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Abstract 

 The literature on racial/ethnic diversity in schools largely shows evidence of positive 

academic outcomes for students in diverse schools relative to segregated schools. At the same 

time, there is ample research demonstrating the discrimination and marginalization that students 

of color experience in desegregated schools. In this dissertation, I seek to understand this 

incongruence in the literature by examining the organizational conditions that shape youth’s 

experiences and development in racial/ethnically diverse schools. Across three studies, I examine 

the ways that schools as organizations create the conditions that influence students’ sense of 

belonging, intergroup interactions, and their feelings of salience and regard for their identities. In 

the first study, I examine school belonging and its relationships with school organizational 

features. I find that belonging is associated with demographic composition in combination with 

the ways schools organize their staffing, values, and discipline, with these combinations differing 

for each racial/ethnic group. For the second and third studies, I draw on a year-long ethnography 

of an afterschool debate program. In the second study, I find that the organizational cultures of 

debate teams both enabled and constrained how and if youth had positive interactions with peers 

of different racial/ethnic groups. In the third study, I examine youth’s experiences of their ethnic-

racial identities and find that the context—including the racial/ethnic composition as well as the 

specific content with which youth were engaging—factored into how youth saw race/ethnicity as 

salient in their interactions. I also find that youth drew messages about other’s regard for their 

identities from peers’ reactions and particularly from the reactions of adults with power in the 

organization. These findings together demonstrate the importance of organizations and the way 

that they are racialized in understanding the linkages between school racial/ethnic diversity and 

youth development.    
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I. Introduction 

Motivation 

Five years ago, I entered a doctorate program as the father of twin two-year-old white 

boys. As my partner and I considered our move from the San Francisco Bay Area to Chicago, 

one of our greatest points of optimism was that our children would have the opportunity to learn 

and grow in a more diverse setting than they had in rapidly gentrifying and increasingly 

unaffordable community we were leaving. Like in so many US cities, patterns of housing 

segregation translated into school segregation (Frankenberg, 2013), and, despite our best efforts 

to find a diverse preschool in our community, our children had attended a virtually all-white 

school. In the racially and socioeconomically diverse neighborhood where we settled in Chicago, 

we managed to find the diverse setting we desired for our children. However, the ideals we held 

around integrated schools met the reality of a diverse but divided school. We quickly found that 

our kids primarily made friends with the other white kids in their classes, just as we easily fell 

into becoming friends with the other white parents of their white friends. We witnessed the extra 

leniency that teachers gave our kids when they acted out compared to the Black and Latinx boys 

in their classes. Notwithstanding our intentionality and my own expertise on school diversity, we 

fell into the same patterns of racialized schooling, constrained by both our positionalities and the 

organizations that were navigating, that we sought to avoid.  

My story reflects the current discourse and tensions around racial/ethnic diversity in 

schools. In the beginning of the desegregation era, the focus of diversifying schools was for the 

benefit of minoritized students who suffered the effects of the long-standing “separate but equal” 

doctrine. As the Brown v Board of Education (1954) opinion states, “To separate them [Black 

children] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a 

feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in 
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a way unlikely ever to be undone.” Since then, the framing of diversity has extended beyond the 

benefit of minoritized students to also white students and the broader society. As Orfield et al. 

(2008, p. 103) explain, desegregated schools are essential , “…not only on preparing students 

academically, but in promoting cross-racial understanding and tolerance among all groups and 

improving the life opportunities of all students. Policies that promote these skills and 

opportunities in turn foster social cohesion and reinforce democratic values in our diverse 

citizenry.” Mickelson and Nkomo (2012) further this argument in their review of the school 

diversity literature by framing the role of desegregated schools in decreasing prejudice and 

improving academic and life outcomes for minoritized youth as essential to a democratic society. 

Since the desegregation era, many studies have examined the effects of desegregated 

schools on youth. Although some older reviews of research showed mixed results of school 

integration (e.g. Cook et al., 1984), more recent scholarship synthesizing the years of outcome 

studies related to integration has argued that racial diversity has positive effects on students’ 

academic achievement, attainment, and future life outcomes (R. C. Johnson & Nazaryan, 2019; 

Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012; Wells et al., 2016). Yet, qualitative studies in racial/ethnically 

diverse schools have consistently demonstrated that there is not a simple pathway from 

desegregating schools to positive experiences for all students. From preschool (Van Ausdale & 

Feagin, 2001) to high school (Lewis & Diamond, 2015), the literature is teeming with evidence 

showing that minoritized students are treated differentially or separated from white or high-SES 

peers in integrated settings. This happens through a variety of mechanisms like academic 

tracking (Diamond, 2006; Oakes, 2005) and disproportionate application of harsh discipline 

(Diamond & Lewis, 2019; Townsend, 2000). Research has also shown that teachers hold 

minoritized students to lower expectations and value their contributions to class less (Tyson, 
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2003). Minoritized students in diverse schools, particularly girls, can experience social exclusion 

by their peers (Holland, 2012; Ispa-Landa, 2013). This body of work demonstrates the distinction 

between desegregation, or the removal of barriers to students of different backgrounds attending 

school together, and integration, where youth of different backgrounds are welcomed and 

accepted (Lewis et al., 2015). 

Research Questions 

What creates the dissonance between the ideals of integration and the reality of 

desegregated schools is the puzzle I set out to examine in this dissertation. Across three studies, I 

examine the connections between the organizational settings in which youth interact with diverse 

peers and their feelings of belonging and identity in those settings. This dissertation sets out to 

answer two overarching research questions:  

1. How do youth experience their identities and belonging in racial/ethnically 

diverse educational organizations? 

2. What role does the organization of racial/ethnically diverse educational spaces 

play in shaping youth’s experiences? 

One challenge in the literature on school racial diversity is that it is fragmented across 

disciplines that separately study school inputs, social interactions, and human development. 

Studies from economists of education that focus on school inputs—the funding level, experience 

of teachers, and racial diversity of peers—tend to find positive results related to integration 

(Brunn-Bevel & Byrd, 2015; Gamoran & An, 2016; R. C. Johnson, 2011; Reardon, Kalogrides, 

et al., 2019; Reardon, Weathers, et al., 2019; Reber, 2010). However, these studies do not 

examine how staff notice, negotiate, and utilize resources and how students interact with them, 

making these input-output models of education limited for examining how these inputs affect 
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youth’s experiences with diversity. Many sociological studies of racially integrated schools do 

examine ways that schools utilize and stratify resources through tracking (Lewis & Diamond, 

2015; Wells & Serna, 1996), discipline (Capers, 2019; Diamond & Lewis, 2019; Freeman & 

Steidl, 2016; Lewis & Diamond, 2015), and special education designations (Saatcioglu & Skrtic, 

2019). However, what we miss from this perspective is an understanding of how these 

experiences affect youth’s social, emotional, and cognitive development. Psychologists have 

examined the relationship between school diversity and socioemotional outcomes, including 

depression, belonging, safety, vulnerability, and cognition (Benner & Crosnoe, 2011; Conway-

Turner et al., 2020; Douglass et al., 2014; Graham, 2018; Kogachi & Graham, 2020; Morales-

Chicas & Graham, 2017), but few of these studies focus on or measure the organizational 

contexts in which these outcomes develop. 

Conceptual Framework 

I use a multidisciplinary approach, drawing on organizational, sociological, and 

psychological theories, to understand how the organizational arrangements of schools affect 

students’ experiences of diversity and how those experiences affect their sense of belonging and 

identity. I bring these perspectives together using the frame of sensemaking (Weick, 1995; 

Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking theory examines the ways that individuals in organizations 

assign meaning to events, a process that involves reflecting on the congruence of one’s own 

identities with the organizational culture (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). Moments of trauma 

or identity threat, such as instances of discrimination, can trigger sensemaking (Maitlis, 2009; 

Weick, 1995), making it especially applicable to this study. Sensemaking is not only about 

individual cognition but about the ways that the organizational context shapes the understanding 

and response of people situated in organizations. For this reason, sensemaking is a useful frame 
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for my dissertation in that allows me to examine the interconnections between the organization 

and the individual through specific lived experiences.  

