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Abstract 

As the topic of student belonging amongst minoritised student demographics becomes 

increasingly researched and theorised within higher education, there is a risk that 

practitioners and policy makers adopt approaches summarised from top-level findings, 

thus missing important nuance. This article poses four self-reflective questions to 

ensure that efforts to address belonging gaps for minoritised students are appropriate 

and successful. These questions prompt readers to: recognise the value of asset – 

over deficit – approaches; reflect on how definitions of minoritised students do not 

account for the difference between historical and current underrepresentation; 

question whether demographic binaries are useful and relevant; and consider how not 

all students want to belong and whether it is appropriate to challenge this position. 

Overall, this article provides a protocol so that practitioners and policy makers can 

have more confidence in embedding findings from belonging research into their local 

contexts. 

 

Introduction 

The topic of student belonging has become an increasing focus of research and 

practice within higher education. Building upon the broader concept of belonging as a 

universal human need (Maslow, 1943), student belonging has been conceptualised as 

a “sense of connectedness” (Strayhorn, 2018), where students feel accepted, valued 

and included (Goodenow, 1993) as one’s true, authentic self (Picton et al., 2017).  

A well-developed body of research around this topic has looked specifically at 

belonging amongst minoritised or historically underrepresented groups of students; 

with many of these studies documenting how minority students have lower levels of 

belonging than their majority counterparts (Johnson et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2008; 

Kane et al., 2014; Barnes et al., 2021; Shaheed and Kiang, 2021; Gopalan et al., 

2022). Perhaps this is unsurprising, given that interacting with peers like oneself (Kahu 

et al., 2022) and connecting with the wider institutional culture (Thomas, 2002) have 

been shown to support positive building of belonging and, in both cases, this may be 

more difficult for minoritised or historically underrepresented students.  

Existing research has also highlighted how minoritised students are disproportionately 

likely to experience microaggressions (Lewis et al., 2021), stereotyping (Froehlich et 

al., 2022) and sexual harassment (Fernández et al., 2023). These negative 

experiences can lead to students adopting social concealment strategies as an 

attempt to hide their ‘othered’ identity, which in itself can result in a lower sense of 

belonging (Harrel-Hallmark et al., 2022; Veldman et al., 2022). 
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As the studies referenced above show, this pattern of lower sense of belonging 

amongst historically underrepresented students is well-documented. However, it is far 

from an absolute rule. As the quantity of academic research on this topic increases, 

there is a risk that policy makers and practitioners reach for generalised findings and 

miss the nuances explored within each study. This article summarises the complexities 

within existing student belonging research on minoritised students and consolidates 

them into four key questions for policy makers and practitioners to reflect on. These 

questions shed light on the complexities that underlie the experiences of belonging, 

emphasising that a one-size-fits-all approach to addressing belonging disparities is 

insufficient. 

 

Four self-reflective questions to support nuanced approaches 

1. Where are the opportunities to take asset, rather than deficit, approaches?  

Deficit-based approaches focus on the weaknesses within individuals or groups and 

how interventions may be able to correct for these weaknesses. This is contrasted 

with asset or strengths-based approaches, which focus more on helping individuals to 

recognise and best utilise their strengths. One risk of deficit approaches is that, by 

focusing on the individual’s weaknesses, they enable perpetuation of stereotypes, 

alienation of students and disregard for wider systemic issues (Smit, 2012; Zhao, 

2016). Such approaches frame these students solely in terms of how it may be more 

challenging for them to build a strong sense of belonging because of obstacles that 

they may have faced. As provocatively written by author Isabel Wilkerson in her book 

Caste, “individuality is the first distinction lost to the stigmatised” (Wilkerson, 2020).  

There is a close connection between students’ self-efficacy and their sense of 

belonging (Freeman et al., 2010; Zumbrunn et al., 2014; Kahu et al., 2022). Greater 

acknowledgement of the strengths and advantages possessed by students from 

marginalised backgrounds may support positive building of belonging, if they can be 

supported to recognise and utilise these strengths. For instance, autistic students may 

perceive themselves as having advantages over their peers in certain aspects, such 

as when working on detail-oriented projects (Pesonen et al., 2020). LGBTQ+ students 

may find university to be a space where they can finally be their authentic selves 

(Fernández et al., 2023). Similarly, refugee students have noted experiencing 

university as a place of relative diversity and feeling welcomed compared to their 

refugee experience up to that point in time (Dereli, 2022).  

