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Counterstories of Honors Students of Color

MicHAEL CARLOS GUTIERREZ

University of California-Davis

Abstract: This study explores the experience of high-achieving students of color
in an honors program at a large research university. Qualitative methods involve
surveying students (n=239) and interviewing a select group (n=S) in attempts to
measure both the frequency and severity of racial microaggression as well as subjec-
tive experience relating to diversity and representation in honors. Using critical race
theory, a discourse analysis of four broad questions pertaining to pre-entry, entry,
continuation, and exit of honors programs suggests that more is needed to foster an
honors community that better understands and meets the needs of students’ racial,
ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic backgrounds. While several students report
nearly withdrawing from honors, citing feelings of racial tokenization, alienation
from peers, and impostor phenomenon, the author notes how results elucidate
a pressing need for university honors programs to recruit more students from
underrepresented backgrounds and provide targeted resources to support honors
students and the programs to which they belong.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, universities have made increasing efforts to promote diver-
sity programs and to display to the world that they serve students from a
wide array of backgrounds. Although diversity is a step in the right direction,
there is a difference between an institution intentionally combating structural
inequalities that prevent students of color from obtaining equal access and an
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institution creating the illusion that it is doing so. Universities must not solely
focus on diverse numbers of students but also on the students themselves.

We must not ignore the discrimination that students of color regularly face
in education, particularly at predominantly White institutions; diversity in a
non-inclusive environment is inauthentic and sure to fade (Martinez-Acosta
& Favero, 2018). Our higher education system needs to work hard to serve
an increasingly diverse college population by developing academic and social
support systems to retain students of color and propel them to graduation.

The present study focuses on the experiences of students of color in higher
education, with an emphasis on high-achieving students of color in honors
programs. The study examines how these students encounter and cope with
discrimination and the extent to which such experiences aftect their percep-
tions of campus climate, inclusion, and overall sense of belonging.

The study expands on the minimal research available on honors students
of color, adding valuable qualitative data to broader discussions of diversity,
inclusion, and sense of belonging on college campuses. The analysis seeks to
answer the following questions:

1. What enables honors students of color to succeed academically?

2. How does discrimination in the form of microaggressions impact their
feelings of belonging on campus?

KEY CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS

Key concepts in this analysis include the following:

* Students of Color are defined as those who come from historically under-
represented, underprivileged, non-White backgrounds in higher edu-
cation, including students of Hispanic, Filipino, Indian, and Middle
Eastern descent.

* Diversity refers to representation of people from a wide array of col-
ors, religions, racial and ethnic backgrounds, socioeconomic statuses,
genders and sexual orientations, geographic areas, cultures, languages,
and abilities.

* Microaggressions are subtle instances of discrimination against mem-
bers of a racial or ethnic minority.

* Inclusion means providing equal access to opportunities and resources
for underrepresented groups, primarily People of Color.
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* Sense of belonging is a human need to feel connected with and accepted
by others.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Topics

A review of the relevant literature reveals four main topics: 1) high-
achieving honors students, particularly those of color, 2) discrimination in
the form of microaggressions, 3) student perceptions of campus climate and
inclusion, and 4) overall sense of belonging.

Honors Students of Color

Most honors programs within institutions of higher education are pre-
dominantly White (Badenhausen, 2018; Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019).
Thus, the negative experiences of honors students of color, which may run
contrary to the dominant narrative, are often overlooked or brushed aside,
resulting in a gap in attention toward the needs of this population. It is no
coincidence that there is very little research that documents the experiences
of students of color in honors programs.

In a rare examination of students of color in the honors college at Bowling
Green State University, Pritchett (2018) found that the few students of color
enrolled did not feel at home nor supported during their time in the honors col-
lege. Students also reported seeing the need for increased diversity not only in
the student body but also in the faculty. In another study, Hébert (2018) exam-
ined the experiences of ten high-achieving first-generation college students
from low-income backgrounds. The study found a parallel between the aca-
demic success of the students and their exposure to both rigor and relationships
throughout their academic careers. In other words, having an academically rig-
orous high school experience with emotionally supportive teachers was equally
as important as forming relationships and engaging intellectually with mentors
and other supportive adults on their college campuses; both were key in allow-
ing these students, the majority of whom were students of color, to develop the
resilience they needed to be successful and high achieving.

