leadership paoswibh Sigma Lambda Gamma, which she
thought would be more demanding. But the ALMA fiosi turned out to be more work than
she expected; as she described it:

| really wanted to take a leadership position iigfi$a Lambda Gamma] first, but |

kind of wanted to see what it was like to haveaal&ship position first 'cause I'd

never really had one before and so | was like, {Dkaaybe if | started out with

ALMA, which is a little smaller . . . not too muehork, | guess,” although I'm seeing

that it’s just the same amount of work, if not more

Even students who had not held a leadership positidLMA recognized that they
benefitted from being a part of the organizatiod ksarning how the group operated.

Andrea pointed out:
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For, like, the different organizations within ALMApw everybody worked together
and everybody would have their own little subconteeit. . . so that helped a lot
'cause | kind of had that idea like, “Okay . .cdn like be part of this committee and
eventually run for something and get a leadershgtipn.” . . . The exec board was
just providing opportunities for us. That alsoges a lot.

A few of the older students explained how they imaeintionally created
opportunities for new students to gain leaderskiiisghrough their involvement in ALMA.
Monica explained: “Through some of the . . . atiédg that we do during the meetings . . . we
allow people to take the initiative. . . . [If] tte&s someone who's really passionate about a
certain thing . . . we allow them the opportundybe more involved.” Patricia believed that
cultivating leadership among the new students veasqf ALMA'’s purpose, as she
described its mission:

It's to provide a community for students to connaad network and then, also, to

foster an enriching environment so that leadersbeafostered and we can foster

leadership ability, so that those students wilabke to take on ALMA executive

positions.
The successful effort to cultivate leaders withidWA may have contributed to the loss in
membership that was gradually occurring as studefitALMA to participate in other
organizations, taking their newly acquired leadgrskills with them. This is what | have
termed the “launching pad” effect of the LNACC akidMA. A trend of students moving
from ALMA to Sigma Lambda Gamma or Sigma LambdaaBeas taking place with
noticeable frequency. When asked how often thayt veethe LNACC during the current

semester, many students commented that they nerdagl time:
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| think over the four years | have gone less.l.can definitely say I've gone less
over the four years. . . . Right now, probably gmuaybe twice a week. But then |
will randomly just not go for a few weeks. (Noelg®a Lambda Beta member)

It's only changed this year that I've gone becanfsgork and school 'cause now |
have two jobs and my semester is like really irterSo . . . | can’t make it [to

ALMA meetings]. (Andrea, Sigma Lambda Gamma member)

Like this semester | didn’t go to ALMA that muchdaeise | was focused more on my
schoolwork. (Sofia, Sigma Lambda Gamma member)

| guess when | was a freshman, | thought everythiag far [laughs]. | thought this
was just a huge campus. So | didn’t mind it. drdi mind coming all the way over
here [to the LNACC]. Now, | mean since | rarelyreohere, | usually can’t make it
to the ALMA meetings just because | have otherghithat | go to on Wednesdays,
and that’s why I'm not a part of it anymore, soohd find, like, reasons to come here
anymore. (Joycelyn, Lambda Theta Nu Interest Grogmber)

| had less things to do [as a freshman], like myrses weren't that intense, so |
could like waste those three hours or two hourstesrer it was. And now | can’t
really do that. . . . | can do so much in thoseelmours. . . . | feel like | would utilize
it more if it was closer, which is very unfortunabat | don’t get to go as much.

(Victor)

The students quoted above, as well as otherg] Nsteous reasons for not frequenting the

LNACC as often as they had during their first yeatwo of college. Those reasons included

that they were busier now as upper-class studkeatsih previous years, that the location of

the LNACC on the far side of campus made it diffi¢ar them to find time in their

www.manaraa.com



110

schedules to attend activities there, or that these focusing more on their academics.
None of the students listed their involvement ir€kr organizations as a reason for their
decline in attendance at LNACC programs; yet, agawlents, as well as staff members,
noticed a trend whereby students who once parteibegularly in ALMA/LNACC events
were moving toward the Greek system, which requéaretynificant amount of time and
energy.

Andrea expressed her concerns about this trend:

| believe [ALMA's] like a place where a majority leshmen go and, from there,

they meet all these other people or are introdtce¢ldese other orgs on campus and,

from there, they all go and like find their own...It's like something that like I've

been observing on my own like, how to retain pe@pl@LMA].
Patricia had seen this trend take place durindifs¢ryear in ALMA and explained how
students would attend ALMA meetings, then be reéecdlby Sigma Lambda Gamma and
never return to ALMA. However, the Gammas and‘Betas” (members of Sigma Lambda
Beta) also were encouraging students to get indalivALMA—indeed several students
were members of both the Gammas/Betas and ALMAe ditierence was that, once
students joined the Greek system, they did noel¢laeir fraternity or sorority. By contrast,
it was common for new students to be deeply invimeALMA during their first and/or
second year, then transition to other organizatesmsdiscontinue their ALMA involvement.
This meant, by association, they were no longeyueating the LNACC regularly.
Sigma Lambda Beta and Sigma Lambda Gamma

Similar to ALMA, the two Latina/o-based Greek ongaations were also closely

affiliated with the LNACC, although in more of astoric and symbolic manner. Sigma
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Lambda Beta International Fraternity, Inc. was fdeshat Ul in 1986 and had grown to 116
chapters nationwide (Sigma Lambda Beta Alpha Chaptd.). Sigma Lambda Gamma was
founded at Ul in 1990 and had become the “lardegina-based multicultural national
sorority, and the fastest growing fraternal orgatian in chapters and alumnae associations
throughout the United States” (Sigma Lambda Ganmuh).

The founders of both of these alpha chapters hed te LNACC as a home base as
they were getting started and continued to meteal NACC until their groups became too
large to hold meetings there. However, both groupstained a physical and symbolic
connection to the LNACC: each organization hadcefBpace on the second floor of the
center for their specific use—known as “the Betamb and “the Gamma room.” These
rooms had closets in which the organizations keppkes. The closets were kept locked
and could be accessed only by members of the ag@mms, who had to request a LNACC
staff member to open it for them. The walls ofsthénvo rooms were painted with Gamma-
or Beta- related symbols. Students who joinedee® organizations were taught about the
history of their chapters and understood the sicamiice of the LNACC in the history of their
founding. They developed a sense of ownershippade regarding their connection to the
LNACC. Patricia shared an example of a Gamma/Bet¢at where alumni had the
opportunity to sign the Gamma wall at the LNACC:

This summer we had the Motherland BBQ, where welthg Betas and the

Gammas, we have a BBQ together and a lot of pdapie out of town come and . . .

there were sisters from out of town. . . . Andlsy're like, “Oh my gosh! | am

signing the wall!” 'cause like, we were foundeddat the University of lowa and so,

yeah, one of my line sisters, the one that joingd me, she’s like, “Can you take a
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picture of me signing the wall?” and she Instagradnt so like, it was very special

because it’s finally going on [the wall], like wien.

The Gamma room at the LNACC has been recognizedigima Lambda Gamma chapters
nationally as a symbol of their founding at Ul. uBhthe Gamma wall at the LNACC holds
special significance for members across the nation.

The Beta room, which had been recently updateSigpyma Lambda Beta members,
also held special significance as a symbol of thkaachapter. Noel, a Beta, recalled his
experience painting a mural on the wall of the Betam:

We painted the walls purple, and then, as we paitite walls purple, | remember

feeling like that sense of ownership, just becdhaewas our color, and then it

wasn’t until later that we drew a mural on the waith our crest and just a

symbolism of our brotherhood and our fraternity iSvas after that that it felt like,

“All right, this is the Beta room—we call this tiBeta Room.”

Based on the student interviews and my own obtiens the Beta and Gamma
rooms had two main functions: to serve as impoiggntbols of the chapters’ founding and
to store supplies and materials belonging to ttaptgrs. Occasionally, the members used
the rooms for small meetings. When asked how #@m@i@a room was used, Sandra, a
Gamma member, explained: “I think we just use pub supplies in. And when we have
different Gammas from the other chapters come, thaysign the wall. . . . We show them
the scrapbooks that we've made over the years.dréa another Gamma member,
commented: “I remember last semestera de los Muerto$Day of the Dead], our

meetings were there. And sometimes we . . . h@dtings, committee meetings in there.”
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TheMerriam-Webster Online Dictionargefined “anchor” as “a person or thing that
provides strength or support” (Merriam-Webster, a.dh many ways, the Gamma and Beta
rooms served as a symbolic anchor for the Alphgtelns as well as for the other chapters
nationwide. Members were aware of its location sigdificance. The Alpha chapters took
pride in their respective rooms and viewed thera ssrt of home base. Noel explained:
“The LNACC plays such a big role in our history,aar founding here at the University of
lowa that | feel like it’s really important for us, you know, to establish that as a true
home.” Andrea pointed out: “Since we don’t hajsaority] house, like that room is really
important for us.”

