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Abstract 

Enrollment rates amongst students of color are increasing at institutions affiliated with 

the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. However, CCCU schools remain 

predominantly white in their leadership and campus climate. This predominantly white culture 

often creates a barrier to success for minority students as they are forced to navigate and 

assimilate to a white campus climate. These barriers to success include outcomes like less likely 

to graduate within six years, less likely to matriculate past their first year of college, less likely to 

produce a high GPA, and less likely to feel comfortable, welcomed, and safe on their campus. 

The chief student affairs officer at a university is a key agent of change that shapes the student 

experience and campus climate. However, most CSAO’s employed at CCCU schools are white. 

As CCCU schools led by white CSAO’s continue to enroll more minority students, the priority 

upon them to create an inclusive campus community is becoming more salient. How white, chief 

student affairs understand whiteness as a systemic construct and personal identity impacts how 

students experience their campus environment. 

The purpose of the study is to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 

racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. Three research guided the 

study:  

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 
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RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate? 

This study gathered responses from 10 white chief student affairs officers at CCCU 

institutions using semi-structure interview questions over the course two interviews.  The 

findings of this study revealed that white CSAO’s are cognizant of systemic racism and 

recognize whiteness as the primary ideology of the U.S. as well as the historical and current 

climates of their institutions. It also found that white CSAO’s prioritize cultivating a positive 

white racial identity and that one of their primary responsibilities as a white, CSAO’s is to 

actively engage in deconstructing whiteness and white campus climate at their respective 

institutions.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

“I think the way you know you've broken one of God's rules is if you can't put it back together 

again. You kidnap an entire people, make them slaves - It's 300 years later and we can't put it 

back together again” – Aaron Sorkin, The Newsroom 

Higher education faces several crises including student debt (Selingo, 2015), student 

accessibility (Carnevale & Smith, 2018), degree attainment (Selingo, 2015), and assessment and 

degree valuation (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Selingo, 2015). Included amongst these issues is 

also the challenge around how higher education institutions address race, racial equity, and 

facilitating an inclusive campus climate (Cabrera 2016; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Harper 2012).  

The overall demographic of America is transitioning into a non-white majority (Johnson, 

2006; U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). America today is less-white now than at any other period in its 

history (Passel, Livingston, & Cohn, 2012; U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). These changes are 

expected to continue over the next ten to twenty years and the populations which identify as 

white will become a minority group to the non-white populace (Bidwell, 2014; Lederman, 2017). 

This demographic transition is also represented in enrollment trends in higher education (CCCU, 

2015; Selingo, 2015) and has created renewed expectations and pressures on higher education 

institutions to ensure an inclusive campus climate for all students. 

The increase in minority student enrollment is challenging institutions of higher 

education to learn how to support students of color more effectively (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; 

Cabrera, 2016; Gusa, 2010; Harper, 2012). The difficulty in this confrontation exists because 

most institutions in the United States remain predominantly white in both their enrollment and 

culture (Carnevale & Smith, 2018; Selingo, 2015). The normalization of whiteness in higher 

education has created barriers in their ability and willingness to confront whiteness (Cabrera, 
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2016; Gusa, 2010: Harper, 2012).  Institutions in the U.S. operate within a system which has 

historically been more conducive to white student success (Bidwell, 2013; Mendoza-Denton, 

Downey, Purdie, David, & Pietrzak, 2002; D’Augelli & Hersberger, 1993). The historic 

normalization of whiteness has produced higher rates of white student success is an example of 

embedded white dominance that protects, favors, and benefits white students more than students 

of color (Cabrera, Franklin, & Watson, 2016; Feagin, 2013; Harper, 2012). Studies have shown 

that students of color in comparison to their white peers are less likely to graduate within six 

years (Harper, 2012; Strayhorn, 2010), less likely to matriculate past their first year of college 

(Sáenz, Ponjuán, & Figueroa, 2016), less likely to produce a high GPA (Stovall, 2005), and less 

likely to feel comfortable, welcomed, and safe on their campus (Cabrera, 2012; Harper & 

Hurtado, 2007). These outcomes are associated with the concept of whiteness in the literature 

(Cabrera et al., 2016; Feagin, 2013). 

Whiteness is an ideology of oppression (Cabrera 2016; Feagin, 2013; McIntosh, 2002). It 

elevates white advantage and dominance, and consequently, marginalizes people of color 

(Frankenberg, 1993; McIntosh, 2002; McIntyre, 1997). Scholars have argued that from the 

colonialization of America (Bonds & Inwood, 2016; Hixson, 2013) to contemporary day 

(Coates, 2014; Feagin, 2013; Cabrera, 2012) whiteness has been the primary ideology of 

America. This ideology has been exhibited in American history through the establishment of 

white property rights (Anderson, 2015; Cabrera, 2016; Harris, 1993), housing segregation and 

redlining strategies (Rothstein, 2017), race-based employment and achievement gaps (Bonilla-

Silva, 2006; Coates, 2016; Feagin, 2013; Pager & Shepard, 2008) and extremely high rates of 

incarceration within the black community (Alexander, 2012).  



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 3 

Whiteness has also created barriers to success for students of color in higher education 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Cabrera, 2016). While higher education organizations often articulate sets 

of values and develop education on diversity and inclusivity (ACPA & NASPA, 2015; CCCU, 

2015; Reyes & Case, 2011), these efforts have not solved the achievement and assimilation gaps 

between white students and non-white students. Efforts to promote diversity and inclusion in 

higher education have shown that the efficacy of diversity education is often inadequate because 

it usually re-centers whiteness in its approach (Tienda, 2013; Tierney, 1993) leaving student 

success and campus climate as a significant challenge for students of color (Powell, 1998; 

Titone, 1998). 

The prevalence of whiteness is also recognized in Christian higher education (Emerson & 

Smith, 2000; Haralu, 2005; Kratt, 2004; Perez, 2013). The Council for Christian Colleges and 

Universities (CCCU), which is the focus of this study, is a religiously affiliated organization that 

represents 117 Christian institutions in the United States and around the world (CCCU, 2017). In 

2015, the CCCU expressed concern and care over racial reconciliation and training to its 

organizational members and stakeholders (CCCU, 2015). While the CCCU expressed a vision of 

racial reconciliation, the problem remains that Christian higher education has had a difficult time 

in reporting any real sustainable impact and change in its racial representation over a long period 

of time. Perez notes “Christian higher education has struggled to institutionalize values or 

commitments to diversity and inclusivity” (Perez, 2010, p. 2). A CCCU report on diversity 

revealed that while the enrollment of students of color has increased at CCCU institutions, these 

students still represent less than 20% of the overall racial composition of students within the 

CCCU (Reyes & Case, 2011). This lack of diversity is also seen when examining CCCU 

administrations. An analysis of the representation of chief student affairs officers at CCCU 
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institutions reveal that these individuals are predominantly white (Reyes & Case, 2011) and 

administrators of color at CCCU schools rank very low compared to non-CCCU institutions 

(Reyes & Case, 2011).  

While the enrollment of minority students continues to remain lower than white student 

enrollment, minority students are enrolling in higher education at a steady rate. Between 1996 

and 2016, there was 18% increase in the number of students of color enrollment un 

undergraduate programs (AACU, 2019). There are similar increases which have occurred within 

Christian higher education. While students of color represent less than 20% of the overall student 

representation in the CCCU, the enrollment of students of color is slowly increasing at CCCU 

institutions (Reyes & Case, 2011). CCCU schools saw a 10% increase in overall student racial 

diversity between 2004 and 2014 (Reyes & Case, 2011) and enrollment projections indicate 

institutions of higher education will continue to become more diverse in its student 

representation (Noel-Levitz, 2010). 

Acknowledging student of color representation is increasing and administrations within 

CCCU schools remain predominantly white means that white administrators remain responsible 

for campus climates that are increasingly more diverse and the interactions between white 

administrations and students of color is more common. The importance of understanding how 

white administrators perceive their role and responsibility to ensuring an inclusive campus 

climate is the underpinning cause for this study. In examining how one develops a positive white 

racial identity, Helms (1990) highlights the relevance of interactions between white individuals 

and individuals of color. Without consistent interaction, white individuals often remain isolated 

in an unexamined white racial identity (Helms, 1990). An unexamined and unrealized white 

racial identity contributes to the maintenance of whiteness and white dominance (Frankenberg, 
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1993; Gusa, 2010) and facilitates realities in which students of color are forced to operate and 

navigate norms that are naturally advantageous to white students (Gusa, 2010).  

In confronting whiteness, white individuals take an important step in developing a 

positive white racial identity (Ashe, 2012; Helms, 1990). Literature on positive white racial 

identity development reveals the lack of racialization that is often found in white individuals in 

the United States (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Delgado and Stefancic (2012) note that white 

individuals are less likely to have any concept or acceptance of a personal white racial identity. 

This lack of personal examination is a result of the predominance of whiteness in social 

constructs, in that whites operate within a system that caters to their sense of normal and reality 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Nonconfrontation is occurs for several reasons. A review of the 

literature found that in confronting whiteness, individuals face the potential to express anger, 

intentionally or unintentionally (Tatum, 1992), have feelings of shame or guilt (Ortiz & Rhoads, 

2010), and may feel uncomfortable (Frankenberg, 1993). However, by ignoring the impact 

whiteness has on institutional and cultural norms, student affairs professionals may unknowingly 

contribute to white dominance and the continued marginalization of non-white students (Ashe, 

2012; Ortiz & Rhoads, 2000). When whiteness is confronted, examined, and acknowledged, the 

process of dismantling the systemic oppression and marginalization of people of color begins 

(Frankenburg, 1993; Gusa, 2010; Goren & Plaut, 2012). A positive white racial identity is 

achieved when white individuals can acknowledge and address the realities of white dominance 

without guilt and in a non-defensive, non-racist manner (Ashe, 2012; Helms, 1990; Tatum, 

2008). By challenging white individuals to confront their whiteness, progress is made in helping 

white individuals understand how the systemic presence of whiteness continues to oppress and 

marginalize of people of color (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  
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Statement of the Problem 

Student affairs has evolved into an important partner in supporting an institutions mission 

and goals by providing services and critical resources that promote student success (Thelin, 

2011). Student affairs is tasked with the extra-curricular responsibilities while students are in 

college (Thelin, 2011). These divisions are usually led by individuals in a position referred to as 

the chief student affairs officer (CSAO). Chief student affairs officers (CSAO) have significant 

latitude in making decisions that impact students and campus climate (Manning & Coleman-

Boatwright, 1991). The CSAO has power to influence programs, policies, and staff composition, 

all of which affect campus climate (Manning & Coleman-Boatwright, 1991).   

Race is an important aspect of student identity (Cross, 199l; Helms, 1990; Rowe, 

Bennett, & Atkinson, 1994). Race informs how one views and is viewed by the world around 

them (Omi & Winant, 2015). The CSAO position, as a role which impacts the student 

experience, assumes an expectation to be mindful of matters relating to race and racial identity 

(Dungy & Ellis, 2011; Ellis, 2016; Parnell, 2016). CSAO’s have been identified as key 

contributors and agents of change when thinking about race education and campus climate 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The promotion of racial awareness, diversity and inclusiveness 

on college campuses has been shown to produce positive learning outcomes and a more holistic 

learning experience for students (Chang, Denson, Sáenz, & Misa, 2006; Milem, Chang, & 

antonio, 2005). An institutions value on diversity and inclusivity can be demonstrated through a 

CSAO’s mindfulness and education of how race impacts the student experience (Gusa, 2010). 

Chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions remain predominantly white (Reyes & 

Case, 2011). Chief student affairs officers can affect the student experience and students are 

significantly impacted by campus climate (Gusa, 2010; Heffernan, 2011). An awareness of how 
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whiteness impacts campus climate is an important component for student affairs leaders to be 

aware of (Green & Goodwin, 1994; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). As students of color increase 

in representation in CCCU institutions (CCCU, 2015), the saliency of how whiteness impacts the 

student experience increases with it. Unexamined and uncomforted whiteness has the potential to 

negatively affect the college experience for students of color (Anderson, 2015; Gusa, 2010). The 

importance of confronting whiteness and cultivating a personal, positive white racial identity are 

important steps in deconstructing whiteness and how it marginalizes and oppresses students of 

color.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 

racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. Examining whiteness remains 

a needed area for research. Studies have examined whiteness relating to students or faculty 

(Berchini, 2014; Cabrera, 2016), whiteness and campus climate (Gusa, 2010; Sturm, 2016), and 

whiteness and administration (Latino, 2010; McIntosh, 2015). However, fewer studies exist that 

specifically address chief student affairs officers (Ashe, 2012, Schmitz, 2009) and a review of 

the literature found that no studies have been conducted examining whiteness within the CCCU 

and specific focus on white chief student affairs officers. Understanding how these professionals 

perceive their whiteness and how it impacts campus climate is an important endeavor especially 

when considering the unique role chief student affairs officers have in shaping the student 

experience (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). 

Research Questions 

The three research questions that guided this study were: 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 8 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate? 

Significance of the Study 

This research was significant for several reasons. First, the student profile of college 

enrollees continues to shift into a non-white majority (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). 

Administrators at CCCU institutions remain predominantly white (Reyes & Case, 2011). As 

white, CCCU chief student affairs officers become more responsible for a campus climate that 

enrolls larger numbers of students of color, there is a need for these professionals to have an 

awareness of whiteness, white racial identity, and its impact on campus climate, all of which 

affect student success and retention (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Gusa, 2010). 

The second reason this research was significant is it contributes to efforts which continue 

to disassemble the influence and systemic position whiteness has in society by challenging white 

individuals to confront their white racial identities. These two objectives are important to the 

continued energies of building a more equal and just society (Ashe, 2012). Current research 

demonstrates that whiteness remains an invisible topic (McIntosh, 2012) and contributing to the 

literature urges the need for whiteness to be further acknowledged, addressed, and confronted by 

white America is important (Helms, 1990). Research has shown that the desire and motivation 

for white individuals to confront their whiteness is a cumbersome endeavor (Tatum, 2008). 

However, exploring whiteness opens a theoretical space for administrators to articulate how their 
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own racial identity has been shaped within a broader racist culture and what responsibilities they 

might assume for living in a present in which whites are afforded privileges and opportunities at 

the expense of other racial groups. These are important confrontations in achieving a healthy 

white racial identity (Helms, 1990).  

The third reason why this study was significant is it provides additional data to help 

inform the literature on the perceptions of whiteness. The research questions that guided this 

study aimed to help better understand if white, chief student affairs officers perceive if their 

whiteness is influences campus climate which will add to the broader canon of literature which 

has examined white identify.  This study also provides further insight into the status of how 

whiteness is perceived by leaders in power in Christian higher education.  

Finally, this research was significant because while several studies have been conducted 

on whiteness in higher education and in student affairs (Ashe, 2012, McIntosh, 2015; Schmitz, 

2009), most research has only examined faculty or students. Some research exists on the student 

affairs professional but little, if any, research specifically focuses on the chief student affairs 

officer. Furthermore, the researcher was not able to identify any research in the literature that 

examined the relationship between whiteness and the CSAO working at an institution affiliated 

with the CCCU. This study added to the literature and informed a gap in the research. 

Conceptual Framework  

 Whiteness is the primary conceptual framework of this study. This study aimed to 

understand the perception of white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have 

regarding the concept of whiteness, their own white racial identity, and the influence whiteness 

has on campus climate. For the purposes of this study the concept of whiteness was informed by 

Feagin’s (2013) white racial frame, Hardiman’s model of white racial identity development 
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(Hardiman, 1982), and Anderson’s concept of white space (Anderson, 2015). Feagin’s white 

racial frame describes whiteness as the predominate ideology of America that encompasses a set 

of assumptions, beliefs, and prejudices that favor white individuals and embed inclinations to 

discriminate against people of color (Feagin, 2013). Hardiman’s (1982) model of white racial 

identity development is comprised of five stages. These stages build from a minimal or non-

existent white racial identity to a heightened and accepted white racial identity.  The stages move 

sequentially from lack of social consciousness, acceptance, resistance, re-definition, and 

internalization. Anderson’s (2015) argues spaces are often white oriented and can negatively 

impact students of color.  Anderson (2015) assumes that spaces are embedded with social, 

cultural, and racial norms. Anderson’s concept of white space argues that space is most 

dominated by whiteness.  This whiteness creates accepting and welcoming space for white 

people and builds unwelcoming environments or forced assimilation to white norms for people 

of color (Anderson, 2015). 

Operational Definitions 

Campus Climate: the overall racial environment of the university (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & 

Solorzano) 

Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO): The highest position held within the division of student 

affairs in higher education that is responsible for the co-curricular environments of a college 

campus.  

Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU): A national consortium of Christian 

institutions in higher education which provide services for its members through public advocacy, 

professional development, and experiential education (CCCU Profile, 2017) 
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Oppression: the subjection of one individual or group over another to cruel or unjust treatment 

or control 

Marginalization: the treatment of a person, group, or concept as in insignificant or peripheral 

Minority: to be less represented in comparison to the majority 

Racial Identity: Refers to group or collective identity based on an individual’s perception of 

commonly shared racial heritage with another group (Helms, 1990) 

Racism: The systemic structural marginalization, oppression, and subordination of one racial 

group over another 

Student Affairs: division of a university responsible for the co-curricular learning environment 

and campus climate for students (Sandeen, 1991) 

Students and/or People of Color: Individuals who present as non-white 

White: The physical characteristics of white Europeans who have assimilated into white, 

western, Anglo-Saxon culture as it exists in the United States (Helms, 1990) 

Whiteness: An ideology of oppression that marginalizes people of color and promotes a social 

and systemic normative of white dominance (Frankenberg, 1993; McIntosh, 2002; McIntyre, 

1997). 

White Privilege: The unearned, assumed social, political, and economic benefits associated with 

being white (McIntosh, 2002) 

Organization of Study 

Chapter one provides an overview of the purpose of the dissertation and problem 

statement relating to the focus of the study. Chapter two offers the review if the literature 

specifically relating to race, whiteness, student affairs and Christian higher education. The 

literature reviewed informed the conceptual frameworks which guided the research process.  
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Chapter three explains the qualitative approach, narrative inquiry, and constructionist paradigm 

used in this study.  Chapter three also provides an overview of the processes that will be 

implemented to collect data, analyze data, and ensure soundness of the study.  In Chapter four, 

results of the study are presented. The primary themes that emerged from the data are outlined 

and explained. Chapter five offers summary of the findings, connections to literature, 

implications of the study and recommendation both for practice and future research. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

The purpose of this research study was to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, 

chief student affairs officers (CSAO) at institutions in the Council of Christian Colleges and 

Universities (CCCU). Specific interest to this study was CSAO’s perception of the concept of 

whiteness, their perception of their own white racial identity, and their perception of influence 

that whiteness has on campus climate. Chapter One provided an overview of the CSAO, the 

concept of whiteness, and the impact whiteness has on campus climate. Chapter One also 

presented the background, purpose, and significance of the study. This chapter provides a review 

of the literature relating to the concept of race, whiteness, the chief students affairs officer, white 

racial identity, racism and Christianity and campus climate. Within each of these categories, 

subsections are provided to add further depth and context to the category and the study. These 

categories helped provide a framework that informed the methodology in Chapter Three.  

The Concept of Race 

The primary concept of this study was whiteness; however, it was important to explore 

how whiteness is understood within the broader context of race and what race means for the 

purposes of this study. A review of the literature revealed there are complexities in studying the 

issue of race in any sector or industry due to the variance of environments, histories, and 

experiences that inform and shape how race is viewed and used in normal discourse (Baez, 

2004). While race has been used a means to differentiate people groups throughout history, a 

review of the literature found that scholars vary in their definitions of race (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; 

Cabrera, Franklin, & Watson, 2016; Morning, 2011). Two of the predominant definitions of race 

include race as a biological construction and race as a social construction.  
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Race as a Biological Construction 

Race understood as a biological construction was a widely held position in the 19th and 

20th centuries (Andreasen, 2000). A biological categorization of race meant that race was viewed 

as an objective fact not manipulated by any external classifications or influences (Andreasen, 

2000). It was dependent upon objective physical attributes and this categorization of race 

assumes that racial differences are grounded in scientific fact and that the physical aspects and 

attributes of race lead to specific behaviors and abilities (Andreasen, 2000; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). 

Categorizing race through a lens of biology denotes that skin color is the primary factor and 

determinant for skill, ability, and human capacity (Andreasen, 2000).  

The historical acceptance of understanding race as a biological concept can be seen 

through several significant events during US history. Harris (1993) demonstrates that race is 

biologically accepted through the accumulation, or lack thereof, of property rights to people of 

color. Intentional effort to minimize and even prohibit black accumulation of property was 

embedded into American legal and social norms based on the physical attribute of skin color 

(Harris, 1993). Rothstein (2017) outlines the long history in the American housing markets to 

limit the ability of people of color to secure home ownership using redlining housing districts 

and the abuse lending programs based on skin color.  Feagin (2013) comments that black 

marginalization and oppression was driven by the white majority in power and based on the 

biological attributes of skin color.  

Race as a biological concept is also seen in scientific research and publications. Omi and 

Winant (2009) comment that early scientific explorations of race and racial difference found 

scientists dedicated to the “identification and ranking” of the variations in humans (p. 4). Omi 

and Winant (2009) highlight the historical and contemporary research addressing race as 
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biological noting studies examining the difference in cranial capacity between races and the 

exploration of genes and their impact on racial outputs. Finally, the idea that race is a biological 

construction is derived from specific proofs that can be presented. DNA testing serves as 

powerful example of one’s ability to scientifically provide data relating to heritage or lineage 

(Markus, 2008; Omi, 2010). 

Race as a Social Construction 

A social construction of reality posits that what is real and knowledgeable is dependent 

upon social relativity (Berger & Luckmann, 2011). Berger and Luckmann (2011) state that the 

terms real and knowledge are relative to their specific context and audience and contends that 

knowledge is “concerned with the analysis of the social construction of reality” (p. 2). Meaning 

is therefore a byproduct of the social factors that shape and inform the construct (Omi & Winant, 

2009). Omi and Winant (2015) note that race as a social construct means the definition of race 

and how we interpret race is the byproduct of humans assigning meaning to skin tones to 

separate people groups from each other, ultimately for the purpose of advancing the white 

agenda.  

Social science has rejected the notion of race as a merely biological category (Omi & 

Winant, 2009). A review of the literature found that race, as a category of identification, is the 

predominant perception of how race is assigned meaning (Delagdo & Stefancic, 2012; 

Frankenberg, 1993; Leonardo, 2009; Mukhopadhyay & Henze, 2003; Omi & Winant, 2015; 

Swartz, 2009). The studies in the social sciences have assumed that race is “a variable which is 

shaped by broader societal forces” than simply biological attributes (Omi & Winant, 2009, p. 5).  

Omi and Winant (2009) note that race is pre-eminently a socio-historical concept in 

which race has been given meaning through the “concrete expression of social relations and 
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historical context in which they are embedded” (p. 5). Omi and Winant (2009) furthers the 

notion of race as a social construct arguing that the definition of race and its meaning has “varied 

tremendously over time and between different societies” (p. 5). Social constructionism applied to 

race is succinctly articulated by Bolaria and Li (1988) as they note that skin color has no 

scientific grounds for classifying population groups, arguing skin color is no more a salient 

human characteristic than eye color or hair color.  This reality, according to Bolaria and Li 

(1988), signifies that the social construction of meaning given to skin color is what has served as 

the catalyst for a racially stratified society. Within this framework, skin color is given social 

importance independent of any specific biological attribute. 