Discrimination in the Form of Microaggressions

Manifesting in both blatant and covert forms, discrimination in college
is an issue that students of color are all too familiar with (Williams, 2019).
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Microaggressions are subtle, often unconscious or unintentional “mini assaults”
of discrimination (Wong et al., 2014); they are “layered” in that they attack a
person’s race, gender, class, sexuality, language, immigration status, phenotype,
accent, or surname (Franklin, 2019; Pérez Huber & Solérzano, 2015). Microag-
gressions are a subset of discrimination that shed light on the experiences that
students of color face every day.

It has been established that microaggressions have a significant impact on
People of Color (Wong et al,, 2014). Not only can they exhaust students and
make them feel “personally diminished” (Solérzano et al., 2000), but they
may also represent both health and mental health risks to students of color
(Williams, 2020), in whom they have been correlated with anxiety and alco-
hol-related consequences (Blume et al., 2012). Given that microaggressions
have the potential to impact students’ sense of belonging and academic per-
formance (Parsons, 2017), it is important to examine what types of coping
strategies college students of color implement to deal with racial microaggres-
sions, many of which are daily occurrences.

After investigating experiences with racial microaggressions among Mex-
ican and African American students, Franklin (2019) found that the most
common coping strategies included accepting that microaggressions occur
and receiving emotional support from others. When looking more closely
at African American students, Franklin determined that religion, spirituality,
and emotional support were frequently reported coping strategies whereas,
for Mexican Americans, focusing on work or other activities was more often
reported along with receiving comfort from others. Another study reported
that students of color at a predominantly White college used a strong network
of social support, became resilient and self-sufficient, and on occasion used
detachment and self-selected isolation as coping strategies for race-related
stress (Maina et al., 2011).

In a survey of over 300 Mexican American college students, findings
indicated that racial discrimination was negatively correlated with student
well-being (Villegas-Gold & Yoo, 2014). Students who coped with instances
of racial discrimination by disengaging via self-criticism, wishful thinking,
and social withdrawal were negatively affected when it came to their subjec-
tive well-being. Moreover, a study examining multiracial college students’
experiences with racial microaggressions illustrated that educating others
about multiracial issues, using support networks, embracing fluidity of mul-
tiracial identity, and avoiding confrontation with sources of prejudice and
discrimination were all coping strategies (Museus et al., 2015).
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Student Perceptions of Campus Climate and Inclusion

Experiences with microaggressions can predict perceptions of campus
climate and culture among students of color and are directly tied to a sense of
belonging. The historical roots of a campus are a significant factor since col-
lege campus histories marked by exclusion may leave remnants of a past that
tell certain students that they do not belong. The aspects of campus climate
relevant to diversity include

1. an institution’s historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various
racial/ethnic groups,

2. the campus’s composition of diverse groups of students,

3. the psychological climate of perceptions and attitudes between and
among groups, and

4. the behavioral climate characterized by intergroup relations on cam-
pus. (Hurtado et al., 1998)

In a study of over 4,000 Latinx undergraduates from the University of
California, Franco and Kim (2018) documented that negative campus cli-
mate for racial/ethnic diversity was the most frequently identified campus
climate type and that negatively perceived campus climates significantly
impacted students’ college GPA. Students of color have reported that nega-
tive views of campus climate often stem from racial microaggressions from
White peers and faculty (Cuellar & Johnson-Ahorlu, 2020; Solérzano et al.,
2000; Yosso et al., 2009). Racially insensitive campus climates can create feel-
ings of exclusion and alienation among students of color, leading them to feel
unwelcome on college campuses and experience negative academic effects
(Harper & Hurtado, 2007).