The LNACC also was an anchor for other students wére not involved in the
Greek organizations. For instance, Victor was anber of the ALMA Executive Board, and
he explained why the LNACC was so central to higegience at Ul:

As | got involved in groups like ALMA that were heed there . . . that's when the

LNACC became more of a place that housed my identihoused people that |

knew or people that knew me, other Latino studentsatino groups that would meet

together and celebrate there or would enrich ollu@ithere or would simply hang
out there. Those connections were made therghr8oghout my entire experience
here, the LNACC has been the facilitator of howdlfand am recognized by others
as a Latino student on campus.

Summary

The students in this study were drawn to the LNAGE@ng their first year at Ul
because they were seeking connection with othend/at students. Subsequently, they spent

a significant amount of time and energy participgiin LNACC programs. For some
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students, the frequency of their participation MACC activities decreased significantly
after their sophomore year as they moved on tor @itigvities. These students recognized
and were able to discuss the benefits they attdnoaa their LNACC activities, particularly
through involvement with ALMA, which provided thewith the opportunity to meet and
connect with other Latina/o students on campusedsas to acquire a wealth of leadership
skills. They did not completely disassociate wiita LNACC. In fact, many of them
stressed that they continued to support LNACC dws/through their participation in
specific annual programs, such as ALMA’s Back tb@&x Bash early in the fall semester.
Students also spoke of the LNACC with great fondnegsen those who were no longer
regular participants; as Andrea explained: “It Wias my first place where | had the chance
to meet other people and socialize and feel agfdhte community again. So, to me, the
LNACC will always be very special.” However, thevas a clear pattern of students getting
involved in other activities that drew them awaynfrthe LNACC after their sophomore
year. Furthermore, they were joining other orgamans as a result of the contacts and
relationships formed at the LNACC. For those reasthe LNACC may be viewed as a
launching pad for new students—a culturally reléydace where they were able to get
connected to peers and become members of a Lahalent organization, and then move
on from to form connections with the broader camgaramunity.

For some students, particularly the members ot #tima/o Greek organizations
Sigma Lambda Beta and Sigma Lambda Gamma, LNAGEsalisved as an anchor. These
chapters were founded at Ul by students who used NrACC as a home base. As a result,
the LNACC was historically and symbolically relevéan chapter members locally and

nationally. The second floor of the LNACC, whichused the Gamma room and the Beta
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room acted as a symbolic anchor that tied curremi@a/Beta students, as well as
Gamma/Beta alumni, to the center. The LNACC atswesd as an anchor for students who
continued to stay closely connected to the cerdst {heir sophomore year. Two of these
students expressed a passion for addressing pblggues impacting the Latina/o
community, particularly immigration reform. Theifforts to initiate programs addressing
immigration issues were not always met with enthersi by other students. The tension
between students who viewed the LNACC as a souaiélf@al space and those who imagined
it as a space for political activism is discuss®drlin this chapter. All of the students
interviewed for this project agreed that the LNA@Cked visibility on campus and
expressed the need for a greater Latina/o pressncampus.
Theme 4. Latina/o Presence on Campus

Most of the students were aware that Latinas/ag We largest minoritized group at
Ul, which caused them to wonder why there was nmtenof a Latina/o presence on campus.
Monica expressed her concern: “The stats just cameecently that Latinos are now the
largest minority group on the lowa campus; sdhdt's true, I'm kind of like, ‘Well, where
are these Latinos at?”” Victor also shared hisighds regarding the lack of visibility of
Latina/o students at Ul:

| noticed that there was not a particular presérseav on campus of Latino students

... lwould like to see more, | think, just quéyvise, as far as initiatives that the

university is taking to connect Latino studentswisources and get them to be more

of a presence on campus.
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Not all of the students were aware of the sizéhefltatina/o student population on campus.
Noel was one of those students. He expressedseirggarding the number of Latina/o
students at Ul and wondered if more could be dorget them involved in the LNACC:
Yeah, that's surprising 'cause it doesn't feel likere’s that many of us. . . . My
guestion is . . . where are the other Latino sttgdemo don’t show their face around
and, you know, what are they doing and . . . wlaahtt the university done or maybe
the LNACC or us, as students, what haven’'t we dorkend of like bring them in,
welcome them in, and provide some type of likepi’tlknow, like family
environment for them?
Noel believed that it was the responsibility of naty the university (administration) but
also of students like himself to create an inclagwnvironment where Latina/o students
would feel encouraged to get involved in activiigesl organizations. Monica commented
on ALMA'’s role in giving visibility to Latina/o stdents: “We’re trying to . . . do more . . . be
more active in the community and give more presén¢ke Latinos . .. on campus.”
Students also expressed strong feelings aboWiNIB&C’s lack of visibility in
general. They often connected this lack of vigiptb the geographic location of the center.
Noel said:
Not too many people know about the LNACC. | guéssonly way you would know
about it is if someone told you or if you . . . fi@pated in lowa Edge. . . . It's too
hidden, and I think if it were somewhere centralidé&e you know, somewhere . . .
on the Ped Mall or the Pentacrest, it'd definitedya lot more frequently used.
Several students shared stories about how theirds had never heard of the cultural

centers. Victor recounted his experience invifimmgnds to the LNACC: “l would talk about
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it with my friends and maybe invite them to coméhwne. And they're like ‘The LNACC?
What is the LNACC?’ Like, ‘What is a cultural cen® | didn’t even know we had those.™
He added: “I remember specifically there were sbwateno friends who were not aware [of
the LNACC] but again, it's in a spot on campus veheot the majority of first years get to
explore much, so I'm not too surprised.” Noel désd similar experiences:
I'll ask people like, “Oh, you should come to oweat the Betas are having at the
LNACC next week.” And they're like, “Oh, where'sat?” “It's at the LNACC.”
Like “Oh, what's that?” Then I tell them and theylike, “Oh, | didn’t know we
have that.” I've had that experience numerousgimgh friends who are seniors and
friends who are juniors and sophomores. So | meanh definitely get that a lot.
Patricia pointed out the difficulty in explaining\Ww to get to the LNACC for students who
had never been there before:
It's difficult to explain to people sometimes .especially for events. You know,
we’ll have to say, “Oh, it’s like, it's on Melrose . kind of like next to the Law
Building.” Or we tell people, like, you know, “Gbrough an ally that's like, behind
Slater,” . . . there’s no set way 'cause it's, kofdike, off the radar.
Teresa also found it challenging to describe tleation of the LNACC to others:
| think that sometimes it's problematic because kihd of hard to find. . . . Even
people that are familiar with the lowa City aredhwhe campus, they're like,
“Where is that?” And I'm, “Oh, it's behind SlatérAnd they're like, “Behind
Slater? Where?” Like, “That’'s weird.” And, | meayou drive through, you're
driving on Melrose and you completely miss the elray and then you have to

completely go around and, the alley, you can’tlyesg¢e when you’re coming up. . . .
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| feel like it's definitely hidden, like the areiakind of contributes to people being
confused about where it is.
At the same time, some students had ambivalentfsehbout the LNACC's inconvenient
location. Patricia went on to say: “It would beeif it was close to campus, but at the same
time, it’s kind of nice because you kind of get svfrm the center of campus.” For
Patricia, the LNACC was a good place to study beeand its lack of visibility, which meant
that, unless an activity or program was taking @|aloce center was often empty and quiet.
She sometimes took naps there.
Elisa also believed the LNACC lacked visibilityttshe liked that aspect of the
center, which is located on the west side of theal®iver:
| actually like where it's located . . . it's gotal get away in a way, so it's not . . .
right on campus where all the other buildings @are@you can just, like, if you want
to have it for yourself, you pretty much get awegni the city [laughs]—that’s what |
say. And then you just come here, and it's jus,Ibecause the west side is more
calm than on the east side.
Omar had similar feelings about the LNACC'’s locatio
Even though it's not known a lot, it's one of thakengs where like, | would love it
to be more known, but at the same time | kindla li. . that it’s a little oasis of our
own, you know, you can come here and . . . it isuwes
Based on the perspectives shared by the studeniss iclear that they were of two minds
regarding the geographical location of the LNACCcampus: they believed that it was too
far away, inconveniently located or off the radeat they also liked the fact that going to the

LNACC meant you could get away from the hub of camipThey also had ambivalent
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feelings about the LNACC's lack of visibility ordk of presence: they all wished more
people knew about it but, at the same time, thewed it as an oasis—a very unique place
on campus.