 

2. How are you recognising the difference between historically and currently 

underrepresented student demographics?  

From a theoretical perspective, students from backgrounds that are either historically 

or currently underrepresented in higher education are both likely to face challenges in 

building belonging, but perhaps different challenges; thus, requiring different solutions. 

For example, most studies that have measured students’ sense of belonging and 

gender find that women – a group historically underrepresented in higher education – 
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do not have significantly lower levels of belonging; however, this is not the case in 

subject areas such as STEM where women are still currently underrepresented 

(Rainey et al., 2018; Cwik and Singh, 2022). The same study by Rainey et al. (2018) 

also found that Black women students, who were often in the minority based on both 

their gender and ethnicity, had the lowest levels of belonging; highlighting the 

importance of considering intersectional identities.  

Students from demographic groups that are currently underrepresented are inherently 

less likely to be able to find other students like themselves, which means that they may 

struggle to build meaningful peer connections (Kahu et al., 2022) and face 

stereotyping by other students and staff (Froehlich et al., 2022). Meanwhile, students 

from demographic groups that were historically underrepresented may experience 

institutional cultures that were developed and cemented without their needs in mind 

(Thomas, 2022), resulting in a campus climate that could be, or at least be perceived 

to be, less welcoming (Maramba, 2013). In both cases, students may need to exert 

extra effort to develop their sense of belonging, but for different reasons and therefore 

needing different support.  

 

3. Are demographic binaries helping you target who needs most support?  

Whilst targeting support or belonging interventions based on students’ demographic 

categories can be helpful, there is often as much variation in student belonging within 

demographic groups as there is across them. There is context that sits behind 

demographic categorisations, which may better explain our belonging inequities and 

allow more sophisticated targeting of support. For instance, first-generation students 

are generally defined as students who had neither of their parents attend universities 

and research argues that they have lower levels of belonging than their non-first-

generation counterparts (O’Shea, 2020). However, recent research has suggested 

that belonging is only significantly different for students who had both of their parents 

attend university (Pedler et al., 2022) and another study found that first-generation 

students had a higher sense of belonging than their counterparts when measured in 

their final-year of undergraduate study (Hunt et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, interventions based on demographic binaries may end up alienating 

students that do not feel that they fit within such constraints – such as mixed-ethnicity 

students struggling to navigate whether they are welcome in spaces designed for 

Black students (Renn, 2000). We must be mindful that academic or regulatory 

definitions of demographic groups may differ from how students choose to define 

themselves.  

 

4. Do your students want what you’re selling? 

Whilst belonging overall is widely recognised as a fundamental human need (Maslow, 

1943), there are many different environments, relationships and communities to which 

our students will be able to belong. Some students, especially when seeing belonging 

positioned as tangential to successful degree outcomes, will be content with merely 
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‘getting on’ (Brodie and Osowska, 2021). When belonging is narrowly defined as 

socially fitting in, some students may reject this, instead taking a sense of pride in 

being self-sufficient (Pesonen et al., 2020).  

Students may not want to belong within our universities if they have to make 

unreasonable sacrifices to do so, such as for commuter students (Carruthers Thomas, 

2018) or religious students (Islam et al., 2018) who have to balance competing time 

commitments and the potential for conflicts in their identities and values. For such 

students, interventions to build belonging may be perceived as trying to get students 

to change who they are to fit within a university system that is not designed for them. 

A well-established body of literature has critiqued this, suggesting that instead of 

prioritising the development of ‘college-ready students’, focus should be given to 

building ‘student-ready colleges’ (Burke et al., 2005; McNair et al., 2022). Whilst 

authentic belonging must be encouraged, students may not be fully aware of their own 

belonging needs (Strayhorn, 2018) and thus benefit from exposure to new experiences 

and opportunities to build belonging that sit at the boundaries of their comfort zone. 