Overall Sense of Belonging

Students of color in honors programs are very often underrepresented
(Badenhausen, 2018; Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019), leading to a dimin-
ished sense of belonging (Hussain & Jones, 2019). Previous studies have
shown that students of color feel less strongly that they belong in their edu-
cational programs than their White counterparts (Hurtado & Carter, 1997;
Johnson et al,, 2007), and feelings of not belonging remain a leading cause for
students of color dropping out of school (Just, 1999; Swail et al., 2003; Zea
etal,, 1997).
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Hussain and Jones (2019) found that more diverse peer interactions and
positive perceptions of an institution’s commitment to diversity protect against
the negative effects of discrimination on the sense of belonging of students of
color at PWIs. Moreover, Means and Pyne (2017) determined that institu-
tional support structures that enhanced students’ sense of belonging included
need-based scholarship programs, social identity-based student organizations,
community-building within residence halls, supportive faculty, academic sup-
port services, and high-impact educational practices, such as study abroad.

Universities that actively acknowledge the diverse experiences, voices,
and histories of all students demonstrate that they are trying to create spaces
where all students feel that they matter.

THEORY AND METHODS

The present study adopted Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a primary per-
spective. As it pertains to higher education, CRT is a framework that seeks to
identify, analyze, and transform those structural and cultural aspects of edu-
cation that maintain subordinate and dominant racial positions in and out of
schools (Ledesma & Calderén, 2015; Solérzano & Yosso, 2002 ). In addition
to empowering students of color to combat systemic racism, CRT allows
for analysis of racial microaggressions (Solérzano et al., 2000) perpetuated
by institutionalized racism and guided by white supremacist ideologies that
justify the superiority of a dominant group over non-dominant groups, or
Whites over People of Color (Pérez Huber & Solérzano, 2015; Solérzano,
1998).

This study targeted fourth-year students of color in the honors program
at a large research university in the Western United States. The methodology
included the qualitative measures of surveying and interviewing its subjects.
Students were first administered a survey inspired by the Racial Microaggres-
sions Scale (RMAS) (Torres-Harding et al., 2012). The survey consisted of
thirty-eight questions and aimed to measure both the frequency and severity
of experiences of racial microaggressions on a four-point Likert-type scale.

Some questions included asking participants whether they had been
treated like second-class citizens, felt invisible, and been the only person of
their racial background in their classes. Three questions were added to the
RMAS with respect to being an honors student: 1) There are few people who
look like me in honors, 2) I have felt racially tokenized as an honors student,
and 3) People are surprised when they hear I am in honors. Interviewees
were selected based on their responses to the RMAS, which was used to
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gather qualitative data. During interviews, participants were asked four broad
questions (with follow-ups) pertaining to honors program pre-entry, entry,
continuation, and exit. Interview questions aimed to evaluate the program as
well as students” experiences with microaggressions and sense of belonging.

While the study was initially submitted for IRB review, it was ultimately
determined that IRB review was not required due to the relatively small size
and scope of the research.

DATA ANALYSIS

This section consists of qualitative data gathered from five hour-long
interviews with students of color in honors.

Interview 1
Rosa, a Second-Generation Honors Student of Hispanic Descent

When offered a spot in the university honors program, Rosa initially
questioned if she was smart enough to be an honors student. She had res-
ervations about the honors dorm and questioned the program’s motives
for inviting her. Was she merely checking off a diversity box as a student of
Hispanic descent? Having come from a high school consisting of 70% inter-
national students primarily from East Asia, Rosa had become accustomed to
not feeling represented in school; she viewed any increase in diversity as an
improvement to being one of only a handful of students of Hispanic descent.
When initially invited to the honors program, Rosa was wary of its academic
rigor, wondering whether it was a mistake she was chosen and whether she
would fit in. She also had concerns about the potential financial burden of the
program. Ultimately, Rosa was convinced to join the honors program after
positive experiences on decision day and during summer orientation, includ-
ing an overnight visit at the honors dorm.