Some staff members interviewed for this study egitbat the LNACC might be
somewhat inconvenient to access due to the fachthaidewalk existed on one side of the
street leading up to the center. However, thegsstd that the campus bus stopped near the
center, and it did not take a significant amountirok to get to the LNACC from the center
of campus. One staff member commented:

If you look at how far it is from campus, it's nibiat far. And even the walk is not

... walking up a hill, it's going to take you nimythree minutes. A three-minute

walk is not that hard . . . it's a very slight hill. . And so, location is not, | think, an

issue. |think it's more the pathways to get the$® | would say the walkways are
not convenient.
Another staff member responded to the impressiaotesits had regarding the lack of a bus
stop near the LNACC:
There is a bus that stops across the street fro&Q®l. . . not 50 yards, 20 yards to
the west, so that’s a really close stop. . . . Sofitbat issue right there, | think, is
folklore. It's kind of handed down . . . so it'sally interesting that people, through
storytelling, can be really codified in the notithrat something is real. And the
reality is, that’s not real—there is a stop. And | think people may sometimes
confuse getting there and parking differently. yhan get there, it's just once they

get there, if they’ve got a car, you might not béedo park.
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It became apparent from the interviews that sttedend staff members each had
different perspectives on navigating to the LNACA&ding more complexity to this issue is
the fact that the students’ perspective regardied NACC location sometimes shifted as
they moved past their second year on campus: thiertineir schedules became, the more
inconvenient the location of the LNACC became. Ildwer, both students and staff agreed
on the importance of increasing student engagemdMiACC activities.

Marginalization on Campus

Another aspect of the Latina/o presence on canmmadved students’ experiences of
marginalization, particularly within the academantiain. Most of the students interviewed
had experienced the “lonely—only” phenomenon: béegonly Latina/o or student of color
in a class or other university setting. Noel weisially the only Latino student in his
academic program: “When | first started in the Sdlod , | was the only Hispanic
student . . . and since then, there’s probably besnthan five.” He shared what it felt like
to be the lonely—only as a new student at Ul:

| remember my freshman year, | think my first class a big lecture hall, and it was

like 300 of us, and | remember just walking in frtme back of the room and just

kind of like staring around like, what am | gettimyself into? . . . And it hit me like,
all right, I'm in college. . . . I'm here on my owhut then actually looking around,

I’'m the only brown kid in this class of 300 andnéan, of course, | stick out 'cause

of my skin color but, | mean, | have to stick ouee more just because of, you know

. ..l wanted to do well in this class. . . .d'definitely felt that in numerous classes

here at lowa.
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Noel was referring to the double burden of beirgltdnely—only and feeling like he had
something to prove because of assumptions otheysieee about the academic ability of
students of color.
Andrea, who grew up in a large, racially divergeam area outside of lowa,
commented on what it was like to feel like a mibofor the first time:
Here was when | felt like a minority for the fitghe, even though | am a minority,
but | never really, like, felt that or knew whaathmeant in [my hometown] till |
came here. | mean, like | said, our numbers aveigg, but there’s still, like, we're
not that present and . . . | feel like there’staofocomments that I've heard . . . since
I’'m a freshman till now, like a lot of microaggresss, | guess.
Some of the students spoke about their experiemitedias incidents or racial
microaggressions on campus. Andrea shared anierpeithat happened in one of the
dining halls:
This semester | was having breakfast at Burge tlagr@ were girls behind me. They
didn’t see me, and they were talking about a Lagjinlcthat was pregnant . . . in her
class, and someone else was like, “Well, that's/piks normal, it's part of their
culture to get pregnant when they're teenage §ied then | was just like, “What?
Are you kidding?” And then | turned around andrthgust looked at them and | was
like, “Well, thanks for educating me on my own cud’ . . . and they didn’t say
anything, and they just stopped and just were li&, we didn’'t mean it like that.”
... | probably shouldn’t have said anything ldueally angered me. | was like,

“Really? That's what you think? Like that's whettu're going around thinking—
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that it's part of our culture?” . .. So it's a lot comments that I've heard like that

that are not accurate.

Some students also questioned why Ul did not kavatino/Chicano studies
program. The fact that the Ul currently has a Depent of African American Studies and
an American Indian and Native Studies Program nitagere apparent to students that
Latinas/os were being overlooked. Monica becamarawf this issue after taking a
“Chicano” class with a Latino professor:

| loved that class. That was one of my favoritesseks. . . . It just kind of made me

start questioning like why we don’t have a Chicatglies or like a Latino studies

program. 'Cause | know even [the professor] camnene of the ALMA meetings,
and he talked about how we're the only Big Ten ¢aththat doesn’t have [Latino

Studies]. . . . He was just so knowledgeable imgheg. . . . It just made me more

aware.

Monica expressed dismay that this faculty membeagmw she admired and respected,
decided to leave the university because of an appéack of support:

| think he said there was no need for his typeawds . . . There was no interest at the

university. He didn’t really leave too happy... He is now gone, so we don’t have

any teachers teaching anything about Chicanos argymo
Other students indicated that they had never Haatina/o professor during their time at Ul.
The dearth of Latina/o faculty members at Ul, cameli with the stigma of being the only
Big Ten campus without a Latina/o Studies progreomtributed to a feeling of urgency

regarding the need for a greater Latina/o presenaampus.
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In many ways, the students looked toward the LNAGGet a sense of the Latina/o
presence on campus. Teresa explained why shedaegbsn much time and energy in
planning programs at the LNACC:

| feel that the LNACC is an important part of oangpus . . . to kind of showcase and

tell people out there. | mean, for me . . . | wislould have been like the first thing

| had known about lowa. | mean, lowa State dodsawve a Latino Native American

Cultural Center . . . and | just, especially being in the state of lowa, | just feel like

it's such an important part . . . it's like “We’here!”

One important function of the LNACC was its roletle preservation and dissemination of
historical information regarding the Latina/o prese on campus. This occurred mainly
during anniversary celebrations. Thd"2thd 48 anniversary celebrations provided an
opportunity for students to meet one or more ofahginal founders of the LNACC. The
LNACC's “library liaison” created a large historiadisplay in honor of the center’s 90
anniversary celebration. Each of the cultural eenat Ul had a library liaison who served as
a resource for students. The LNACC's library llmsvas instrumental in researching and
sharing information about the center’s history @il as the activism of Latina/o students
from previous decades.

Summary

The concept of a Latina/o presence on campusmwagrtant to the students in this
study. They expressed concern regarding a lawgksifility of Latina/o students and faculty,
as well as of the LNACC itself. Students commernted the geographic location of the
LNACC—on the west side of the river, on the outiskaf campus—made it difficult for

some students to find their way to the centerthatsame time, some students believed that
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the location contributed to the LNACC being a gptate to study or to get away from the
hub of campus. There existed somewhat of a disszrirbetween how students and staff
perceived the location of the LNACC.

Students’ experiences of marginalization and/omatanicroaggressions on campus
was an important aspect of Latina/o presence. dertain extent, the LNACC served to
mediate the negative impact of marginalization ampus, especially for first-year students,
by providing a welcoming and culturally nourishi@gvironment for Latina/o students. The
potential existed for the LNACC to serve as a gigant representation of the Latina/o
presence on campus; however that remained an elgeal due to a lack of resources.
Without full-time staff members, a sufficient budger a critical mass of Latina/o faculty
and staff members who could support LNACC actigitead serve as mentors to students, it
was difficult for the LNACC to reach its full poteal.

Theme 5: Neutral, Sacred, and (Con)Tested Space

The final finding of this study concerns how spa@s viewed and used at the
LNACC. Spaces within the LNACC each had their timg, and the roles of the spaces were
understood by student participants. Based onvie@s with students and staff, | understood
the various spaces within the LNACC to be eithezxutnal,” “sacred,” or con(tested).

Neutral Space

For the most part, students described the maim 8bthe LNACC as “the commons”
or neutral space. The main floor consisted obatfentry room, main office, living room,
alcove, kitchen, dining room/conference room, bathr, and back entry room. The largest
space on the main floor was the living room, wheohtained comfortable couches and a flat

screen TV. An alcove area connected to the livamgn could be used as a meeting space or,
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during social events, as a place to serve foo@tous sound equipment for a DJ. The living
room could accommodate approximately 15 people odaifly or a larger group if they
were standing. The combined spaces of the mamm fould easily accommodate a social
gathering of 30—40 people or more.