Race and Higher Education 

The relevance of race and racial disparity in higher education is evident through the 

scholarship conduct on these subjects.  A review of the literature identified race related dynamics 

in higher education in the forms of access and opportunities (Teranishi & Parker, 2010), racial 

identity theory (Shek & McEwan, 2012), and campus climate (Gusa, 2010; Milem, Chang, & 

Antonio, 2005). The volume of studies conducted relating to specific racial dynamics and 

subsequent individual experiences convey that that race plays a predominant factor in higher 

education (Cabrera, 2016; Gusa, 2010). 

Scholars comment on the reality of ongoing institutional white oppression and 

marginalization that occurs inside of higher education (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Cabrera, 2016).  

Bonilla-Silva (2006) notes that institutional racism is witnessed through disparity in the number 

of white staff and faculty hired compared to people of color.  Simpson (2003) furthers the reality 

stating that the entrenched colorblind ideologies and the lack of developing meaning 
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relationships with racial groups prior to entering college contribute to an entrenched white 

dominance in higher education.  

Whiteness 

Whiteness was the primary concept of this research. An awareness of whiteness and its 

history was an important contribution to this study. The importance of understanding the 

historical context of racial categorization and labeling should not be understated. The utilization 

of race and racial categorization to create difference and opposition became powerful tools for 

colonists to develop structural advantages in society (Frankenberg, 1993; Kincheloe & Steinberg, 

1998; Nichols, 2010). The very concept of whiteness originated out of a juxtaposition to non-

whiteness (Nakayama & Martin, 1999).  Whiteness in the United States was initially assumed as 

an inherent superiority and dominance in relation to Native Americans and the indigenous 

peoples in the new America (Feagin, 2013; Hixson; 2013; Omi & Winant, 2015; Takaki, 2008). 

The period of early colonization has been identified as the primary catalyst for embedding white 

supremacy, dominance, and the associated privileges of whiteness in today’s social, political, and 

economic structures (Bonds & Inwood, 2016; Glenn, 2015). These privileges associated with 

being white in the United States have become so embedded and normalized inside American 

society, that white people cannot not benefit from them (Rothenberg, 2008). 

Scholars have identified that racial identification has been used to categorize humans and 

establish distinctions as early at the 16th and 17th centuries (Horsman, 1981). The influence of 

race classifications, and subsequent distinctions, have facilitated and perpetuated systems of 

inequality. Leonardo (2009) suggests that race has been used to advance and secure power and 

privilege of American social norms, specifically for white Americans. Bonilla-Silva (2006) notes 
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that the use of race to establish difference amongst people groups was originated by white 

Europeans for the purposes of advancing a white imperial society.  

For the purposes of this study, the terms whiteness, white supremacy, and white 

dominance were used synonymously and interchangeably. The onus of this study and the 

necessity of this research was predicated upon the need for white confrontation with whiteness 

because, as Cabrera notes, “whiteness is situated in every aspect of higher education from the 

people, the policies, and even the early vestiges of the institution up to today” (Cabrera, 2016, p. 

8). The ongoing, pervasive entrenchment of whiteness in higher education and the 

systematization of whiteness in society requires persistent inquiry into its impact. This section 

offers a review of the literature relating to the historical construction of whiteness in the United 

States and an overview of the components of whiteness, both systemically and specifically in 

higher education.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of whiteness held by white, 

chief student affairs officers at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. 

It is important to understand what is meant by the term whiteness and how our understanding of 

whiteness was constructed throughout American history. The intention of this section is not to 

provide a comprehensive and exhaustive review of the historical construction of whiteness in 

America but provide a general overview to inform how the researcher thinks about and 

understands the concept of whiteness in relation to its historical formation.   

 The concept of whiteness is predicated upon an understanding of what it means to be 

white. However, the scholarship of whiteness is a new focus and definitions vary across the 

literature (Cabrera et al., 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Harper, 2012). Scholarship seems to 

agree that the construction of whiteness in America began with early European-migrations and 
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subsequent colonization of America (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Feagin, 2013; Kendi, 2016; 

Painter, 2011; Sullivan, 2006). Early European settlers of America, especially those in power, 

were predominantly white individuals (Omi & Winant, 2015; Takaki, 2008). Research has 

shown that individuals in power held specific prejudices, bias, and racist tendencies which began 

to proliferate a norm of white control and racial oppression over non-whites (Feagin, 2015; 

Kendi, 2008; Takaki, 2008).  

To be white in America has undergone different understandings and meanings through its 

history (Feagin, 2015; Takaki, 2008). Takaki (2008) outlines a historical timeline for how early 

European-white immigrants were the original white class but has since evolved to include other 

ethnic immigrants of white complexion, including Jewish and Irish people. Takaki (2008) 

comments that from early 20th century until present day, white affiliation has been assumed by 

many white skin toned individuals, regardless of their respective descendance. 

Constructing Whiteness 

The section begins with an exploration of the term’s oppression, marginalization, and 

minority. These three terms can be often used interchangeably, but they have varied meanings 

and specific outcomes.  It is important to be able to differentiate between these terms for the 

purposes of this study. Next, this section explores the components of whiteness. A review of the 

literature revealed the concept of whiteness is composed of several parts. These parts include 

white racial frame, privilege, worldview, and dominance. The following sections provide an 

overview of each component, both in relation to broad social and systemic aspects as well as 

their manifestation within higher education.  

Oppression. The concept of oppression is important to understand for the purposes of 

this study.  A review of the literature found that whiteness is inherently motivated, implicitly, 
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and explicitly, to oppress people of color (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Feagin, 2013).  Oppression is the 

subjection of one individual or group over another to cruel or unjust treatment or control 

(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2018). The concept of racial oppression by whites to people of 

color is witnessed in various forms both in historical and contemporary context.  It has been well 

documented the oppressive realities of slavery and the Jim Crow era forced upon people of color 

(Kendi, 2016). Recently, Alexander (2012) highlighted the overwhelming disparity in 

incarcerated black individuals compared to whites and Rothstein (2017) examined the history of 

white American oppression on African Americans in housing and home affordability.  

Marginalization. Marginalization is the treatment of a person, group, or concept as in 

insignificant or peripheral (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2018). Marginalization of people of 

color in the United States can be directly linked to the systematic reality of whiteness. Leonardo 

(2009) argues that the persistent force of whiteness in America continues to create a social 

structure of inequity which marginalizes people of color. Whiteness is defined as the normative 

structure in American society (Cabrera et al., 2016; Feagin, 2013). This normative reality affords 

white people material and nonmaterial benefits and advantages that are not available to people of 

color (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Feagin, 2013; McIntosh, 2002). These benefits perpetuate realities for 

people of color that they are less important and not as significant as their white counterparts 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; Feagin, 2013). Marginalization has been witnessed in higher 

education through campus ecology, messaging, and aspects of accessibility (Cabrera et al., 

2016). 

Minority. For the purposes of this study, to be a minority means to be less represented in 

comparison to the majority. A review of the literature found that people of color have been 

historically labeled as minorities in this country (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Cabrera et al., 2016; 
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Feagin, 2013). The identification as a minority has led to a reality that one is perceived to be in 

an inferior social and class position with less power and influence (Feagin, 2013).  

Components of Whiteness 

The following section provides a review of the components of whiteness. For the 

purposes of this study, a review of the literature focused on seven components of whiteness: the 

white racial frame, privilege, colorblindness, fragility, dominance, ignorance, and worldview. 

The White Racial Frame. The white racial frame is a racial ideology that informs how 

individuals operate and interpret their everyday social worlds, both white and non-white people 

groups (Feagin, 2013). Included in this framework is a “set of racial stereotypes, prejudices, 

ideologies, interlinked interpretations and narratives, and visual images…as well as racialized 

emotions and racialized reactions to language accents and imbeds inclinations to discriminate” 

(Feagin, 2013, xi). Feagin (2013) uses the concept of frame to mean the structures through which 

people cognitively process and how that shapes the world people see or do not see.  

 The white racial frame has been used to interpret and rationalize oppression from the 

earliest colonialization of America and ensures an assumed and actual system of dominance and 

superiority over non-white populations. This system of dominance is rooted in original European 

colonization through the securement of land and raw materials by the use of force against the 

ingenious populations when colonizers arrived (Feagin, 2013). Feagin (2013) argues the 

cultivation of the American social construct started with the genocide of Native Americans and 

then the enslavement of Africans all to the benefit of white wealth and power. These early events 

were origins to the white racial frame and wealth and power distribution were controlled by 

white members of society. To maintain power and control, it became necessary for the white 

members of society to normalize oppressive acts, unjust policies, and large-scale immorality 
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including rape and murder of on-white populations (Feagin, 2013). Feagin and Cobas (2008) 

note that the white racial frame enabled the dominant White racial hierarchy in the United States, 

seen through the systems of slavery, Jim Crow era, and current examples of segregation and 

oppression. The white racial frame has influenced the way in which whites have “reacted to, 

oppressed, or later accepted people of color entering the country” (Feagin & Cobas, 2008, p. 40). 

 White racial framing is present in modern contexts as well. American education often 

white-washes American history to present a more favorable perspective of white history. 

Sussman (2014) comments that most U.S history taught today does not consider the horrors of 

past white conduct. Instead, students are offered a picture of white history full of fallacies, 

deference to the white class, and inaccurate representations of lived experiences of non-white 

people (Sussman, 2014). The avoidance of this history continues is not only a facet of white 

racial framing, but it also perpetuates a system of white dominance (Feagin, 2013; Sussman, 

2014).   

Privilege. A review of the literature identified white privilege as a primary component of 

whiteness. White privilege is defined by McIntosh (2002) as an invisible package of unearned 

assets which can be counted on in daily experiences. Within the concept of white privilege, the 

following themes were revealed: invisibility and colorblindness. These themes are relevant to the 

study because they offer depth in understanding the influence and scope of white privilege as an 

element which advances a system that operationalizes white dominance.  

Invisibility. While definitions and characterizations of white privilege vary within the 

scholarship, the literature revealed there is common agreement that white privilege is an unseen 

reality that benefits white individuals and groups (Bonds & Inwood, 2016; McIntosh, 2002; 

Wise, 2011). Bonds and Inwood (2016) comment that white privilege is the “unseen, normative 
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category against which differently racialized groups are ordered and valued” (p. 717). McIntosh 

(2002) illustrates the invisible assets by identifying 26 distinct privileges more commonly 

available and accessible to white people than people of color. White privilege has also been 

characterized as a resource that aides in negotiations between institutions, governments, and 

groups (Wise, 2011). Finally, Lawrence (1997) notes whiteness as an unarticulated reality that is 

recognized as the norm in society. This reality of whiteness as an invisible benefit afforded to 

white people cultivates an ongoing dominance and resulting advantages for whites over people 

of color.  

 Invisibility in higher education. A review of the literature found race and racial 

prejudices are present realities for campus climates in higher education (Cabrera, 2016; Taylor, 

1999). The way policies and organizational hierarchies are constructed all have the capacity to be 

influenced and molded by racial biases which affect the student experience (Taylor, 1999). 

Iverson (2007) commented the historical nature of whiteness as the dominant culture impacts 

organizations of higher education.  

The literature on white privilege and its invisibility in higher education identified the 

concept of messaging as a notable theme. Messaging refers to the way communication is 

transmitted through various modes within a specific environment. One example of how 

messaging the invisibility of whiteness was exhibited occurred in the case of the Fighting 

Whities debacle at the University of Northern Colorado (UNC).  UNC students became initially 

upset at a local high school’s use of the mascot, the Fightin Reds, as a form of racism. To 

counter-message this form of overt racism, they labeled their intramural basketball team the 

Fighting Whities (Klyde-Silverstein, 2012).  The reaction of the local community was hostile and 

claimed reverse racism (Klyde-Silversten, 2012). While community reactions became aggressive 
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and hostile, Johansen (2010) noted the hypocrisy in the discourse. The reaction to the Fighting 

Whities was met with stiff dissention, while the original satirical commentary intended to address 

use of a slogan rooted racial offensiveness and historical oppression, the use of the Fightin Reds 

mascot was absent from the community response. Cabrera et al., (2016) connects this lack of 

response to the use of a racist slogan like the Fightin Reds and the overwhelming opposing to the 

use of a slogan like the Fighting Whities as part of the ongoing invisible dominance of whiteness, 

and certainly an evident reality within higher education. Cabrera et al., frame the invisibleness of 

whiteness into three categories: epistemology of ignorance, ontological expansiveness, and a 

Fanonian reinterpretation of safety. Cabrera’s framework encompasses the concepts that 

contribute to the invisible reality of whiteness in higher education.  

An epistemology of ignorance refers to a colorblind ideology, which is elaborated on 

below.  Ontological expansiveness relates to the predisposition whites assume over space 

(Cabrera, et al., 2016). An ontological expansiveness framework posits that white people assume 

ownership and belonging of space, broadly defined in geographical, physical, linguistic, and 

economic terms. This type of assumed ownership creates a lack of entitlement and sense of same 

ownership with students of color (Gusa, 2010). This ownership is often an unseen reality that has 

impacted the students of color’s ability to find belonging and places for connectivity on the 

college campus (Cabrera, et al., 2016).  

Finally, a Fanonian reinterpretation of safety addresses the assumed safe-space structure 

that have popped up across organizations, specifically within higher education. The safe-space 

concept means to empower healthy and constructive dialogue relating to sensitive topics and 

issues, such as race. However, Cabrera et al., (2016) argue that this assumption further empowers 

white comfort because safe-space and safe dialogues are often misnomers and consequently 
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further the gap of sense of safety for students of color. Students of color have identified that 

these types of spaces create conversations that are rarely comfortable for them to engage in and 

can often lead to a feeling oppression and sense of difference, whereas white people in these 

groups, rarely do not.  

Colorblindness.  A review of the literature identified colorblindness a primary component of 

whiteness. Neville (2008) defines colorblindness as “the belief that racism is a thing of the past 

and that race no longer plays a role in understanding people’s lived experiences” (p. 1063). 

Colorblindness is viewed by some scholars as the primary underpinning power which 

perpetuates the existing structures of white dominance. Bonilla-Silva (2014) argues that it is this 

paradigm which facilitates the institutionalized system of racism in the post-civil rights era 

because it is both unseen and often unacknowledged. Bonilla-Silva (2014) also notes that 

colorblindness has become deeply institutionalization so that it propels the reproduction of white 

privilege. This means that whiteness is so engrained into the fabric of American society that 

colorblindness exists it is mostly an overt reality to the majority white population.  

Mueller (2017) argues that colorblindness continues its mission of oppression because 

white populations refuse to give merit or credit to the negative impact it has on non-white 

populations.  Mueller (2017) writes “whites draw upon color-blind frames to make seemingly 

non-racial claims about what are indeed racial disparities” (p. 221). Muller continues noting 

“colorblindness resolves the tensions of endorsing racial equality in a social structure still 

designed to preserve white advantage and is thus central to the persistence of white supremacy” 

(p. 221). 

Colorblind ideologies are also seen to be unintentionally engaged with, promoted, and 

utilized even by non-racist whites. Doane (2006) identified that as a matter of routine, and the 
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ebb and flow of daily life and function, whites perform institutionally supported white 

advantages. It is an unseen reality that institutional structures permit and unintentionally 

encourage advantages for white individuals over non-white individuals. This unintentional, non-

malicious form of racial advantage has been identified throughout the literature. Perry (2011) 

coined the term “post-intentionality” to highlight white unconscious reliance on institutional 

structures of whiteness. Burke (2012) found whites are caught in an ongoing advantage of racial 

dominance without intentional activism. Finally, DiTomaso (2013) found that white individuals 

gained advantage through default, in-group favoritism.  

Colorblindness has become an attractive approach to race for white populations.  Ashe 

(2012) comments “being color-blind was intended to remove color as a characteristic that could 

affect access to opportunities” (p. 41). The colorblind philosophy is grounded in belief that race 

should provide no special powers or privileges (Omi & Winant, 2015). However, ignoring the 

role race has and continues to have on societal structures and systems perpetuates whiteness as 

the predominant racial framework. The ongoing favoritisms and advantages that result in a 

colorblind philosophy hurts progress in racial inclusiveness and continues to facilitate a lack of 

confrontation with negative impact of unchallenged white racial identity (Omi & Winant, 2015). 

Doane and Bonilla-Silva (2003) write: 

“color-blind ideology plays an important role in the maintenance of white 

hegemony because whites tend to not see themselves in racial terms and not to 

recognize the existence of the advantages whites enjoy in American society, this 

promotes a worldview that emphasizes individualistic explanations for social and 

economic achievement, as if the individualism of white privilege was a universal 

attribute” (p. 13).  
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Without active engagement in addressing the negative impact of a colorblind ideology, 

continued suppression and ignoring of critical racial dialogue that is needed to bridge racial 

inequalities will remain.  

 Colorblindness in higher education. Colorblindness is a broad-encompassing ideology 

that has penetrated American systems and structures is present within higher education (Harper, 

2012). Harper (2012) comments that higher education officials interpret racial disparity through 

a colorblind lens. A position that race and the color of one’s skin in insignificant to campus 

racial; climate ignores the realities of historical white dominance and suppression of non-white 

progress. Further, it disregards the reality that the students attending institutions of higher 

education are of different colors and backgrounds and have differing need as they integrate into 

the college experience. 

Fragility. White fragility is a term created by Robin DiAngelo (2018) and is a component of 

white privilege. White fragility is negative emotional response often associated by white 

individuals when confronted with their own ideas and concepts of race and racism. DiAngelo 

(2018) argues white fragility occurs when white individuals respond with anger, fear, guilt, 

argument, silence, or withdrawal they are effectively re-instating a white equilibrium and white 

comfort to maintain their dominance. DiAngelo argues the reason posturing in white fragility is a 

negative frame of mind for white individuals is because it dismisses racism as a system in which 

they were socialized and perpetuates a system of marginalizing people of color.  

Dominance. A review of the literature identified dominance as a component of whiteness. White 

dominance includes an assumed racial superiority and norm with inherent power dynamic that 

grants ease of access to resources (Feagin, 2013; hooks, 1994). This dominance entrenched into 

American cultural and social norms as early as the colonialization of the new land. English 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 28 

colonizers practiced a set of power-based values and policies towards indigenous populations 

and African Americans that exploited, dominated, and deracination entire people groups (Omi & 

Winant, 2015).  

Researchers Delgado and Stefancic (1997) describe the pervasiveness of whiteness in 

society as the dominant narrative. This dominance is reflected in the cultivation of what has been 

described as common-sense norms (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997). These norms are manifested in 

the expectation of one’s ability to navigate certain social environments or adapt to white 

paradigms of thought, attitude, and ethics (Anderson, 2015; Feagin, 2015; Omi & Winant 2015).  

Mills (2000) argues that “white normativity manifests itself in a white refusal to recognize the 

long history of structural discrimination that has left whites with the differential resources that 

have today, and all its consequent advantages in negotiating opportunity structures” (p. 28). This 

normative dynamic is what preserves material benefits for white individuals (Bonilla-Silva, 

2006). Ansley (1989) argues that white normativity is witnessed in “political, economic, and 

cultural systems in which whites overwhelmingly control power and material resources…and 

conscious and unconscious ideas of white superiority and entitlement are widespread” (p. 592).  

Ignorance. Mills (2007) argues that white dominance produces a white ignorance, a knowing 

and non-knowing state of racial superiority. Mills (2007) argues that white ignorance perpetuates 

what he coins white amnesia, a deliberative forgetting of historical and current racial oppression.  

The result of white ignorance produces a current white perspective that racial difference and 

inequality are byproducts of individualistic values and motives, such as an unwillingness to work 

hard, and discounts any historical narratives or realities (Mills, 2007). This white ignorance has 

been developed through an intentional effort to minimize or erase the consequences of historical 

white oppression (Mills, 2007). Mills (2007) notes there has been a long-standing effort in 
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American history to edit the oppressive history of whiteness to a more favorable and acceptable 

palate for white America.  Mills (2007) notes this is witnessed through multiple mediums 

including the deemphasis on white violence towards original native American settlers during 

colonization, a whitewashing of the history of slavery, and the ongoing misrepresentation in 

textbooks about the struggles and realities of slavery and black oppression in America. White 

ignorance “enables a self-representation of whiteness in which differential white privilege, and 

the need to correct for it, does not exist” (Mills, 2007, p. 33).  

Mills (2007) concept of white ignorance resulting from white amnesia is seen throughout 

the literature. Ashe (2012) comments that “historically, white people have not had the need to 

examine their race because they are the dominant culture and considered the norm” (p. 2). 

Ignatiev and Garvey’s (1996) illustration of white dominance is further depicted as a private, 

social club, whose members-only attitude grants privileges to those who belong and then 

demands obedience in return from all others (whiteness being the criteria for belonging in this 

analogy). This isolationism and disconnect of the consequences of historical white oppression 

keep white people from an ability to see past and present racial injustice (Mills, 2007), 

perpetuating a system of white ignorance.  

Worldview. A review of the literature found that whiteness is a dominant worldview in 

American society. Gusa (2010) argues that the whiteness is not only an identity which assumes 

and is granted rights, privileges, and status not usually afforded to people of color, but further, 

whiteness has assumed the role of the predominate worldview in the United States.  Gusa 

references the work of Kambon (2004) to define worldview as the predominate infrastructure 

which determines and reflects cultural and societal norms of functioning. Worldview is an 

influential framework which shapes an understanding of how to interpret and consequently 
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function in society based off assigned and assumed roles, statuses, and characteristics of those 

around you (Gusa, 2010). Whiteness as worldview contends that whiteness, because of its 

historical location, serves as a mechanism for oppression and segregation. 

White dominance is witnessed in higher education. Bonilla-Silva (2006) comments that 

white dominance is a pervasive reality inside institutional environments.  These are seen in the 

disproportionate employment of white individuals into staff and faculty riles over people of 

color, an ongoing, unconfronted positive white racial identity by white staff and faculty, and a 

lack of mindfulness towards minority groups needs and programs when entering college 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2006).  

White Racial Identity Development 

The engagement with and deconstruction of whiteness is an important element relevant to 

the current study. Racial identity is the “quality or manner of one’s identification with the 

respective racial group” (Helms, 1990, p. 5). An awareness and understanding of one’s racial 

identity are achieved when one acknowledges the role their race plays in society and can 

actualize themselves as a person of race (Goren & Plaut, 2012). The capacity white individuals 

have and willingness they demonstrate to become active participants in their own racial identity 

and the impact that has on current climates and social norms is a valuable and critical endeavor 

to achieve racial equality in this country. The study of whiteness, according to Delgado and 

Stefancic (2012), is to racialize white people who have historically never been challenged to 

confront or interpret their whiteness or develop ownership of it.   

Creating conversation and dialogue about whiteness and white privilege is a challenging 

and often a cumbersome exercise for people who identify as white. The cause for these reactions 

in confronting white racial identity emerge from multiple sources. A review of the literature 
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identified fear and guilt as predominate theme for why this is a common position.  Kincheloe 

(1999) and Kendall (2006) argue that fear and guilt exist within this dialogue because whites 

either do not want to be seen as racists in the reflection of their white identity or are afraid of 

associations with racist attitudes. The fear of unintentionally sounding racist or engaging in 

unintentional racial bias keeps white people from a willingness to confront and deconstruct 

whiteness (Ortiz & Rhoads, 2000). A second theme that emerged related to white guilt and 

shame. Confronting whiteness by white individuals has the potential to trigger white guilt. Collin 

and Lund (2010) acknowledged this phenomenon noting the whiteness begins with a position of 

oppression and this position can cause a sense of guilt and shame once a certain level of 

awareness is achieved.  