However, the organizational literature has traditionally looked at organizational processes 

as neutral of race/ethnicity, class, and gender (Acker, 2006; Nkomo, 1992). Recent work from 

organizational scholars has highlighted the fact that societal hierarchies of race/ethnicity, gender, 

and class are embedded in organizations (Acker, 2006; Ray, 2019; Wooten & Couloute, 2017). I 

focus on racial/ethnic hierarchies in organizations, considering when and how the racialized 

nature of organizations plays into the organizational context in which sensemaking. Ray (2019) 

argues that there are four main ways in which racial/ethnic hierarchies are perpetuated in 

organizations: providing differential agency based on race/ethnicity, legitimating differential 

access to resources, selectively decoupling rules from practice, and using behaviors associated 

with whiteness as a credential for advancement. I look throughout this dissertation for these 

practices as signals of racialization of the organizations I study. I combine this with a 

sensemaking lens to examine how aspects of the educational organizations I study—the norms, 

values, leadership, and resource distribution—communicate racialized messages that youth take 

away about their identities and how well they belong in those spaces. 

Overview of Studies 

Across three studies, I examine the relationships between racial/ethnic diversity, 

organizations, and youth’s sense of belonging and identity in those organizations.  

In the first study, I examine the ways that schools as organizations create the conditions 

for belonging amidst differing racial/ethnic compositions. Using qualitative comparative analysis 

(QCA), I examine combinations of organizational features of schools that are associated with 

high and low student-reported sense of belonging for each of the four largest racial/ethnic groups 
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in a large urban district. Consistent with prior literature, I find that students felt a higher sense of 

belonging when they were in schools with a higher proportion of same-race peers. However, the 

demographic composition of schools was never sufficient for belonging but also required school 

practices around staffing, discipline, and equity focus. The specific combinations of factors that 

were associated with belonging were different for each racial/ethnic group, which is itself an 

important finding pointing to the need for research and policy to be mindful of groups’ unique 

experiences rather than treating all configurations of diversity as equal. 

In the second study, I turn to afterschool spaces to understand how youth and adults in a 

high school debate league construct organizational culture and how that culture affects 

intergroup interactions amongst youth from different racial/ethnic backgrounds. Over a year of 

field work as a participant-observer in three debate teams, I interviewed coaches, staff, and 

students and observed practices and competitions. Using organizational culture (Hatch, 1993; 

Schein, 1996) and sociocultural activity theory (Nasir & Hand, 2006; Sannino & Engeström, 

2018) lenses, I examine how the interactions that youth and adults have around artifacts 

communicate the norms and values of the space. I find that there was a norm of being courteous 

and helpful to others in the league, and this norm facilitated positive relationships amongst 

students across racial/ethnic lines. At the same time, I found that several of the staff cultivated a 

cultural value for a traditional style of debate that encouraged students to make arguments 

regardless of their own beliefs and experiences, which discouraged students from learning about 

out-group peers in debate rounds. 

In the third study, I examine how the youth in my field site experience their ethnic-racial 

identities (ERI) (Phinney & Ong, 2007; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014) in 

the interactions they have during debate. I use interviews and observations where students make 
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sense of interactions to understand in what situations their ERI is salient to their sensemaking 

and what messages they take away about the regard others have for their ERI. I find that 

students’ sensemaking incorporated both the demographic context (the perceived ERIs of others 

in the space) as well as the content (the specific material or topics that were being discussed). In 

instances where ERI was salient, youth made sense of regard for their ERI through the reaction 

of peers but especially the reactions of those with authority in the organization, such as coaches 

or debate judges.  

Overall, this dissertation shows that diversity, in and of itself, is insufficient to realizing 

the ideals of integration. Rather, the processes linking diversity and youth experiences implicate 

the organizations in which youth encounter diversity as they shape the everyday interactions 

between youth and adults that give meaning to identities, communicating which identities do and 

do not belong within an organization. One student in my study proclaimed in a debate round, 

“When we bring in our positionalities, we make the space inclusive.” What I seek to show in this 

dissertation are the ways that organizations facilitate the inclusiveness for which this student 

boldly advocated. Educational spaces in which all students can bring their positionalities is the 

ideal of integration. The findings of my dissertation, alongside my continued struggles to manage 

my own children’s interactions within schools that are diverse but not integrated, demonstrate 

that organizing educational spaces in ways that make youth feel safe to be their whole selves has 

to take a more prominent role in the policy debates about diversifying schools. 
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II. Study 1: Organizing for Diversity: How the Organization of Schools and Racial 

Diversity Relate to Student Belonging 

Abstract 

 In this paper, I examine the ways that the organization of schools—the decisions that 

schools make about how to configure curriculum, students, and the school environment—relate 

to students’ sense of belonging in the presence of racial/ethnic diversity. Using Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis, I analyze school-level data to understand combinations of organizational 

characteristics and school racial/ethnic composition that create the conditions for high and low 

student-reported sense of belonging. First, I show that across racial/ethnic groups, same-race 

representation of peers, staff, and the surrounding neighborhood was important but never a 

sufficient condition for belonging. Rather, belonging required combinations of school 

demographic composition and equity-oriented practices. Second, I find that combinations of 

same-race representation and school structural arrangements present in high- and low-belonging 

schools are different for each major racial/ethnic group. Based on these findings, I argue that 

attention is needed to schools as whole organizations, rather than isolated elements of the 

organization, in the study of diversity and belonging. My findings also highlight the need for 

future research to break down white/nonwhite binaries and examine the ways that racial/ethnic 

groups experience diversity and school organization uniquely. 
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Organizing for Diversity: How the Organization of Schools and Racial Diversity Relate to 

Student Belonging 

 A growing consensus from studies school diversity studies shows that students who 

attend diverse schools have better academic achievement, are more likely to graduate, and have 

better life outcomes, on average, than those who attend segregated schools (Guryan, 2004; R. C. 

Johnson & Nazaryan, 2019; Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012; Wells et al., 2016). However, 

qualitative, ethnographic studies of racially diverse schools demonstrate many ways that students 

of color experience racism, social exclusion, and marginalization (Holland, 2012; Ispa-Landa, 

2013; Lewis & Diamond, 2015; Oakes, 2005; Saatcioglu & Skrtic, 2019). Coupled with this is 

evidence from psychological studies that show both positive socioemotional outcomes associated 

with exposure to school diversity (Douglass et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014; Juvonen et al., 

2018; Kogachi & Graham, 2020; Wilson & Rodkin, 2011) as well as the benefits from having 

more same-race peers (Bellmore et al., 2012; Benner & Graham, 2013; Cheon et al., 2020; 

Seaton & Douglass, 2014). This mix of evidence leaves the field with a puzzle as to why we see 

divergent results in the school diversity literature across disciplines and outcomes.  

Current policy conversations are focused on how to achieve numerical diversity, despite a 

long tradition of authors who have brought attention to the inequities that minoritized students 

face in diverse schools, from Du Bois (1935) to Black leaders of the Civil Rights era like 

Malcolm X (1964) and Stokely Carmichael (1966) to contemporary scholars (Burkholder, 2017; 

Horsford, 2010; Lyons & Chesley, 2004; Walker, 2009). These critical perspectives are largely 

silenced as econometric analysis holds hegemonic influence over educational policy discourse 

(Berman, 2022; Jabbar & Menashy, 2022). Considering the array of different results and 

perspectives that show both positive and negative results of school integration, increased 
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attention to what diverse schools do and how they affect youth development is needed to better 

understand how diverse schools can organize to be positive spaces for all youth. 

In this paper, I examine the ways that the organization of schools—the decisions that 

schools make about how to configure curriculum, students, and the school environment 

(Hallinan, 1987)—relate to students’ sense of belonging in the presence of racial/ethnic diversity. 