In addition to their regular meetings, ALMA hostsglveral events at the LNACC—
mostly social/cultural. Other student organizasiasuch as the Latina/o Greek organizations
and The lowa Edge Student Association, also hastedts on the main floor. Occasionally,
university departments, such as the Center forcBmrent and Diversity sponsored programs
at the LNACC. It also had been a tradition for kegive American Student Association to
host a potluck at the LNACC every Thursday evenmgch was attended by students,
children, and faculty members.

When asked which space was used most often &NAEC, Omar responded: “It's
the living room, it's like the commons, it's the marea.” Patricia pointed out that the fact
that the second floor was divided into smaller reatid not negatively impact student use of
the LNACC: “I think because the downstairs is satred—I think that helps a lot.” Students
described activities held on the main floor as welig and fun. Elisa described a social
event hosted by The lowa Edge Student Associatiidrere’s just like, a lot of people just
talking to each other, or there were people danwiitig people they don’t even know but are
just, like, dancing. And it was like very fun, jusappy.” Andrea observed that LNACC
“regulars” make a special effort to welcome newdstus and non-Latina/o students to
LNACC events:

Well, at least | do and | see, like, they acceptiners. They go up to them and they

talk to them and go . . . “How are you? Whereyane from?” Like, you know, try to
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meet them because, obviously, they’re a new fadhesfre going to stand out
because we mostly all know each other now at thiistp So . . . | think we do a job
of, like, just approaching them.
Teresa described her role, as a student workeedtNACC in welcoming people to the
center:
If people come in, [l tell] them about the LNACCdajust [make] them feel welcome.
| think that's one of the top priorities for allgltultural centers. But | think . . . the
main thing is just to make people feel welcome laaee them realize that this is their
space—that they can come here and watch TV or epplst hang out or do
homework.
The importance the students placed on welcominglpgo the LNACC was reinforced by a
staff member who explained that this was part eftthining the student workers received.
He explained that the student staff of all thewalt centers were trained to use the SWAT
method of welcoming guests. SWAT is an acronyni$tand” and greet the guest,
“welcome” the guest to the center, “acknowledges ffuest by asking if he or she had been
to the center before, and “thank” the guest fortivig the center. He stressed that students
were encouraged to use their own authentic stydevaice when engaging in SWAT and
emphasized the importance of using this method:
So we came up with this SWAT acronym. . . . It'portant all year. But it is really
important like the first four to six weeks of scho®ecause students are going to be
looking for places, safe places, welcoming placesfegure out where those are on

campus.
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In addition to the importance placed on welcomieg/istudents to the LNACC,
students also described opportunities to meetmtedact with new students during social/
cultural events that take place on the main flddhe LNACC. Elisa, who had some
difficulty finding a group of friends during her$t month on campus and considered
transferring to another school, explained how sitmected with students at an LNACC
event and decided to remain at Ul:

It was a Halloween event and | met a girl theranrorganization, and from there we

pretty much . . . started to talk, and we wentrt@aent together, and from there we

pretty much became | guess more comfortable, amd there we started meeting
more people.
Omar acknowledged that it is not uncommon to seelradinos attend events at the
LNACC, but the majority of students who particighte the social activities were
Latinas/os:

Obviously, if  want an event to be successful, Hot just inviting Latinos; I'm

inviting everybody to come and enjoy themselvesd Ao sometimes I'll bring my

friends, they’ll come in here, and they'll be lik@h yeah, this is cool. This is okay.”

You know, they'll kind of feel uncomfortable forligtle bit. But | feel like there are

those students who . . . a couple of my friendsthey were introduced to it and

they're like, “Oh, this isn’t too bad. | kind akk this,” and so they keep coming
back. But most of the time . . . for the studehtt I've seen . . . one or two students
that aren’t of Latino background. Other than teatrybody is Latino, or at least

half, or in some sort of way.
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Other students also described instances when tivégd their friends who were non-
Latina/o to attend social events at the LNACC. 3$beial atmosphere and food helped to
make those students feel comfortable and welcomed.

In essence, the main floor of the LNACC was usgdALMA meetings on
Wednesday evenings, NASA potlucks on Thursday egsnisocial/cultural events, and the
occasional student who came to study. The conffletfarrniture, TV, and kitchen
contributed to the message that the main flooravsgace for all to use—a neutral space for
the most part. The second floor of the LNACC, bwtcast, contained spaces that were
simultaneously open and closed to the general stymgpulation.

Sacred Space

As described in the “Theme 3: LNACC as Anchor &adnching Pad” section of this
chapter, the second floor of the LNACC housed taen@®a room and the Beta room. There
also was a room dedicated to the Native Americadeétt Association and an “ALMA
room.” The doors to these rooms did not have signthem and were kept open. The
official understanding among students and staff tihasanyone was allowed to use the
spaces on the second floor. However, in realitydents had a tacit understanding that the
Beta and Gamma rooms were specifically for theaigkose two groups and off-limits to
everyone else. Noel, a Beta, explained:

| definitely feel like it's more used by brothetssj because, | feel like sometimes

people who aren’t. . . you know, a part of thedmaity or who just, you know, don’t

know, that they just back away just because thigmktHONh, this is the Beta room,;

nobody goes in here.”
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Andrea, a Gamma, made a similar observation abeuGamma room:
| wouldn’t care if someone else would go in thefgtlhey're not [Sigma Lambda
Gamma], but | feel like since it's so like [Sigmarhbda Gamma], like the walls, the
colors and everything, | feel like people don’tigdahere for that reason 'cause
they're like, “Oh, that's [Sigma Lambda Gamma’spna’ . . . but | don’t think there
should be any problem if someone who’s not [a Gahguoas and studies there.

Elisa, who was not a Gamma, indicated that shebkad in the Gamma room only once and

did not feel like she could use that space “jusilse | feel like it's just for the sorority, so |

feel like nothing should be touched.” Omar, wheswat a Beta, had a similar perspective

regarding the Beta room:
| feel like a lot of the times, if you go upstairs. all the rooms are separate, like for
different organizations that come here at the LNA@Q so that’s kind of reserved
for, not necessarily reserved for, but you know g it that respect like, “Hey, this
is their place.”

Omar, then tried to emphasize that the rooms aga tpanyone but with the same caveat as

his previous statement:
Anyone’s welcome. | think . . . a big part of tietou could walk into any of the
Latina sorority and the Latino fraternity here ampus and kind of learn a little bit
about their history by going into their rooms, dnldink that's what it's meant to be
there for. But then again, we don’'t want to gehiere and hold meetings in there,
you know, 'cause it’s kind of like, let it be.

The students quoted above were trying to explardlicate balance of maintaining an open

environment on the second floor of the LNACC wiptetecting the sanctity of the Gamma
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and Beta spaces. In fact, the students who wet@pte Greek organizations viewed the
rooms as sacred spaces, as Sofia (a Gamma) explaine

I've been to the Beta room a couple of times, agddss you could say . . . those two

rooms are like very sacred to us, for each persamjsbecause that’'s how it kinda

got started since we were founded here in lowa. City The Gamma room is special
to me because when | go up there, | see pastssisteand like the founders, they
signed [the wall], and when we have visitors thesne and sign.
Andrea (a Gamma) described the room in a similarmea “Like in [the] Greek world, |
guess, [it's] a sacred space for us. . . . You krlike it's somewhere where our founding
mothers met and like brainstormed for ideas far] pne of the fastest growing [Latina
sororities] nationwide.