White racial identity development models help inform both the methodology and 

research questions of this study. While racial identity has been a matter of scholarship and 

research for several decades, but an attention to white racial identity development is a fairly new 

phenomenon. Primarily beginning in the early 1980’s, white racial identity development models 

have begun to surface within the research more frequently. Understanding racial identity 

development is important to this study as it provides frameworks and theory to inform the 

research questions.  

Hardiman’s Model of White Racial Identity. Hardiman is one of the earliest researchers to 

address the need for a white racial identity model.  Utilizing autobiographical research from six 

participants, Hardiman found that social interactions between whites and non-white individuals 

influences the internal and interpersonal dynamics of white members (Helms, 1990). Hardiman 

conceptualized five stages to a white racial identity development.  Below these stages are 

outlined and explained.  
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1. Lack of Social Consciousness (naiveté): This stage is characterized as a position of 

unawareness and complete lack of understanding of societal roles, expectations, and 

norms.  This specifically applies to the notion of race and racial prejudices (Helms, 

1990).  This stage identifies self-interest as the primarily value and goal of the white 

individual. As racial conceptions are presented, transitions into curiosity and questioning 

of race and race become present (Ponterotto & Peterson, 1993).   

2. Acceptance: In transition from lack of self-consciousness to acceptance, an attitude of 

acknowledgement of white dominance and racial difference is realized. A perspective of 

equality between races is developed and emphasis on individual responsibility is valued. 

Social norms become more accepted, and awareness of social expectations become easy 

to navigate (Ponterotto & Peterson, 1993). 

3. Resistance: In the resistance stage, white individuals encounter reactions of anger, pain 

and confusion over the ongoing racial differences experienced. Frustration relating to a 

white identity that indirectly has contributed to racism in the country cause confusion.  In 

this stage, activism is embraced and separation for others who differ in viewpoint is 

experienced (Ponterotto & Peterson, 1993). 

4. Re-definition: The friction caused through the resistance stages pushes individuals into a 

stage of re-definition. In this stage, a search for meaning of whiteness and awareness of 

white culture and its dominance is initiated.  The valuation of others, specifically non-

white, is now normal. Memberships and identification with social groups change and 

become more inclusive and diverse. 

5. Internalization: In the final stage, new identity is achieved.  Internalization combines a 

new white identity with a new social identity (Ponterotto & Peterson, 1993).  Activism is 
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now a natural and unconscious position and the care for equality and rights for all is of 

highest value. A responsibility to create social change is accepted.  

Helm’s White Racial Identity Development Model. Helms (1994) is one of the founding 

researchers in how to think and analyze white racial identity. Helm’s model proposed six, linear 

stages (initially five but added a sixth in later versions of the model) to a white racial identity: 

contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo-independence, immersion-emersion, and autonomy. 

The first three stages are categorized as a process in which one moves away from racism, 

whereas the latter three stages are characterized as movement towards a positive white racial 

identity. The stages are outlined and explained below: 

1. Contact: This stage is primarily characterized as white individuals holding to a belief and 

pre-dispositional attitude that racism does not exist and that all people have equal 

opportunity and status (Helms, 1990).  These beliefs are associated with minimal or no 

contact with people of color or identity with a colorblind ideology. The moment 

interaction occurs between a white individual and an African American individual, the 

contact stage begins (Helms, 1990). Avoidance of any notion of white dominance over 

other groups a foundational component to this stage.  

2. Disintegration: Matters of ethics, morality, and values arise in this stage.  The white 

individual is confronted with the dilemmas relating to the affect racism has had on 

African Americans.  Conflicts between previously held convictions and social 

memberships are challenged.  A consciousness of whiteness, and its status and associate 

privileges become more salient. Helms (1990) notes three response strategies of whites 

found in this stage: avoidance with African Americans, persuasion of other white, 
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European peers addressing non-superiority of whites over others, and a seeking of 

assurance that the racism they are witnessing is not their (whites) fault.  

3. Reintegration: Reintegration can be most aptly defined as a stage of regression.  In this 

stage, instead of advancing into a positive white racial identity, the individual positions 

back into beliefs of white superiority. Racial differences are blamed on the minorities’ 

population as being the source of their own problems.  

4. Pseudo-Independence: Typically initiated by an event of significant influence, this stage 

ushers’ white individuals into a stage of intellectual awareness and understanding. 

Having been made uncomfortable by racist attitudes and racial difference, individuals 

seek to create a new white identity (Helms, 1990). In this stage of transition, the 

individual may feel and encounter conflicts from multiple sources.  Conflict between 

themselves and other white peers may arise out of concerns of abandonment of previous 

social memberships and identities.  Conflict between the individual and people of color 

arise out of distrust. Critical to this stage, and the progress into the remaining stages is the 

perseverance and desire to create a more positive white identity.  

5. Immersion-Emersion: Moving from an intellectual discovery to a personal discovery 

characterizes the transition from pseudo-independence to immersion-emersion. Rather 

than engaging in intellectual argument and attempts to change the external environments, 

the individuals now focuses on an internal, personal change. Questions of personal 

reflection of one racial identity and the effects of that identity are salient activities 

(Helms, 1990).  

6. Autonomy: The Autonomy stage cements personal beliefs and values that racial 

difference is not appropriate.  In this stage, opportunities to create and facilitate equality, 
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inclusion, and become an activist in addressing racial inequalities are actively sought 

after. Fear and uncomfortableness with racial dialogue and experience is no longer the 

predominate reaction. 

Rowe, Bennett, and Atkinson’s White Racial Consciousness Model. Rowe et al., critiqued 

previous models of white racial identity development. Primary concern to Rowe et al., was 

Helm’s conceptualization of racial identity development as a consideration of attitude-only rather 

than actual developmental statuses (Wolff, 2009). Challenging the concept that identity 

development transitions through stages, Rowe (1994) conceptualized a model that integrated 

statuses or types. Rowe’s white racial consciousness model (WRC) addresses awareness of 

whiteness and the relationship that awareness has on those who are non-white. The WRC 

identifies two separate statuses of white racial consciousness: Unachieved white racial 

consciousness and achieved racial attitudes. 

Unachieved white racial consciousness is comprised of three types of attitudes: avoidant 

type, dependent type, and dissonant type. The avoidant type is characterized as a complete 

avoidance, minimization, and denial of race issues, racial difference, and racism. The dependent 

type relies upon other, external opinion and perspective to validate personal belief on racial 

matters. Within this type, personalization and confrontation with race is ignored. The dissonant 

type is embracing an approach to race that is uncertain but open to learning. The dissonant type 

allows for openness and challenge to racial attitudes. 

Achieved racial attitudes is the second phase in the WRC model. This phase is comprised 

of four attitude types: dominative, conflictive, reactive, and integrative. The dominative type 

holds to a conviction of white dominance and supremacy. This type embraces an ideology of 

superiority of whiteness and viewpoint that perceives other races as inferior. The conflictive type 
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perceives discrimination and racial oppression as inherently wrong but remain passive in 

challenging such discrimination. The conflictive attitude will label racism as immoral yet will be 

found to critique practices and policies which seek to address and remedy the issue (Wolff, 

2009).  

The reactive attitude creates space for awareness and acknowledgement of white 

privilege and power. This new attitude stirs action against discrimination and oppression of non-

white people. The final attitude is integrative. An integrative attitude is a position of flexibility 

and non-defensiveness when responding to racial issues and complexities. The integrative 

attitude is one that has incorporated both intellectual and personal reflection and conviction to 

shape one’s worldview. Racism and racial difference are not minimized or denied in this attitude 

but acknowledged and actively addressed. 

The Chief Student Affairs Officer 

A chief student affairs officer (CSAO) is recognized as the highest leadership role in 

student affairs work (Smith & Hughley, 2006). However, a review of the literature revealed that 

studying the chief leadership position in student affairs is a relatively new inquiry (Smith & 

Hughey, 2006). The earliest institutions of higher education in the United States did not 

originally recognized student affairs as in an independent component of the co-curricular student 

experience (Dungy & Gordon, 2011). The original institutions of this country charged faculty 

and executive administrators with the task of managing students’ co-curricular endeavors 

(Dungy & Gordon, 2011). Eventually, roles of dean of men and women emerged and were 

tasked with mentoring, educating, and managing a student’s co-curricular schedule (Sandeen, 

1991). These early paradigms of student affairs have been categorized as a period of in loco 

parentis (Sandeen, 1991).  In loco parentis refers to a period in higher education where faculty 
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and administrators were fully responsible for student welfare and behavior while away from 

parents (Dungy & Gordon, 2011). It was not until the late 19th and early 20th centuries that 

student affairs emerged as a distinct component of a university’s organizational structure 

(McClellan, Stringer, & Barr, 2009). By the 1960’s, the position of chief student affairs officer 

was commonly accepted within higher education as the lead professional responsible for a 

student’s co-curricular experience (McClellan, Stringer, & Barr, 2009). 

Agent of Change 

As the field of student affairs matured and the role of the chief student affairs officer 

evolved in the field, competency expectations developed for individuals in the role (ACPA & 

NASPA, 2015). The ACPA and NASPA, key national professional organizations for student 

affairs professionals, developed and articulated core competencies for student affairs 

professionals. Inside these core competencies, the ACPA and NASPA organizations identified 

social justice and inclusion as key proficiencies of effective CSAO leadership (ACPA & 

NASPA, 2015). ACPA and NASPA defines social justice as “both a process and a goal that 

includes the knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed to create learning environments that 

foster equitable participation of all groups and seeks to address issues of oppression, privilege, 

and power” (ACPA & NASPA, 2015, p. 30).  Tasked with leading the vision and mission of the 

co-curricular experience for students, chief student affairs officers are critical change agents for 

students in college (Watt, 2007) and are in a unique position to promote values of inclusion and 

diversity (Baxter Magolda, 2003). However, while chief student affairs officers are positioned to 

promote and facilitate campus climates that address issues of social justice and inclusion, many 

white individuals’ distance themselves from such undertakings (Frankenberg, 1993; Kincheloe, 

1999).  
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A review of the literature identified a need for white, chief student affairs officers to 

engage in, examine, and confront their racial self as it provides opportunity to become more 

appreciative and aware of the struggles and challenges that confront non-white individuals daily 

(Tatum, 2008). Kincheloe and Steinberg (2000) comment that this work towards personal racial 

awareness is important because it facilitates appreciation of the moral, ethical, and social 

dynamics of non-white people. This appreciation has the potential to stir a more progressive 

approach to racial inequality issues. 

Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) 

In 1971, a consortium of Christian Colleges and Universities was formed called the 

Christian College Consortium and later changed their name to the Council for Christian Colleges 

and Universities (CCCU, 2017). The CCCU currently represents over 190 Christian institutions 

around the world and is the leading global organization for Christian higher education (CCCU, 

2017). Member of the CCCU must articulate a Christian mission, be in good standing with a 

regional accrediting body, engage in and support the broader body of members by paying annual 

dues, practice responsible and integrity driven financial, employment, and fundraising operations 

and practices, and affirm a set of four Christian distinctives identified by the CCCU (CCCU, 

2017). 

In the early parts of the 21st century, CCCU schools experienced significant growth, as 

families and students sought educational opportunities built around Christian values and 

doctrinal distinctives (Adrian, 2003). However, even amid the growth, CCCU schools were 

challenged in maintaining and sustaining financial viability. To address this, CCCU schools have 

applied multiple strategies and tactics to survive, including lessening their emphasis on 

statements of faith as a requirement for enrollment and loosening expectations on faculty to 
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identify with institutional mission or convictions on faith (Adrian, 2003). The struggle to survive 

still exists. CCCU schools continue to face declining enrollments where over 80% of CCCU 

members rely upon tuition to cover operational expenses, shifts in political landscapes and 

mandates which are creating new pressures to adapt to remain viable in the market, and small 

endowments (Adams, 2020).  

Racism and Campus Climate 

The racial campus climate is the overall racial environment of a university (Yosso, Smith, 

Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009). Yosso, et al., defines campus racial climate to include the potential it 

has on affecting student graduation and completion rates and its often-negative impact on 

students of color (2009). Campus racial climate is an important variable when considering 

minority student success. A campus racial climate that facilitates racial prejudice and other forms 

of discrimination have been shown to affect student retention, engagement, and persistence 

(Gusa, 2010; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Research has demonstrated that students of color 

perceive that campus climate is more hostile to them than their white peers (Gusa, 2010).  

White culture and white framing (Feagin, 2013) in colleges and universities can be 

perceived as a reason for why campus racial climate is often reported as negatively affecting 

students of color (Baxter-Magolda, 2003). This concept and reality of whiteness contributes 

significant influence on the racial and cultural climates at colleges and universities (Gusa, 2010). 

The need for continued education and active engagement in whiteness and confronting white 

privilege on the part of white privilege beneficiaries is a primary mechanism to reduce campus 

racism and improve campus racial climate (Brown, 2016). A review of the literature identified 

three themes (microaggression, space, and property) that shape and contribute to a negative 

campus racial climate and require attention and awareness of white student affairs professionals.  
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Microaggression 

Microaggression was first introduced and coined by Pierce (1974) and defined as “subtle, 

stunning, automatic, and nonverbal exchanges which are putdowns” (p. 516). The meaning of 

microaggression has evolved since in 1974 as Sue (2010) introduced a definition to include 

everyday nonverbal and verbal slights that target marginalized groups. Sue et al., (2007) have 

elaborated the definition of microaggression to mean “brief and commonplace daily verbal, 

behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that 

communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights or insults to the target person or 

group” (p. 273).   

The importance of having an awareness and understanding of microaggression was 

relevant to the study as it provides insight into how these messages and forms of communication 

can impact and influence campus climates. The ongoing, intentional, and unintentional, use of 

microaggressions facilitate and perpetuate feelings of racial difference, oppression, and 

marginalization by people of color.  Pierce (1988) commented that microaggression “controls 

space, time, energy, and mobility of the black person, while producing feelings of degradation, 

and erosion of self-confidence and self-image” (p. 31). A review of the literature found three 

primary components of microaggression: micro-assaults, micro-insults, and micro-invalidations. 

Micro-assaults include the use of derogatory words intended to marginalize minority populations 

(Denise, 2017). Micro-insults assume character based on race.  Micro-insults are behaviors and 

language meant to degrade another based on racial heritage (Denise, 2017). Micro-invalidations 

ignore and reject marginalized people’s feelings and experiences as insignificant (Sue, 2010).   

Addressing the use of microaggressions on campuses is important action to continue the 

deconstruction of hostile and unwelcoming environments for people of color. The subtleness of 
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microaggressions can often be overlooked as an important factor to campus climate (Sue et al., 

2007).  By not addressing microaggression behavior means a failure to address the “powerful 

cumulative impact microaggressions have across the total experience of those subjected to 

continuous subtle attacks” (Edwards, 2017).  

White Space 

 Space is a powerful medium through which whiteness is constituted (Sullivan, 2006). 

Sullivan (2006) writes “space, race, and place are constituted as transactional, such that space is 

raced and that bodies become raced through their lived spatiality" (Sullivan 2006, Chapter 6, 

Section 1, paragraph 4). Sullivan (2006) argues that space and the construction of spaces are not 

free form the impact of race and racism.  White space refers to the white dominance of space that 

“reinforce a normative sensibility in settings in which black people are typically absent, not 

expected, or marginalized when present” (Anderson, 2015, p. 10). White space is the result of 

systemic practices of oppression and segregation by white people against non-white populations. 

Important to the concept of white space is the assumed acceptance and sense of belonging in the 

common, wider access spaces in society, including neighborhoods, schools and universities, 

workplaces, and restaurants by white people (Anderson, 2015). Sullivan (2006) argues that the 

idea of space as a neutral entity often is complicit with white privilege. The assumptions that 

spaces are neutral and free of any forms of racism are not experienced by people of color as they 

are more likely to note proportion of blacks to whites in these spaces. Frequently in spaces 

people of color are forced to adjust their comfort levels and assimilate to the social and cultural 

norms of the spaces, while whites are more likely to not have to think or reflect upon the settings 

in similar fashion (Anderson, 2015; Sullivan, 2006).  
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Whiteness as Property 

The concept of whiteness as property was formulated by Harris (1993) as she evaluated 

the interrelationship between racial identity and property rights. Harris’ contention is that the 

evolution of whiteness facilitated a sense of entitlement amongst whites towards property 

ownership (Harris, 1993). The primary manifestation of white property ownership has come 

through law and policy (Harris, 1993).  In the post-slavery era of America, white property 

ownership occurred through societal benefits that marginalization and limited black America 

opportunity for success (Harris, 1993; Rothstein, 2016).  The property ownership assumed by 

whites through legal action perpetuated black oppression as whites maintained a status of power 

(Harris, 1993). The legal ramifications of white dominance in property ownership are still 

evident in the achievement and access gaps that exist between white and black students in higher 

education. 

Christianity and Whiteness  

The gospel of Christianity is built upon a belief in a God that deeply loves his people. 

This love compels followers Christ to love one another, treat each other as they wish to be 

treated, and to acknowledge there is no separation between those who are in Christ. However, the 

Christian narrative also explains the story of sin; a fallen nature of humanity which shapes the 

hearts and minds of all peoples to rebel against theses teachings of Jesus. This rebellion is made 

plain in the historical evidence of Christian engagement, participation, and the proliferation of 

racism and white racial superiority. This section of the literature review focuses on the historical 

roots of racism within Christianity and the space racism occupies within modern Christian higher 

educations. 
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Evangelicalism, Christianity, and Racism 

 Within the literature there exists a wide volume of research addressing and exploring the  

concept of evangelicalism (Dougherty, Johnson, & Polson, 2007; Emerson & Smith, 2000; Smith 

and Johnson, 2010). Evangelicalism is a frequent term used to organize and categorize those who 

identify with the Christian faith (Emerson & Smith, 2000). The challenge with the term 

evangelicalism is existence of a broad range of definitions and meanings that has socially been 

assign to the term (Emerson & Smith, 2000). Affiliation with evangelical could exist to 

differentiate specific denominational affiliations or be organized by a set of traditional beliefs or 

as simply the most common or comfortable term to self-identify a religious categorization.  

For the purposes of this study, evangelicalism is characterized by the four components as 

described in the “Beddington Quadilateral”: biblicism, crucicentrism, conversionism, and 

activism. Biblicism holds high regard for the Scriptures as essential and authoritative teachings 

inspired by God for God’s people. Crucicentrism focuses on the atoning work of Jesus Christ 

upon the cross as an act of sacrifice for those who would believe in Him.  Conversionism places 

an emphasis on the individual act of conversion to Christianity as necessary for salvation and the 

forgiveness’ of one’s sins. Activism is the belief in one who is converted committing to a life of 

sacrificed and service to others to demonstrate the love of Jesus for all people.  

The roots of American Christian racism are established in the colonial era. Zinn (1999) 

and Takaki (2011) highlight the origins of Christian racism as soon as Columbus discovered the 

new land. When Columbus landed in the new Americas, he encountered a land already occupied 

by indigenous communities who had dwelled there long before his arrival (Takaki, 2011). 

Earliest reports and documentation of Columbus’ first arrival to continued European contact with 

these non-white indigenous peoples were highlighted by the intentional efforts to convert them to 
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Christianity and maximize their capacities for personal financial gain (Takaki, 2011, Tisby, 

2019, Zinn, 1999). After his first encounter with these indigenous people groups, Columbus 

journaled “The ingenious habitants of the land should be good servants and intelligent, for I 

observed that they quickly took in what was said to them, and I believe that they would easily be 

made Christians” (Columbus, 1942). While over the next century, these indigenous people 

groups resisted and fought against assimilation, the colonization of white-Europeans over the 

land was too much to overcome (Tisby, 2019; Zinn, 1999). As European families migrated in 

mass form Britain to America, cities and towns were established, the demand for goods and 

materials increased, and the White Christian Europeans turned to slavery to meet their ends 

(Takaki, 2011; Tisby, 2019). For over 300 years, the trans-Atlantic slave trade was the primary 

vehicle used to expand white-European dominance in the new land. Tens of millions of Africans 

were exported from their homelands to America and used to cultivate what would become the 

world’s greatest economy (Takai, 2011; Tisby, 2019). Complicit in this effort were self-

identified Christians motivated by greed and power (Finke & Stark, 2005; Tisby, 2019).  

Not only are racist attitudes and beliefs found in historical America Christianity, but these 

beliefs are also embedded into our modern society as well. A study conducted by Emerson and 

Smith in 2000 found that nearly 90% of all American evangelicals today are white (Emerson & 

Smith, 2000). They also discovered that this white-evangelical majority hold beliefs that 

maintain a white dominance and normalization in society (Emerson & Smith, 2000). A primary 

cause for these beliefs is articulated in what Emerson and Smith coin as “religio-cultural” tools. 

There are three components of this idea: freewill individualism, anti-structuralism, and 

relationalism. Freewill individualism asserts individuals are independent of structural or social 

influences but rather are responsible and accountable for their own individual decision making 
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and consequences of such decisions. Emerson and Smith (2000) highlight the emphasis white-

American Christianity places on individual accountability for one’s actions and those actions are 

less-informed by and institutional or social influences than by one’s own fallen human nature.   

Anti-structuralism is a perspective that individual accountability in shaping social or 

systemic issues is independent of the Christian gospel. This framework allows for the dismissal 

of the role or responsibility systemic sin (or generational sin) may have on an individual. An 

anti-structuralism perspective permits the evangelical to disconnect from any social 

responsibility to deconstruct or engage in social or institutional factors that perpetuate sinful 

outcomes such as inequities or injustice (Nystrom & Nystrom, 2004). Relationalism focuses on 

belief that individuals are changed only by personal relationship, foremost being the individual 

relationship, one has with Jesus Christ. This emphasis on relationship positions all inequality, 

injustice, or sin in the world to be a result of a broken relationship between man and God. The 

perspective argues then that to “fix” brokenness, the relationship between the individual and God 

must be created. This type of attitude removes individual accountability and or mindfulness that 

broken relationship may also be a result of broken social structures or institutions. Relationalism 

does not allow for a perspective that external factors may influence individual decision making 

and the only fix to an individual broken state is being in relationship with God.  

These “religio-cultural” tools create an outcome that removes individual reflection, 

mindfulness or accountability when engaging in matters related to race. Emerson and Smith 

(2000) note most white evangelicals have been trained to compartmentalize matters of faith from 

social issues. This compartmentalization does not allow for the white evangelical to seriously 

consider how their faith may inform (or create positive change) matters of race, racism, and 

racial injustice (Emerson & Smith, 2000). Nyack and Nyack (2000) argue this separation 
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between faith and social issues often perpetuates white comfortability and a white agenda. 

Bacote notes the separation between faith and social issues is not a fully biblical which results in 

the white evangelical “unconsciously reflective of cultural influences” that encourage inequity 

and injustice, which are antithetical outcomes to the gospel (Bacote, 2002, p. 58). 