I investigate the following research question: How do different school racial/ethnic compositions 

combine with the organization of secondary schools to contribute to student sense of belonging, 

and how do these combinations differ across racial/ethnic groups? I use qualitative comparative 

analysis (QCA), a method that examines whole cases as combinations of variables and their 

relationships to outcomes, to understand how combinations of school diversity and the 

organization of schools’ resources, staffing, and discipline are associated with belonging for each 

of the four largest racial/ethnic subgroups in a large urban district in the Western US. I organize 

my results around two main findings. First, I show that across racial/ethnic groups, same-race 

representation of peers, staff, and the surrounding neighborhood was important but never a 

sufficient condition for belonging. Rather, belonging required combinations of school 

demographic composition and equity-oriented practices. Second, I find that combinations of 

same-race representation and school structural arrangements present in high- and low-belonging 

schools are different for each major racial/ethnic group. 

Based on these findings, I argue that examining school belonging through an 

organizational lens is critical to understanding students’ experiences in racially diverse settings. 

Rather than treating school belonging as a feeling for youth to develop, I show how schools as 

organizations create the conditions for belonging. I argue that the combination of a schools’ 

racial composition along with schools’ choices of core values, discipline policies, and staffing 
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communicate to youth the boundaries around who does and does not belong at school. Therefore, 

understanding the effects of diversity requires more than a focus on interactions among students 

and staff. Rather, it is important to also turn the lens on how schools, and the totality of their 

decisions about how to organize, recreate, or disrupt, societal hierarchies. Although most prior 

studies focus on individual school policies or practices amidst diversity, this study is among the 

first to examine combinations of these factors across multiple schools in a district. Also, this 

study builds on a small, recent research base examining organizations’ role in fostering 

belonging and applies that frame to school diversity by connecting the study of organizations to a 

crucial youth developmental process.  

I begin with a review of the literature relevant to school diversity and the organization of 

schools as a theoretical lens for the analysis. Next, I detail my sample, data sources, and 

methods, offering a description of the QCA method and the data calibration and analysis 

strategies I use. I then present my results around the two main findings discussed above, 

presenting QCA model results with the first and then offering more detailed qualitative examples 

of specific schools’ data to illustrate the second. I end with a discussion of the theoretical and 

practical implications of this analysis as well as limitations of this study. 

Literature Review 

 In this section, I review the literatures on sense of belonging and schools as organization, 

focusing my review specifically on studies that examine belonging or organization in relation to 

school diversity. I then offer a conceptual framework for examining intersections between 

belonging and schools as organizations. 

Sense of Belonging and Diversity 
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Students’ sense of belonging, the fundamental need of individuals to feel accepted, 

valued, and connected through stable, pleasant interactions with other members of a community, 

is important to their engagement and success at school (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Osterman, 

2000). School belonging has been conceptualized in many different ways, including attachment, 

safety, engagement, and connectedness to peers and adults at school (Libbey, 2004). Several 

studies propose theoretical models that place belonging as a mediating or moderating variable 

between racial/ethnic diversity and school outcomes like achievement and attendance (Faircloth 

& Hamm, 2005), which are the focus of much of the quantitative literature on school diversity. 

Belonging is also associated with school practices and policies (Osterman, 2000), making an 

organizational approach appropriate for investigating the relationships between diversity and 

belonging. 

Recent research has begun to theorize the role of organizations in creating belonging. 

From this perspective, belonging is fundamentally about one’s perceived fit with a setting 

(Walton & Brady, 2018). Gray, Hope, and Matthews (2018) have furthered this notion of 

belonging by putting the onus on the organization as the actor creating the conditions for 

belonging. Focused specifically on Black youth, their framework proposes three elements of 

what they call the opportunity structure for belonging: the interpersonal (facilitating positive ties 

among peers and adults), the instructional (providing access to high-quality, culturally relevant 

curriculum and pedagogy), and the institutional (counteracting societal oppression with policies 

that promote equity). An important part of this framework is recognizing the agency of school 

staff in creating or counteracting belonging vulnerability by how they show support for students 

and reflect their values in instruction (Gray et al., 2020). Conversely, discrimination from adults 
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at schools is associated with lower school belonging, particularly among Black youth (Montoro 

et al., 2021). 

Research has shown that students in schools with more same-race peers have a stronger 

sense of belonging at school, which is in turn associated with exhibiting fewer externalizing 

behaviors like aggression or opposition (Benner & Crosnoe, 2011). Research specifically 

focusing on the transition from elementary to middle school or middle to high schools shows that 

decreasing presence of same-race peers across these transition points can hurt students’ sense of 

belonging (Benner & Graham, 2009; Morales-Chicas & Graham, 2017). However, school 

diversity, operationalized as having representation from multiple groups instead of one dominant 

group, reduces students’ feelings of being marginalized or vulnerable at school (Graham, 2018). 

While the research largely show that same-race representation is important to student belonging, 

the extent and type of diversity and the context in which youth experience diversity matter to 

how it affects belonging (Yip, Cheon, et al., 2019). 

Schools as Organizations and Racial/Ethnic Diversity 

School organization shapes experiences that foster belonging or alienation for youth. By 

school organization, I am referring to the structures, rules, hierarchies, and norms that schools 

put in place to reach their goals. Organizations embed and perpetuate race, class, and gender 

hierarchies from the broader society through the rules and processes by which they distribute 

resources, reward or punish individuals, and selectively decouple policy from practice (Acker, 

2006; Ray, 2019; Wooten & Couloute, 2017). Studies of racial diversity exemplify multiple 

ways in which this happens. For example, several studies have found a negative effect of 

academic tracking on minoritized students in diverse schools (Mickelson, 2015; Oakes, 1995, 

2005; Tyson, 2011; Wells & Serna, 1996). Others have examined the role of inequitable resource 
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distribution within diverse schools or across schools with different racial/ethnic compositions 

(Gamoran & An, 2016; Jackson, 2009). These studies show that the decisions schools make over 

individual elements of their organization can make a difference in the effects of diversity on 

students.  

Studies of diverse schools have shown that the organization of schools can also shape the 

extent to which they foster student belonging. For example, students’ perceptions of fairness and 

attitudes toward cross-race peers improve when the racial/ethnic diversity of students’ core 

academic classes is proportionate to the school-level diversity, indicating a lack of racialized 

academic tracking (Juvonen et al., 2018). When schools track academic classes such that certain 

classes become synonymous with race, minoritized students who attempt to cross boundaries can 

have a hard time cultivating belonging with both their same-race and cross-race peers (Carter, 

2006; O’Connor et al., 2011). Outside of the school day, sports and other clubs can create 

opportunities for students to create connections with peers, but long commutes to school in areas 

where desegregation involves busing of minoritized students into white communities can limit 

those opportunities (Holland, 2012). If, as many studies have posited, positive interracial contact 

builds students’ sense of belonging at diverse schools (Graham, 2018; Mikulyuk & Braddock, 

2018; Wilson & Rodkin, 2011; Yip et al., 2013), the ways that schools organize resources, 

staffing, discipline, and curriculum plays a large role in whether and under what conditions those 

interactions happen.  

Framework: Belonging as an Organizational Construct 

Psychologists conceptualize and measure belonging as the feeling of value and 

acceptance within a community (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Osterman, 2000). This approach 

acknowledges the role of settings but emphasizes the individuals’ feeling. However, by focusing 
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on the organization, I build on recent work shifting the onus from belonging as a developmental 

task for youth to something for organizations to communicate to youth (Gray et al., 2018). While 

I do not claim that the differences in belonging are entirely about race/ethnicity, prior research on 

belonging shows that race is one, albeit not the only, dimension on which belonging at school 

varies (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005). Thus, I center the ways that schools assign value judgments to 

difference through the ways that they organize, using students’ feeling of belonging for youth as 

a reflection of their status within the societal racialized power hierarchy that schools uphold or 

disrupt.  

