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for First-Year College Students of Color

• Ethnic discrimination is defined as the unfair treatment of a person based on 
their ethnicity (Verkuyten, Thijs, & Gharaei, 2018)

• Students of color commonly experience ethnic discrimination at college (Stevens, 
Liu, & Chen, 2018)

• School belonging, the degree to which a student believes they are a valued 
and significant member at their school (Goodenow, 1993), contributes to school 
engagement and success (Ibañez, Kuperminc, Jurkovic, & Perilla, 2004).

Retention: University records indicated whether a student was enrolled or not in 
the fall semester of their second year of college.

• N = 4,871 first-year students at a large public university in the Southeastern U.S.

• 74.89% White, 8.47% Black, 5.30% Hispanic, 2.48% Asian

• 57.6% Women; 42.4% Men

• Survey questionnaire distributed as a requirement in students’ introductory 
communication classes at three time points (August, December, and April).
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Figure 1. Perceptions of ethnic bias among 
students of color and White students  

Figure 2. Mediation model for students of color. 
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Study Purpose: 
To examine perceptions of ethnic bias, school belonging, and retention among 
students of color and White students at a predominantly White institution. 

Purpose and Hypotheses

Variable Items Options

Perceptions of 
Ethnic Bias

“Since you started at [University], do you feel 
that you have ever been treated badly 
because of your race or ethnicity?”

1 = Never
2 = Once or twice
3 = A few times
4 = Often

Sense of 
Belonging

“How much do you feel that you …
… belong at [University]”
… fit in at [University]”
… feel at home at [University]”

1 = Not at all
2 = Somewhat
3 = Quite a bit
4 = A lot

Perceptions of bias differed significant by ethnic group, as 
indicated by a 2(Ethnic Group) X 3(Time) analyses of 
variance (ANOVA), F(2,3728) = 63.02, p < .05, partial η2 = .18.

Key Finding 2: Change Over Time

Perceptions of bias changed over time for students of color, 
as indicated by a significant Time x Ethnicity interaction, 
F(2,1864). Students of color perceived more bias over time.

Key Finding 3: Mediation Effects
School belonging mediated the association between 
perception of discrimination and retention for students of color. 

• Pathway A: Perception of bias was significantly related to a decreased sense of 
belonging among students of color. This was not significant for White students, 
(B = -0.09, p = .267).

• Pathway B: Sense of belonging was significantly related to retention among 
both students of color and White students (B = 0.64, p = .004).

• Pathways C and C’: Before sense of belonging was included in the model (path 
C), perception of bias predicted lower retention of students of color, but not of 
White students, B = 0.88, p = .078. When sense of belonging was included, the 
association between perception of bias and retention was no longer significant 
for students of color, B = -0.05, p = .069, indicating support for mediation.

Ø Ethnic bias is disproportionately experienced by underrepresented minorities, including Black, Hispanic, and Asian students.
Ø This perception of ethnic bias increases over time, and students of color perceive more discrimination across their first year 

of school. 
Ø For students of color, perception of ethnic bias predicts a lower sense of school belonging, which makes them less likely to 

return to college the following year. 
Ø These results have important implications for schools who want to increase diversity and maximize success for all students, 

including underrepresented racial minorities. 

Results

Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented. High school and college achievement were controlled. The Baron and Kenny (1986) four step method was used to test mediation. Both logistic and hierarchical linear regressions were used.

Hypotheses:
H1: Students of color will perceive greater bias than 

White students

H2: Perception of bias will increase over time for 
students of color 

H3: The relationship between perceptions of bias and 
academic retention will be mediated by students’ sense of belonging   
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