Diversity and Christian Higher Education 

Studies show that diversity across college campuses creates a more holistic campus 

climate and produces higher rates of student success. For the Christian university, the value 

around creating a diverse campus is not only linked to educational purposes but is also connected 

to a biblical mission. The Christian Scriptures emphasize the value of “all are one in Christ” and 

that there is “no separation” between those who believe. This type of inclusive biblical 

messaging when applied to an academic environment highlight the role diversity has in creating 

an inclusive and excellent learning experience. Woodley (2001) comments this type of inclusion 

produces a learning environment that invites a plethora of perspectives and cultures to see and 

understand God more fully. As part of the Christian ethos then is the expectation to create an 

inclusive environment that facilitates a welcoming space for all students. Sider (2005) points out 

one of the most important components to an inclusive community is emphasizing God’s 

command to promote dignity for all members of a community. Sider (2005) argues that to be 

evangelical means to be intrinsically linked to confronting and addressing social injustice and 

inequalities. Sider (1993) comments to be biblically faithful means to be repent of involvement 

in all unjust social structures. 

The apparatus of Christian higher education in the United States is broad. The consortium 

of institutions that identify as “Christian” are composed of various denominational affiliation and 

theological conviction. This study focused on institutional members of the Council for Christian 
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Colleges and Universities (CCCU). Of the 140 member schools of the CCCU, there exists 

variety in mission, statements of faith, and admission policies. This distinctives are important in 

that they influence and shape the campus climate and overall student experience. School that 

requires a statement of faith as a prerequisite to enroll compared to an open-enrollment 

institution may see a wider range of not only religious belief but social and political perspective 

as well (Benne, 2001). What is clear from the literature is that however a Christian institution 

may choose to organize themselves, Christian higher education continues to lag to secular 

institutions in overall racial diversity (Reyes & Case, 2011; Yancey, 2010).  

Summary 

 This section provided a review of the literature in exploring the concept of race, 

components of whiteness, and campus climate. A review of the literature found that race has 

been historically as both a biological fact and as a social construct, with contemporary 

movements shifting more commonly to a social constructionist position on the issue.  A social 

constructionist view of race argues that race is given definition and meaning by social factors 

and influences. It argues that racial injustice and inequalities are the byproducts of social 

dynamics that have promulgated a system of difference. 

 A review of the literature found that whiteness is comprised of several components. 

Whiteness studies use frequent language and terminology, notably oppression, marginalization, 

and minority.  The literature differentiates these concepts noting that oppression relates to 

unequal treatment, marginalization occurs when a person or group is seen as insignificant, and 

minority is a person or group that is perceived to a non-majority party without the same influence 

or control as the majority. These concepts are helpful to understand the literature on whiteness as 

they provide context, clarity, and depth to the scholarship. 
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 Whiteness is comprised of is several components.  First, the literature review provided an 

exploration of both the historical and social construction of whiteness in America (Andreasen, 

2000; Bonilla-Silva, 2006).  Then, the review offered information on the elements of whiteness 

which include the white racial frame, privilege, worldview, and dominance. Finally, a review of 

white racial identity models was explored to give an understanding of how white identity is 

constructed and how one develops a positive white racial identity. 

 Finally, the literature review explores campus climate dynamics and the role of the chief 

student affairs officer in higher education. Campus climate is comprised of three aspects: 

microaggression, space, and property.  Microaggressions are the subtle (Sue, 2010), racially 

motivated attacks that putdown or marginalize people of color.  Space in campus climate 

literature notes that the environment of a campus, its layout, construction, and accessibility all 

affect the student experience.  The importance of being mindful of how space is perceived by 

students, especially students of color, is a salient factor to student success (Anderson, 2015; 

Gusa, 2010). Harris comments on the pervasive history of white dominance of property right and 

the intentional effort to limit and prohibit property attainment by people of color (Harris, 1993).  

These dynamics have shaped and continue to shape how people of color view property rights, 

attain property rights, and achieve economic success (Harris, 1993). Finally, the chief student 

affairs officer is the lead agent in charge of shaping and controlling student experience.  The 

chief student affairs officer is an important agent of change and relevant to the purposes of this 

study (ACPA & NASPA, 2015). 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

 

A methodology in research are the procedures applied by the researcher to conduct the 

study (Creswell & Poth, 2016). A methodology is important in research because it states how the 

researcher plans to answer the stated research questions, it identifies the approach of inquiry, and 

it shows how the research will be undertaken through specific methods and instruments (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2018). This section outlines the research method, approach, and paradigm 

that was implemented for this study. This section also addresses the methods and instruments 

used to collect and analyze data, interpret the data, and make conclusions based on the data. 

Method 

A qualitative research method was utilized for this study. Qualitative research is best used 

to explore how individuals or groups make meaning of human or social problems (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016). A qualitative approach is applicable when research aims to understand individual 

perception of an issue or topic (Patton, 2015). Qualitative research studies natural environments 

and the elements within them to make sense of the meanings those elements create and bring to 

them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017, p. 3). This study was conducted in the natural environment of 

each participant’s institution to allow for CSAO’s to communicate their perceptions of whiteness 

from their environment. This studies emphasis on how a specific audience perceives their 

whiteness within their own institutional environment makes qualitative research the most 

effective and appropriate method for the study. 

Conceptual Framework 

 Whiteness was the primary concept of this study. The purpose of this study was to 

explore the perception white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have regarding 

the concept of whiteness, their own white racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on 
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campus climate. The concepts that informed the framework of this study included Feagin’s white 

racial frame (2013), Hardiman’s white racial identify development model (1982), and 

Anderson’s white space (2010).  Feagin’s (2013) white racial frame posits that whiteness, as the 

dominant ideology and norm in American social construction, actively marginalizes and 

oppresses non-white people groups (Feagin, 2013). Hardiman’s (1982) model of white racial 

identity development is comprised of five stages that diagnosis a white individual’s awareness of 

whiteness moving through five sequential stages from lack of social consciousness to acceptance 

to resistance to re-definition, and finally to internalization. Anderson’s concept of white space 

argues that there is assumed white orientation of space in American culture which establishes a 

predisposition of white acceptance, norms, and benefits which often force black assimilation and 

creates unwelcoming environments for people of color (Anderson, 2015). 

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study were: 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate? 

Inquiry 

A qualitative research method allows for multiple approaches of inquiry.  For the 

purposes of this study, a narrative inquiry was used to acquire data from the participants. 

Narrative research is concerned with the lived experiences and told stories of participants 
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(Creswell & Poth, 2016). The purpose of this study was to explore individual awareness of white 

racial identity which distinguishes narrative inquiry as most appropriate approach in exploring 

the stated research questions.  The narrative approach was also most appropriate for this research 

because it not only allowed for the consideration of lived experience as told by the individual, 

but it incorporated the “exploration of the social, cultural, familial, linguistic, and institutional 

narratives within which individuals’ experiences were, and are, constituted, shaped, expressed 

and enacted” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004, 18).  

A review of the literature identified the concept of race as a social construct, informed 

and defined by the experiences, perceptions, and influences of a specific context (Omi & Winant. 

2015). A narrative approach allowed for the data to be analyzed through the lenses of social, 

cultural, and institutional frameworks, as well as the lived experience of the participant (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016). Narrative research relies upon the lived experiences of the individual (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016). These lived experiences may also provide insight into the identities and personal 

opinions of the individual (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Important to the narrative research approach, 

and what made it most appropriate for this study, was that narrative research is tied to a specific 

place, time, or context (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Creswell and Poth note that “temporality is 

important for the researcher’s telling of the story within a place” (p. 68). This research was 

analyzing the real-time perceptions of whiteness within a specific institution at which the 

individual was employed.  

Paradigm 

A social constructivism paradigm was utilized for this study. Social constructivism is a 

paradigm in which individuals seek understanding of the environments in which they operate 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). A social constructivist paradigm acknowledges that the lived 
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experiences of individuals create personal, subjective meaning which are layered, complex, and 

various (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  These meanings inform the realities of the individual and they 

require the researcher to rely upon these lived experiences to inform the study (Creswell & Poth, 

2016). The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of white, chief student affairs 

officers at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. A social 

constructivism paradigm was most appropriate for this study because it allowed for a more open-

ended and process driven inquiry. It required the researcher to be mindful of the specific 

historical and cultural contexts of the participants as it is these components of a life lived which 

have influenced and informed personal meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2016). In a social 

constructivist paradigm, the researcher aims to make “sense of or interpret the meanings others 

have about the world” (Creswell & Poth, 2016, p. 23). The purpose of this study was to explore 

the perceptions of whiteness held by white, Chief Student Affairs officers at institutions in the 

Council of Christian Colleges and Universities.  A social constructivist paradigm was 

appropriate for this study because it acknowledged that individually held perceptions have been 

created through the subjective meanings the participants have made based on their lived 

experience. 

Instrument 

In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary data collection instrument (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, Saldana, 2016). Narrative research allows for the researcher to employ various 

tools for data collection (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The researcher used a semi-structured 

interview protocol (Creswell & Poth, 2016) to conduct one on one interviews with the 

participants. The semi-structured interview was used to collect data from participant responses to 
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questions relating to perceptions of whiteness and white racial identity. The research questions 

and the corresponding interview questions that guided the semi-structured interviews were: 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

IQ1: What is your understanding of whiteness as a systemic concept? 

IQ2: How do you define whiteness? 

IQ3: Do you have any experience witnessing whiteness while working in higher 

education? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

IQ4: When you think about your upbringing, was whiteness part of the identity of your 

family or collective in which you were raised? Please explain. 

IQ5: Is there a time or experience in which being ‘white’ became a salient identity for 

you? Meaning, is there a moment when you were ‘aware’ you were white? If so, can you 

share about that? 

IQ6: When you think about whiteness as a construct and its role and influence on society, 

what comes to mind for you? 

IQ7: How has the concept of whiteness evolved or changed for you over time? 

IQ8: When you think about your position as a white individual in our society, how would 

you describe your role in affecting positive change to racial injustice? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging influence Whiteness has on campus climate? 
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IQ9: How do you perceive race to affect how campus spaces are allocated, used, and 

designed? 

IQ10: Regarding campus space utilization, what are important factors you consider when 

thinking about student acclimation and engagement? 

IQ11: Regarding campus space development, what are important factors that contribute 

to ensuring all students feel welcomed in that space? 

IQ12: Do you perceive any current challenges with how campus spaces are currently 

designed or staged to be welcoming to all students on your campus? 

Sampling Strategy 

Patton (2015) notes that narrative approaches to research can have various sample sizes 

and sampling strategies. This study used a purposeful sampling strategy. Purposeful sampling 

means that the researcher was selective in both participants and sites for the study (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016). A purposeful sampling strategy was appropriate for this study because the primary 

research question is aimed at a specific type of student affairs professionals employed at specific 

institutions. This approach was best suited to accumulate in-depth data to understand the research 

problem.  

The researcher sought to recruit 8 to 12 white, chief student affairs officers at institutions 

within the CCCU. The criteria used to select the participants was both homogenous and 

heterogeneous. The homogenous criteria included participants that identify as the same in race, 

profession, position level, and institutional affiliation. The heterogeneous criteria included 

institutional size, geographical location of institution, gender of participant, age of participant, 

and years of experience as a CSAO.  
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Participant Group 

The primary focus for participant group for this study was white, chief student affairs 

officers at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. A review of the 

literature identified that studies primarily centered on whiteness in the student affairs profession 

more often explored students and faculty rather than administrators.  While some studies had 

been conducted that focused on whiteness and the student affairs professional (Adams, 2017; 

Ashe, 2012; Porter, 2011; Schmitz, 2009), limited research was available that specifically 

addressed the chief student affairs officer in Christian higher education. Research that explores 

the relationship between whiteness and the CSAO is an important contribution to the literature 

due to the role a CSAO has in shaping and influencing campus climate (Sandeen, 1991).  

A CSAO is the most senior-level official on a campus responsible for the implementation 

and execution of the student affairs division (Sandeen, 1991). Student affairs encompasses a 

wide range of roles, responsibilities, and accountability in supporting an institutions mission and 

student success (Dungy & Ellis, 2011).  The CSAO is often a member of the President’s cabinet 

and represents the student affairs division for the institution (Sandeen, 1991). CSAO’s typically 

have ultimate authority and accountability for the policies, practices, goals, and culture of the 

student affairs division (Sandeen, 1991). All the CSAO’s in this study work at institutions 

affiliated with the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU). 

Data Collection 

Interview Protocol Model   

Data was collected using individual, semi-structured, personal, one on one interviews 

with 10 white, chief student affairs officers. Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) note that interviews 

are important to qualitative research because knowledge is constructed through the interaction 
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between the participant and the researcher. This study utilized Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) 

seven stage interview inquiry protocol.  The seven stages followed a logical sequence from 

theming the inquiry, designing the study, interviewing, transcribing interviews, analyzing the 

data, verifying the validity, ensuring reliability, generalizing the findings, and reporting the study 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016).   

For travel considerations, advance scheduling was made by phone or email with each 

participant. Two interviews were conducted with each participant: the first in person and the 

second by phone. Two interviews were conducted to allow time for the participant to reflect, 

consider, and evaluate the nature of the research questions and the responses between the first 

and second interviews.  All interviews were recorded digitally by an audio recorder, transcribed 

by a third-party agency, and then analyzed and interpreted by the researcher. Notes were taken 

during each interview by the researcher to capture non-verbal communication, tone, mood, and 

general observations relating to space and environment. 

Interview 1 - Initial Interview 

The first interview was conducted at the participant’s respective campus and lasted 

between 60 and 90 minutes to allow for in-depth data collection. The researcher utilized open-

ended, semi-structured questions to understand the participants perspective and limit researcher 

assumptions or pre-conclusions. The initial interview questions explored the backgrounds and 

upbringings of the participants and were constructed in a manner that allowed the participant to 

process and think through how their race affects daily work. The questions were designed and 

presented to allow the participant to explore and process their awareness of their racial identity 

and how whiteness affected campus climate. 
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Journal 

Reflective journaling is an important element of narrative inquiry.  Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) note collecting multiple sources of information in a qualitative study helps 

clarify meaning in the data sets.  Reflective journaling provides an additional outlet for both the 

interviewee and the interviewer to note relevant thoughts, memories, and information relevant to 

the study (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

An individual journal was provided to each participant at the conclusion of the first 

interview. The purpose of the journal was to provide the participant an outlet to archive any 

thoughts, responses, or emotions post-interview. The journals were collected by the researcher 

and utilized as an individual data artifact and coded as part of the data analysis. The participant 

was made aware of a second follow up interview to allow opportunity to provide further 

response to the initial interviews questions or provide new information or reflection on the 

subject matter. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted that journals for research participants 

provide a useful platform through which participants may record their stories and notes of 

importance for the purpose of reflection. 

The researcher also utilized a reflective journal throughout the study.  The process of 

reflective journaling is an important component to the dependability of a study (Creswell & Poth, 

2016; Lincoln & Guba, 2015; Saldaña, 2016).  The researcher documented specific thoughts, 

information, and analysis that occurred throughout each stage of data collection.  

Interview 2 - Follow Up and Reflections 

A second interview was conducted with each participant by phone. The purpose of this 

second interview was to allow the participant time between the first interview and the second to 

process through the subject and give opportunity to provide updated thought or information to 
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the researcher. The personal reflection and analysis of whiteness by white individuals can 

sometimes be an uncomfortable endeavor (Collin & Lund, 2010; Kendall, 2006: Nieto & Bode, 

2007) and therefore providing space and time to process and reflect was an important step in the 

data collection process. The second interview was guided by semi-structured, open-ended 

questions and last between 15-30 minutes.  

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is the process through which meaning is made from collected data 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). In the data analysis process, data is analyzed, interpreted, and 

summarized to create conclusions and recommendations (Patton, 2015). Data analysis is a 

complex process which involves organizing data, conducting preliminary analysis, coding, and 

organizing themes, representation, and finally interpretation (Patton, 2015). Data analysis has 

three stages: preparation, analysis, and presentation (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Data was prepared 

through transcription of each interview by a third party. The researcher then checked the 

transcription against the original recordings to ensure accuracy of transcription. Transcriptions 

were then provided to the participant for review and verification of accuracy. Throughout the 

interview process, the researcher employed the use of constant comparison analysis. Constant 

comparison analysis is the process by which the research takes the data being collected and 

compares it to the emerging themes and categories form the data (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

Coding 

Data from the interview transcripts was organized using coding. A code is often a word 

or phrase that “symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2016). Coding is the process 

through which data is organized and classified into categories (Patton, 2015). To code data in 
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qualitative research means the researcher is generating a translation of the data into a broad 

symbol or category (Saldaña, 2016). The process of coding data means the researcher is dividing, 

grouping, reorganizing, and linking data together to “consolidate meaning and develop 

understanding of the data” (Grbich, 2013). The researcher applies “classification reasoning plus 

tacit and intuitive senses to determine which data look and feel alike” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 

347).   

Open Coding. The researcher first used open coding to organize the data into broad 

categories (Merriam, 2009). Open coding codes data into the dominant categories of information 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). The open coding process was important to data analysis because it 

assisted the researcher in generating broad categories within the data set (Cohen, Mannion, & 

Morrison, 2018).  The broad categories helped the researcher evaluate and analyze the data into 

specific groupings based on criteria such as common words, themes, or concepts within the data 

(Cohen, Mannion, & Morrison, 2018). 

Axial Coding. After the open coding process, the researcher used axial coding. In axial 

coding, the researcher took the categories of open coding, identified one as a central 

phenomenon, and then returned to the data to identify causes, strategies or actions employed, 

context and conditions, and consequences” (Creswell & Poth, 2016, p. 315). The axial coding 

process connected the categories to the central focus of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Axial 

coding’s primary purpose was to assist the researcher in identifying which codes from the open 

coding process are most dominant and which are less dominant (Boeije, 2010).  This process 

filters the codes into the best representation of the data (Boeije, 2010). Saldaña (2016) notes 

axial coding was appropriate for this study because it utilizes data derived from interview 

transcripts, observations, and journaling.  
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Saturation. Data saturation is a key concept of qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2016). It 

is used to determine when the researcher has attained enough information from participant 

responses to decide that no further data gathered would add substantial variations to the data 

already collected. The principle of qualitative research is used to help the researcher recognize 

when no further data collection or analysis is necessary because of the redundancy of the primary 

themes already established from the data set. This concept is essentially determining the answer 

to the question: how many interviews are enough? In this study, data saturation was reached by 

6th interview where reflections on white privilege, racism, and white racial identity became 

expected participant responses.  

Restory-ing. Restory-ing, according to Ollerenshaw and Creswell (2002), is the process 

by which the researcher analyzes and reorganizes the data to create frameworks of meaning 

based off the data. Restory-ing in narrative research involves the researcher in the data analysis 

as an active participant whom makes meaning of the data, or re-stories the data into specific 

frameworks and themes (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The objective of restory-ing is to organize the 

data into a chronological sequence which can the produce a narrative that resembles common 

narrative literature (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This resemblance includes the variables of time and 

place, as well as elements of plot, character, and conflict. Mindfulness of these aspects in 

narrative research provides a comprehensive story that highlights themes to provide a more 

detailed perspective of the meaning of the story (Huber & Whelan, 1999).  

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness in data interpretation is a critical component to the soundness of any 

research endeavor (Patton, 2015). Multiple strategies were used to ensure accuracy throughout 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 61 

the findings (Patton, 2015). These strategies included credibility, transferability, confirmability, 

and dependability.  

Credibility is concerned with producing research findings which can be trusted as reliable 

(Patton, 2015). To ensure credibility throughout the study, the researcher utilized the strategies of 

triangulation of the data and member checking. Triangulation is the process through which 

themes are justified through multiple sources of data (Patton, 2015). The researcher triangulated 

the data from interview transcripts, observations, and journaling. The process of coding can be 

an arduous endeavor due to the “meticulous attention required to language and images, and deep 

reflection on the emergent patterns and meanings of human experience” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 19). 

The researcher engaged in recoding of the data using the previous applied methods to assist in 

developing more thorough and precise codes, categories, and themes from the data (Saldaña, 

2016).  Member checking involved the researcher engaging with the participant through asking 

questions relating to accurate interpretation of participant input (Creswell & Poth, 2016). 

Member checking also occurred through making transcriptions available to each participant for 

review and feedback. 

Transferability is ensuring effort is made on the part of the researcher that the findings of 

the study are produced in a manner in which they can be generalized to other studies and 

contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2016). The researcher used purposive sampling to gather data. 

Purposive sampling aided in the ensuring transferability because it identified specific sources and 

contexts in which the data was derived. 

Confirmability is the degree to which the data and findings of the study can be trusted 

and corroborated (Patton, 2015). To ensure this study was credible, the researcher employed an 

audit trail throughout the research process. This audit trail was an ongoing notation by the 
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researcher of all the artifacts and elements utilized and accessed throughout the study 

(Golafshani, 2003). These artifacts and elements included the documents and records utilized in 

the study, all the raw data collected, the coding of the data and corresponding notes, journal 

notes made by the participant and the researcher, and any information relevant to the 

development of the instrument used to collect the data (Cohen, Mannion, & Morrison, 2018). 

This audit trail was maintained by the researcher in an Excel document.  

Dependability is the degree to which the study’s findings are reliable. To assist in the 

dependability of the study, the researcher triangulated data sources, utilized an audit trail 

throughout the research process, and engaged in code and recode activity.  Coding and recoding 

of data required the researcher to engage in the coding process more than one time (Saldaña, 

2016).  After the initial coding of the data, the researcher waited two weeks and then 

reapproached the data and recoded to ensure accuracy in the coding. All interviews that were 

conducted were also recorded and transcribed. Each transcription was reviewed twice to validate 

the transcription and its accuracy. Each transcription was made available to the related 

participant to give opportunity for review and validate the transcription or provide any 

clarification or correction. The researcher also utilized reflexivity throughout the research 

process to ensure dependability. Reflexivity is the ongoing documentation of perceptions, 

reactions, emotions, and experiences of the researcher through the research process (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016). Reflexivity allowed for the researcher to be constantly mindful and engaged with 

potential bias (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

Positionality of the Researcher 

Positionality in research describes an individual’s world view and the position they adopt 

about a research task and its social and political context (Holmes, 2020). Describing the 
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positionality that a researcher assumes throughout a study addresses ontological, 

epistemological, and assumptions of human nature (Holmes, 2020). These components of 

positionality influence what a researcher chooses to investigate, how they conduct their study, 

the outcomes of the study, and the results (Bourke, 2014). Examples of attributes that influence a 

researcher’s positionality include fixed variables like gender, age, race, nationality and more 

fluid variables like political views and personal-life history (Grix, 2019; Bourke, 2014). 

 Race, faith, political perspective, and professional experience were salient attributes that 

informed my positionality in this research. As a white educator, I began this study with a 

perception that I have not engaged with my own white racial identity enough to understand 

whiteness, my role as a white educator, or how to develop a more positive white racial identity. I 

was interested in this study because I perceived it would educate me personally and challenge me 

professionally. I also grew up within the Christian faith and still identify that way. For a long 

period of time my Christianity was also linked to a conservative political ideology. It was in only 

in the last 7 years my perspective on politics has changed and I would now identify as a 

progressive-moderate. This political shift was salient to my positionality as a researcher in that it 

informed how I may assume or perceive political ideologies on the part of my participants or 

informed how I interpret their responses based on an assumed normalized Christian-conservative 

politics.  