In this paper, I consider how combinations of racial/ethnic diversity and equity-focused 

practices communicate the boundaries of belonging at schools to students. Specifically, I 

consider how school racial/ethnic composition, including the students, staff, and surrounding 

neighborhood of schools combine with equity-focused school practices, like racially 

proportionate application of discipline, emphasis on equity in the espoused values and mission of 

the school, and investments in professional development to support equity work. This is clearly 

not a clean separation, as schools’ approaches to instruction may attract and retain certain types 

of students or teachers, but it is useful as a way of examining the relationship between the 

composition of schools, organizational characteristics, and belonging. I consider how the 

combination of school demographic composition and practices shift the boundaries to 

communicate which specific groups of students belong, as depicted in Figure 1. The figure 

depicts three hypothetical schools that create their boundaries of belonging through a 

combination of demographic composition and practices, and as a result each has a varying level 

of overlap with the expressions of cultural or social capital from a given racial/ethnic group. In 

the figure, School 1 has the broadest boundaries of belonging, completely encompassing the 
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social and cultural capital of the racial/ethnic group in the circle. However, School 2, with its low 

levels of equity-focused practice and representation, has created boundaries of acceptable 

cultural and social capital that do not overlap at all with the racial/ethnic group depicted in the 

circle. Similarly, School 3, with high representation but little equity-focused practice, has created 

boundaries with only slight overlap. Students’ perceptions of those boundaries determines how 

well they see themselves belonging within them. 

 

Data 

 In this section, I first describe the study location and then provide detail on each variable 

that I include in my analysis, along with the literature that motivates inclusion of the variable. 

The details of how I calibrate each variable for QCA analysis are in the analytic strategy section 

that follows this section. 

Sample 

School 2 

Ethnic/Racial 

Social and 

Cultural 

Capital 

School 1 

School 3 

Same-Race Representation 

Equity 

Focused 

Practice 

Figure 1. 

Conceptual model for student belonging and organizational processes 
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 This study is based on data from a large urban school district in the Western US. I include 

all district-operated middle and high schools (n=30). All data are from the 2018-19 school year, 

which was the last year that data were available before schools were closed for the COVID-19 

pandemic. Based on the advice of district staff, student survey data on sense of belonging from 

the pandemic years had low response rates and were not reliable, which is why I opt to use this 

historical data. I focus on one district because of my familiarity with the setting, allowing me to 

capitalize on one strength of QCA, which allows researchers to mix quantifiable data with deep 

qualitative knowledge of local realities (Rihoux & Lobe, 2009). 

Measures 

Student sense of belonging. Students’ self-reported sense of belonging at school is the 

outcome of interest for this study. These data come from the district’s annual administration of a 

culture and climate survey to all students in grades 5-12. One advantage of using these data is 

that schools administer it to all students, obtaining a response rate of over 80%. The survey scale 

I use for this study measures students’ sense of belonging at school. The five-item scale (see 

Appendix A for the items comprising the scale) is drawn from the National Longitudinal Study 

of Adolescent Health, which has been administered to a large, nationally representative sample 

of adolescents since 1994 (Resnick et al., 1997). This measure of belonging is wide-ranging, 

covering connection to school and perceived fairness, but has been shown to have high reliability 

across demographic groups (Mahecha & Hanson, 2020).  

Percent of same-race peers. Studies consistently find that racially minoritized youth 

being in a small numerical minority within a school can be detrimental to those students and 

negate any potential benefits that come from diversity (Benner & Crosnoe, 2011; Benner & 

Graham, 2013; Fisher et al., 2015; Graham, 2018; Morales-Chicas & Graham, 2017; Parris et al., 
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2018; Walsemann et al., 2011). Therefore, I use the percentage of same-race peers within the 

school as an indicator of the extent to which students are isolated or not within their schools.  

School diversity. Because some racial/ethnic groups have relatively low representation in 

my sample, I also use measures of school diversity in models predicting belonging. Although 

many studies of school diversity use the Simpson’s diversity index as a measure of school 

diversity (Juvonen et al., 2018), the schools in my sample had little variation on this measure, 

with nearly all ranging between .5 and .75, indicating very low levels of racial isolation. 

Therefore, I opt to use the percent of students belonging to the largest racial/ethnic group in a 

school as a measure of school diversity. This decision is consistent with literature indicating that 

students can feel threatened when there is a clear majority group of which they are not members 

(Graham, 2018).  

Organizational equity focus. The priorities that leaders communicate create coherence 

around teachers’ work in schools (Bryk, 2010; Mehta & Fine, 2015). When that focus is social 

justice and equity, leaders can create school climates that make minoritized students feel 

welcomed (Khalifa et al., 2016). To understand the extent to which schools in my sample orient 

toward equity, I examine bi-annual school planning documents in which schools describe their 

goals and plans for upcoming school years as well as articulate their mission and vision 

statements. I analyzed these documents to develop two measures of the organizational 

commitment to equity.  

First, I identify whether schools center their professional development plans for teachers 

around equity-focused topics, such as ethnic studies, culturally relevant pedagogy, or anti-racist 

teaching, all of which are linked to students’ connection to school (Bonilla et al., 2021; Byrd, 

2016). Second, I examine schools’ stated mission and vision statements, which are important 
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vehicles for setting and communicating norms (Murphy & Torre, 2015). I look for language 

indicating that the school puts equity, diversity, and social justice at the center of its work. I 

differentiate statements acknowledging the demographic diversity of the school (e.g. “One of our 

biggest assets is our diverse student population…”), which I do not code as equity-centered, from 

statements that communicate a commitment to working toward equity (e.g. “Make social justice 

a reality…”), which I do code as equity centered.  

Disproportionate suspensions. Based on prior literature indicating disproportionate 

application of discipline for minoritized students in racially diverse schools (Capers, 2019; 

Diamond & Lewis, 2019; Eitle & Eitle, 2004), I include data on student suspensions, 

disaggregated by race/ethnicity. I use the percentage of each subgroup suspended subtracted 

from the overall suspension rate as a measure of the equitable application of discipline. Negative 

scores indicate that a given subgroup was suspended less than the school average, and positive 

scores indicate that the subgroup was suspended at a higher rate than the school overall.  

Staff racial/ethnic composition. The presence of school staff that come from the same 

racial/ethnic background can contribute to students’ sense of belonging (Bates & Glick, 2013; 

Battey et al., 2018). I also include the percentage of same-race administrators at each school as 

there is a literature showing that racial match of administrators can matter to student outcomes 

(Davis et al., 2016). I rely on publicly available data from the state department of education on 

school staff demographics.  

Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition. Going to school in a neighborhood where a 

student is a racial/ethnic minority can make students feel alienated or marginalized (Anderman, 

2002; Holland, 2012; Ispa-Landa, 2013). Therefore, I include the percent of same-race residents 

of the neighborhood surrounding each school. I use tract-level data from the US Census 
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American Community Survey 2019 5-year estimates, joining the location of school sites in my 

sample to the census tract in which it belongs and then merging tract-level racial composition to 

each school. I construct a variable for each racial/ethnic subgroup at the school of membership in 

the group of schools in which that subgroup is a majority in the surrounding census tract.  

School size. Although the research on school size shows varied and non-linear 

relationships with student outcomes, depending on the outcome of interest, the preponderance of 

evidence suggests that students feel more connected to peers and adults in smaller school settings 

than larger ones (V. E. Lee et al., 2000; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). Therefore, I include the 

number of students enrolled, which I access from publicly available school enrollment data from 

the state department of education. 

Analytic Strategy 

In this section, I detail my approach to this analysis using QCA, a method designed for 

understanding causality by exploring the combinations of conditions present in cases that share 

an outcome (Ragin, 1999, 2000). I first explain the rationale of using QCA and its advantages 

over other forms of quantitative analysis before detailing the steps of calibrating data for QCA 

analysis and constructing QCA models. Detailed descriptive statistics for each variable are 

provided in Appendix B. 

Rationale of QCA 

Rather than trying to isolate the contribution of a single variable or parse the variance 

among a set of predictors, QCA examines combinations of conditions that exist with a given 

outcome (Ragin, 1999). Methods of assessing causality that focus on isolating the effect of one 

variable from all others limit our understandings of complex systems like organizations, where 

variables are interconnected and there may be more than one way to cause an outcome (Mahoney 
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et al., 2013; Ragin, 1999). QCA’s focus on combinations of conditions makes it a good 

methodological fit for this study of schools as organizations with multiple interconnecting 

features and practices. Organizations include combination of rules, routines, values, resources, 

and hierarchies, an idea Lee (2010) calls organizational configurations. Traditional regression-

based methods, which attempt to isolate the effects of variables rather than understand how they 

work in configurations, do not reflect this complex reality (Fiss, 2007). A small but growing 

number of educational studies have used QCA (Cilesiz & Greckhammer, 2020; Cox et al., 2021; 

Trujillo & Woulfin, 2014). 