By contrast, the ALMA room was viewed as a spaceyeneral use. Some students
liked to study in the ALMA room. ALMA members us#te room to store materials and
supplies as well as to hold executive board mestifidhe students did not discuss the NASA
room. Based on my observations and interviews (&hkarned that opportunities for
interaction between NASA students and ALMA studewse limited), | am under the
impression that only NASA students used that rodiine double standard of the LNACC
second floor, where all of the spaces were offigiapen for general use, but two (and
possibly three) spaces were effectively viewedaasesl set up a situation that has the
potential to create tension as the Latina/o stugeptilation continues to increase at Ul.
(Con)Tested Space

When discussing the Gamma and Beta rooms, feheadstudents in this study

alluded to any tensions regarding use of thoseespaldowever, they did acknowledge that a
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new Latina/o sorority chapter was being establishredampus. Jocelyn, who was a member
of the new sorority’s interest group, explained thay were not meeting at the LNACC but
expected to host some events there:
We know that [for] some of our events, because aetwo maybe have a movie
viewing or a discussion or some other events, welavprobably use the LNACC.
But like | said, our meetings, just due to theahse, it is just more convenient to do
it on campus.
She did not mention the expectation that her sigrarould have space at the LNACC
similar to the Gamma space. The issue of spageatibn for student organizations did not
loom large for most of the students interviewedyéeer the staff members directly affiliated
with the LNACC stressed the importance of addresspace needs fairly as new Latina/o
organizations are established. One staff memimstigerd his perspective on preparing for
the future:
Well, | think, quite frankly, our Latino community expanding in terms of its
organized constituency base and [the LNACC] onknawledges three, and therein
lies our problem. And although ALMA, Beta, and Gaaare historic, and we need
to continue to honor that, we can’t continue todrahat at the expense of new
groups. And we’re going to have more. And soat®ut preparing for the future . . .
and | don't feel like we're way late. | just think. it's just right, and we need to be
capitalizing on that. And so we’ve had some cosagons, specifically, with
Gamma . . . about the whole notion about, we'redeeluing you, we want to
continue to honor you, but we have to create spgatenakes others feel welcome,

too, and valued. So | think that's . . . wherewegre headed in our conversation.
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This staff member understood that he was treadingeasitive ground that had to be
navigated carefully so that the members of thealgtapters would be able to maintain a
sense of sacred space while also welcoming andnga&om for new organizations at the
LNACC. One student confirmed that this may be memging issue. When asked if other
students ever complained about the fairness ofesplémcation at the LNACC Noel
responded:

Yeah, stuff like that, like you know, “How come thget to have their own room?”

you know; like “They’re only one Latino-based orgaation, and there’s a lot more.”

And especially now that we're getting . . . we haview other Latino/Latina

fraternities, sororities.

A few Gamma members expressed concern regardenigitinre of the Gamma room
as well as the future of the LNACC facility in geake Teresa worried that, if the Gamma
room is not utilized, the members risk losing it:

| know I'm a Gamma but, to be self-critical forecend, | mean, we have a room

upstairs, but it is completely dusty, and it’s jused for storage, and | just feel like

the importance that the LNACC has to our organizets also being overlooked,
because, | mean, if it was used, it wouldn’'t betglasd kind of forgotten. And | feel
like, with the importance that it does for our argation, it should be used more. |
mean, even by our members. . . . You know, | urtdedsthat these organizations
have grown, which is great but, | mean, | feel kkis is where we were founded and

so why would we walk away from that?
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Teresa also worried about the future of the LNA@GCIlity:

At the moment, | do worry about the future of tiéACC because | understand that,

in order for the LNACC to continue to be what itpeople need to come and use it,

because the school is, obviously, not going to fongou know, keep something
around that isn’t being used. And, | mean, | fd@ even events that have been
hosted this semester haven’t been well attended.

Andrea expressed her hopes for the future of thar@aroom:

I’'m sure that, at some point, they’re going to wimprobably like make a new

[LNACC] building, maybe at some point, . . . | dokhow, maybe [in] 10, 20 years.

What | would like to happen is for [the Gamma rodmhot be touched. Just

because of everything that it holds on the waliat realistically speaking, | mean, |

don’t know how possible that is.

It is evident that both the students and staff tvens had some concerns regarding
the future of the LNACC. ltis likely that the LNZC will be “tested” on issues of space use
and allocation in the near future as the Latin&ddent population continues to increase at
Ul. Whether or not this test becomes a contegiadesissue depends on the manner in
which students and staff work together to re-imagipace at the LNACC.

Summary

There appeared to be an emerging space allodatioa at the LNACC. The main
floor was viewed as a neutral space for all to asd,the second floor was divided into the
four spaces dedicated to a sorority (Sigma Lambaiar@a), a fraternity (Sigma Lambda
Beta), a Latina/o student organization (ALMA), anbfllative American student organization

(NASA). The Gammas and Betas viewed their roonsaased spaces, because their
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chapters were founded at Ul and the LNACC playedtecal role in their founding. At the
same time, the Beta room and Gamma rooms were hbeewjonly as storage space and
symbolic space—few actual activities were takingcplin these rooms. Students who were
not Gammas or Betas did not go into those spages,tbough the spaces were supposed to
be open to anyone. A new Latina/o sorority was@eistablished on campus, and the office
that oversaw the LNACC was grappling with how td@ss space needs for new groups as
well as how to make the second floor functionakepas opposed to symbolic space.
Analysis Using the Concepts of Validation, Sense Belonging, and Thriving

The findings from this study indicate that the LN&@t Ul is a space in which
Latina/o students have experienced cultural vabdawhile developing a sense of belonging,
which has promoted their ability to thrive as studeof color at a predominantly White
campus. In this last section of Chapter 4, | explicate how students at a PWI experienced
these interconnected sociocultural concepts witinenspace of a cultural center that played a
supportive role in their success.
Validation

My findings indicate that the students intervieviedthis study experienced a type of
out-of-class validation as they entered the physietiing of the LNACC and interacted with
other Latina/o students. When the students entbeetINACC for the first time, they
experienced a unique space on campus—one thaeoftettural familiarity through color,
artwork, food, language, and community. They ukedollowing phrases to describe how
they made meaning of the LNACC: home away from hawasis, like myabuela’shouse,
welcoming, homey, like being at a family party,esapace, familiar, and comfortable.

Indeed, what they were experiencing was a unigaeespn campus. This experience offered
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the students, most of whom were first-generatidlege students, a confirming message that
their cultural backgrounds were valued.

For the students in this study, validation occuaethe LNACC, though not
necessarily through interactions with faculty atadffswho were rarely in that space. Rather,
validation occurred through peer interactions ak agethrough what the students referred to
as the LNACC vibe or essence. Furthermore, fortrobthe participants, the validation
process began early in their college experiencealtiee fact that they were introduced to
the cultural centers prior to the beginning of tHiest semester through precollege programs.

As students became familiar with the LNACC andremrted with peers, they began
to join student organizations. Older studentsesgtas role models and reached out to new
students to push them to engage in student orgamzsaand prepare to take leadership
positions. The older students were able to mazbérship skills for new students while
providing them with advice and feedback regardirgpaizational challenges. Noel
described how membership in Sigma Lambda Betaataicthis ability to use his voice:

| wasn't really one to speak up . . . like rightaaw Sigma Lambda Beta helped me

out with that as far as just making my voice heard just making sure that | kind of

put my opinions out there and just making sure krdtdon’t want to say get what |
want, but like, | don’'t know . . . just the wholerdidence factor on, you know, just
making my voice heard.

Teresa’s confidence in her growth as a leader \ahdated through her LNACC activities:

This is like a really weird analogy but, | feeldikn [Hometown] . . . | was hatching

as a leader, and | feel like | had a lot of suppod, | mean, almost like a toddler

learning how to walk and people there [to suppaet.ni feel like when | came here,
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it was my first chance to kind of see if | couldttiat around other people . . . around

peers, people my age . . . 'cause | feel like iarfteétown], it was mostly working

with youth . . . a lot younger than me or workinghaadults, whether it was

educating them about immigration or the DREAM Actwhatnot. And so | feel like

it was different in that context.

Teresa learned that she was capable of takinge#uetship skills she acquired in her
hometown under the guidance of caring mentors @msfer them to the university setting
where she was interacting with peers. Studentsvedse validated through interactions in
the sorority. Andrea described a validating relaship with one of her Gamma sisters:

| got to know her through [Sigma Lambda Gamma]weat for coffee, and we just

started talking, and we found out we have a ldhofgs in common. . . . We became

really good friends, and then we became sistesnaw she’s not here anymore, but
we still keep close contact, and she’s alwaysdieding me information about
programs that | could apply to.
The older Gamma sister was providing Andrea witbrmation about opportunities to grow
as a leader, in essence, sending a strong vabdat@ssage that she has confidence in
Andrea’s leadership capacity.