 My positionality may have also influenced the development of the study, the analysis of 

the data, and conclusions made from the data. I choose a qualitative study utilizing narrative 

analysis because I wanted to engage in conversation with participants around this topic and be 

able to ask clarifying questions and observe body language and tone and not rely upon 

quantitative data to make conclusions. I was also mindful that my positionality may cause me to 
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search for specific responses that I assume white Christians would hold regarding racism and 

whiteness. Because my positionality had an expectation that white individuals may be ignorant 

or dismissive of systemic racism or perceive white racial identity development as non-

consequential to the student experience, my analysis and conclusions could have been informed 

by highlighting certain responses to illustrate that expectation.  

Limitations 

Narrative research is a subjective exercise (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). Narrative research 

depends upon the stories of lived experiences from participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This 

dependency implies that the data being collected originates form the viewpoint or perspective of 

the individual and cannot then be verified to be grounded in scientific or factual origins. The 

researcher must analyze the data from a position of awareness that the data being analyzed is 

subjective in nature and must try to interpret the data in the most objective manner possible 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). An objective analysis includes effort to be unbiased and work form a 

place of no assumptions about the individual participant or the data that was collected (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016).  

Narrative research also requires a need to have a clear understating of the participants 

context through which they are presenting data (Creswell, 2016). Life is multilayered according 

to Edel (1984) and the researcher in a narrative analysis must be aware of those varying variables 

and contexts that comprise a life lived. An active relationship between the researcher and the 

participant was important to help facilitate an honest exchange of interpretations and perceived 

meanings of the data being collected (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017). The relational aspect between 

the researcher and the participant was also important because it provided opportunity for the 

researcher to engage in reflective exercises about their own identity, biases, and lived 
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experiences which may have affected how they interpret the accounts of their participants 

(Creswell & Poth, 2016). Because of the reliance upon relational aspects in narrative research, 

concern relating to power dynamics was present between the researcher and the participant 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). Questions of ownership of the data, the telling of the story, and 

ensuring or validating accurate interpretations and representation of the data all became salient 

concerns while the research was reliant upon relational aspects between the researcher and the 

participant (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004).  

Narrative research required an active relationship, or partnership, between the researcher 

and the participant. This active collaboration was needed to allow for rapport that permits a 

discussion and exploration between the two parties relating to the participants background and 

personal story. Narrative research requires a “keen eye” on the part of the researcher (Creswell & 

Poth, 2016, p. 73). This keen eye was needed to pinpoint and identify key material provided in 

the data that was most appropriate to answer the research questions. A great deal of 

responsibility was assigned to the researcher throughout the data analysis component of the 

research to accurately retell the stories of the participant’s experiences. This reliance upon the 

researcher’s ability to make accurate connections between the data and the research questions 

also means the dynamics of power relations was a consistent variable throughout the study. 

Power in narrative research is an important component, and a lack of awareness of this dynamic 

could have led to a mis-telling of the participant story (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

Another limitation of narrative research, as also identified by Ashe (2012), is participant 

willingness.  Because this study focused on a topic that can be sensitive and uncomfortable for 

white individuals, the possibility that this study only recruited white chief student affairs officers 

that had already confronted their own white racial identity, or had embraced a positive racial 
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identity, could have skewed the results. Finally, because there will be only one researcher to 

collect, analyze and interpret the data, there was limited and narrowed interpretations of the data 

because it is being processed through a singular lens and point of view.  
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Chapter Four 

Results 

The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 

racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. Three research questions 

guided this study: 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate?  

A total of 10 white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions participated in the 

study. Each of the 10 participants engaged in two separate, individual interviews that used semi-

structured questions to guide the participant through the study. Of the 10 participants, 9 

participants completed both interviews, while 1 participant was able to complete the first 

interview but was unavailable to complete the second interview. The participants responses to 

the interview questions were organized and analyzed to identify the themes and commonalities 

that emerged from their personal narratives. This chapter is organized into three sections.  

The first section of this chapter explores participant responses to whiteness and the range 

of emotions and reactions participants had when responding to questions related to whiteness. 

Participant responses included their own levels of comfortability talking about whiteness, blurred 

lines and definitions around whiteness, and emotions when reflecting or discussing whiteness. 

The second section focuses on participants struggles with whiteness in their own personal and 
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professional experiences. This includes how participants struggle with white fragility, 

institutionalization of whiteness on campuses, students, and whiteness, and how whiteness and 

the role of CSAO interface. The third section highlights responses recognizing white privilege 

including racial obliviousness, acknowledgments of privilege, and both confrontations with and 

realizations of white privilege. These responses encompass both internal and external 

observations where they noticed elements of privilege, guilt, and colorblindness within 

themselves, as well as in the environments they operate in.  

Responding to Whiteness 

A review of the literature highlights the challenges and difficulties that arise in 

conversations revolving around whiteness, especially for white individuals engaging in 

discussion that requires them to confront whiteness (McIntosh, 2012; Tatum, 2008). Engaging in 

discussion around whiteness can produce a variety of reactions and emotional responses. This 

theme was present in two ways during both interviews.  

The first way this theme emerged was through participants level of comfortability with 

being interviewed about whiteness. The second way this theme emerged was through the various 

ways in which participants exhibited emotion in their responses to questions about whiteness, 

their own white racial identity, and how whiteness impacts campus climate. Each of the three 

research questions that guided this study were answered in-part based off these emotional 

contributions that were expressed and shared during the interview process. 

Comfortability 

The level of comfort in discussing whiteness varied across the participant pool. Each 

participant exhibited levels of comfort and discomfort in different ways. For the most part, each 

of the participants were relaxed, calm, and even seemed eager to engage in the topic. Johnson, 
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Lewis, Jones, Wilson, Martin, Young, and Miller demonstrated the most relaxed demeanors. 

Their body language, posture, facial disposition, and the way in which they articulated their 

responses all indicated a sense of calm and comfortability in engaging with the topic. For a few 

other participants, while they were open and willing to engage in the discussion, they also 

manifested more discomfort through their posture and body language and would even process 

their responses out loud, often second guessing themselves or looking to the researcher for some 

sort of affirmation that their answer was appropriate. Only one participant was very hesitant 

about engaging in the topic shared feelings of overall discomfort with the conversation. At 

several points throughout the interview process, they expressed curiosity about my motives for 

engaging in this research.  

Lastly, one common variable across all the participants relating to their comfortability 

was that each had moments of uncertainty in their responses, indicated by the length of their 

pausing in responses, or would become very careful in choosing certain words for specific 

responses.  Everyone was also honest if they didn’t have a good answer or had not thought 

through the question enough to be able to provide an answer at the time of the question.  

Blurred Lines: Unawareness and Incoherence of Definition 

After analyzing the data, it was noticeable that for most of the participants, there was 

difficulty in defining whiteness. As the researcher, I was mindful that the responses to the 

question of defining whiteness could be challenging, due to its specificity and being asked in a 

context that was time sensitive, however, holistically as a participant group, the lack of clarity 

was noticeable. 

Johnson, when asked to provide a definition of whiteness, had difficulty. He commented 

“I don’t know is the right answer…I don’t have the…give me time to think. Yeah, I don’t 
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know”. Baker had trouble pinning down a definition as well, at first saying he didn’t have a 

definition, but quickly followed back up with “I think it has connotations to it, probably fair, 

unfair, I think of it as agendas associated with…but that’s probably, yeah”.  

Some participants chose to define whiteness by its relationship to something “other”. For 

Lewis that other was being in the majority, commenting “well, I don't know that I have a really 

great definition for whiteness. When I think of whiteness, I say, well, I'm white so I can identify 

with whiteness. I know whiteness is the majority and oftentimes when you're in the majority, you 

don't have to define it because it just is whatever”. Green linked whiteness to culture, stating, “I 

would think it’s more to do with culture. Every ethnicity has different things they bring to their 

culture”. Adams commented that whiteness can only be understood inside of a specific context, 

referring to specific contexts such as predominantly white institutions and the ideas of power or 

privilege, 

I mean, I can probably think about it and give you something. But I think for me, it starts 

with independence. Because if I were talking about whiteness in relation to 

what…because I think if I’m talking about whiteness in relations to for instance like a 

college campus, I think the idea of predominantly white institutions or dominantly white 

institutions. So, in that context, I think of whiteness as the way to think about the 

dominant culture in a way that either includes or excludes or how it provides access to 

others. If I think about whiteness in relation to something like the idea of privilege or the 

idea of that conversation, I think it takes on a different meaning a little bit when its more 

generic. I mean, I think that it can lead towards ideas of power. It can lead towards ideas 

of what is default…so I think it goes some different directions if we want to talk about it. 
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Other participants chose to define the concept through their lived experiences. Both Jones 

and Wilson shared a unique moment of when whiteness became more concrete. Jones recalled 

the first time she filled out a college application, 

I remember coming to college and filling out forms and not even understanding how to 

answer the question, what is your ethnicity? I didn’t even know what to do. And from 

that, understanding that white, or Caucasian, was an answer. Yeah…it was just a 

perplexing question. 

Wilson, who spent most of his childhood overseas, shared his experience while being a 

minority in another country that influenced how he understood what whiteness is 

I was probably six, maybe seven or eight. My parents and I, and my sister were going to a 

very remote place. When we got there, we hoped out of our van and I was so excited 

about going to play with kids because we’d been in this van the whole time, so I start 

running over to where all the kids are, and they run away from me screaming. What had 

happened was that parents in that area had said, “if you don’t behave, the white ghosts are 

going to come get you”. When they saw my sister and I jump out of the car and start 

running towards them, they thought we were the bad white ghosts and were terrified. 

That was really a place when I started to realize, wait a minute, skin color is 

communicating things to other people”. 

 Defining and articulating definitions and components of whiteness was difficult for most 

participants. There was incoherence and a lack of unawareness across the participants responses 

that blurred whiteness with concepts of gender, geography, and culture. These overlaps revealed 

that the majority participants were mindful of whiteness but lacked awareness and specificity in 

trying to define it. 
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Emotions 

Answers to all three of the research questions were informed by the emotional responses 

of the participants. The participant responses revealed how much emotion is linked to how these 

CSAO’s generally perceive whiteness as a concept, how they understand their own white racial 

identity, and how they perceive whiteness to impact campus climate. Participants exhibited a 

variety of emotions throughout the interviews. Each of the emotions that were exhibited were 

specific to the lived experience of the individual participant. Questions that would cause an 

emotional reaction for some would not for others. During both interviews, participant emotions 

encompassed tears, frustration, sadness, surprise, guilt, and hope. Many of the participants 

expressed how much they still struggle with their own unconscious racist tendencies and are 

mindful that they have a duty to be actively engaged in recognizing and confronting systemic 

whiteness when they notice it. 

Green shared having a very negative perspective of the concept of whiteness. He shared 

feelings of anger and frustration towards the notion that something like “whiteness” exists 

because it made him feel like he was being singled-out as a racist when he believes he treats 

everyone with respect and love, noting how he feels he is often the victim of reverse-racism. 

Young, Martin, and Johnson all reflected on the heaviness of the subject and the feeling of guilt 

they have had to work through because they didn’t start thinking about their own white identity 

until much later in life. Johnson, he feels like he should have been thinking about this much 

earlier in life but admittedly it wasn’t something he paid attention to “until at least my early 

20’s”.  

Baker moved in and out of feelings of guilt, confusion, and sadness throughout his 

responses. Miller got emotional thinking about his upbringing, specifically moments with his 
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father that he now realizes were embed with racist intent. Johnson got teary-eyed recalling a 

moment from college when his black friends were targeted at a restaurant and even further how 

surprised he was that it was his own friends that were subjects of racist acts. 

Several of the participants also shared about they hope they feel. They identified a sense 

of progress being made on their campuses and were motivated by the idea of headway being 

made toward inclusivity. Lewis commented on how much pride she takes in really being mindful 

in creating spaces that all her students feel welcomed, 

In my office, I tried to make sure that I had non-white representation in my office. So, I 

have African artwork and I have Asian artwork and I have a map. And I had a student 

walk in who noticed it and she goes, “You don’t have anything Latino.” I looked around 

and I was like, “You’re right.” I said, “That’s because all my Latino stuff is at home.” It’s 

like, “I have stuff from Latin America at home.” She’s like, “I’m going to bring you 

something.” Great.  

A review of the literature revealed that conversations around whiteness are often 

challenging for white individuals (Tatum, 2008). This is true in this this study. Participants 

varied in their levels of comfort and discomfort based specific questions. Life experience 

informed the degree of comfort they had as well as the emotional responses they exhibited 

throughout the interviews. This section focused on participant responses to of white privilege. 

Participants were able to recognize themselves as beneficiaries of white privilege as well as 

describe specific moments in their life where they attribute white privilege to their own progress 

of success. Attitudes of colorblindness, moments of white confrontation, and experiencing being 

White outside the United States all inform and shaped how participants understood the concept 

of whiteness and how they viewed their own white racial identity. 
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Struggles with Whiteness  

This section focuses on how participants noticed whiteness in their own personal lived 

experiences. Participant responses helped inform the answers to all three of the research 

questions. Participants shared reflections which included how they define whiteness, how they 

perceive whiteness as a social construct, and how they perceive institutionalized whiteness on 

their respective campuses.  

Struggling with Fragility 

The literature on whiteness explains that one of the common occurrences white 

individuals encounter when engaging in a conversation about whiteness or having to confront 

their own whiteness, is a posture of fragility. White fragility is the process white individuals 

move through when they perceive they are being connected to a level of responsibility for 

enabling or maintaining systemic racism (DiAngelo, 2018). The process through which a white 

member of society will navigate through “includes emotions of anger, fear and guilt and 

behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and withdrawal from the stress-inducing situation” all 

with the intent to reinstate “white equilibrium…and white dominance within the racial 

hierarchy” (DiAngelo, 2018). Throughout the interviews, participants acknowledged they had at 

some point in their life adopted a posture of fragility themselves, while others were unaware of 

the fragility they still currently employed in their responses. Two sub-themes of struggling with 

fragility emerged from the findings. These sub-themes were posturing in fragility, realized 

fragility, and unrealized fragility. 

Realized Fragility. Realized fragility are personal acknowledgements on the part of the 

participant that where they could recall moments in their life when they either observed or 

engaged in a confrontation with race which led them to either become defensive, dismissive, or 
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claim ignorance. Martin shared that years ago, his initial reaction was predominantly dismissive 

of the idea that whiteness caused people of color around him to feel racially targeted, 

I think when I first started wrestling with some of those pieces, it was kind of that 

defensiveness that I think I see in some people I work with now of, "Well, maybe they're 

just having a day." Or finding these reasons. "I don't always say hi." Finding these 

excuses. "Well, that's an experience everyone has”. 

Young talked about how much time it has taken for him to become more engaged with 

the topic of whiteness because he initially struggled with giving the concept any kind of 

credibility, 

I would probably say, and just to be honest with you, I don’t think I was able to really 

engage the term privilege until probably five or six years ago. And I feel like that’s too 

late in life to really start being willing to wrestle with that and engage in that. I think I 

wanted to push back against it…I think, I think I wanted to say yeah, but I came from a 

poor family. Yeah, but my dad was a working man, couldn’t send me to college so I had 

to forge my own way…and so, I wanted to push back against the privilege argument. 

A commonality that emerged from the findings was for the few participants which had 

lived outside of the United States, in a predominantly non-white country, for at least a year, 

returned to the US with a heightened sense of awareness of their own whiteness and an 

acknowledgement of whiteness was the primary, racial construct in America. Young spoke of his 

two years living in Africa and how that impacted his awareness of his own white racial identity. 

Lewis shared her experience of living in China and how that impacted her understanding of her 

white identity but also forced her to think about her whiteness inside the context of her lived 

experience in the States: 
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I don’t think it really hit me full force [awareness of my own white racial identity] until I 

moved overseas, and I was living in China for two years when I was like, I’m white and I 

had to confront it every day that I was different than the other people in the country. 

Because I would go outside and I would get started at, up and down stared at. I’ve got big 

curly hair, I’m taller, I’m a bigger individual…and my hair was longer at the time. I 

would put my hair up in a band so that they don’t stare at my big curly hair. And that’s 

when I was like, Oh! This is what it’s like for minorities, for people who don’t look like 

the majority. I still think of that time because being a white person in China, you're still 

treated well. You're a foreign guest because there were other people in China that we 

were working with in different cities that were black and the agency that I was with was 

always like, "Listen white people, you need to take care of your black people, the black 

people on your team because of the change people will not treat them the same way 

they're treating you." Or if you, we had an American born Chinese person on our team, it 

was like, "Make sure that they're not the last person in the door because Chinese people 

won't think that they're Americans. They'll think that they're Chinese”.  

Wilson had a unique upbringing in relation to the other participants, having been raised 

on the mission field. He shared how an experience at an early age helped him understand and 

confront his whiteness much earlier than what he has generally observed of white people in the 

US. One story he shared helped him develop a sensitivity to how people are perceived and an 

empathy for others that feel left out or marginalized, 

I think I was in 7th grade, and it was around the time of celebration for our country’s 

independence. They were having these huge gymnastics display and you had to 

memorize this routine. Then one day, they made us all close our eyes and do the routine 
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without seeing, so they could see if we knew what we were doing…well afterwards, they 

told me I didn’t pass. I was like, Oh Crap. I didn’t pass, I don’t get to participate. I was 

devastated. I remember going home and crying. So fast forward, like three years ago, one 

my friends from {that country} came to visit and we get some time to connect and 

reminisce. And she goes, do you remember when we had that gymnastics celebration, and 

they wouldn’t let you participate because you were American? I was like, what? She goes 

on to tell me that I wasn’t allowed to participate because I wasn’t a natural citizen…so I 

have had moments where I knew I was different than everyone else. 

Unrealized Fragility. Unrealized fragility is a posturing where the components of white fragility 

were evident on the part of the researcher but not acknowledgement by the participant. Green 

spoke of how whiteness is a concept that he is not particularly fond of: 

My initial response to whiteness was not a good one. Because when I hear whiteness, it's 

almost like somehow or another I need to apologize for being white…Because again, 

being a white male, and we've had this conversation with my peers, the worst thing to be 

in our education today is a white, middle age, older male. I mean, it's just the worst thing, 

and it is, and I can't apologize for who I am. So, I almost find myself, when I first heard 

that term, I need to defend my whiteness. What? I didn't do anything to anybody, I'm 

trying to help people. But it's like I'm in a defensive posture, and I don't want to be in a 

defensive posture. I don't think you should apologize for who you are, if you're red, 

yellow, black, white, purple, whatever, you shouldn't apologize for who you are. So that 

was my initial response to when I heard about the whiteness deal. I don't like, even the 

term white privilege gives me the heebie-jeebies, because again, I feel like I've got to 

apologize for being white. 
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This section focused on participant responses and the connections to white fragility. 

Some of the participants were able to identify experiences in their lives where they exhibited an 

attitude of fragility, becoming defensive and dismissive when asked about being white and about 

racism. Others continued to participate in an attitude of fragility, exhibiting anger and frustration 

towards having to explore the possibility that being white has created opportunities and 

experiences not afforded to people of color.  

Institutional Struggles 

Four sub-themes emerged in the findings around the institutionalization of whiteness on 

campuses: whiteness institutionalized, students and whiteness, whiteness, and the role of the 

CSAO, and the Christian mission of racial reconciliation. In this section each theme is explored 

through the participants responses to interview questions. 

Whiteness Institutionalized. Participants worked through a range of thoughts as they 

considered whiteness and higher education. From the finding emerged thoughts on how the 

institutionalization of whiteness and how white dominance is usually the default setting for 

campus space. Jones responded by highlighting how art and portraits hung in certain spaces tend 

to be white-dominant. She said, 

I can go into a senior administrator’s office and on the wall and the only art in there are 

of two white men, who happen to be founders of the school...and while this is just one 

example, it's not any real new thought, but it was what I was thinking about this 

weekend…I was thinking about how art shapes us. And then I was thinking about art 

across our campus and there's really nothing there that doesn't shape us from either a 

white perspective, or an accidental multicultural perspective. So, I was thinking about 

that”. 
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Johnson spoke of how he has reflected on the CSAO role, specifically in the CCCU, as 

“look, I am in a position where senior administrators are dominantly white, male…and so I am, 

so I know that me being in this role is a product of privilege”. Johnson went on to acknowledge 

his awareness of the historical ramifications of whiteness at the institutions he has been a part of: 

Look…there are three major portraits at my old school, all of whom had given big money 

or were influential to the school’s history…three old white men. So, if you are not white 

and you walk into that space, how might that make you feel? Then I think about one 

hallway relating to our multicultural division and we had pictures hanging up, all poor 

black children from Uganda and right in the middle was a white person’s smiling 

face…when schools try to be friendly to “other” races, often the scenes are of fiery, 

passionate advocates [think civil rights movement imagery] and then that’s the 

predominate visual you are offered 

Conversely, Miller shared his thoughts on space design and how much the mindfulness of 

whiteness goes into overall campus design, “we put posters up that are reflective of our diversity. 

When we design something, we consult, use focus groups that are diverse so there are views 

from multiple races. We also have to acknowledge most of our buildings are named after white 

males and that something we have talk about”. While some participants were able to identify 

specific elements of whiteness in campus, most participants thought about campus space through 

the lens of functionality and the availability of spaces for use. Adams acknowledged when 

discussing how race impacts the use and design of space “but I’m not sure most people are aware 

at the level of thinking of space for differences in races or ethnicity”. As he thought about the 

broader apparatus of Christian higher education he noted “to be honest, I’m not sure this is a 

topic we have really given enough thought until the last five years…especially not 
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systematically”. As he moved through his personal reflections on whiteness and spaces Adams 

did share how he views designated spaces for specific purposes and how those affect the student 

experience 

I think they [segregated spaces] can but looking at a different angle, I don’t think its 

counter to reconciliation…When I went to college I was a first generation student athlete 

and I would arrive early to school and be with my athlete buddies, but had I never been 

pushed to engage in student development work [by people outside that group] I would 

have been on a different track…so I think if space is used just to insulate a group instead 

of finding opportunity to engage with the broader community than that’s not conducive to 

reconciliation…but I think that fact that I had such comfort and a sense of safety with my 

affinity group it allowed me to feel more comfortable to explore other things 

Martin looked at the concept of whiteness and campus space from a lens of white 

privilege. He commented on how its sometimes common for [white frame] to think about 

minority populations collectively instead of as individual groups with their own needs 

I would say again that's worked to me the biggest challenge on leadership and 

particularly when we talk about this lens of whiteness and some other pieces, not 

knowing what you don't know is the biggest blind spot in leadership. And blind spot's 

even an ableist term. So there really wasn't any kind of student input or anything that was 

a what does this mean. And I think it's interesting. I mean, just the built-in kind of thesis 

and assumptions that they have. Because I don't know if a lot of people, I've worked with 

in the kind of physical space arena would even consider a cultural lens or a race ethnicity 

lens or a whiteness lens to our spaces… And so, I think a lot of times, the default is 

getting the architect in, look at what best practices are, build that thing. I would hope that 
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in anything they do, and it's kind of like as we're talking about building like a family 

relations role, for me I hope it would go from that into like what's the need, how do we 

get clear on what students feel the need is. And then how do we build space and programs 

to reflect that need. But is the quality of our spaces how new or not they are. I worry that 

as a campus that's serving large historically underserved populations, large first 

generation, large populations of students of color. And again, I think some of those we 

lump all those together. Those are different categories that sometimes overlap, sometimes 

don't. 

Not all participants shared the approach of intentional thinking about how whiteness 

impacts space. Green noted that for him and his institution there was less of an attention on 

designing or creating space with a mindfulness of race 

Well, I'll have to say that we don't design space or try to design space just for certain 

races or certain activities…And we just found if you make spaces for people, they will fill the 

space, and many times they'll do the programming. We've got an area that our students have 

called the quad. And you go by there almost any time during the day, it's probably 80% minority 

(when asked why so dominate with one race), I really don't know. I mean, I have a few theories. 