By choosing QCA, I am able to offer a few distinct contributions to the school diversity 

literature. First, the existing literature that examines the organization of diverse schools tends to 

focus on one aspect of the school, such as tracking (Kogachi & Graham, 2020; Oakes, 1995), 

resource distribution (Brunn-Bevel & Byrd, 2015; Jackson, 2009), or discipline policies (Davis 

et al., 2016; Freeman & Steidl, 2016). QCA allows for the examination of diverse schools as 

whole organizations, rather than individual policies or practices in isolation of one another. 

Research on the organization of schools and coherence suggests that the alignment of practices, 

policies, and programs, all under a shared vision for the school, is vital (Bryk, 2010; Cohen & 

Mehta, 2017; Mehta & Fine, 2015; Newmann et al., 2001). For example, a coherence lens might 

suggest that a school that professes an equity-driven mission and sends teachers to diversity 

trainings but continues to segregate academic tracks or disproportionately suspend minoritized 

students might see limited benefit to minoritized students. Relative to ethnographic studies of 

diverse schools that do take a more holistic look at schools as organizations (e.g. Lewis & 

Diamond, 2015; Siegel-Hawley, 2020), QCA offers the advantage of allowing for comparison 

across more cases. QCA is designed for studies with numbers of cases too small for statistical 
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significance in traditional quantitative analysis but too large for in-depth case studies (Ragin, 

1999). 

Calibration 

I use fuzzy set QCA for all reported results. Fuzzy models relax the need to collapse 

variables into dichotomous indicators of the presence or absence of a condition by allowing for 

continuous membership scores ranging from 0 to 1. For each variable, I use Ragin’s (2008) 

direct calibration method, which creates continuous values of “truth scores” that indicate the 

degree of membership in a given condition. The first step in the direct calibration method is 

using theory and existing literature to determine values that define full membership, full non-

membership, and a crossover point at which cases are more in than out of a set. It is challenging 

to draw meaningful cut scores for QCA from the extant literature because most quantitative 

studies use correlational methods that show linear relationships rather than thresholds that matter 

to an outcome (Sebastian et al., 2014). Where available, I use prior literature to inform cutpoints, 

but in most cases I set cutpoints by examining the distribution of the data within my sample to 

create variability, such that there is a distribution of cases that are members and non-members of 

the set. 

For each case, I subtract the value from the crossover point to get a deviation score and 

then convert this to odds of membership (the degree of membership/1-degree of membership). I 

then scale these to a value between zero and one by multiplying by the ratio of the crossover 

point to the full membership score. Although I rely on fuzzy set models for this paper, I conduct 

all analyses using both crisp and fuzzy methodologies as a robustness check to be sure that any 

cutoff points I assign to calibrate variables do not inadvertently create false distinctions. Below I 

detail the calibration of each variable included in models (summarized in Table 1). 
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Table 1.  

 

Calibration of variables included in QCA models 

Variable Definition of Membership 

Full Non-

Membership Cross-Over 

Full 

Membership 

Sense of 

Belonging 

Schools where a racial/ethnic 

subgroup reports a high sense 

of belonging 

< 50% 56% > 62% 

% Same Race 

Enrollment 

Schools with a large 

proportion of same-race peers 
< 5% 25% > 50% 

Enrollment share 

of Largest 

Racial/Ethnic 

Group 

Schools with no predominant 

majority group 
> 75% 50% < 25% 

Organizational 

Equity Focus  

Schools that organize their 

work around equity 

0 (Mission 

and 

professional 

development 

not focused 

on equity) 

.5 (no equity 

mission and 

some mention 

of equity-

focused 

professional 

development) 

1 (equity is at 

the center of 

the mission 

of 

professional 

development) 

Suspension 

Proportionality 

Schools where members of a 

racial/ethnic group are 

suspended at or below the 

school average 

> 5 points 

above school 

average 

0 (at the 

school 

average) 

< -5 points 

below school 

average 

Same-race staff 
Schools with a large 

proportion of same-race staff 
0% 10% > 33% 

Same-race 

administrator 

Schools with a large 

proportion of same-race 

administrators 

0% 33% 75% 

High-

representation 

Tract 

Schools located in census 

tracts with a high number of 

same-race residents 

0% 10% > 33% 

Small School Small schools 
> 1500 

students 
1000 students 

< 500 

students 

 

Sense of belonging. I define the outcome variable as membership in the set of schools in 

which students from each racial/ethnic group report a sense of belonging at least equal to the 

district average. To arrive at this variable, I subtract the subgroup average for the school from the 

district average for positive responses to the sense of belonging scale (56% for both middle 

schools and high schools). To calibrate this variable for QCA, I code any school in which the 

racial/ethnic subgroup score is one standard deviation about the district average (62%) as a full 
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member of the schools in which the subgroup has a high sense of belonging and schools one 

standard deviation below the district average (50%) as full non-members, with 56% as the 

crossover point. 

Percent of same-race peers. I define the outcome variable as membership in the set of 

schools where at least 50% of the students are of the same racial/ethnic group. I code non-

membership as schools with less than 5% enrollment of the same ethnic group and 25% as the 

crossover point. 

School diversity. Studies that examine diversity as the presence of a single majority group 

range in their cutoff scores from 40% (Douglass et al., 2014) to 60% (Seaton & Douglass, 2014). 

I choose a value in between these, calibrating this measure using 50% as the crossover point for 

membership in the set of schools with no single majority group, a score of less than 25% as full 

membership, and 75% as full non-membership.  

Organizational equity focus. To calibrate these data for QCA analysis, I use the indirect 

method, in which cut scores are based on categorical values assigned to indicate the presence or 

absence of a condition (Ragin, 2008). I divide schools into three categories of organization 

around equity. I code schools where the professional development and mission are all centered 

around equity as a 1; schools where there is some mention of equity-focused work amidst a 

broader agenda of efforts as 0.5; and 0 if there is no mention of equity-focused work. 

Disproportionate suspensions. I calibrate the suspension rate for each racial/ethnic group 

into membership in the set of schools where suspensions are low for a subgroup, with 5 

percentage points less than the school average being full membership, 5 points over the school 

average being full non-membership, and 0 being the crossover point.  
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Staff racial/ethnic composition. I define full non-membership as no same-race staff 

members, full membership as having at least 33% of staff being same race, and 10% as the cross-

over point. It is important to note that most schools in my sample have very low Latinx and 

Black staff percentages and very high white staff, leaving little variation in this measure. 

Similarly, I make a separate variable for same-race administrators. To construct a membership 

score for schools with primarily same-race administrators, I use cutoff values of 0 being full non-

membership, .75 as full membership, and .33 as the cross-over. 

Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition. To calibrate this variable into a membership 

score in the set of schools where students of each racial/ethnic group are in a neighborhood with 

substantial same-race representation, I use the cutoff values of 33% as full membership, 0% as 

full non-membership, and 10% as the crossover point.  

School size. I calibrate this variable into membership of the set of small schools, with 

schools with less than 500 students having full membership, schools over 1500 students as full 

nonmembers, and 1000 students, which a synthesis of the school size literatures suggests should 

be an enrollment limit for diverse schools (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009), as the crossover point. 

Model Construction and Selection  

I create separate models to understand combinations that are associated with high and 

low belonging. A core tenet of QCA that separates it from variable-based correlational methods 

is that it allows for asymmetry, meaning that a combination that associated with an outcome does 

not necessarily imply that the opposite set of conditions is associated with the inverse of the 

outcome (Ragin, 2008). Therefore, I report for each racial/ethnic group just the conditions 

associated with high student sense of belonging or low sense of belonging. For each model, I test 

combinations of variables in the model and select a final model that yields the highest 
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consistency with the fewest number of variables. For this current study with 30 cases, a QCA 

analysis could include up to seven predictors and still yield reliable results (Marx, 2006), but 

none of the final models I construct had more than five. 