Developing such opportunities in partnership with students can allow safe exploration 

of these comfort zone boundaries (Cook-Sather and Felten, 2017). 

 

Concluding thoughts 

Belonging is a multifaceted construct that defies one-dimensional categorisations. 

Each student brings an individual set of social networks, needs, and preferences that 

shape their sense of belonging. Authentic belonging extends beyond merely fitting in; 

in fact, fitting in may be antithetical to belonging if it means concealing our true selves 

(Brown, 2010). The purpose of this article is not to dissuade practitioners and policy 

makers from supporting minoritised students’ sense of belonging. Across various 

demographics and categorisations, there is a significant body of evidence to suggest 

that students’ backgrounds can have a material difference on how they develop a 

sense of belonging at university (Johnson et al., 2007; T. Strayhorn, 2018; Gopalan et 

al., 2022). This does need to be addressed.  

Instead, the goal of this paper is to give practitioners a protocol that they can follow to 

have more confidence that their approach is nuanced and appropriate for the needs 

of their students. These self-reflective questions are essential to challenging simplistic 

and deficit approaches to supporting historically underrepresented students, but it is 

hard to claim that they will be sufficient. Future authors may recognise additional 

reflections that can be added to the practitioner’s toolkit in this area.  

As educators and institutions seek to support student belonging, they must balance 

encouraging student autonomy with addressing systemic issues. Striking this balance 

is essential, as it ensures that students receive the support they need without imposing 

unnecessary limitations. It ensures that students are not dehumanised, whilst also not 

being gaslighted into believing that they individually can undo systemic barriers. Only 

through reaching this equilibrium can universities ensure that students are not 

burdened with the responsibility of fitting in where they do not fit, nor that they are 

deprived of the institutional support necessary for their success. 



Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 
Volume 5, issue 3, July 2024 21 
 

 

 

References 

Barnes, R., Kelly, A. F., & Mulrooney, H. M. (2021). Student belonging: the impact of 

disability status within and between academic institutions. New Directions in the 

Teaching of Physical Sciences, (16). https://10.29311/ndtps.v0i16.3607 

Brodie, J., & Osowska, R. (2021). Supporting entrepreneurship students’ sense of 

belonging in online virtual spaces. Industry and Higher Education, 35(4), 353-

359. https://10.1177/0950422221999264 

Brown, B. (2010). The Gifts of Imperfection (1st ed.). Hazelden Publishing. 

Burke, C. J. F., & Burke, W. M. (2005). Student-Ready Schools. Childhood 

Education, 81(5), 281-285. https://10.1080/00094056.2005.10521307 

Carruthers Thomas, K. (2018). Rethinking Student Belonging in Higher Education. 

Routledge. https://10.4324/9780429458903 

Cwik, S., & Singh, C. (2022). Students’ sense of belonging in introductory physics 

course for bioscience majors predicts their grade. Physical Review Physics 

Education Research, 18(1). https://10.1103/physrevphyseducres.18.010139 

Dereli, B. (2021). Belonging through Higher Education: The Case of Syrian Youth in 

Turkey. Journal of Refugee Studies, 35(1), 195-219. https://10.1093/jrs/feab055 

Erb, S., & Drysdale, M. T. B. (2017). Learning attributes, academic self-efficacy and 

sense of belonging amongst mature students at a Canadian university. Studies 

in the Education of Adults, 49(1), 62-

74. https://10.1080/02660830.2017.1283754 

Fernández, D. P., Ryan, M. K., & Begeny, C. T. (2023). Recognizing the diversity in 

how students define belonging: evidence of differing conceptualizations, 

including as a function of students’ gender and socioeconomic 

background. Social Psychology of Education, 26(3), 673-

708. https://10.1007/s11218-023-09761-7 

Freeman, P. K., & Houston, D. J. (2010). Belonging, Believing, 

Behaving. Administration & Society, 42(6), 694-

719. https://10.1177/0095399710377981 

Froehlich, L., Brokjøb, L. G., Nikitin, J., & Martiny, S. E. (2022). Integration or 

isolation: Social identity threat relates to immigrant students’ sense of belonging 