In reflecting on the positive aspects of the honors program over the last
four years, Rosa shared her love of honors classes, her appreciation for the
honors community and advisors, and the personal connections she built
with peers. Challenges she outlined included a lack of flexibility in program
requirements as well as the stress involved in completing the senior project.
Although she described not being able to imagine her transition to college
without the support of the honors community, Rosa made it clear that more
representation would have been better. She found it bothersome that there
were so few people who looked like her in honors.
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While Rosa did not personally experience discrimination in honors and
believed that microaggressions were reduced relative to the overall campus,
she shared that a few of her friends were subject to microaggressions during
honors orientation. In addition, Rosa reiterated feelings of racial tokenization
when first invited to join the honors program, questioning whether her invita-
tion was rooted in filling its diversity quota. While she enjoyed most of her
selected honors courses, many of which were taught by female professors of
color, Rosa observed that some fields seemed underrepresented, especially
among those pertaining to her field of study. She did question if joining the
honors program was the right decision early on due to uncertainties about
some of the requirements as well as perceptions about its focus on STEM,
and Rosa still to this day questions whether she belongs. She described feel-
ing intimidated by others and doubting herself and her own achievements,
detailing that people are often surprised to hear that she is in honors.

Toward the end of the interview, Rosa shared that she has had an unspo-
ken motivation to prove herself for her community and her entire culture as
a person of Mexican descent, describing an “added pressure” to succeed, and
that if she succumbs to failure, she will be perpetuating negative stereotypes
about her people. This worry was one of the contributing factors for her to
persevere throughout the honors program, working hard for herself, her fam-
ily, and her people. She closed by sharing that she is saddened by her constant
need to prove others wrong.

Interview 2
Fatima, a First-Generation Honors Student of Middle Eastern Descent

Fatima was initially a little skeptical about her acceptance into the hon-
ors program at her university because she had heard stories of others being
accepted simply because they were People of Color. She questioned whether
the university wanted her because of what she had to offer or simply for
diversity purposes, and she was hesitant to accept her offer of admission. She
worried that her offer was a mistake and did not understand why she stood
out from the rest of the pack, feeling unprepared and out of place, as though
she would not be good enough nor have much to offer the honors commu-
nity. She shared that her high school did not have SAT prep and described
feeling left out when honors students would compare scores, noting that she
often had the lowest score. Fatima was concerned about the lack of diversity,
and once she joined the honors program, she realized that she knew few peo-
ple from her same area and Middle Eastern background.
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Fatima’s positive honors orientation experience was what finally con-
vinced her to join despite her initial apprehension. She described the financial
stress of being a first-generation student as challenging and felt that things
she worried about did not even cross the minds of her higher-income, more
privileged peers. She recalled that in her second year in the honors dorm, the
only Black person on the entire floor ended up leaving due to feeling unwel-
come, out of place, and not forming any connections with peers. Despite the
lack of diversity, Fatima had a positive experience with her roommates, who
were from similar Jow-income backgrounds, and formed long-lasting bonds.
While she found honors advising accessible, Fatima had trouble finding hon-
ors classes that she wanted to take, as there were not many honors-approved
courses in her non-STEM field. Fatima attributed her staying in the honors
program for the full four years to her own internal drive to succeed.

When reflecting on her four years as an honors student, Fatima described
that had she not been in honors, she likely would have not felt “special,” would
have found it more difficult to receive guidance or develop a motivation to do
well and would not have formed nearly as many connections with professors
and peers. While she enjoyed honors social events and was impressed by the
small class sizes, Fatima described the honors environment as exclusive rather
than inclusive. She did not encounter many people of Middle Eastern descent
and felt that the honors program had taken pity on her and admitted her as a
token member of an underrepresented group. Fatima agreed that more repre-
sentation within honors was needed and that she would have loved to be part
of a small community that felt balanced in terms of demographics.