You look at that, so you would look at that, would say "Well why is it that black people gather 

outside? Do they like warmer temperatures? Do they like to be in the trees?" I don't know the 

answer to that. 

Students and Whiteness. Wilson noted how he discovered the presence of systemic 

whiteness when he assumed his CSAO role at his institution. His institution had a robust student 

leadership development program with around 180 student leaders’ part of the university team. 

However, when he assumed his role as leader of the program, he realized that every single one of 
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them was white. Lewis shared about a time when she first whiteness how embedded whiteness 

was on her campus 

I even had a student who hung a Confederate flag in his residence, and I was like, Where 

the heck am I living? I said, and my RD knew about it. I was like, "What." And he said, 

"Do you want me to make him take it down?" I said, "No." And the RD was like, "He's 

just a good old boy. He doesn't make them bad." So, I was a little annoyed with my RD 

for not recognizing his own whiteness and all of this and I was like, "No, we're not going 

to ask him to take it down. He's going to choose to take it down after you talk to him." 

Miller talked about one of his earliest memories of experiencing how whiteness was 

embedded into student’s framework at his institution. He shared that one his earliest passions 

were working for racial justice and building educational programming around the topic. He 

shared: 

I remember planning a program that we were going to have a conversation around racial 

justice, and I had done lot of work on it…you know all things you need to do, planning 

marketing, you know all of it. I was really excited about the event. When I showed up, it 

was just me and 15 students of color. And at that moment I realized that one I didn’t have 

to think about being the only white person in the room before and, here we are…and I 

don’t want to read too much into it…here we have a program on racial justice and 

reconciliation and our white students didn’t see that as a conversation they needed to be 

engaged in.  And part of it…on a generous side, for those of us who have grown up being 

white, we haven’t really thought about our identity as white people, that’s just not 

common of a discussion because it’s just been the normal in our community and the air 

we breathe…but for a person of color, they are thinking about that much more regularly 
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and its more front and center…I don’t know why white students didn’t show up but my 

suspicion is that generally they just don’t think about whiteness and their own racial 

identity, but I do think that there are others that there it’s just an uncomfortable activity to 

engage, maybe feelings like they will just get blamed for something  that they didn’t have 

anything to do with, so I am sure for some that’s was getting in the way of attending. 

Conversely, Adams mentioned how he has had white individuals confront some of the 

institutional initiatives to develop more space for minority student groups, “we have had people 

say, well we don’t have space designed for white student engagement or a lounge or a space for 

us…to which my personal bias is that every space on campus fits that bill for them”. Baker 

shared his experience working at a predominantly white institution and how he has had to work 

at educating his white student body on privilege: 

We've got plenty of white students. We're in [redacted], so we've got Hispanic students 

and... But one of the students I was talking about in leadership, there is a secretary of 

cultural diversity position that's appointed, that the student center hasn't utilized. Just 

hadn't filled it because either they didn't find the right person, or they tried to give them 

other duty. So, I was trying to get that position back and appoint them and trying to 

explain that it's not the experience of that office, but it's the perspective of a person that 

helps provide a lens to look at everything because we've got the middle-class white. We 

got that lens. But to our students, they're not thinking privilege or not privilege. They 

don't understand. Even if they have privilege, they don't view themselves as having 

privilege. And so, to try to help provide that lens. So, I don't know that I sit here and go, 

"I understand that lens," but I think we need a person that is walking that walk as opposed 

to a white student who's standing up and trying to be the voice for other, that they don't 
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really understand what they're trying to be a voice for. But although I respect that 

perspective and I think that's important 

Lewis took a different direction is her response to whiteness and the students she works 

with. She shared a story of how a non-white student was really struggling to feel a sense of 

belonging at her institution: 

So, I'll tell you this, interestingly, last year, we have very few Hispanic students on 

campus, it's not a large contribution. So, one of our Hispanic students said, "I was feeling 

like, where can I go and be Hispanic? Who will understand my culture, just like that 

Latino culture”? She couldn't find it anywhere, so she was a little sad. She went to the 

HSA worship night or something and she realized these people are understanding. Even 

though it's a different culture, they got the idea of family, of obligations, of a different 

language, of the special name you call your father's sister in, just all of that. She's like, "I 

found my people”.  

The relationship between student engagement and an awareness of whiteness was a 

salient finding from the data. CSAO’s who interacted with students around racial and diversity 

education were able to identify how those experiences shaped their understanding of whiteness 

as a concept and how it informed their own white racial identity development.  

Whiteness and the Role of the CSAO. Up to this point in the findings, participants have 

shown a wide range of perceptions, emotions, and convictions regarding whiteness as a construct 

and how they view their own white racial identity. When thinking about how they view 

whiteness and the role of CSAO, one of the commonalities across the participants responses was 

the idea that they had a sense of responsibility in their role to be mindful of their whiteness and 

build teams that are more diverse in their representation. Several of the participants spoke of how 
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they view hiring practices as an opportunity to both challenge the presence of whiteness in 

current models but to also hire a more diverse staff. Adams talked about how much he has gained 

from learning from researcher Beverley Tatum and her concept of the thresholds of excellence, 

“we have been trying to internalize that in our department and our institution. That means we 

have to be serious about thinking about the privilege of being white”. When applying this to 

hiring practices he comments “we don’t have quotas, but we do have expectation that ethnicity 

will be considered in our practices”. Miller shared how he has tried to be mindful of his 

whiteness and how to use his whiteness to create broader equality in the roles he has held: 

In other leadership roles I have had I have tried to prioritize diversifying our leadership 

representation…the world I did with [redacted] we put in places several initiatives, most 

which are still in place. In my current institutional context, I really do try to be conscious 

of becoming more diverse inside our hiring processes. Also…I think part of my role is to 

let others lead conversations, programs, and even campus responses to events where I 

know, because I am a white male, it is [my voice] maybe not the right voice in certain 

contexts. 

Similarly, Martin highlighted the thinking that has gone into hiring processes for his 

office, 

And I try to even unpack like within our hiring process, this specifics of when we talk 

about culture fit, I try to define that as do they really want to do the thing that we're doing 

here. So, it isn't about do they fit in here, but it's like how we help see if they're going to 

be motivated by this thing. Because I think maybe sometimes, they'll bring something 

that doesn't fit within our culture but maybe our culture needs to change. And that's 

messy sometimes. 
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Lewis echoed the same sentiment as she talked about the relationship between systemic 

whiteness and hiring processes: 

So last summer, this past summer, spring, and summer I had to hire a new RD. So, I was 

trying to be intentional like, we are bringing in candidates of color. I don't care if you 

don't think they're going to make it, we are going to bring them in and interview them 

because I don't want to just discard them for what you think might not be a good reason. 

What else might they be bringing to the table? Some of the first two candidates I brought 

in was a black woman and an Asian woman. And let me tell you, I had a black student 

come up to me and he was like, "Did you really bring in a black woman? Are you going 

to hire a black RD? That would be amazing. Oh my gosh, the girls would love it so 

much." 

But Lewis also went further to share how her understanding of her own whiteness 

and acting as a white individual in our society positions her to be agent of change 

“I think me realizing my whiteness and the majority and what that means also makes me 

aware of the other and what I can do to benefit people who don't have the same privileges 

I do. Not as a savior type mentality, but as a like, let's not forget there's these other people 

out here. Let's not forget that we have black students who don't have very many black 

professors, don't have any black professors. I've seen certain classrooms, so what are we 

doing about that? So, I think the evolution of it has made me more aware of who's not at 

the table. 

Not all the participants echoed the above sentiments. Green approached the issue from 

the lens that his whiteness is under attack as a CSAO. He used a detailed story to demonstrate 

how he perceives to be the one who is facing racism. His story begins with an incident that 
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occurred on campus between a white female and a black male and how he was confronted on the 

incident by an outside organization: 

So, they came [redacted name of organization] on our campus one day, wanted to have a 

meeting with me, dean of students. I'm like "Sure, I'll meet with anybody, I got open door 

policy." I'll meet with Jesse Jackson if he wanted to, I don't care. And our president at the 

time said "No, you need to make sure that you've got other people in the room with you 

before you meet with whoever you meet." Okay. So, I had my associate dean…and my 

people in the room who were sitting there saying "Hey man, how can we help you?" Guy 

walks in the room, first thing he says is "Well, I thought we were a Christian school here. 

I'm going to start us with prayer." Like, okay, you called the meeting, that's fine. Pray for 

us. He prays for us. First thing out of his mouth is "We all know this is a racist school, we 

live in racist times. Donald Trump got elected as president, racism is at an all-time high, 

and the racism everybody says at this school, and this is a mess, racism's a mess." And I 

was just sitting there like "What is he talking about?" I'm like "What did I do?" And he 

says "Well," and there's a particular discipline case where a white girl was in her 

bedroom sleeping at 1:30 in the morning. A black roommate comes in at 1:30 in the 

morning, cuts the lights on. The white roommate says, "Cut the D lights off," and the 

black girl says, "I'm not cutting the lights off." The white girl gets her stepdad on the 

phone, our black security guard comes in who is from Jamaica, got a heavy accent, trying 

to calm them down, and the white girl's dad on the phone says, "Tell that n-word, nigger 

to shut up," talking to the security officer, because he could hear her talking. And the 

white girl's like "Dad, you can't say that you apologize." "Oh, you tell that woman," just 

going on, wasn't talking to the student at all…but made that, we got involved, I was out 
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of town and so was my other VP. They came, broke it all up, took care of everything, 

whatever else. Got statements from everybody, everything was good. We told the 

stepfather he couldn't come to our campus… So, when we're meeting with this [redacted] 

group, they say "Well, y'all let a white girl call this black student the n-word and you 

didn't do anything to her." And we're like "That didn't happen, she never was called the n-

word. And it was the security officer, and the dad already apologized to her." And I asked 

the black girl, she as in the room, I said "Were you called the n-word?" She said "No, 

they didn't call me the n-word." I said, "So she didn't call you the n-word," and so, and he 

said "Well, her feelings are hurt," and I said "Well, everybody's feelings hurt. The girl 

who got woke up at 1:30 in the morning, her feelings were hurt." "Oh, you're racist." I 

said "How is that a racist statement? I'm everybody's dean, white and black. She got 

woke up at 1:30, your student felt uncomfortable because the stepdad said the word, but 

she never got called the word and we had already dealt with him. "Y'all are a bunch of 

racists," and go on and on and on. And I was so mad then, I could hardly see straight. I 

said "Well, you're right, there is racism in the room. You're absolutely right." I didn't call 

him, "You're a racist," but that's what I was alluding to, because you're bringing, making 

this a racial issue, and the two students in there never even spoke of that. And anyhow, so 

we left, they got up and stormed out of the meeting. And I was like, "Okay." And then 

they hold a press conference in front of our school saying that this is what happened, that 

we called, we let the white student call the black student the n-word and did nothing to 

them, and that never happened. And so, I see people who use race, and they leverage it 

for something bad. 
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Christianity and the Mission of Reconciliation. The theme of whiteness and Christian faith 

and how they interface with each other surfaced in the findings. Participants spoke on a wide 

range of applications to how they perceive their faith affecting systemic whiteness. Most of the 

participants shared how they perceive reconciliation as a foundational component of their faith in 

Christ. Adams shared that for him “Jesus is our reconciliation”. Every human in an image bearer 

of God and therefore has worth…that incorporates all aspects of the individual, and those 

components should be recognized and celebrated”. Miller worked through the idea of how the 

Christian faith impacts race and racial justice this way: 

The gospel is the that thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven, its every tongue tribe 

and nation…all are one in Christ…and yet we still have a lot of racial animosity [in our 

churches]…and inside the concept of race we are dealing with the idea of power and yet 

the gospel is counterculture – to really love one another as yourself requires a release of 

power or control…so for me the word reconciliation is actually a low bar to set, the better 

bar is true oneness. Because reconciliation does require the individual to be more 

concerned about the other than their self…so true oneness of the church isn’t just about 

inviting people in, its once they are in they are allowed to rearranged the furniture…I am 

not sure how someone reads the gospel and doesn’t arrive that the true gospel has a love 

and passion and hurts for the marginally oppressed, we need a full gospel vision and react 

to that command. 

Lewis talked about how central the concept of reconciliation, especially when 

considering racial reconciliation, is to her as a person of faith: 

I mean, if you're a follower of Christ, Paul says, "You've been given a ministry of 

reconciliation." Now Paul is specifically talking about reconciling people to God and 
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that's our ministry. But you cannot rule out reconciling people to each other. Because if 

you are reconciled to God and you have something against your brother, you're not 

supposed to go to God, first, you're supposed to reconcile with your brother and then go 

to God…Because if we're all the Body of Christ and each person is a body part, as Paul 

talks about it, if my hand is broken, I need to take care of my hand. So, if a part of the 

Body of Christ is suffering, whether it's through whatever reason they're suffering but if 

it's systemic, I need to take care of that as a member of the Body of Christ. 

However, there were other sentiments about the Christian faith and race and how they 

relate to each other. Green, explored his biblical convictions and his current response to the 

historical and systemic patterns of racism in the United States: 

A sociologist told me “Racism is learned," and that's when I realized that, again, I think 

that's somewhat true. I think a hatred certainly can be learned, but I think within us, 

because we're of the fall, that we are bent to do what's wrong. Unless God does 

something in our hearts, we drift towards ... Division comes naturally. Again, hatred 

comes naturally. I could look at you and say, again, you look different than me. So, I 

think you must work for unity… I think the sins of our fathers, I understand that concept, 

but biblically speaking, I'm not even big…I'm not big on the social justice movement, in 

the sense that I believe that we need justice, and we need to take care of the widows and 

orphans and stuff like that, or even trying to somehow repay the damage that was done 

100 years ago. If we're going to keep ledgers our whole life with the way we've been 

wronged, we're going to be living miserable lives because we can never get the ledgers to 

workout. Somewhere, sometime in this world, you've got to have grace and mercy. 

You've got to say "Man, I just messed up, can you just forgive me? I can't pay you back, I 
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can't undo what's been done, but can you somehow, some way, could you offer me some 

grace? Could you forgive me for what my great granddad did or something? Can we do 

that? 

 This section focused on participants experiences with whiteness. Participant responses 

addressed perceptions relating to definition of whiteness, postures in fragility, how whiteness is 

institutionalized on their campuses, and how they view the role of CSAO as a white 

administrator. These responses helped inform the answers to the three research questions that 

guided this study. 

White Privilege  

Participants were asked about their perception of white privilege and whether privilege is 

something they identified with as a white member of society. The questions were intended to 

gain understanding of how participants understand and engage with the concept of privilege.  

The answers to the three research questions were informed by participants responses to how they 

perceive whit privilege, acknowledge privilege in their own lives and recognize privilege within 

the campus environments. Most of the participants acknowledged white privilege is an active 

component of the American social construct and as well as were able to identify specific events 

in their own lives in which they personally benefited from being white. Previous sections of this 

chapter highlighted and alluded to concepts of privilege, this section builds further depth and 

detail through the insights and responses offered by the participants.   

Childhood Racial Obliviousness 

A commonality in the findings was that most of the participants did not come to 

understand, acknowledge, or confront whiteness or their white racial identity until much later in 

life, usually beginning in college. Many of the participants struggled identifying any salient 
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moment during their childhood or early adolescence where whiteness was acknowledged as a 

systemic construct or even that they had any awareness of their own white racial identity. Their 

experiences were essentially void of any semblance of awareness of whiteness as a construct or 

that “being white” assumed a racial identity. Johnson shared, 

Race really wasn’t in my face every day…I grew up in a predominately white town and 

was clueless for a long, long time…I grew up in a white town.  And I mean white... but 

we didn’t talk about that. My family didn’t specifically identify our whiteness, never 

spoke of what that means, to be white. I don’t think I can recall a single moment where 

we actively discussed what whiteness was. 

Adams spoke about how rural of a town that he grew up in was and because of that, not 

only his town but the surrounding communities were predominantly white areas. 

I mean there were certainly families that were not white where we lived, and we were 

friendly with them and them with us, but for the most part we lived with primarily other 

white people. And…well…because of that, I don’t think we really gave what it means to 

be white much thought…we just weren’t, we just weren’t forced to have to think about it. 

It was normal. 

Miller echoed similar a similar sentiment speaking about his upbringing sharing “I don’t 

remember ever confronting whiteness as a child in my family context…I don’t remember 

growing up and early on there being a lot of conversation about whiteness or being white”. He 

shared that the only salient moment he could recall from his childhood that made him think about 

his own race was an experience he had on a family vacation:  

we were on vacationing with other family friends of our who were African American and 

on the way to where we were going, we were following their car and the dad was asking 
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directions of the police officer and the officer told him he needed to be careful in this area 

it’s the black neighborhood or something like that, so he (who is black) came back to our 

car to let us know we needed to careful making our way through the neighborhood, and I 

remember thinking wow that was just a different concept for me. 

When thinking about her upbringing, Jones centered her experience through the religious 

community in which she was raised but noted that inside that context “my understanding of 

myself and my identity still was very much the flesh-colored crayon…it was what was normal”. 

Young repeated a lot of the shared experiences of the other participants as he reflected, “we 

didn’t talk about whiteness in my family”. Martin talked about how growing up race wasn’t 

something separated out as a distinguish concept or identity, but rather “I think that was kind of 

the idea in my family. And the idea that you respect everyone. You're not saying bad things 

about anyone. That like, I have friends who are…So for me, I think it was a lot of that for me I 

think growing up and, in my family”. Adams’s experience resembled Martin’s as he talked about 

how much it was “impressed upon me that we judge people by conduct, not the color of their 

skin”. 

Jones talked about how whiteness was just the default, the normal of her upbringing. She 

spoke of whiteness using the metaphor of the flesh-colored crayon. “Everyone know what the 

flesh-colored crayon is, right? I would hear people talking about race, but it was usually 

missions, going out to another part of the world”. Lewis, sharing that she moved white a bit 

growing up, talked about how in each of those new environments, race was never really 

something that she became cognizant of, 

So, I don't remember a whole bunch about all the different places but my primary, I lived 

in one place for four years for a lot of my elementary school years. I remember having 
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white friends, I don't remember a lot of other colors. In middle school, I went to a private 

Christian school. I think there were two black kids in my class and there were 70 

something students. And I don't even know if there were Asian or Hispanics, I think there 

was 73 white kids and two blacks. And then I moved to Northern California in high 

school, the North San Francisco Bay Area…so [redacted] is like, I don't know how much 

white is white up there. And so, there were not a lot of students of color in, also because 

we're in counties, so wealthy. There's not a lot of poor people. There's not a lot of people 

of color, it's just a lot of rich white people. So, I don't think that there was this concept of 

whiteness versus other, versus Hispanics versus, in my consciousness, I knew that they 

were there, but it wasn't a part of my every day regular thinking. 

Acknowledging Privilege 

While most of the participants spoke of a childhood and adolescence experience that was 

primarily void of any concept of whiteness as a social construct or as a racial identity, many of 

the participants were able to recall benefiting from their whiteness after witnessing racist acts 

(whether at that moment or in hindsight) growing up. One of the most salient examples of this 

was Young sharing an experience he had a department store and then going back and telling his 

Black and Hispanic friends about what had happened. “I was at some department store and the 

security guard, I began to notice, started following me around. It’s the only time I can remember 

something like that happening. I went and talked to my friends who were non-white, and they 

relayed that experience had happened to them on numerous occasions, like 50 to 100 plus times. 

And I can only think of one time.” 

Johnson thought about his childhood and upbringing and realized as he had gotten older 

out institutionalized whiteness was in the town he grew up in: 
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We were 100% white, intentionally so. If a black family were to have ever moved into 

town…that would have been viewed as a threat. There would have been a lot of talk 

around town and a lot of fear of what was happening or what was going to happen to our 

town. 

Miller shared how racism affected his family dynamic, especially with his father” while 

we didn’t discuss whiteness in my childhood, later in life my dad exhibited some racist attitudes 

and those ended up leading to some of our biggest arguments”. Young shared about the attitudes 

embedded inside his family construct highlighting that he perceived his parents to “have very 

racist tendencies without even being aware of it”. Baker shared how he witnessed racism, after 

reflecting on it as an adult, through the language that was used to label the Hispanic population 

in his town as a child: 

We lived in a West Texas town that was probably, at that point, 50 or 60% Hispanic. And 

they would bring in migrant workers to work their crops or whatever dirt. So, there was a 

place where they... And I don't know why I remember this, but they had this place where 

they lived, and it was called the labor camp. And you don't think anything about it, you're 

just growing up. And you think in that context now and you are like, "Wow, that was..." 

So, I say that as far as... I don't know, we didn't have a lot of money. I didn't necessarily 

feel privileged, and I don't know that I looked at people as...when you are a kid, you're 

not really paying attention to the differences. 

Green talked a lot about how common the use of racist language was in his environment 

growing up, “where I grew up in the Deep South, where I grew up at, it was very prevalent and 

very heavy, because the n-word was used back then, often”. He went on to share “my dad was 

like ‘Yeah, that n-word down the street’. We're like, ‘Dad, you don't tell that to my kids’, but 
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they grew up with KKK brochures and stuff, I've seen before on the table. So that was a part of 

their life, not a part of my life”. He also shared a story of an experience he had in the church he 

attended as a young adult 

The church I grew up in, I was the youngest deacon they ever called to be a deacon at the 

church. I'm an ordained minister as well, but I just got married, grew up in this church, 

and I was in one of my first deacon meetings, and we were talking, somehow it came up 

about if a black person showed up at church, and one of the deacons in that room said, 

"Well if a black person shows up in this church, we'll carry them out in a box." And I'm 

thinking "How are these people of God saying if somebody shows up in the church, he's 

black, they will kill him?" And so that's crazy and stupid and wrong, and so I wasn't at 

that church too much longer, we moved away. But I was shocked by the level of hatred 

because of somebody's skin color. I was shocked by that. 

Johnson shared an experience he had as a young college student. He had brought one of 

his friends, who was black, from college to his hometown for a weekend trip. They went to a 

McDonalds to get some food and after the attendant had taken everyone’s order except his 

friends, his friend refused to order and eat at that McDonalds. Johnson recalled how confused he 

was by his friend’s refusal to order. When he pressed his friend on why, his friend said, “I was in 

front of all of you in the line to order and that attendant looked right past me and went straight to 

you all and took your orders instead”. Johnson recalled that he thought his friend was crazy and 

what he thought he experienced couldn’t be what happened. So, they decide to leave and go over 

to a Burger King. There, the attendant took his friends order right away. But Johnson said that 

experience made him reflect on his friend’s experience, and that while he dismissed it at first, 

what his black friend experienced that night most likely occurred.  
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Confrontations with and Realizations of White Privilege 

Johnson talked about how as a young adult he moved back to his hometown and began a 

Habitat for Humanity chapter. He recalled that as he began to develop the branch, he would have 

people from the town comment on how Habitat for Humanity “was for black people” and “why 

would we want to bring that kind of program here”. Adams shared that his engagement with 

whiteness “didn’t get more mature until college and graduate school…really only the last 10 

years have I really been thinking about my own white racial identity”. Martin noted how absent 

any personal type of engagement with whiteness was even as he was into college. He said “I 

think that the example of whiteness from my undergrad days would be that it didn't come up at 

all. I mean to me, that's actually more so my experience of the systemic presence of it in those 

spaces was just that it wasn't a conversation or an assumption”. Johnson said that thinking about 

his whiteness really didn’t begin to occur until at least his early 20’s. Baker commented, as 

seasoned student affairs professional, that “I am probably more conscious of my whiteness, I 

guess, than I've ever been”. Young shared about his own personal exploration of the topic and 

how it has evolved for him, especially recently 

I’ve taken a lot of time, probably over the last decade, more than even before that to try 

an understand my whiteness and what it means to be white and a white leader…so my 

whiteness, I have taken time to try to understand how my whiteness impacts others, how 

the fact that when I walk into situations and have conversation, my whiteness can’t be 

taken off.  That it’s part of who I am and every sphere, whether I am hanging out and 

engaged in a conversation with Latino students, I will never be Latino, I need to be a 

white member of that conversation and that’s okay. Its ok to wear my whiteness into that. 