and social approach motivation in the academic context. Journal of Social 

Issues, 79(1), 264-290. https://10.1111/josi.12548 

Goodenow, C. (1993). The psychological sense of school membership among 

adolescents: Scale development and educational correlates. Psychology in the 

Schools, 30(1), 79-90. https://10.1002/1520-6807(199301)30:1 

https://10.0.114.127/ndtps.v0i16.3607
https://10.0.4.153/0950422221999264
https://10.0.4.56/00094056.2005.10521307
https://10.0.16.228/9780429458903
https://10.0.4.79/physrevphyseducres.18.010139
https://10.0.4.69/jrs/feab055
https://10.0.4.56/02660830.2017.1283754
https://10.0.3.239/s11218-023-09761-7
https://10.0.4.153/0095399710377981
https://10.0.4.87/josi.12548
https://10.0.3.234/1520-6807(199301)30:1


Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 
Volume 5, issue 3, July 2024 22 
 

Gopalan, M., Linden-Carmichael, A., & Lanza, S. (2022). College Students’ Sense of 

Belonging and Mental Health Amidst the COVID-19 Pandemic. Journal of 

Adolescent Health, 70(2), 228-233. https://10.1016/j.jadohealth.2021.10.010 

Harrel-Hallmark, L., Castles, J., & Sasso, P. (2022). Sense of Belonging of New 

Members who are First-Generation College Students: A Single-Institution 

Qualitative Case Study’. The Research Journal of the Association of 

Fraternity/Sorority Advisors, 16(2). https://https://doi.org/10.25774/437v-yd40 

Hunt, C., Collins, B., Wardrop, A., Hutchings, M., Heaslip, V., & Pritchard, C. (2017). 

First- and second-generation design and engineering students: experience, 

attainment and factors influencing them to attend university. Higher Education 

Research & Development, 37(1), 30-

43. https://10.1080/07294360.2017.1342607 

Johnson, D. R., Soldner, M., Leonard, J. B., Alvarez, P., Inkelas, K. K., Rowan-

Kenyon, H., & Longerbeam, S. D. (2007). Examining Sense of Belonging Among 

First-Year Undergraduates From Different Racial/Ethnic Groups. Journal of 

College Student Development, 48(5), 525-542. https://10.1353/csd.2007.0054 

Kahu, E. R., Ashley, N., & Picton, C. (2022). Exploring the Complexity of First-Year 

Student Belonging in Higher Education: Familiarity, Interpersonal, and Academic 

Belonging. Student Success, 13(2), 10-20. https://10.5204/ssj.2264 

Kane, S., Chalcraft, D., & Volpe, G. (2014). Notions of belonging: First year, first 

semester higher education students enrolled on business or economics degree 

programmes. The International Journal of Management Education, 12(2), 193-

201. https://10.1016/j.ijme.2014.04.001 

Lewis, J. A., Mendenhall, R., Ojiemwen, A., Thomas, M., Riopelle, C., Harwood, S. 

A., & Browne Huntt, M. (2019). Racial Microaggressions and Sense of Belonging 

at a Historically White University. American Behavioral Scientist, 65(8), 1049-

1071. https://10.1177/0002764219859613 

Maramba, D. C., & Museus, S. D. (2013). Examining the Effects of Campus Climate, 

Ethnic Group Cohesion, and Cross-Cultural Interaction on Filipino American 

Students' Sense of Belonging in College. Journal of College Student Retention: 

Research, Theory & Practice, 14(4), 495-522. https://10.2190/cs.14.4.d 

Maslow, A. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370-

396. https://10.1037/h0054346 

McNair, T. B., Albertine, S., McDonald, N., Major, T., & Cooper, M. A. 

(2022). Becoming a student-ready college (Second edition ed.). Jossey-Bass. 