After selecting variable for inclusion in each model, I examine the resulting truth tables 

(Miles et al., 2014), which show the distribution of schools belonging to each possible 

combination of variables that are present in the model. From here, I collapse the combinations 

into more concise solutions by examining counterfactuals to remove variables that are 

inconsequential to the outcome (Ragin & Amoroso, 2011), a process known as 

"logical minimization" (Ragin, 1999, p. 1233). For example, if two combinations that produce 

the same outcome differ only by the absence or presence of one condition, that condition is 

deemed irrelevant and dropped from the solution. This process ends with a simplified solution 

that includes only variables relevant to the outcome. 

I select combinations to include as solutions using each combination’s consistency score, 

which provides a measure of how often cases with a given combination yield the outcome. I 

generally consider only those with consistency of at least 0.80 and that are present in more than 

one case (Ragin, 2008). Suggested consistency cutoffs range in the QCA methodological 

literature between 0.75 to 0.85, and I choose 0.80 because in most cases that value provided a 

clear break between cases above and below the threshold. However, in two instances (low Latinx 

belonging, Appendix C2, and low Black belonging, Appendix D) I include configurations that 

have consistency scores just below 0.80, following Ragin’s (2008) suggestion that a sharp break 

in consistency scores can represent a meaningful cut point for inclusion. For each racial/ethnic 

group, I test different configurations of variables and report the one that provides the highest 
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level of consistency of results with the fewest number of variables. Therefore, the list of 

variables that I include in truth tables reported varies slightly for each racial/ethnic group. 

Results 

 Based on my analysis, I present two main findings in this section about the combinations 

associated with high or low belonging for each of the four largest racial/ethnic groups in my 

study district. First, I show that student belonging depended on both school demographic 

composition and equity-focused practices. Across racial/ethnic groups, neither presence of same-

race peers, staff, and/or neighbors nor schools’ focus on equity were sufficient alone to 

belonging. Second, I show that the combinations of school diversity and organizational 

conditions associated with belonging differ for Asian American, Black, Latinx, and white 

students. The solutions for high and low belonging for each racial/ethnic group are provided in 

tables for each group separately in this section. I focus on highlighting major themes in the 

findings rather than walking through all combinations and the process for logical minimization. 

For detailed truth tables with each combination of organizational characteristics from QCA 

analyses, please see Appendices C-F. 

School Diversity and Equity-Focused Practice, in Combination, are Important to Belonging 

 Representation of same-race peers, neighbors, or staff was part of nearly every 

combination I find for high and low belonging. However, being surrounded by people of the 

same-racial/ethnic background was never sufficient for high belonging, nor was the lack of 

representation ever sufficient for low belonging. Rather, high belonging required representation 

of same-race peers or high diversity alongside equity-focused practices (proportionate 

suspensions and equity-focused organizing). Similarly, low belonging required the combination 
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of school diversity, or lack thereof, along with the absence of equity-focused school practices. I 

describe this finding for each racial/ethnic group below. 

Table 2.  

 

QCA Solutions for Latinx Student Belonging (n = 29) 

 High Belonging Low Belonging 

Factor (1) (2) (3) 

High Same Race Enrollment ● ● Ⓧ 

No Majority Group    

High Same Race Staff    

High Same Race Admin    

High Same Race Tract Ⓧ   

Small School ● Ⓧ Ⓧ 

Proportionate Suspensions  Ⓧ Ⓧ 

Equity Focused Organization  Ⓧ  

    

Consistency 0.87 0.88 0.76 

Coverage 0.48 0.26 0.21 

Note: ● = Presence of the condition; Ⓧ = absence of the condition 

 

For Latinx students, presence of same-race peers was a necessary condition for high 

belonging, but even high-Latinx schools reported low Latinx belonging when those schools 

lacked in equitable practices. For high Latinx belonging, I find one solution: high same-race 

student enrollment in combination with small school size and being in a low-Latinx 

neighborhood (solution 1, Table 2). Although the role of low-same race neighborhoods in Latinx 

student belonging may seem counterintuitive, it is consistent with prior research suggesting an 

inverse relationship between connections to their neighborhoods and connections to school for 

Latinx youth (Maurizi et al., 2013). Equity-focused organizing did not factor into the solutions 

for high belonging as it was present in four of the schools with high belonging and absent in the 

other four (Appendix C1). However, lack of equity focus and disproportionate suspensions were 

factors in combinations for low Latinx belonging. Latinx students in schools with high Latinx 

student representation but large school size, disproportionately high suspensions for Latinx 
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students, and a lack of organizational focus on equity reported low belonging (solution 2, Table 

2). In schools with low Latinx student representation, disproportionate suspensions and large 

school size was associated with low belonging, with organizational equity focus not factoring 

into the solution (solution 3, Table 2).  

Table 3.  

 

QCA Solutions for Black Student Belonging (n = 20) 

 High Belonging Low Belonging 

Factor N/A (1) (2) 

High Same Race Enrollment    

No Majority Group   Ⓧ 

High Same Race Staff    

High Same Race Admin  Ⓧ  

High Same Race Tract    

Small School    

Proportionate Suspensions  Ⓧ Ⓧ 

Equity Focused Organization  Ⓧ Ⓧ 

    

Consistency  0.82 0.81 

Coverage  0.52 0.44 

Note: ● = Presence of the condition; Ⓧ = absence of the condition 

 

 For Black students, the combination of low same-race representation with lack of equity 

focus and practice were necessary conditions for low belonging. Only seven schools had high 

belonging for Black students, and I am unable to find any combination with adequate 

consistency for these schools. However, I find two unique solutions for low belonging among 

Black students. Black students reported low belonging in schools where there was a single 

majority racial/ethnic group (which in no schools were Black students), disproportionately high 

suspensions for Black students, and a lack of equity focus (solution 2, Table 2). Also, regardless 

of the racial diversity of the school, Black students experienced low belonging in schools with 

disproportionate suspensions, a lack of equity focus, and few Black administrators (solution 1, 

Table 2). In other words, Black students experienced low belonging when they are significantly 
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outnumbered in either the student body or school leadership and when they attend schools that 

do not focus on equity and suspend same-race peers disproportionately. These findings are 

largely consistent with prior research showing that numerical minorities in a school perceive an 

imbalance of power that can make them feel alienated (Juvonen et al., 2018), positive effects of 

racial match between principals and students (Davis et al., 2016), and suspension 

disproportionality relating to Black student belonging (Bottiani et al., 2017). However, my 

findings suggest that the effects of any of these factors depends on how they combine in schools, 

rather than any factor alone.  

Table 4.  

 

QCA Solutions for Asian Student Belonging (n = 21) 

 High Belonging Low Belonging 

Factor N/A (1) (2) 

High Same Race Enrollment  ● ● 

No Majority Group    

High Same Race Staff    

High Same Race Admin  ● ● 

High Same Race Tract    

Small School  Ⓧ ● 

Proportionate Suspensions    

Equity Focused Organization  Ⓧ ● 

    

Consistency  0.85 0.91 

Coverage  0.35 0.28 

Note: ● = Presence of the condition; Ⓧ = absence of the condition 

 

Contrary to other groups, Asian American students experienced low belonging in schools 

with high same-race student and staff representation. As with Black students, I am unable to find 

a combination with sufficient consistency for high sense of belonging. Of two solutions I find for 

low belonging, both involve combinations with high same-race enrollment schools with same-

race staff. These two solutions differ in the combination of school size and equity focus, with 

Asian American students experiencing low belonging in both large schools without an equity 
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focus (solution 1, Table 4) as well as small schools with an equity focus (solution 2, Table 4). 

Although prior research has demonstrated that Asian student belonging is less affected by school 

diversity relative to other racial/ethnic groups (Parris et al., 2018), I find that diversity does not 

necessarily matter less but that same-race representation, in combination with other contextual 

factors, actually relates to low student belonging.  

Table 5.  