It’s not okay for me to pretend that I’m not white and to not be authentic and genuine 
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about the privileges I have, but also where I feel barriers lie in the fact that we come from 

different backgrounds and cultures, and we have been clearly told for a very long time 

that there are differences between us. 

Jones was willing to be vulnerable in sharing her experience with a privilege walk, 

something she had never participated in until her doctoral work, 

I was at the front when that exercise ended, I was the most privileged person in the room. 

And I was stunned because I didn’t grow up wealthy. I grew up in a rural, conservative 

community, but when I began to deconstruct the things that I took a step forward for, that 

I was like, everybody has more than 50 books in their home. Everybody has like…right? 

What are you guys doing back there? It was the hardest experience for me. 

Most of the participants spoke of how developing a white racial identity was a gradual 

process. For most it was series of events and life experiences that that help them develop an 

awareness of whiteness as a social construct and subsequently as a racial identity that they 

needed to confront. Martin shared how becoming more engaged in listening to other perspectives 

and experiences forced him to evaluate his own identity and how that identity interfaces with the 

world his operates in 

And I think that over that time and then through some of both work but also learning as a 

staff member at [redacted] and even through the PhD program and some of those, just 

really kind of zooming out and starting to understand some of the ... I think it's both the 

systems but also just honestly day-to-day lived experiences of other people in my cohort 

or other groups entirely. That once you've seen things from another perspective, 

everything makes sense from a different angle, or you see things entirely differently. I 

also think that those times within my master’s program of where there's suddenly direct 
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conversations about different lived experiences were some of the first times where I had 

to think about that in a way that was different than American versus international 

experiences. 

Summary 

The findings presented in this chapter informed the answers to the three research 

questions that guided this study: 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate?  

The findings based on participant responses show that for research question 1, the 

concept whiteness has been both gradual and fluid development. For most participants, whiteness 

has only been intentionally examined personally in the last five to ten years. Later adulthood and 

graduate school experiences assisted in their confrontation with whiteness. The participants all 

had the ability to identify moments of racism and the presence of whiteness in their childhood 

and in professional lives, but there remains significant variability and uncertainly in what 

describing and defining what whiteness is. Generally, participants perception of whiteness is that 

it is acknowledged as a system of oppression which they have personally benefited from and feel 

a sense of calling within their Christian faith to confront whiteness and deconstruct it. 

The second research question asked what perceptions do white, chief student affairs 

officers at CCCU institutions have about their own white racial identity? The general answer to 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 100 

this question is that participants have an attitude of progress around their white racial identity. 

The responses showed that the participants are still in the process of confronting, exploring, and 

understanding their roles as white members of society, but there has been significant work done 

internally and externally in cultivating a positive white racial identity. There has been an increase 

for most participants in intentionally naming whiteness as it is seen and exhibit and a more direct 

confrontation to their feelings and reactions in settings where their whiteness is visible to them.  

Lastly, the third research question asked what perceptions do white, chief student affairs 

officers at CCCU institutions hold in acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus 

climate? The responses of the participants ranged from identifying ways whiteness is 

institutionalized across their campus, how whiteness permeates spaces both in design and stage, 

and how whiteness interfaces with the Christian mission and calling that their institutions 

promote and believe in. 

The findings of chapter 4 can be summarized that while participants articulated an 

awareness, mindfulness and even in some areas, a specific effort to confront whiteness both in its 

social construction and as a racial identity, there are still layers of blind spots in recognizing the 

full influence of whiteness. It is very important to note, however, that there is a progressive 

stream of leaders inside of these faith-based institutions who not only acknowledge whiteness as 

systemic concept but have done diligent work to confront how their whiteness is not only 

perceived by how it shapes and informs how they make decisions.  
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Chapter Five 

Summary of Findings, Connections to the Literature,  

Implications, and Recommendations  

 

This study originated out of a need to develop a better understanding of how whiteness is 

perceived by white leaders who have the potential to shape and influence campus climate at 

Christian universities. Christian higher education are predominately white institutions but 

continue to experience large increases in minority student enrollment. As diversity increases, 

Christian higher education is more frequently confronted with the challenge of facilitating 

campus climate that is inclusive to all students.  

What was unforeseen at the start of this study but has become an important variable in the 

exploration and discussion around race and whiteness in American social structures, is the sense 

of urgency and focus on the concept of race, race relations, and racial disparities given the events 

and aftermath of George Floyd’s death in Minnesota, the death of Breonna Taylor, and the 

shooting of Jacob Blake in Wisconsin, to name a few. This dramatic shift in the expectation of 

examining the current and historical racial dynamics in America has affected not only 

communities of color, but it also offers another opportunity for white America to reflect, 

question, and engage in an exploration of their own white racial identity. 

Chapter 2 of this study explored the literature of whiteness, systemic racism, race in 

higher education and racism in Christianity. A review of the literature revealed a significant 

amount of research on the social construction of whiteness, its historical underpinnings in 

American society, and the current state of its impact on our systems and organizations. This 

review revealed that there have been numerous studies which explore and examine whiteness in 

higher education, both public and private.  These studies have included qualitative and 
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quantitative methodologies and have included a variety in participant groups, including 

administration, students, alumni, and faculty. 

However, this review revealed a lack of scholarship which explored how whiteness is 

perceived at Christian college campuses by white chief student affairs officers. It was noticeable 

within the literature there was a scarcity of research that explored whiteness within Christian 

higher education and, at the time the literature review was conducted, there were no studies that 

had explored how chief administrators perceive whiteness and its influence on their institutions. 

Christian higher education remains predominantly white in both its student representation and 

culture, but the increases to enrollment of students of color is increasing the need and necessity 

for white administrators to operate with a higher level of mindfulness towards whiteness and 

how it impacts students.  The under-researched area of how whiteness is perceived by white, 

CCCU chief student affairs officers is an important field of exploration as these individuals are 

becoming increasingly more accountable for students of color and their success. This study 

attempted to bring those perceptions into the current literature. 

The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 

racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. Three research questions 

guided the study: 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 
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RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus climate?  

 This chapter is a conclusion to the study. It is organized into three sections: a 

summarization of the findings, implications between the findings of this study and the literature 

review offered in chapter 2, and recommendations for future considerations.  

Summary of Findings 

Most of the participants of this study acknowledged that their white racial identity and the 

implications of being a white member of society was not something that they were aware of or 

spent time considering understood until later in their lives, often college or graduate school. This 

obliviousness and lack of confrontation was tied to several factors: a lack of opportunity to be 

confronted by their whiteness in childhood, the tenets of their Christian faith served as a tool to 

assume that inclusion and acceptance was a shared experience across color barriers, and a natural 

uncomfortably with engaging in the work of confronting the possibility of embedded racist 

biases and the work required to deconstruct those biases post-confrontation. This study was 

guided by three research questions and this section is organized according to those questions. 

Research Question 1 

The first research question of this study was “what perceptions do white, chief student 

affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in acknowledging the concept of whiteness?” Three 

conclusions were drawn based off participant responses: whiteness is acknowledged as a current 

system of oppression, participants acknowledge they are beneficiaries of white privilege, and 

confronting whiteness is linked to the Christian mission. 

First, most participants recognized that whiteness is a present system of dominance and 

marginalization, favoring white population groups over non-white population groups. Participant 
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responses generally described whiteness as a major factor which influences student success and 

campus climate in a negative way. This conclusion supports the prediction of the literature on 

whiteness, which argued that whiteness is a historical and modern system of dominance and 

marginalization which favors white population groups over non-white populations groups by 

affording them benefits that are often unseen. There were two common factors that seemed to 

contribute to a participant’s acknowledgement of the concept of whiteness. First, the more a 

participant was able to notice and identify acts of systemic oppression and racial injustice, the 

more they were aware of their own whiteness. Second, salient past lived experiences in which 

race and race inequality were highlighted for them in a significant way affected how they 

currently perceive whiteness.  

The second conclusion is that while participants in this study varied in their definitions of 

whiteness, there was general acknowledgement across the responses that whiteness is a current 

system of dominance, which they have personally benefited from because of their whiteness.  

This benefit was recognized as white privilege. One of the noteworthy outcomes from the data 

set is that there is a segment of white, chief student officers working at CCCU institutions who 

are not only mindful of their white racial identity, but that there is evidence to support the fact 

that these identities are actively being confronted and challenged personally. Jones is a great 

example of this. Jones shared how much her whiteness was a matter of ignorance for a 

significant amount of her life and this ignorance was afforded to her a result of privilege. It was 

not until later into her young adult and adult years that she began actively engaging in and 

confronting what it means to be white. Her experience of participating in a privilege walk in 

graduate school seemed to be a significant event in that process of confrontation and she took 
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what she learned and applied it to become more mindful an aware of not only her own privilege 

but how her whiteness affects people of color daily.  

The third conclusion is because participants were able to recognize the reality of white 

systemic oppression and the privilege afforded to the because of that system, they were then able 

to describe the concept of whiteness as an antithetical construct to their Christian faith. The 

Christian narrative is rooted in a fundamental principle which posits that those “in Christ” are of 

“one body and one Spirit” (Ephesians 4). This principle of “oneness” is elaborated further in 

Galatians 3 which addresses the ethnic and cultural disparities that existed amongst the people in 

the church of Galatia. The Apostle Paul writes in Galatians 3:28, condemning the disparities 

being promoted by the church, arguing that “there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor 

free, there is neither male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28, ESV). 

This astute and radical statement by Paul is a concept rooted in a fundamental Christian belief 

that the love of Jesus compels followers of Jesus to love their neighbor as themselves. The 

capacity for this love is anchored in a faith that tells those who follow Christ that they have 

become a “new creation” and the “old has passed away”. This newness speaks of the new 

identity and position as a believer in Jesus that now counts the “old” self as dead as the believer 

joins a new body that is one in Christ. 

However, the beauty of the gospel narrative as presented in the tradition of historic 

Christian orthodoxy is that this oneness does not dismiss the beauty of diversity and uniqueness 

of the individual. In the first book of Corinthians, Paul writes that they very nature of the 

Christian experience is not just simply the recognition of a new body that has been created in 

Christ, but that this body is composed of many parts. Paul offers an analogy to help his readers 
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understand, using an illustration of the human body, to demonstrate the necessity and importance 

of difference within the Christian church. Paul writes,  

“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, 

though many, so it is with Christ. For in one Spirit, we were all baptized into one body – 

Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and all were made to drink one Sprit. For the body does 

not consist of one member but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, 

I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if 

the ear should say, “because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” that would not 

make it any less a part of the body.  If the whole body were an eye, where would be the 

sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where would be the sense of smell? But 

as it is, God arranged the members in the body each of them, as he chose. If all were a 

single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, yet one body” 

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I 

have no need of you…If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is 

honored, all rejoice together”. 

However, the historical record of the Christian faith and its followers has not fulfilled the 

calling and mandate that Paul argued for thousands of years ago. The dilemma and shortcomings 

of the Corinthian church have echoed throughout human history and we still wrestle with them 

today. This very dissertation exists because the gap between the white American experience and 

the non-white American experience has not been equal, or as Scripture would say it, whites, and 

non-white, especially as Christians, have not suffered together. Participants in this study seemed 

to acknowledge that the gap caused by whiteness is anti-gospel and part of the mission of the 

gospel is to heal all nations and reconcile ourselves back to God as one people. 
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Research Question 2 

The second research question that guided this study asked, “what perceptions do white, 

chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about their own white racial identity?” 

The answer to this question is that CSAO’s generally have an attitude of progress around their 

own white racial identity. Most of the participants admitted there remains blind spots in their 

perspective and understanding of how their white identity affects people of color and 

environments in which they operate, but for the most part, each participant acknowledged the 

desire to develop a more positive white racial identity. Two factors seemed to present for those 

determined to develop a positive white racial identity: experiences outside the United States and 

personal encounters with racist acts that created meaning.  

First, participants who have spent a portion of their life living outside of the United States 

had a higher level of perception towards whiteness and their white identity. Participants that 

shared about a season of their life in which they lived outside of the United States had a much 

more robust sense of how as a white member of society they have advantages that people of 

color do not. This awareness was cultivated through having to “be different” in another country 

where whiteness was not the predominate race.  What was interesting about this “difference” was 

that it did not necessarily mean that their whiteness meant they were “disadvantaged” compared 

to non-white individuals, but that in these spaces where they were the minority, their whiteness 

had occurrences where they were given some level of preferential treatment (participants varied 

here attributing this treatment whiteness but also the possibility of their being an American 

citizen).  The second factor present that influenced participants positive white racial identity 

development were lived experiences where they witnessed acts of racism. Johnson was deeply 

emotional in re-living the experience of his black friend when ordering dinner at a local fast-food 
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joint. When his black friend shared that he felt he was being intentionally ignored by the one 

taking orders and Johnson dismissed his friends experience as being paranoid was a powerful 

moment in Johnson’s life. For him it was the first time in his life where we witnessed what his 

black friend called “the black experience” in America. Jones’ experience on a privilege walk, 

while it not witnessing an active act of racism, realized through the privilege walk how racism 

had deeply benefited her own life. These types of real-life moments for participants were salient 

events that motivated them to become more active and engaged in white racial identity 

development.  

Research Question 3 

The third research question asked, “what perceptions do white, chief student affairs 

officers at CCCU institutions hold in acknowledging the influence whiteness has on campus 

climate?” The interview questions specifically focused on the concept of space and how space is 

often white-dominate in its presentation and utilization. The answer to this question was 

generally much more shared across the participant group in that participants acknowledged that 

space is not commonly thought about through the lens of race. The most common answer to this 

question for those who did articulate an awareness of how often spaces can be white-dominate in 

their presentation noted intentionality to what type of art, decoration, and iconolater are 

presented in the spaces. A few others also highlighted how they are mindful that in certain spaces 

and in specific area across campus you are dealing with tokens such as statues or plaques to 

acknowledge donors or prominent historical figures in the life of the university and often those 

representations are of white individuals. 
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Connections with the Literature 

The literature review presented in Chapter 2 offered broad context and significant 

background information about whiteness, white racial identity, campus climate, and racism and 

Christianity. The literature review helped guide the researcher through the study by providing a 

framework to understand and interpret participant responses to interview questions. Responses 

offered by participants were more easily understood and compartmentalized because of the 

context the literature offered and helped inform the findings presented in Chapter 4. There were 

three areas within the literature review that were directly reflected in the findings of this study. 

Those three areas are: the white racial frame, white privilege, and Christian mission of 

reconciliation.  This section expounds upon how the literature review of Chapter 2 helps inform 

and explain the findings presented in Chapter 4 and explores how the findings of this study add 

to the current literature. 

White Racial Frame 

An overview of the white racial frame was presented in the first section of the literature 

review. That overview provided a broad framework and description of the white racial frame, 

how it manifests in historical and current social constructs, and why it matters in relation to 

white racial identity development. This overview helped informed the findings of the study by 

helping the researcher identify participant responses that matched concepts found in the white 

racial frame. Feagin (2013) notes the white racial frame includes a broad and persisting “set of 

racial stereotypes, prejudices, ideologies, interlinked interpretations and narratives, and visual 

images”. The white racial frame not only rationalizes discrimination, but it also perpetuates 

ongoing marginalization (Feagin, 2013).  
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One of the key components to the white racial frame is how it operates in both the micro 

(intrapersonal) and macro (institutional) areas of society. Feagin notes that whether one is white 

or non-white, the white racial frame is an inherited framework which is passed down 

generationally and systemically indoctrinates all peoples to its ideology (Feagin, 2013). This was 

confirmed in participant responses. Participants commented on several aspects that relate to the 

white racial frame. Participants spoke of pain and embarrassment when encountering specific 

symbols or statues on their campuses that they perceive to re-center white dominance. One 

example was in a specific mission office where all the posters that hung on the walls were of 

white students surrounded by black children in Africa, not black students or other minority 

students were represented in the photographs even though they had anticipated in the trips. 

Participants spoke about how visual images around their campuses are often centered around 

whiteness. Several participants grimaced over the deeply rooted racist histories of their 

institutions and the current symbols that exist that celebrate some of those historical individuals. 

There were also acknowledgments that present leadership and donor-bases remained 

predominantly white, and that white influence was still shaping the institutional identity, both in 

large and small ways. The white racial frame also appeared when Wilson shared stories he heard 

from white students. During courses he teaches incoming freshmen, he witnessed numerous 

conversations, inside jokes, and general obliviousness which all reinforced the concept of the 

white racial frame. 

It was also interesting to note how mindful participants were of aspects of the white racial 

frame. It was not obvious to the researcher that participants were dismissive or ignorant that their 

own whiteness and white racial bias influence how they are perceived, how they make decisions, 

and how it impacts campus climate. The participant pool of this study was overall very open-
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minded and intentional in their white racial identity development. While many variables inform 

how a potential participant chooses to participate in a study, it is interesting to note that of the 

invited participants that chose to participate in this study, most of them acknowledge systemic 

racism, components of the white racial frame, and their active disposition towards a white racial 

frame and were perceived to be active agents of change in creating a more inclusive campus 

climate at their institutions. Having self-selected to participate in this study it remains a point of 

curiosity for the researcher is why those who chose not to participate in the study, did not. How 

many of them dismissed the credibility of the topic this study, felt uncomfortable engaging in the 

topic, or still hold to a predominantly white racial frame. 

Finally, one of the key components to the white racial frame is that because white 

normalization is the predominate lived experience in America, a white individual cannot fully 

sperate themselves from operating out of a white racial frame. While reflecting on the interview 

process, there were moments for the researcher to seek better clarification or ask follow-up 

questions that may have created further dialogue and exploration where the facets of the white 

racial frame would have been more present or easily identifiable. Feagin (2013) argues that the 

white racial frame is so embedded into the white experience that one cannot not operate out of it. 

There were opportunities to create better conversation and exploration in this study that did not 

occur.  

White Privilege 

The next area of the literature described white privilege and it provided context for 

understanding participant responses. The literature on white privilege encompasses components 

of invisibility, colorblindness, dominance, ignorance, and worldview. The literature on 

invisibility predicts that white privilege will be dismissed, especially by the white community, 
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because often the benefits afford to white individuals are based off a systemic set of beliefs and 

attitudes that are unseen. Peggy McIntosh’s (2002) research highlights 26 individual and 

invisible assets afforded to white people which are not offered to non-white people. Participants 

were able to articulate specific benefits they’ve received because of being white, which they 

mostly attribute to privilege (depending on the context). The findings of this study add to the 

literature as participant responses indicate there is an attitude of receiving the reality of white 

privilege without hostility. This indicates a need for further research. Are the common factors or 

shared experiences that are the reason most of these participants can acknowledge that white 

privilege not only exists, but can identify specific benefits they have received because of it? 

The literature on colorblindness predicts that white individuals will view racism as a 

thing of the past and something which “no longer plays a role in understanding’s peoples lived 

experiences” (Neville, 2008). The research also notes that colorblindness can often be more 

subtle. Doane notes “that as a matter of routine, and the ebb and flow of daily life and function, 

whites perform institutionally supported white advantages” (Doane, 2006, p. 6). One way the 

literature on colorblindness was present in the study was through responses in which participants 

were able to identify specific past lived experiences as well as current institutional contexts in 

which colorblindness was a recognizable factor. There was encouragement found in several 

participant responses through their ability to articulate specific instances in which family, friends 

or colleagues have employed colorblind language. One of the foundational components of 

colorblindness is the attitude that race does not or should matter today. The findings of this study 

add to the literature as participant responses indicate a dismissal of the notion that race is an 

unimportant or insignificant factor of one’s live experience. This could signify there is a 

transition occurring that white CSAO’s are adopting a worldview that is more color conscious. 
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The literature could benefit from further research on what triggers individuals out of a 

colorblind ideology and into more progressive color conscious attitudes? Are there specific 

characteristics or values that are present with these participants that made it easier for them to 

develop a more color conscious perspective? Are there any shared or paralleled lived experiences 

between these participants that could help explain their lack of a colorblind ideology? 

The literature on white privilege also addresses the aspect of dominance. White 

dominance includes an assumed racial superiority and norm with inherent power dynamic that 

grants ease of access to resources (Feagin, 2013; hooks, 1994). The participants in this study not 

only acknowledged whiteness as the primary and dominate worldview of society, but also 

articulated a desire and motivation to change that reality. Mills (2000) notes that white 

dominance “manifests itself in a white refusal to recognize the long history of structural 

discrimination that has left whites with the differential resources that have today, and all its 

consequent advantages in negotiating opportunity structures”. The researcher did not find this 

ethos represented in participant responses. Instead, participants shared desire for more inclusivity 

and progressive thinking around deconstructing white dominance.  

The literature on white privilege includes predictions that a posture of white ignorance. 

Mills (2007) shares white ignorance perpetuates a type of white amnesia, a deliberative 

forgetting of historical and current racial oppression. The result of white ignorance produces a 

white attitude that racial difference and inequality are byproducts of individualistic values and 

motives, such as an unwillingness to work hard, and discounts any historical narratives or 

realities.  

The next area of the literature describes white racial identity development. The literature 

describes the process of developing a positive white racial identity as an endeavor that is often 
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challenging for white individual to process through. The literature offers several explanations for 

why it can be such a challenge. Kincheloe (1999) and Kendall (2006) argue that fear and guilt 

exist within this dialogue because whites either do not want to be seen as racists in the reflection 

of their white identity or are afraid of associations with racist attitudes. Ortiz and Rhoads (2000) 

note that it could be the fear of unintentionally sounding racist or engaging in unintentional racial 

bias that keeps white people from a willingness to confront and deconstruct whiteness. White 

guilt is also identified as potential challenge. Collin and Lund (2010) share that whiteness is a 

position of oppression and this position can cause a sense of guilt and shame once a certain level 

of awareness is achieved. The participants of this study demonstrated a range of willingness to 

engage in developing a white racial identity.  

For most of the participants, the feeling of fear was generally not expressed. One 

explanation for this is that participants in this study were generally able to agree that whiteness is 

a system of oppression and were mostly able to acknowledge they have personally benefited 

from this system because of their whiteness. Another explanation for why fear was not part of 

participant response could be because each participant self-selected to engage in this study and 

were willing to openly engage in the topic of whiteness. A final explanation for why fear was not 

present in the findings is because participants were engaging an environment with a researcher 

unfamiliar to them. The possibility exists that participants, while seeming open and transparent 

in their responses, could have held deeper or stronger emotions to themselves. 