In addition to the peer-to-peer validation occugrthrough LNACC interactions,
students were validated by the physical presenegfafility that resonated with their
cultural backgrounds as Latina/o students. Remah@hMufioz (2011) asserted that
validating agents are people—faculty, staff, pefrgily members, etc. Based on my
findings, | argue that it is possible for a “valinig agent” to be a physical space. The

LNACC itself acts as a validating agent for Latmatudents because it is the only space on a
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predominantly White campus where they can walkedoor and feel their cultural
background being represented through Latina/o akiwmctures of Latina/o students,
historical artifacts regarding the Latina/o expece on campus, and even the warm Latino
colors used on the walls. This is part of whatgtelents referred to as the essence of the
center. It promoted their sense of belonging onm#s by confirming that their cultures and
backgrounds are valued on campus—at least witlnsrsfface. The LNACC facility, with or
without human interaction, was a Latino-focusedcsepat offered students a sensory
experience that they were unlikely to find anywhelse on campus. For the students in this
study, simply walking into the LNACC space withwarm colors and Latino- focused
artwork offered a familiarity that majority studsréxperienced on a daily basis throughout
other spaces campus. Validating experiences, wdtuchrred through peer interactions at
the LNACC, combined or in parallel with the physieasence of the LNACC, promoted a
sense of belonging for Latina/o students at Ul.
Sense of Belonging

The findings from this study provide insight iritee mechanisms by which a
particular environment — the LNACC — affects Mexidamerican students’ sense of
belonging. As discussed in Chapter 2 (Literaturei®e), Hurtado and Carter (1997) found
that early experiences in college are key factoitaencing students’ sense of belonging in
subsequent years. Most of the students in my gtadycipated in a precollege program that
helped them get acclimated to the campus enviroharehintroduced them to the LNACC.
Hurtado and Carter also found that membership geteprganizations had a positive effect
on sense of belonging, particularly in the firsbtyears of college. Several of my student

participants joined a Latina/o fraternity or sotpfvhere they connected with a Latina/o
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community and experienced leadership developmaelid.skinally, Hurtado and Carter
hypothesized that students in their study who regloracial/ethnic tensions on campus and
had joined ethnic organizations “may experienceigrocohesion and marginality
simultaneously” (p. 335). A few of the studentsng study reported experiencing racial
microaggressions on campus, and all of them expegdethe lonely—only phenomenon.
They also voiced their concern regarding the ldck ‘hatina/o presence” on campus, while
pointing to the LNACC as a “home away from home.”

For the students in my study, sense of belongiag an essential aspect of their first-
year experience as first-generation underrepredeattelents attending a large PWI. The
need to belong was what attracted them to the LNAG&compelled them to spend a
significant amount of time within that space durthgir first and second years of college.
Most of the students were searching for somethanglfar—in most cases, other Latina/o
students. This supports Strayhorn’s (2012) assertiiscussed in Chapter 2, that sense of
belongingdrivesstudent behavior because it “takes on heightemgditance in contexts
where individuals are inclined to feel isolatedeaated, lonely, or invisible” (p. 10). This
gualitative case study offers an interpretatiothefmechanisms by which an ethnic cultural
center serves as a space that promotes sensengivg for Latina/o undergraduate
students. The cognitive, affective, and behaviasglects of sense of belonging as
experienced by the students in this study are exgalebelow.

| think | belong here. The cognitive aspect of sense of belonging occurretivo
levels for most of the students in this study. Tire level involved the process of
understanding how they fit into the LNACC as neudsints and making a decision regarding

how often they would participate in LNACC activitie The second level involved the
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process of transitioning from the LNACC as theinm@r only) source of campus
involvement to other activities outside of the LNECMoving from LNACC activities to
campus-wide activities did not necessarily meahgshalents severed ties with the LNACC.
It simply meant that the amount of time and efttevoted to LNACC activities decreased,
often significantly.

Students spoke at length regarding the reasoggign@ded to get involved in
LNACC activities after they were first introducealthe space. Sandra, who attended a
predominantly White private high school, activebyight out spaces in which she could
immerse herself in Latino culture, including mengbgp in ALMA and Sigma Lambda
Gamma. She reflected on her decision processdiegagetting involved in LNACC-related
activities:

| realized that | didn’t really know anything abpuguess, my culture and so, | guess

.. . one of the biggest reasons why | joined taen@as [was] because | really

wanted to, not just know more about my culture bgyess, the Latino culture in

general. . . . | guess with everything like the ilgration, that was becoming such a

big issue, I realized | didn’t really know much abd, and | kind of thought it was

something that | should worry about just becausm la Latino.
After joining the Gammas, Sandra was encouragdtkebgorority sisters to join ALMA. At
the time of her interview for this study, Sandré&dHeadership positions in both
organizations. She was also taking a class in dé&xAmerican history. In essence, Sandra
made a conscious decision about where she thobghiedonged based on her desire to
immerse herself in Latina/o culture. She was &bl#o this in both the academic realm and

the social/cultural realm.
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For Teresa, like many of the students in this sttity realization of “I think | belong
here” happened immediately the first time she etsthe LNACC; she recalled:

| really liked it. I'm a very artsy person, | loyainting, and | love history and Latin

American Studies, and so . . . a lot of the thiagsfamiliar to me like the paintings,

and | was like, “Oh this is so cool.” . . . | jusanted to be surrounded by people who

can speak Spanish and who aren’t going to be bedhét playbachataor cumbiaor
bandaor whatever.

Several students spoke of how their involvementth@&LNACC provided them with
confidence and leadership skills that helped themryolved in other (non-LNACC)
activities. Victor was one of the students whajmythe course of my study, had
transitioned from being very involved in the LNAG&very limited involvement. By the
end of my study, he had been selected to serve kva Edge peer leader. The experience
he gained at the LNACC as a member of ALMA was misglein giving him the confidence
to work with students in the The lowa Edge progranictor grew up in a predominantly
White, affluent neighborhood with parents who heatigated from college. Thus, he had to
learn how to relate in an authentic way with fgstaeration students who were from low-
income backgrounds. Victor shared what he leafreed his involvement in the LNACC:

Communicating with other students, underrepresestigdents and students who

come from different backgrounds, as cliché in gehas that may sound, that was

something that was very much developed in my ppdion with ALMA. My

comfort with connecting to other underrepresentadents, not that | was

uncomfortable doing it in the first place, | jusasn’'t as used to it from where | was

from . . . that was really key. . . . So it tooktte work to . . . to be comfortable with
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the fact that that was the reality, that . . . bwl#ferent and . . . | was the same as

them but different.
For Victor, getting to “I think | belong here” dté LNACC meant recognizing and
navigating his own privilege as a middle class studnd gaining the confidence to fit into
an environment where most of the participants iesegeneration college students. The
skills he gained at the LNACC helped give him tbafedence to apply for a position in
which he would be serving as a peer mentor fot-fieeration underrepresented students—
another “I think | belong here” experience. Thgmtive aspect of SB is interconnected
with the affective aspect. “I think | belong hexdten happens simultaneously with “I feel
like | belong here.”

| feel like | belong here.As described in-depth in Theme 2: The LNACC “Vibe,
students shared myriad ways in which the LNACC éelfhem feel as though they
belonged. Students described the vibe as encomgdssth the physical/material form of
the space as well as the social interactions tiokt place there. Andrea, similar to most of
the other students, experienced initial validagod a feeling of belonging, which led to her
involvement in LNACC activities:

| was excited because . . . | remember | signetb lige volunteer for things and, like

| said, it provided me an outlet to be more invdlve. . | just felt comfortable just

being there. . . . Because of the people, likell yeu could relate them and they were

really nice and like just wanted to know who | veaxsl, | mean, they seemed like

generally interested in who | was and like why bwiaere.
Other aspects of the LNACC that engendered a fgeliftbelonging included Latino-themed

artwork, food, music, and dance. Students ale&sséd the importance of being in a space
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where Spanish was often heard and spoken. Homg fasra home was the analogy most
often used by students to describe how they feheat NACC. As Noel said:
| feel like it's truly a home away from home. .l.think a lot of it is just the people
that I've come to encounter and share my expergewnd there. I've had nothing
but positive interactions and experiences theteeat NACC. . . . It just feels good.
The LNACC also was described invariably as welcgnsafe, warm, fun, relaxing, and
familiar. Student descriptions regarding the \alb¢éhe LNACC confirmed that “I feel like |
belong here” was a fundamental aspect of their resipee.
| act as if | belong here After students were introduced to the LNACC and
experienced the cognitive and affective elemenSRfthey joined one or more of the
LNACC-affiliated student organizations. Membershiml, in some cases, leadership in
these student organizations was behavior thatatetic’l act as if | belong here.” Patricia
described how she decided to be actively involvedliMA:
| just didn’t have really any experience . . . bkubew that | had a lot of potential. |
just needed to find a way to kind of show it. | knew | could do it, but | just didn’t
know how to get started and how to even go abait thjust knew that | wanted to
be involved. ... So Idid ALMA. ... I tried tme as involved as | could, like any
volunteer opportunities they would offer . . . gpto the meetings, just showing the
commitment and . . . | ran for a position my fresimyear.
Patricia had a sense of her own potential and ldé&eopportunities to demonstrate it. She
was able to do this at the LNACC—an environmemnwlmich she felt she belonged. Most
students in this study experienced a similar proeasPatricia, whether through ALMA,

Sigma Lambda Gamma, or Sigma Lambda Beta.
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It is difficult to determine if students who gainadense of belonging at the LNACC
were also able to gain that feeling within the &argampus community—if their involvement
in the LNACC led to a sense of belonging at Ul @mgral. However, it is clear that gaining
a sense of belonging at the LNACC was an essaxiialent of their ability to thrive at Ul.
Thriving

As discussed in the Literature Review chapter, &abr (2013) proposed a model in
which creating a sense of community through foyr édlements — membership, relationship,
ownership, and partnership - formed a “foundatmrmtiiriving” (p. 5). Based on my
interviews with students and staff, along with alkadons and document analysis, the
participating students experienced all four elemefta sense of community, at some level,
at the LNACC. However, membership and relationsiaarly were the strongest elements
experienced by the students, as discussed inrttatree themes of this chapter.