Although she believed microaggressive experiences to be less common
in honors relative to the overall campus, Fatima did have such experiences in
honors, sharing an uncomfortable instance when an upper-class White hon-
ors student told her to give up the career she was pursuing. Fatima confessed
that she will always wonder why she was chosen to be in honors. She often felt
that people looked down on her for her racial and low-income background,
feeling as though people developed negative preconceptions about her before
they knew her as a person. Fatima described feeling ashamed of her back-
ground, frequently trying to hide parts of herself and blend into the crowd to
better form connections and relate to people in honors, forcing an inauthentic
image onto herself and portraying herself in a different light to feel accepted
by the honors community. She described feeling intimidated by other honors
students, often comparing herself to others and feeling that although she may
have been one of the top students at her high school, she would likely have
been at the bottom of someone else’s. Fatima said that people are surprised
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when they hear she is in honors, often asking her how she was admitted. She
shared that she generally responds by saying that she does not know. Despite
initially questioning whether honors was the right fit for her (and almost leav-
ing the program after her second year), Fatima later came to terms with the
fact that she received so many opportunities as an honors student that would
otherwise have not been available to her and was thankful for all the support
she received from her honors advisors.

Interview 3
Vinay, a Second-Generation Honors Student of Indian Descent

Vinay was very excited when he was first invited to join his university’s
honors program. His only apprehension was the honors dorm, wondering if
he would fit into a community consisting solely of honors students. Lack of
diversity was not a topic of concern as he had grown accustomed to being
one of the few students of color in predominantly White middle and high
schools. When asked to elaborate, Vinay clarified that while a lack of diver-
sity was something he noticed, it was not something that worried him. The
honors overnight was what swayed Vinay to join the honors program because
he connected well with the host students and did not feel intimidated by the
academic rigor of honors. Transitioning to his university was a challenge, but
it was helpful to live with others his age who shared similar interests, and the
honors social activities facilitated meeting other people. Vinay felt that he had
found a community in the honors dorm and was able to form lasting connec-
tions with peers.

Throughout his four years in honors, he mentioned that the only truly
challenging part of being an honors student was having to complete the
senior project. Had he not been in honors, Vinay would have had greater dif-
ficulties finding a friend group and sense of community within the context
of his university. He noted that being an honors student provided him with a
small college feel on a large college campus, appreciating the small class sizes
within honors. Vinay described the honors learning environment as both
supportive and challenging; it fostered a sense of community while pushing
him to achieve his academic limits and to take advantage of opportunities.
He described the honors program as welcoming and inclusive, neither expe-
riencing discrimination in honors nor knowing of anyone in honors who
experienced discrimination. Vinay also believed that microaggressive expe-
riences of discrimination were lessened in honors compared to the overall
campus. Although he did not know anyone who looked like him as a person of
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Indian descent in honors, he did not find this bothersome given that he grew
up in a predominantly White neighborhood and did not have any friends of
Indian descent in middle and high school. In addition, Vinay did not identify
any experiences of racial tokenization as an honors student, nor did he ever
feel as though people were surprised that he was in honors.

When reflecting on his four years as an honors student, Vinay did not
question whether honors was the right fit for him, having found a community
of like-minded people. Nonetheless, he claimed that seeing more represen-
tation of people who looked like him would have enhanced his experience
in honors and made the honors environment even more welcoming and
inclusive.

Interview 4
Eddy, a Second-Generation Honors Student of Filipino Descent

Eddy came from a very diverse high school background and had some
initial hesitations regarding diversity when he was first invited to join his
university’s honors program. He wondered about the ethnic composition
because he preferred diversity and did not want to be labeled a tokenized
member of a minority group. Despite his initial hesitations, Eddy decided to
join the honors program with the mindset of taking advantage of the oppor-
tunity and having the option to leave if it was not the right fit. Eddy found the
honors requirements to be challenging but not unnecessary, and he outlined
numerous helpful opportunities made available to him as an honors student.

When he moved into the honors dorm, Eddy recognized that the honors
student composition could have been a lot more diverse but was still able to
find a sense of community, noting that joining the honors program was one
of the best decisions he had ever made. Eddy shared that he experienced an
academically difficult transition to being in honors, yet he was able to benefit
from the social connections he formed as an honors student, bonding with
peers and connecting with fellow like-minded and well-rounded students.
When meeting other honors students, Eddy experienced a sense of impostor
syndrome, at times questioning whether he fit in both academically and intel-
lectually, but he also recognized that being surrounded by intelligent people
could help him reach his full potential. Eddy claimed that had he not been in
honors, he would not have enjoyed his college experience quite as much nor
would he have been able to take advantage of a multitude of opportunities.