While fear was not a finding in this study that connected back to the literature, feelings of 

anger and guilt were present in participant responses that were predicted by the literature.  These 

feelings were rooted in either past experiences that participants were reflecting upon or current 

reactions to how whiteness is presented in mainstream media. The feelings of anger and guilt 
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could be a result of past experiences with family members or friends. Several participants shared 

stories about moments they recall where family members used racist language and past 

experiences with friends who were not white and witnessed them facing racist acts. One of the 

important progressions for most of the participants, is their awareness of whiteness developed 

over time and they can now recognize past moments and hold a sense of resentment over those 

experiences.  

Implications 

This study explored the perceptions of whiteness held by white chief student affairs 

officers at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. Christian higher 

education is in a period of change. More students of color are enrolling in these schools than ever 

before. Unfortunately, most CCCU institutions remain predominantly white in their leadership 

and campus climate. As a researcher, I wanted to understand how white leaders of student 

affairs, who have a significant role in shaping campus climate, perceive the concept of 

whiteness, their own white racial identity, and how whiteness impacts the campus climate at their 

respective institutions.  

As the statement of the problem presented in Chapter 1 explained, unexamined and 

unconfronted whiteness produces barriers to student success and has the potential to generate 

negative outcomes for students of color. In their separate explorations of whiteness, Frankenberg 

(1993), Gusa (2010) and Helms (1990) all concluded that unexamined whiteness and an 

unrealized white racial identity contribute to white dominance and white normalization. As a 

researcher who is white, a Christian, and has spent most of their career working at CCCU 

institutions witnessing the simultaneous boosts in minority student enrollment along with 

sustained white campus climates, I was interested in exploring how white CSAO’s think 
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whiteness and minority student success within these predominantly white institutional climates.  

Based on the findings of the study, the researcher identified five primary implications connected 

to CSAO’s, whiteness, and Christian higher education.  

First, the findings of the study revealed that white CSAO’s view whiteness as a system of 

oppression negatively impacting people of color and affording privileges to white individuals. 

This was highlighted through participant responses like “I am in a position where senior 

administrators are dominantly white and so I am, so I know that me being in this role is a product 

of privilege” and “I think me realizing my whiteness and what that means also makes me aware 

of the other and what I can do to benefit people who don't have the same privileges I do”. These 

types of perspectives demonstrate that participants acknowledge systemic whiteness and white 

privilege. However, while the findings of this study showed there is awareness and recognition 

of systemic whiteness amongst CSAO’s, we also know that minority student success at CCCU 

institutions remains comparatively lower than their white counterparts. While every institution is 

different in their rates of success, these differences can be attributed to matters relating to 

campus climate inequities (Cabrera, 2012; Cabrera, 2016; Gusa, 2010; McIntosh, 2015). There 

remains disconnect in Christian higher education between acknowledging of systems of 

oppression and creating real, substantive, and sustainable change to campus climates. This 

change is not solely on the shoulders of CSAO’s and, based on this study, CSAO’s are working 

at creating more equity on their campuses. But the reality remains that a cognitive 

acknowledgement of systemic whiteness is not the solution in and of itself, it’s just the 

beginnings of one. Addressing systemic whiteness must also be coupled with institutional policy 

and practice that prioritizes inclusion and the deconstructing white normalization.  
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A second implication for higher education is one that addresses a level of hypocrisy. 

CCCU schools have become more dependent upon student enrollment to cover operational costs. 

Many of these schools have turned to enrolling more minority student enrollment to help. I have 

witnessed for myself a “just put butts in seats” philosophy guiding enrollment strategies 

primarily because universities face pressure to meet their financial burdens. However, campus 

climate is not assimilating at the same speed as the boosts in minority enrollment, and this 

becomes an example of continued systemic whiteness. Institutional practices that continue to 

promulgate a message of inclusion by broadcasting acceptance and enrollment rates of students 

of color but do not simultaneously address issues and deficiencies in campus climate equity are 

then still upholding a white agenda. The perspective of the researcher is that while the 

acknowledgment of systemic racism is good and should be encouraged, we also must address 

what is perceived to be a degree of hypocrisy. I want to be clear; I don’t think this hypocrisy 

rests on the shoulders of the CSAO’s themselves, but rather the institutional policies and 

practices that guide their universities. Institutions that promote and encourage minority student 

enrollment and celebrate their diversity but do not simultaneously become active agents in 

creating an equitable campus climate run afoul to the mission and goal of deconstructing 

systemic whiteness. 

A third implication to note is most participants expressed commitment to developing a 

positive white racial identity. Helms (1990) explains positive white racial identity as the capacity 

for white individuals to acknowledge and address the realities of white dominance without guilt 

and in a non-defensive, non-racist manner. While most participants expressed past ignorance, 

defensiveness or guilt when engaging in conversations around whiteness, most could now not 

only talk about systemic whiteness but actively engage in their own white racial identity. There 
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was expressed pain over their past unwillingness to acknowledge how their unexamined white 

racial identity could have negatively hurt people of color they care about. There were comments 

made about commitment to cultivating a more positive white racial identity and examples were 

given of how their positive white racial identity. The work towards educating more white 

CSAO’s needs to be encouraged within institutional and broader para-organizational constructs. 

Fourth, Christian higher education needs more active leadership from white leaders. A 

professor in graduate school told me something I will never forget, “if the system is going to 

change, white people are going to have led that change”. What he meant by that wasn’t that 

people of color don’t possess self-agency or can’t create change and affect outcomes, instead it 

was identifying and addressing the power dynamics that help prop up systemic racism. And its 

white people who hold most of the power in this country. To continue to see change and the 

deconstruction of whiteness, we need white leaders in power to champion its deconstruction. The 

CCCU has begun providing spaces for leaders to engage in anti-racist education, we need more 

white leaders to participate and be active members of this movement. Participants shared 

comments like “we have had people say, well we don’t have space designed for white student 

engagement or a lounge or a space for us…to which my personal bias is that every space on 

campus fits that bill for them”, “because I think maybe sometimes, they'll [person of color] bring 

something that doesn't fit within our culture but maybe our culture needs to change” and “let's 

not forget that we have black students who don't have very many black professors, don't have 

any black professors. I've seen certain classrooms, so what are we doing about that? So, I think 

the evolution of it has made me more aware of who's not at the table” indicate an awareness of 

how systemic whiteness is present and affects the climate at their respective institutions.” These 
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are salient perspectives and needed voices within the broader spectrum of Christian higher 

education. 

Finally, Christian higher education is facing a type of missional existential crisis.  A 

watershed moment is staring down these universities. In chapter 2 of this study there were 

several mentions of the priority Christian universities and affiliated Christian organizations, like 

the CCCU, have begun to place on diversity. This priority has been evidence through the 

creation of multi-cultural/diversity offices on Christian campuses and statements on inclusivity 

and anti-racist education. But students are continuing to see a disconnect between what is written 

and what is experienced. This study revealed there are white CSAO’s in the CCCU working 

towards creating a more inclusive campus environment for students of color, however, the 

experience a lot of these students are having is incongruent with their universities written 

statement on inclusion. This disconnect is the existential threat for Christian higher education. 

Universities that express a gospel-driven value on equality, and an “all are one in Christ” 

message but produce systemic environments in which white students are succeeding at higher 

rates and reporting higher levels of comfortability with campus climate, has potential to diminish 

student perception of a university’s commitment to the gospel message of community and 

inclusion. As more CCCU schools lean on enrollment to sustain themselves, and minority 

students are the ones enrolling at faster rates than white students, Christian institutions need to 

prioritize how to ensure they are matching the racial composition of their student bodies with the 

actual campus environment their students are being educated in. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 
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racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. The primary objective of the 

study was to understand how white, chief student affairs officer who work at Christian 

institutions and have significant influence on the overall student experience perceive whiteness. 

The researcher explored this objective by narrowing the focus of the study on three primary areas 

in which whiteness seemed relevant to the student experience: are these administrators mindful 

of whiteness as a concept, and if so, how? Have these individuals cultivated a sense of their own 

white racial identity? Are these individuals aware of how whiteness impacts and effects campus 

spaces? 

The findings of this study add important contributions to the exploration of the 

intersection between whiteness and Christian higher education. The field of research exploring 

whiteness in higher education that currently exists has grown and continues to grow, but the need 

for further exploration on whiteness and student affairs remains a largely untapped field. The 

findings of this study present vantage points into that exploration. The findings presented offer a 

space to better understand how white, chief student affairs officers are approaching the concept 

of whiteness in their day-to-day work as key influencers on the student experience. The 

researcher offers the following recommendations for future research based on the findings of the 

study. These recommendations are informed by the literature review presented in Chapter 2 and 

the findings of this study.  

The first area to be considered for future research is an expansion of the current study. This 

study used a single methodology in its approach. This study employed narrative analysis as its 

single methodological approach. While a narrative analysis was appropriate for this study as it 

allowed for the researcher and participants to engage in a discussion that permitted and allowed 

for a non-linear and highly adaptive conversation based on participant responses, using single 
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methodology naturally produces limitations. Approaching this study using more than one 

methodology may present potential to develop a more holistic picture of how white, chief 

students affairs officer perceive whiteness.  The use of mixed-methods or adding a quantitative 

instrument would provide additional information and correlation between the quantitative and 

qualitative data. Instruments such as the White Racial Identity Attitude questionnaire or the 

White Privilege Attitudes scale could be potential options for a quantitative study. 

This study also had a limited number of participants. This study only had 10 participants. 

While this sample size allows for the opportunity to draw conclusions based on the data, a larger 

sample of data could affirm or further describe the conclusions of this study. Along with a 

limited number of participants the study also presents an opportunity to analyze data over a 

longitudinal period. The discussion and exploration of race for white individuals can be an 

arduous and oftentimes uncomfortable undertaking. While this study conducted two separate 

interviews over the course a couple weeks, there is an argument that allowing for more space and 

time for reflection, examination, and experience could lead to more robust and detailed responses 

to the interview questions. Allowing for more time could provide another layer of depth in both 

the participants own reflection and thoughts on the interview questions, but also for the 

researcher to examine if participants change or evolve their responses or understanding of 

whiteness over time. Adding additional interview over a longer length of time could lead to a 

more detailed understanding of the purpose of the study 

The third research question that guided this study, “what perceptions do white, chief student 

affairs officers at CCCU institutions hold in acknowledging the influence whiteness has on 

campus climate?” An opportunity for further research would be involve student perceptions of 

campus climate and white leadership. Including student participation in this study would create 
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opportunity to hear from and then analyze different student perspectives on campus climate.  

Exploring how white students in comparison to Black or Hispanic students on these campuses 

perceive how whiteness influences campus climate would help inform the potential dissonance 

between the white CSAO and student perceptions. 

Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

 This study began with a statement of the problem. The problem presented in this study 

was that universities in the United States, specifically those affiliated with the Council for 

Christian Colleges and Universities, are becoming more diverse as the broader U.S. population 

becomes less white. However, as more students of color enroll in higher education, these 

institutions remain predominantly white in both leadership and climate. Unexamined whiteness 

has the potential to create negative experiences and outcomes for students of color. 

The responses provided by the participants in this study demonstrate that there is an ongoing 

and consistent need for white, chief student affairs officers to continue their education and 

training related to white identity and campus climate. Several of the participants acknowledged 

that their own confrontation with and education into whiteness was an undeveloped endeavor, 

often just starting in college or graduate school, and welcomed continued dialogue, education, 

and training. This section offers 8 recommendations for universities to implement that would 

help CSAO’s continue their own education, create opportunity to identify areas for improvement, 

and boost the overall campus climate in a positive way for students of color. 

The first recommendation is to encourage university administration to commission a 

comprehensive inquiry into the universities handling of race, racial equity, and campus climate. 

The findings of this study revealed that CCCU institutions struggle in developing inclusive 

campus climates, even while being led by white CSAO’s that may hold a more progressive 
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perspective on whiteness and their own white racial identity. This disconnect requires institutions 

to be more engaged with understanding their campus racial climates, both historically and at 

present time.  

This inquiry should be conducted by an external agency to remove potential objections 

around data collection, analysis, and conclusions. Before an organization can take any steps 

towards progress and change, it must first understand where gaps in efficacy and success exist. 

Undertaking a broad survey that collects valuable responses is the first step to any substantive 

change. This survey should be designed with intention of gaining an historic and contemporary 

awareness of how the university is perceived to handle race, racial education, inclusivity, and 

campus climate. This survey should be organized to capture feedback from four key entities: 

alumni, staff, faculty, and students. Questions for alumni would be valuable as it would give the 

current institutional leadership an historical framework for how the university has been perceived 

to handle matters related to race. Alumni experience and perspective offers valuable historical 

context and information that informs where the University needs to improve and where the 

university has done well. Questions for staff and faculty would allow the university to gain a 

better perspective on how current leadership perceives institutional values and priorities related 

to race and experiences connected to campus climate. Finally, current students should be invited 

and allowed to participant in the survey. Student feedback is essential for two reasons: one it 

provides a context of the lived experiences happening at present day and it offers an opportunity 

to compare students experience and perception with that of past students and current university 

leadership. This recommendation addresses the problem statement by creating a holistic and 

historic perspective of the institution relating to race and campus climate. Understanding these 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 124 

components provides administration clarity around the strengths and weaknesses in facilitating a 

campus environment that is inclusive and welcoming to all students.  

The second recommendation is for university leadership to hire an equity coach. One of the 

key findings of this study was that white chief student affairs officers desire to create more 

inclusive campus environments are engage personally in developing a more positive white racial 

identity. The purpose of hiring such a coach is to allow this individual to audit, observe and offer 

feedback relating to the university’s current campus climate and offer feedback and education to 

both the institution and these white CSAO leaders. This coach should be able to evaluate and 

offer recommendations around current value and mission statements, employee and student 

handbooks, and literature shared with external consumers (website, admission material, etc.) to 

provide a comprehensive evaluation for where the university may be able to improve. This 

recommendation addresses the problem statement as it offers feedback and an opportunity for 

education and development with current leadership. 

The third recommendation is to devote resources and develop ongoing, cyclical racial justice 

education inside of professional development practices. One of the common themes from the 

findings of this study was how educational experiences served as catalysts for the participants to 

become more engaged and intentional in learning about racial injustice, racial identity, and 

systemic whiteness Discussion and conversation are essential activities that help shape and build 

environments where constructive development and positive progress occurs (Torres, Howard-

Hamilton & Cooper, 2003). There is an importance to having white, chief student affairs officers 

participate and engage in ongoing discussion and conversation about race and racial justice both 

at the macro and micro levels of our society. A review of the literature revealed that one of the 

primary barriers to white individuals lack of confrontation with their whiteness resides in 
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feelings of fear, shame, or guilt (Kincheloe, 1999; Kendall, 2006). Increasing dialogue and 

intentional education on race addresses the problem statement as it would serve as potential 

motivation for white chief student affairs officers to not only confront whiteness themselves but 

lead other white colleagues to the same objective. 

The fourth recommendation is to establish a committee to examine current hiring practices 

that explore racial consciousness and awareness. One of the key themes of this study was that 

participants acknowledged that one of the primary priorities they had when thinking about 

shaping campus climate was how their hiring practices impact that outcome. Several participants 

shared about their mindfulness in making sure there was some sort of diverse staff representation 

across the departments in which they were responsible for. While this mindfulness is an 

important variable when approaching hiring decisions, as the literature affirms that student 

success is linked to the opportunities they must connect and engage with people who share their 

race, there may be more value to add by creating hiring practices that explore a candidates own 

racial awareness. This type of adoption addresses the statement of the problem as it could 

potentially be perceived to reinforce a universities commitment to diversity and representation as 

well as create opportunities for new hires to reveal gaps and deficiencies that are occurring 

within the campus climate. 

The fifth recommendation is to create more opportunity and incentivize staff and faculty 

engagement in cross-cultural and even study abroad programming. One of the key findings of the 

study was that participants who had participated in some season of life experienced outside of 

the United States seemed to align with a progressive perspective and attitude towards whiteness 

and a personal white racial identity. Participants who shared stories of experiences in which they 

were and were not the dominate race on another country allowed space for them, upon their 



Texas Tech University, Brad Pulcipher, December 2021 

 

 

 126 

return to the US, to process and analyze how their whiteness operates inside the American social 

system.  As a result of these lived experiences as influence in prompting white individuals to 

confront whiteness socially and personally, there may be value in exploring how universities can 

continue to support and invest in staff and faculty cross-cultural and even study abroad 

programs.  

The sixth recommendation is for university administrators to embrace the leadership of 

the CCCU and actively participate and contribute to the effort in expanding educational material 

and resources for CCCU members. Over the last few years, the CCCU has provided several new 

resources and information to its members around racial education and equity. This effort was 

initiated by the CCCU’s desire to “further the CCCU’s commitment to racial justice and racial 

reconciliation by providing materials to assist us all in better loving God and our neighbor”. As 

part of its effort to create more content for its members to gain a well-rounded understanding of 

the racial issues of today, it invites its member institutions to suggest new resources and content 

for the betterment of the whole. Individual institutions should make it a priority to engage in 

submitting resources to the CCCU.  

The seventh recommendation is chief student affairs officers need to prioritize creating 

space and opportunity for students and staff to provide feedback around where and when they 

perceive white supremacy to exist within the campus community, without the fear of any student 

conduct repercussions or the potential loss of their job. CSAO’s should be offered training for 

how to receive and respond to such feedback and accountability structures should be established 

to ensure concerns are heard and when appropriate, acted upon.  

The eighth recommendation is to include diversity training, race education, and resources 

around whiteness, white supremacy, power, and privilege within any of the student leadership 
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programs that are offered within the student affairs division. Students have an enormous role in 

serving the campus community and within these leadership structures it is important for students 

to be trained on these topics that can drastically influence campus climate and student 

experience. This type of education should not only occur during beginning of year training 

weeks but be offered continually and even embedded into the student learning outcomes and 

assessment plans. 

These eight recommendations address the problem statement of this study. These 

recommendations are oriented around producing an outcome of creating and sustaining a more 

equitable and inclusive campus climate. These recommendations begin with exploring the 

university to develop a broad context and window into strengths and weaknesses. The 

recommendations then ask for the leadership of the university to be active supporters and 

participants in the process. Leadership will be key in creating any substantive and meaningful 

change. As part of the next steps, the university must consider devoting resources and time to 

areas of development. Programming, workshops, and ongoing trainings are important tools that 

help educate and inform practice and policy. Finally, these recommendations focus on the 

student affairs division and ways to improve communication and education between staff and 

students so that space is created to report issues relating to inequity and campus climate. 

Conclusion 

Higher education is in a period of change. Students enrolling in higher education are 

more diverse than ever before and unfortunately, most students of color are enrolling into 

institutions which are predominantly white in leadership and climate. As universities enroll more 

non-white students, the expectation that these campus climates orient themselves towards the 

students they are serving escalates along with it. When whiteness goes unconfronted and 
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unexamined, students of color are placed at a disadvantage. The necessity to acknowledge, 

examine, and confront whiteness and white racial identity are important and meaningful 

exercises to help ensure all students, specifically students of color, are not only welcomed into 

these campus communities but are set up to be successful as well.  

The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief 

student affairs officers at CCCU institutions relating to the concept of whiteness, their own white 

racial identity, and the influence whiteness has on campus climate. My hope as a researcher is 

this study will be both an encouragement and an invitation to white chief student affairs officers 

serving in the CCCU to keep working towards racial equity and inclusivity.  
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APPENDICIES 

Appendix A 

Consent Form 

Please share your thoughts in our research project.  

What is this project studying?  

The study is called “A narrative analysis on whiteness: Studying the perceptions of white, chief 

student affairs officers at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities”. 

This study aims to explore perceptions of whiteness held by white, chief student affairs officers 

at institutions in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities. Exploring these perceptions 

will help us learn how whiteness is perceived as a systemic concept, as a personal identity, and 

as an influence on campus climate. What we learn may help inform how whiteness influences 

and impacts Christian higher education and campus climate and I hope to publish this study to 

make it as beneficial as possible.  

What would I do if I participate?  

In this study, you will be asked to share your experiences, thoughts and feelings during two 

individual interviews. Questions will be about your perceptions of whiteness, about your own 

experience in forming a racial identity, and how you have witnessed race, specifically whiteness, 

and campus climate interface with each other. The interviews will be audio recorded in order for 

us to obtain accurate information.  

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  

Yes, absolutely. Your participation in this study, from beginning to end, is completely voluntary. 

Dr. Dave Louis and the Institutional Review Board at Texas Tech University have reviewed the 

questions and think you can answer them comfortably. It will always be your right to skip 
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questions you do not feel comfortable answering and you may choose to stop answering any 

question even after you have begun. You may also choose to stop participating at any time 

during the study. Participating is your choice. However, I do appreciate any help you are able to 

provide.  

How long will participation take?  

I am requesting the following amounts of your time: 45 minutes to an hour in person for the first 

interview (where I will travel to your office at your campus), about 15-30 minutes for a follow 

up interview a few weeks after the first interview by phone, and a willingness to engage in active 

journaling between the two interviews to note any thoughts, reflections, or new information you 

think about and do not want to forget to share at the follow up phone interview. 

How are you protecting privacy?  

Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this material in reports, 

publications or presentations will never be associated with participants in this study without 

permission. No one other than the researchers associated with this project will have access to the 

raw data. All related documentation will be stored on a password protected computer.  

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask?  

The study is being run by Dr. Dave Louis from the Department of Education at Texas Tech 

University. If you have questions, you can call him at 806-834-3342 or email him at 

dave.louis@ttu.edu.  

TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You can ask 

them questions at 806-742-2064. You can also mail your questions to the Human Research 

Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, 

Texas 79409 or email them to hrpp@ttu.edu 

mailto:hrpp@ttu.edu
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If you are willing to participate in this study, please sign the document below and return via 

email at brad.pulcipher@ttu.edu. Once I have a returned and signed consent form, I will contact 

you via email to schedule the in-person, first interview that fits around your schedule.  Thank 

you. 

 

______________________________________   ____________________  

Signature of Participant          Date  

______________________________________  

______________________________________ 

Printed Name  

 

 

This consent form is not valid after July 31, 2020. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions 

RQ1: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have in 

acknowledging the concept of whiteness? 

IQ1: What is your understanding of whiteness as a systemic concept? 

IQ2: How do you define whiteness? 

IQ3: Do you have any experience witnessing whiteness while working in higher 

education? 

RQ2: What perceptions do white, chief student affairs officers at CCCU institutions have about 

their own white racial identity? 

IQ4: When you think about your upbringing, was whiteness part of the identity of your 

family or collective in which you were raised? Please explain. 

IQ5: Is there a time or experience in which being ‘white’ became a salient identity for 

you? Meaning, is there a moment when you were ‘aware’ you were white? If so, can you 

share about that? 

IQ6: When you think about whiteness as a construct and its role and influence on society, 

what comes to mind for you? 

IQ7: How has the concept of whiteness evolved or changed for you over time? 

IQ8: When you think about your position as a white individual in our society, how would 

you describe your role in affecting positive change to racial injustice? 

RQ3: What perceptions do white, chief student officers at CCCU institutions hold in 

acknowledging influence Whiteness has on campus climate? 
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IQ9: How do you perceive race to affect how campus spaces are allocated, used and 

designed? 

IQ10: In regard to campus space utilization, what are important factors you consider 

when thinking about student acclimation and engagement? 

IQ11: In regard to campus space development, what are important factors that contribute 

to ensuring all students feel welcomed in that space? 

IQ12: Do you perceive any current challenges with how campus spaces are currently 

designed or staged to be welcoming to all students on your campus? 
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