Ownership was the weakest element, although timsequt was somewhat
paradoxical within the LNACC. Due to the lack afydull-time staff housed within the
LNACC, it appeared that the center was a purelgiesittdriven entity. This was true to a
degree—the manager of the center was a graduaenst(half-time position) and the
majority of activities taking place at the LNACC ngea result of student planning and
coordination. Occasionally a staff member fromthaounit would host a program at the
center. In this sense, students had a sense @rskip of the center. However, spaces
within the center were, for the most part, congdlby the Center for Student Leadership and
Involvement. If members of the sorority (Sigma lbeta Gamma) wanted to paint a wall in
the Gamma room they had to request permission @enter for Student Involvement and

Leadership. Recently, their request to paint d teahake room for more signatures from
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new Gamma members had been denied due to the iingaasue of how to make space
within the center for more student organizatiotiss possible that the students’ sense of
ownership may increase in the future as staff mesibem the Center for Student
Involvement and Leadership address the space i€3ne.staff member indicated the need to
have additional conversations with students to fdamhe future. He also discussed the
delicate balance of “ownership” as it concerneditNACC:
| want the students to care as much as | do, anchweé get ourselves in the situation
where they see us caring more or caring less beaach has an effect. Don’t worry
about it, you know, they’ve got it under controbuknow, they’ll take care of it for
us. ... Oraflip side of that is, why don’t thegre, why aren’t they helping? And
we’'ve got to be equal partners in this whole thing.
The student participants in this case study expee@ a sense of community within the
LNACC that contributed to their ability to thriveithin a PWI environment. Successfully
navigating the issues of space and ownership wdhgthen the sense of community for

current and future students to participate in LNA&fvities.
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CHAPTER 5. SUMMARY, RESEARCH QUESTIONS, IMPLICATION S,
AND PERSONAL REFLECTION

This chapter provides a summary of the study, ¥a#id by a discussion of the
findings as they relate to the research questidiext, implications for practice and research
are discussed. The chapter concludes with a palrsefitection regarding my research
journey.

Summary

The purpose of this study was to examine the rb&ncathnic cultural center in the
experience of Latina/o students at a PWI locatatienMidwest. The objectives of the study
were to understand how Latina/o undergraduate stadeake meaning of their experiences
at a cultural center, help close the knowledgerggprding the role of cultural centers in
student experiences at PWIs, provide greater utadelmg regarding how cultural centers
might contribute to Latina/o student success at$\ahid build on the work of Lori Patton
(2004, 2006, 2010) to promote greater understanafitige significance of cultural centers in
the college experience of students of color.

Data collection for this case study consisted tdririews, observations, and
document analysis. The participants included Ideugraduate Latina/o students and six
staff members. The students were selected bast#ewrself-identification as Latina/o or
Hispanic and their involvement in LNACC activitieEach student participated in two
interviews. The first interview was face to fatiee follow-up interview was either face to
face or via telephone. Staff members were choasadon their direct or indirect affiliation
with the LNACC. Four staff members directly affled with the LNACC were interviewed
twice; the first interview was face to face; the@®d was either face to face or via telephone.

Those who were indirectly affiliated were interviedvonce, face to face. The majority of the
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first-round student interviews were conducted attNACC, during which time | also made
observations of the facility. Finally, data fromadiments such as websites, brochures, and
newspaper articles were collected and analyzedowiqe greater context regarding the
LNACC.

The study used a constructivist-interpretive reseapproach and was informed by a
student success conceptual framework based omtieepts of sense of belonging,
validation, and thriving. The following researahegtions guided the study:

1. How do Latina/o students become aware of the alluenter?

2. Why do Latina/o students choose to participateuitucal center activities?

3. What role does the cultural center play in Latingtiadent success?

The next section provides a discussion of the figslias they relate to each research
guestion.
Findings Related to Research Questions

After a thorough analysis of the data using agHesel coding system to illuminate
conceptual categories and themes, five themes eheegarding the role of the LNACC in
the experience of the participants. A discussiaih® findings as they relate to the research
guestions follows.

Research Question 1

How do Mexican American students become awareeatutiural center?

Students found their way to the LNACC through vasipathways. The most
common method for them to learn about the existeftiee LNACC was though precollege
programs. Four of the participants were introducetthe center through The lowa Edge, a

week-long program that took place one week beflagses started their freshman year. The
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purpose of this program was to promote a smootisitian to Ul for students of color and
first-generation college students. One staff memiierviewed for this study stressed how
beneficial this program is for out-of-state studenho are beginning their first year at Ul.
Three of The lowa Edge students were from outateswith two of the three coming from
urban, predominantly Latina/o neighborhoods.

A fifth student was introduced to the LNACC throutje Upward Bound program, a
federal program that serves low-income high scktaalents whose parents do not have a
bachelor’s degree. This student also participatéiche lowa Edge program, but she had
been active in Upward Bound during high school padicipated in the Upward Bound
Summer Bridge Program at Ul prior to participating he lowa Edge. A sixth student
participated in the lowa Talent Project during hgghool. Similar to Upward Bound, the
lowa Talent Project had a summer component thaddaoted students to campus resources,
including the LNACC.

Two of the student participants learned about tRACC through their scholarship
program, Advantage lowa. This scholarship wasdaioated through the Center for
Diversity and Enrichment. The scholarship includgabint system by which students had to
attend a certain number of campus programs togants in order to maintain their
scholarship. The Center for Diversity and Enrichtrregularly promoted LNACC programs
and activities to its students, particularly to Aavantage lowa scholars who needed to
fulfill their program attendance requirements.

The final three students learned of the LNACC tlgitouarious campus connections.
One of the students attended the Ul student orgaaizfair held at the beginning of the

semester and spoke with representatives from twaest organizations: ALMA and Sigma
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Lambda Gamma. Both these organizations were glediliated with the LNACC. After
hearing about activities at the LNACC from the eisiastic students at the fair, this student
was excited to begin attending LNACC events. Aro8tudent was encouraged to visit the
LNACC by her aunt who was an alumna. While she st@isn high school, the student
made a special visit to the cultural center with duent, who reminisced about her fond
memories of the LNACC. The final student was emagad to visit the LNACC and attend
ALMA meetings by an advisor/mentor who worked a @enter for Diversity and
Enrichment. This student was a transfer studenghe did not have the opportunity to
participate in The lowa Edge or other precollegegpams. She was fortunate to have caring
mentors who assisted her in getting connectedecs@nd activities that were of interest to
her.

For the students in this study, getting conneatetieé LNACC led to their
involvement in student organizations and actividesgruent with their needs: connection
with other Latina/o students, a home away from hamsafe space to develop leadership
skills, or simply a comfortable place to get awayni the hub of campus. Schreiner (2013)
argued:

Student affairs professionals are well positiorebédlp students become selectively

involved in the campus activities and organizatiomst likely to connect to their

passions, identities, and interests. This seledtivolvement appears to be a crucial
ingredient in the contribution of involvement teitiing, as too much involvement
can detract from other commitments, and partiaiggitn events that are not likely to

enhance a sense of belonging can be counterproduii 45)
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Each student was intentionally guided to the LNAGCa campus program or staff member.
Some students immediately immersed themselves ®Q®lactivities at the beginning of
their first semester at lowa; others waited uatiét in the second semester of their first year.
By the end of their freshman year, all of the studavere attending LNACC activities
regularly. The student experience of walking ithite LNACC and feeling an immediate
sense of home or familiarity corresponds to Straylsq2014) affective component of sense
of belonging, which he rendered as “I feel likeeldng here.”