O’Shea, S. (2020). “Kids from here don't go to uni”: Considering first in family 

students' belonging and entitlement within the field of higher education in 

Australia. European Journal of Education, 56(1), 65-

77. https://10.1111/ejed.12434 

https://10.0.3.248/j.jadohealth.2021.10.010
https://https/doi.org/10.25774/437v-yd40
https://10.0.4.56/07294360.2017.1342607
https://10.0.5.73/csd.2007.0054
https://10.0.20.84/ssj.2264
https://10.0.3.248/j.ijme.2014.04.001
https://10.0.4.153/0002764219859613
https://10.0.8.142/cs.14.4.d
https://10.0.4.13/h0054346
https://10.0.4.87/ejed.12434


Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 
Volume 5, issue 3, July 2024 23 
 

Pedler, M. L., Willis, R., & Nieuwoudt, J. E. (2021). A sense of belonging at 

university: student retention, motivation and enjoyment. Journal of further and 

Higher Education, 46(3), 397-408. https://10.1080/0309877x.2021.1955844 

Pesonen, H. V., Nieminen, J. H., Vincent, J., Waltz, M., Lahdelma, M., Syurina, E. 

V., & Fabri, M. (2020). A socio-political approach on autistic students’ sense of 

belonging in higher education. Teaching in Higher Education, , 1-

19. https://10.1080/13562517.2020.1852205 

Picton, C., Kahu, E., & Nelson, K. (2017). Friendship supported learning–the role of 

friendships in first-year students' university experiences. Paper presented at 

the Student Transitions Achievement Retention and Success 

(STARS) Conference, 

Rainey, K., Dancy, M., Mickelson, R., Stearns, E., & Moller, S. (2018). Race and 

gender differences in how sense of belonging influences decisions to major in 

STEM. International Journal of STEM Education, 5(1), 

10. https://10.1186/s40594-018-0115-6 

Renn, K. A. (2000). Patterns of Situational Identity Among Biracial and Multiracial 

College Students. The Review of Higher Education, 23(4), 399-

420. https://10.1353/rhe.2000.0019 

Shaheed, J., & Kiang, L. (2021). A need to belong: the impact of institutional diversity 

ideologies on university students’ belonging and interracial interactions. Social 

Psychology of Education, 24(4), 1025-1042. https://10.1007/s11218-021-09643-

w 

Smit, R. (2012). Towards a clearer understanding of student disadvantage in higher 

education: problematising deficit thinking. Higher Education Research and 

Development, 31(3), 369-380. https://10.1080/07294360.2011.634383 

Strayhorn, T. L. (2008). Sentido de Pertenencia. Journal of Hispanic Higher 

Education, 7(4), 301-320. https://10.1177/1538192708320474 

Strayhorn, T. L. (2018). College Students' Sense of Belonging. 

Routledge. https://10.4324/9781315297293 

Thomas, L. (2002). Student retention in higher education: the role of institutional 

habitus. Journal of Education Policy, 17(4), 423-

442. https://10.1080/02680930210140257 

Veldman, J., Meeussen, L., & van Laar, C. (2023). Social background concealment 

among first-generation students: The role of social belonging and academic 

achievement concerns. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 26(3), 762-

778. https://10.1177/13684302221089116 

Wilkerson, I. (2020). Caste. Allen Lane, an imprint of Penguin Books. 

Zhao, Y. (2016). From Deficiency to Strength: Shifting the Mindset about Education 

Inequality. Journal of Social Issues, 72(4), 720-739. https://10.1111/josi.12191 

https://10.0.4.56/0309877x.2021.1955844
https://10.0.4.56/13562517.2020.1852205
https://10.0.4.162/s40594-018-0115-6
https://10.0.5.73/rhe.2000.0019
https://10.0.3.239/s11218-021-09643-w
https://10.0.3.239/s11218-021-09643-w
https://10.0.4.56/07294360.2011.634383
https://10.0.4.153/1538192708320474
https://10.0.16.228/9781315297293
https://10.0.4.56/02680930210140257
https://10.0.4.153/13684302221089116
https://10.0.4.87/josi.12191


Student Engagement in Higher Education Journal 
Volume 5, issue 3, July 2024 24 
 

Zumbrunn, S., McKim, C., Buhs, E., & Hawley, L. R. (2014). Support, belonging, 

motivation, and engagement in the college classroom: a mixed method 

study. Instructional Science, 42(5), 661-684. https://10.1007/s11251-014-9310-0 

 

 

 

https://10.0.3.239/s11251-014-9310-0