 

QCA Solutions for White Student Belonging (n = 19) 

 High Belonging Low Belonging 

Factor (1) (2) (3) 

High Same Race Enrollment    

No Majority Group Ⓧ ●  

High Same Race Staff    

High Same Race Admin   ● 

High Same Race Tract ● ● ● 

Small School ● Ⓧ Ⓧ 

Proportionate Suspensions    

Equity Focused Organization Ⓧ ● Ⓧ 

    

Consistency 0.85 0.85 0.79 

Coverage 0.31 0.30 0.53 

Note: ● = Presence of the condition; Ⓧ = absence of the condition 

 

As with other groups, combinations of diversity, school size, and equity focus were 

associated with white students’ belonging. I find two solutions for high belonging for white 

students. Diverse schools without a single majority group required high same-race 

neighborhoods, large enrollments, and an equity focus (solution 2, Table 5). In schools with a 

single racial/ethnic majority group (which was never white in any schools in my sample), the 

combination of location in high-white neighborhoods, small school size, and lack of equity focus 

was associated with high belonging (solution 1, Table 5). School diversity was not part of the 

solutions for low white belonging. The one solution I find for low belonging among white 

students combined location in high-white neighborhoods with the presence of same-race 
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administrators, large school size, and a lack of equity focus (solution 3, Table 5). Although white 

students are outnumbered in all schools in my sample, the relationship between small school size 

and lack of equity organizing in high student belonging suggests that white students might be 

less likely to experience racial threat (Blalock, 1967; Freeman & Steidl, 2016) when the absolute 

number of cross-race peers, rather than the share of enrollment, is relatively large and when the 

school is not centering equity for minoritized students. Across all solutions for both high and low 

belonging, location in a high white tract was a necessary condition. This is likely due to the rarity 

with which white students go to school in predominantly nonwhite neighborhoods in my sample.  

The Combinations that Create High and Low Belonging Differ Across Racial/Ethnic 

Groups 

 No two racial/ethnic groups in my study had the same combination of organizational 

conditions for high or low sense of belonging. The solutions for models of high and low sense of 

belonging included different variables for reach racial/ethnic group, and sometimes the absence 

of a condition had the same outcomes for one group as the presence of the condition for another. 

In this section I highlight differences in the solutions presented in the previous section using 

detailed descriptions of the data from three schools. In so doing, I illustrate the importance of 

considering subgroups’ unique experiences with diversity rather than treating all minoritized 

groups as a monolith.    

 First, the role of equity focus in school organization differentially impacted student 

belonging. The lack of equity-focused organizing played a part in solutions for low belonging 

among Black and Latinx students. However, one of the combinations for low Asian American 

belonging involved school equity focus, and one of the combinations for high white belonging 

involved a lack of equity focus. Los Cerros Middle School, a school of approximately 1,000 
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students, including 40% Asian, 10% Black, 21% Latinx, and 16% white, illustrates this contrast. 

The school’s mission and vision statements mention the need for equitable supports for Black 

and Latinx students. However, the rest of the document emphasizes values of grit and personal 

responsibility, and their professional development plan lists culturally responsive pedagogy 

among several other initiatives, making this a school that I coded as mentioning but not 

organizing around equity. At Los Cerros, 56% of white students reported a sense of belonging to 

the school compared to 47% of Black students. This gap in belonging at Los Cerros shows how a 

lack of equity focus can be a part of combinations for low belonging for one group but high 

belonging for another. 

Part of how equity-based organizing affects belonging relates to its combination with 

school size. For Latinx students, small schools were a necessary condition for high belonging, 

and large schools were a necessary condition for low belonging. However, for Asian students, 

one of the solutions for low belonging was the combination of being a small school with an 

equity focus. The opposite condition (being a large school without an equity focus) was a part of 

one of the causal recipes for low belonging among Latinx students. Frederick Douglass High 

School, a small high school of 452 students (54% Latinx and 20% Asian) illustrates this contrast. 

Douglass High communicates an explicit focus on equity in its values, including language about 

equity and social responsibility in its mission statement. Douglass’s professional development 

plan centers around culturally relevant pedagogy and inclusive practices for diverse learners in 

its school plan, making it a school with an equity focus. Only 55% of Asian students reported a 

high sense of belonging compared to 72% of Latinx students at Douglass. This example 

illustrates how the same conditions in one school can create both high belonging for one group 

and low belonging for another. 
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 Another important difference was the role that suspension proportionality played across 

groups. For Black and Latinx students, disproportionately high suspensions were a necessary 

condition for low belonging, whereas for white and Asian American students, suspensions did 

not play a role. The importance of suspensions for Black and Latinx students was evident at 

Blake Middle School, a school of about 700 students located in a traditionally Latinx 

neighborhood that has become majority white due to gentrification. The school enrolls 

approximately 61% Latinx students and 9% Black students. However, two of three 

administrators at the school are white. Blake communicates a strong equity orientation, 

grounding their school mission around fostering a new generation of civil rights activists and 

centering equity gaps for the Black and Latinx students in their school plan. In addition, 

culturally responsive pedagogy training is a centerpiece of the school’s professional development 

plan for teachers. However, there is a stark disparity in suspensions, with 22% of Black students 

and 6% of Latinx students suspended. The rate of Latinx students reporting belonging to school 

was near the district average at 55%, but only 44% of Black students reported feeling belonging 

at school. Despite Blake having a combination of conditions that otherwise favored both Latinx 

Black belonging, the gap in suspensions rates and gap in sense of belonging between the two 

groups illustrates the importance of suspensions for Black and Latinx students. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

As many policy advocates focus on rolling back the regression to racially segregated 

schools that the US is experiencing, attention to how diverse schools create a space where 

everyone belongs is also needed. My analysis shows that diverse schools can foster both high 

and low sense of belonging for student racial/ethnic subgroups, depending on the ways that 

schools organize their staffing, use resources, administer discipline, and communicate values. 
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Examining 30 middle and high schools across a large urban school system, I find that students’ 

sense of belonging is associated with the combination of school racial composition and the ways 

that schools organize, specifically their orientation toward equity-based values, school size, 

discipline practices, and staffing. Neither representation of same-race peers, staff, and neighbors 

nor schools’ practices are independently deterministic of belonging but work in combinations 

that differ for Asian American, Black, Latinx, and white students. 

I argue based on these findings that understanding the ways that school diversity affects 

students’ sense of belonging requires attention to how schools’ characteristics and practices work 

in combination to communicate belonging differentially to racial/ethnic subgroups. In line with 

others who have focused on the role of organizations and settings in understanding belonging 

(Gray et al., 2018, 2020; Walton & Brady, 2018), my findings show that focusing the lens on 

organizations can illuminate how decisions about school resources, staffing, discipline, and 

vision impact student belonging. This attention to organizations is relatively new in the literature 

and is a shift from the individual-focused views of belonging that are dominant in the education 

literature. For example, Faircloth and Hamm (2005, p. 294) argue in their analysis of belonging 

and racial/ethnic identity that “in order to engage and be successful in school, it is essential that 

students from ethnic minority as well as majority groups develop a sense of belonging in the 

school setting.” While I do not explicitly refute this claim, my findings provide empirical 

evidence supporting recent work calling for a reframe of belonging from something that students 

develop to something for which schools as organizations create the conditions (Gray et al., 

2018). As others have noted, minoritized youth often need to temper their expression of non-

white cultural capital to fit in (Lewis & Diamond, 2015; Steele, 2011). Particularly in the context 

of racially diverse schools, research and policy need to consider how decisions about how to 
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organize school, in combination with the racial composition of the school, communicates what 

racial/ethnic subgroups’ social and cultural capital hold value. The combination of these 

decisions create boundaries for who does and does not belong at school, and it is crucial to attend 

to these alongside any measurement and analysis of student belonging. 