Research Question 2

Why do Mexican American students choose to paatieipn cultural center
activities?

Participation in LNACC activities revolved arounembership in LNACC-affiliated
student organizations. The organization most tlasesociated with the cultural center was
ALMA, which met at the center every Wednesday evgraind hosted social/cultural events
there during the fall and spring semesters. Twinb& Greek organizations, Sigma
Lambda Gamma sorority and Sigma Lambda Beta frigyeaiso were affiliated with the
LNACC, however they did not hold their meetingsréheThe Betas and Gammas each had a
room on the second floor decorated with their cblond symbols where they kept materials
and supplies. ALMA also had a room on the sectoat for its supplies, but it was not
decorated with ALMA symbols and was viewed as aegarspace where students often
studied, as opposed to the Greek rooms which weveed by students as sacred spaces.

Students were first attracted to the LNACC becaisehat they described as its vibe
or essence. They viewed the center as a unique gpacampus where they were immersed

in culturally relevant art, music, dance, food, ¢éemuage. Most of the students described
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the LNACC as a home away from home and shared raus@&xperiences by which they
gained cultural sustenance from an environmentladated their background and culture.
What the students described is congruent with Aerza(2002) concept of cultural
nourishment, which he developed based on his siti@hicano students attending a PWI.
Gonzalez (2002) described cultural nourishmeniradividuals and material elements that
replenish the students’ cultural sense of selves193).

In addition to being attracted to a space on cantipat validated who they were as
Latina/o students at a PWI, students continuedhtiage in LNACC activities because of
their connection with other Latina/o students dr&rtmembership in Latina/o organizations,
to which they developed strong commitments. Sohtbeostudents were at the LNACC
twice a week attending ALMA meetings—the execubeard meeting and the general
meeting. The other students were at the LNAC@adtlonce a week. Upon reflection,
students could point to tangible skills they hadedeped through participation in ALMA or
the Latina/o Greek organizations. Some of thenvelgtsought out opportunities to build
their leadership skills at the LNACC; others weeatly pushed into leadership roles by
older students who recognized potential. In essamgper-class students were validating the
leadership potential of younger students by enapagathem to run for office or by
nominating them for leadership positions. Theddgbining a LNACC-affiliated student
organization and becoming active members of thoganzations corresponds with
Strayhorn’s (2014) behavioral component of sendeetiinging which he rendered as “I act
as if | belong here.”

Most of the students in the study had a higherdeagy of participation in LNACC

activities during their freshman and sophomore ye#s students reflected on their reasons
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for getting involved at the LNACC many of them pieid to the opportunity to meet and
interact with other Latina/o students. They wezeking familiarity, but they also recognized
the diversity of the Latina/o population and shastdies of what they had learned from
Latina/o students from different backgrounds. Eheseractions happened between Latina/o
students who differed in the following backgrouriacteristics:

e In-state residency status versus out-of-state easigstatus;

e Having grown up in a rural versus an urban area;

e Having come from a predominantly White neighborhwedsus a predominantly

Latino neighborhood versus a predominantly Bladgimsorhood;

e Being a first-generation versus a second-generatbtiege student;

e Being from a middle-class versus a low-income bemkgd; and

¢ Being bilingual versus multilingual versus monolirady
Although a few students in the study mentioned tihey had interacted with other Latina/o
students at the LNACC who did not identify as hgvihlexican ancestry, all of the students
in this study indicated that one or more of thairgmts were of Mexican descent. Students
with other Latina/o backgrounds (Central Americ&ayuth American, and Caribbean) did not
appear to participate in LNACC activities in sigcéint numbers. Nonetheless, the students
in this study valued the opportunity to interacthnand learn from Latina/o students with
backgrounds different than their own.

Throughout their involvement with the LNACC, stutikehad engaged in a cognitive
process that included deciding which organizatiorjsin, whether to run for a leadership

position within an organization, how to use thairce at organizational meetings, and how

www.manaraa.com



152

to serve as mentors to younger students. Thisepsois congruent with Strayhorn’s (2014)
cognitive element of sense of belonging, whichdrelered as “I think | belong here.”
Research Question 3

What role does the cultural center play in Mexidanerican student success?

The LNACC served as an anchor for some studemtsdaunching pad for others.
Seven of the student participants in this studyheated with the LNACC during their
freshman year, joined ALMA, and became active mes)lm®me having held positions on
the ALMA executive board. Sometime during or aftexir sophomore year, they began to
get involved with other organizations and actigtaitside of the LNACC. Several students
joined Sigma Lambda Gamma, which demanded a stgnifiamount of their time and
energy. As their lives became busier with moresshark, jobs, and new student
organizations, they had difficulty fitting LNACC taaties into their schedules. During the
course of my study, ALMA was also undergoing agraon in which programs and
activities were focusing more on immigration anldestpolitical issues impacting Latina/o
communities and less on purely social/cultural évefhis resulted in some students
withdrawing from participation as members of ALMA.

Regardless of the reason for decreased involvem@&mMACC activities, all of the
students were able to point to the benefits antsskiey gained while they were involved.
Those skills included connecting with a network_afina/o peers on campus; acquiring
organizational, public speaking, interpersonal camization, and general leadership skills;
and understanding university policies for studeghaizations. The students were aware of
their ability to transfer these skills to new atttes and organizations. This is how the

LNACC served as a launching pad for these sevatests. In some ways, it also served as
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an anchor because, even though these studentsatese active in the LNACC as before,
most of them continued show their support by aftegnthe larger annual events held there.

Four of the students continued their strong cotimeavith LNACC past their
freshman and sophomore years. For these studleatsNACC served as an anchor. Two
of the students served on the executive board dflAland faced the challenge of
navigating through a period of change for the oizgtion. A third student worked at the
LNACC, so she was there on a weekly basis. TheHaiudent was the only participant
interviewed who was a freshman, and she had seddglconnect with the Latina/o
community during her first semester. By the endhgfstudy, she had bonded with Latina/o
students in The lowa Edge Student Organization tlaeyl attended a social event at the
LNACC together. She was frequenting the LNACC tagy to attend events or to study. It
is difficult to predict whether she would continlier strong connection to the center
throughout her sophomore, junior, and senior yekws.the other three students, the
LNACC had played a significant role in their cokelives.

For all of the student participants, whether tihNAICC served as an anchor or a
launching pad or both, the experiences they h#aeatultural center contributed to their
sense of belonging and their ability to thrive asiha/o students attending a PWI. At the
LNACC, they built community with peers who offeredpport and validation as they
developed their leadership capacity. For somead thie first opportunity to explore what it
meant to be Latina/o. Each of them felt a sendeofe during a time of transition in a
predominantly White environment. Not only weredgnts thriving in the social/cultural
domain through their involvement in Latina/o orgaations and other groups, but they were

also progressing successfully in the academic wdsliet of the participants were pursuing
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double majors; three of the six were also in dedte programs; and one of the six was
pursuing a double major, a minor, and a prograrnificate. The LNACC’s main role in
student success was to provide a culturally relespace where students could feel a sense
of belonging while developing as student leaders.
How the Findings Contribute to the Existing Literature

Using a student success framework centered orotieept of “thriving” which
Schreiner (2010) defines as being “fully engageellectually, socially, and emotionally” (p.
4), this study was informed by Laura Rendon’s ()9&didation theory and the construct of
“sense of belonging” based on the work of Sylviatlldo and Deborah Faye Carter (1996,
1997) and Terrell Strayhorn (2008, 2012). | exadihow a cultural center promotes
“thriving” by providing an environment in which stents experienced a sense of belonging
and cultural validation at a PWI. The followingagliscussion of how the findings from this
study advance our understanding of these concepts.
Sense of Belonging and Validation

All of the student participants in this study désed the LNACC as a “home away
from home,” a place to connect and build commurahg a comfortable space where aspects
of Latino culture (language, food, art, etc.), speally Mexican American culture, could be
expressed and experienced. In essence, theypatierced a “sense of belonging” at the
LNACC. The findings point to two aspects in partasithat enhance our understanding of
sense of belonging and validation at a PWI: theartgnce of cultural centers for first-
generation college students and the complexityudfest “ownership” of a cultural space.

Ten of the eleven student participants in thisgtudre first-generation college

students. Each of them recalled their experienceeasstudents searching for something
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culturally familiar on campus. They found cultunalurishment at the LNACC. Only one
student participant had parents who had graduabed ¢ollege. He was also searching for
something as a new student—a way to learn about@maect with his cultural heritage
which he did not experienc