When prompted to reflect on his four years in honors, Eddy noted that
while he did not often consciously think about honors demographics, he did
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recognize that the honors program could have been a lot more diverse. While
he could name a few fellow Filipino people, he could not name a single Black
person in honors. In retrospect, Eddy viewed the honors environment as
academically enhancing and full of opportunities, saying that feelings of wel-
comeness and inclusivity improved over his four years as an honors student.
He experienced neither discrimination nor racial tokenization in honors
(believing microaggressions to be less common in honors than in the overall
campus) and did not encounter people who were surprised he was an honors
student. Eddy acknowledged multiple times that the honors program could
have done a much better job at increasing diversity, going so far as to say that
had Filipino culture been represented more, he would have felt a stronger
sense of belonging and less sense of impostor syndrome. Eddy never ques-
tioned whether honors was the right fit for him, having appreciated the role of
the honors program in creating a positive student culture, allowing for strong
connections with staff, facilitating extracurricular opportunities, and opening
doors after graduation. As a second-generation college student, Eddy bene-
fited greatly from familial support, particularly from parents who encouraged
him to take advantage of every opportunity as an honors student.

Interview 5
Ananya, a First-Generation Honors Student of Indian Descent

Ananya chose to attend her university because of the honors program
and the opportunities it seemed to provide, including the sense of commu-
nity and small class sizes. She came from a small town that was very diverse
and claims that she was not initially concerned about diversity as an honors
student because she simply did not have the language for it. Ananya did not
feel that it was a mistake she was chosen for the honors program, noting that
she was proud of her accomplishments and did not doubt her abilities. She
said, though, that her impostor syndrome arrived after being admitted to the
university, particularly while observing how different she felt when compared
to other students. Ananya was excited to join the honors program based on
the numerous opportunities it seemed to offer.

During her first few months as an honors student, she tried to form con-
nections with peers but was unable to locate a sense of community given the
lack of diversity in the program. Not only did she find that there were a lot
of White students who did not make it a point to welcome others into their
groups but also that there was very little socioeconomic diversity; her financial
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worries did not even cross their minds. After finding herself not meshing well
with the honors community, Ananya began to blame herself for not fitting
in and questioned whether she had made a mistake by entering the honors
program. She felt that although the honors program tried to acclimate its stu-
dents, resources tailored to the needs of low-income students of color were
nonexistent. Ananya advocated for more diversity in honors as well as in the
institution, noting that she has never had a Black professor and is troubled by
White professors teaching ethnic studies courses. While ultimately succeed-
ing in finding a community outside of honors, she felt that she might have
found her community sooner had she notlived in the honors dorm in her first
year. Ananya shared that while the honors program has been an important
resource, she wishes that more People of Color had the opportunity to take
advantage of it, pointing to the lack of diversity in the program. She described
the honors community as neither welcoming nor inclusive, instead associat-
ing it with prestige and primarily benefitting high-income White students.
She was unable to identify a single Black or Indigenous person in her honors
dorm and was taught by majority White professors in her honors courses.

Ananya did outline microaggressive experiences and believed that micro-
aggressions were more common in honors when compared to the overall
campus, sharing a specific instance where a White student discredited her
stance on a sensitive racial topic as well as many uncomfortable instances
where she was the only Brown person in her majority White honors classes,
resulting in numerous uncomfortable conversations. It saddened her to
report that she did not enjoy most of her honors courses, identifying the lack
of diversity in the composition and curriculum of the classes as contribut-
ing factors. Ananya shared that she has experienced racial tokenization as an
honors student, often feeling that she was expected to speak on behalf of all
Brown people. She also felt that the honors administration takes credit when
People of Color succeed without recognizing the struggles of being a Person
of Color in a White-dominated learning environment. Ananya described
both peers and professors as frequently surprised to hear that she is an hon-
ors student, which has been especially upsetting when coming from White
students outside of her community. She believes her frustration stems from
the fact that not many people who look like her are in the program to begin
with, placing the blame on systemic inequalities as opposed to the students
themselves.

When reflecting on her four years in honors, Ananya questioned her
belonging in the program, confessing that she almost withdrew after her third
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year but was convinced to remain in the program by a supportive graduate
student who encouraged her to not be “just another statistic.” She took this
advice to heart and chose to take advantage of every opportunity the honors
program offered. Ananya stated that honors advising has been helpful and
that while the honors program seems to be invested in making sure everyone
succeeds, other systemic issues must be addressed. Overall, Ananya’s frustra-
tion stems directly from a lack of diversity not just in honors but in higher
education as a whole. There is a lot to be gained from being in an honors
program, and Ananya wishes that the program were more open to involving
students of color who, even without meeting the same criteria as White stu-
dents of higher socioeconomic status, should receive some recognition for
the fact that they had to work twice as hard to be considered.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In amplifying the voices of these five students, this paper aims to generate
additional research for colleges and universities to draw on when taking the
necessary steps to rectify the challenges faced by high-achieving honors stu-
dents of color. Although the participants painted a brighter picture of honors
than the literature review might have predicted, most agreed that more diver-
sity and representation were needed in honors and that it was at times difficult
to find a community of people within honors who understood and could
relate to their racial/ethnic, cultural, and/or socioeconomic backgrounds.
A few participants recalled almost dropping out of honors altogether, with
many experiencing feelings of racial tokenization, alienation from peers, and
impostor phenomenon. Some recounted traumatic microaggressive experi-
ences directly correlated with being an honors student; however, only one
student reported that racial microaggressions were heightened in honors rela-
tive to the overall campus.

Participants described individual, familial, and cultural factors as influ-
encing their desire to succeed in honors. While adjusting to honors was
challenging for some, many were able to form connections with peers in hon-
ors. Nevertheless, all students would have felt a greater sense of comfort and
camaraderie in honors had they been surrounded by others who looked like
them and in whom they could see themselves reflected.

One of the limitations of this study was the lack of diversity to begin
with when searching for survey and interview participants in the honors pro-
gram. Out of the thirty-nine students who completed the initial screening
survey, only a small handful were students of color, and no Black or Native
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American students were in the initial pool. This lack of representation is con-
sistent with previous findings; a recent study found that only about 30% of
honors students at American public research universities are students of color
(Cognard-Black & Spisak, 2019). Another limitation was that not all inter-
view participants had the same amount of information to share. Some chose
to elaborate extensively on their experiences whereas others did not. Conse-
quently, some narratives are more detailed than others.

One final limitation of the study is that all interviews had to be conducted
remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with some participants opting not
to show their faces. While interviews of a sensitive nature are best conducted
in person, most participants appeared comfortable elaborating on their sur-
vey responses and detailing their personal experiences in a virtual interview
format. Future research building off this investigation of high-achieving
honors students of color might consider conducting in-person interviews,
waiting longer to recruit more participants of color, providing incentives to
participants, and potentially incorporating focus groups for participants to
bond and share common experiences as students of color in honors.

To better meet the needs of a growing population of high-achieving
students of color, universities across the country need to consider the dis-
criminatory and psychosocial experiences faced by these students when
designing and implementing honors programs. All voices should have an
equal opportunity to be heard, especially those of the underheard. Increased
representation, social and academic support, and awareness of the unique
needs of high-achieving students of color are fundamental to such students
feeling a sense of belonging throughout, succeeding within, and remaining at
their institutions of higher learning and honors programs.

Through the activist dimension of critical race theory, we as scholars can
not only better understand our school’s social situation but also transform
it for the better (Delgado, 2001). Let us continue to create spaces where all
voices are heard, where the status quo is deliberately challenged, and where
education is a means for catalyzing positive change.
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