This paper contributes to the school diversity literature by adding an empirical example 

of how school racial/ethnic composition interacts with school organizing. My findings about the 

importance of either having high rates of same-race peers for Latinx students or being in schools 

without a single majority group for Black and white students are consistent with balance of 

power theory, which state that students feel less vulnerable when they see more people like them 

in a school (Juvonen et al., 2018). While same-race peers were important, my findings also show 

that same-race representation of school administrators and the surrounding neighborhood also 

play a role in students’ sense of belonging. As Khalifa (2016) warns in his work on culturally 

responsive leadership, a racial match between principals and students does not guarantee 

culturally relevant leadership. However, it is possible that administrators value the social and 

cultural capital of same-race students, as work on same-race teachers has suggested (Capers, 

2019), or that students feel more connected when people in power look like them. However, 

staffing, enrollment, and location cannot be considered in isolation. Rather, research should 

consider how decisions about school assignment and staffing work in combination to create 

conditions for youth to feel a sense of belonging. My findings show that context cannot be 

distilled into a single variable. It is a mix of policies and practices that create context, and those 

need to be considered as combinations rather than isolated as independent variables. 

An important implication of this research is that, aside from the racial composition of 

students, staff, and neighborhoods—factors over which school leaders have limited influence—
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decisions about how to organize can shift the power hierarchy in schools. The importance of 

disproportionate suspensions for Black and Latinx students’ low sense of belonging indicates 

how inequitable application of discipline can signal the devaluation of these group’s cultural 

capital (Lewis & Diamond, 2015). Decisions about disciplining students are influenced by 

individuals’ racial biases but are legitimated by the presence of seemingly race-neutral 

organizational discipline routines (Diamond & Lewis, 2019). Also, the importance of equity-

focused organizing suggests that schools’ efforts to articulate values and invest in professional 

development for equity can signal a shift in power. In many cases, a lack of equity-focused 

organizing was detrimental to groups’ belonging when they were numerical minorities at a 

school. However, for white and Asian students, the presence of an equity focus in schools where 

they were not outnumbered was associated with low belonging, which could be a sign of racial 

threat (Blalock, 1967) if those students see initiatives like culturally relevant pedagogy and anti-

racist teaching, which were commonly named in school planning documents, as threatening their 

position in the hierarchy.  

Finally, the uniqueness of each racial/ethnic groups’ experience has implications for 

research and policy. My findings showing that organizational factors leading to belonging differ 

by racial/ethnic group is consistent with prior research on belonging that has shown that the 

predictors of belonging differ across ethnic/racial groups (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005). However, 

this reality is not often reflected in school diversity policy discourse, which continues to be 

framed around white/nonwhite binaries (Mickelson, 2014). As I illustrate in the findings, the 

ways that schools organize may lead to higher belonging for members of one group and less 

belonging for others. As others have noted (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; Mickelson, 2014), more 

nuanced thinking about race/ethnicity is necessary to make policy that addresses the needs of 
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specific groups. Similarly, my findings show the need for more targeted research on individual 

racial/ethnic groups separately rather than lumping together minoritized groups. While there are 

many studies that have focused on Black students and their experiences in diverse schools, fewer 

studies have focused on Asian American, Latinx, Native American, or Pacific Islander youth. 

There are common themes in my findings that cut across groups about the importance of both 

same-race representation and school practices, but there are also differences for each group that 

need to be better understood and theorized. 

For example, the lack of a consistent solution for high Asian American belonging in spite 

of this being the largest group numerically in my sample is notable. These findings about Asian 

American youth resonate with the literature showing the struggles that Asian American youth 

face with race-based peer discrimination (Rivas-Drake et al., 2008), which may explain their low 

levels of school belonging despite being in high numbers. Even though Asian American students 

may face more discrimination from peers, there is evidence that they are looked on more 

favorably by adults at schools (McGrady & Reynolds, 2013). Black and Latinx students’ 

perception of Asian American preferential treatment from adults at school can add to resentment 

and discrimination (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). My findings about the combination of school 

size and equity focus for Asian American students suggest a potential interaction between 

numerical power and organizational power. In other words, it is possible that at small schools, 

Asian American students do not feel threatened by large numbers of cross-race peers, which 

means that an organizational focus on equity is also not a threat. However, at larger schools 

where there are more cross-race peers, the sense that the school is focused on helping other 

students may create a sense in Asian American students that they face discrimination from both 

peers and from adults. It is problematic to generalize across ethnic groups of Asian origin (Ngo 



  45 
 

& Lee, 2007), and further research would be necessary to examine these dynamics in more 

detail. 

Similarly, my findings suggest that, because different groups had differing relationships 

between belonging and same-race representation, school policies should consider not just the 

isolation of any single group but the specific configurations of diversity. Although much of the 

historical desegregation literature focused on schools that were primarily Black and white, the 

dynamics can be different in multiracial schools. Schools may need to organize around the 

specific racial/ethnic balances that they serve. For example, knowing that Black students are 

more vulnerable to feeling discriminated against by school staff whereas Asian American 

students are more susceptible to peer victimization (Rivas-Drake et al., 2008; Rosenbloom & 

Way, 2004), schools serving a mix of these two groups may find that it is more important to 

recruit Black staff and leaders at the school but to also invest in bullying prevention curricula and 

training to prevent the victimization of Asian American students. At the same time, school 

assignment policies aiming to reduce segregation should consider the specific demographic 

composition of schools rather than just generalized racial diversity indices. For example, as my 

findings show that same-race representation was particularly important to Latinx students but not 

to Asian American students, creating school boundaries in ways that try not to disperse Latinx 

students in small numbers across schools could aid in building belonging.  

Limitations and Future Research 

This exploratory, hypothesis-generating study has several limitations. One of the key 

limitations of this study is that I rely only on school-level data. Research on sense of belonging 

indicates that belonging is context-specific (Osterman, 2000). This means that I do not capture in 

this study how students’ sense of belonging differs across classrooms and other spaces at school 
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in favor of an effect that students consider across the school. While my aim here was to build 

theory at a school level, future research that investigates more specific settings within schools 

will be beneficial in understanding how practices and policies build belonging. Similarly, I rely 

on data from school plans about the presence of equity-based values and resources, such as 

investments in professional development. This approach misses the nuance of how those 

resources are understood, distributed, and utilized in practice (Cohen et al., 2003). Future 

research can build on this analysis by examining in more micro settings how students experience 

belonging and diversity and how the organizational features of those settings affect their 

experiences. 

In addition, the limits of my sample and the available data imposed restrictions on the 

combinations of student and organizational characteristics I could investigate. The student survey 

data I use were not available at an individual level and were only aggregated to pan-ethnic 

groups within which there is wide variation. Using these data offered the advantage of being able 

to examine organizing, belonging, and diversity across an entire district, but data further 

disaggregated by SES, gender, or other demographics characteristics were not available, limiting 

my ability to consider intersectional identities and sense of belonging in this analysis. Research 

on diversity and school belonging shows that the intersection of race/ethnicity and SES is 

particularly important to students’ experiences at school (Benner & Wang, 2014). Finally, the 

amount of variation in my sample limits my ability to draw some conclusions. For example, the 

finding that Latinx students experience high belonging in schools located in low-Latinx 

neighborhoods likely stems from most schools in my sample being located in low-Latinx 

neighborhoods. Also, low numbers did not allow for an investigation into smaller subgroups 

such as Pacific Islanders and Native Americans. Future research in settings with different 
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racial/ethnic composition and geographies will allow for investigating combinations that showed 

up in numbers too small in my study district to investigate. 
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III. Study 2: Organizational Culture and Intergroup Contact in a Racially Diverse 

Afterschool Urban Debate League 

Abstract 

Many studies on school racial/ethnic diversity have framed the benefits of diversity 

stemming from intergroup contact. However, there is also a wealth of evidence showing that 

minoritized students in diverse schools often experience racism, discrimination, and 

marginalization. Little research exists on racial diversity in afterschool programs, which are 

important spaces for students to develop connections to peers. In this study, I examine intergroup 

contact in a racially diverse afterschool competitive debate league. Using ethnographic 

observations and interviews, I find that the organizational culture of debate teams within the 

league promoted intergroup contact through norms of courteous interaction and sharing 

information to help competitors. However, I also find that coaches and judges in the organization 

cultivated a value for a traditional debate style that discouraged students’ expression of their own 

beliefs and experiences, limiting engagement with and learning about outgroup members during 

debates. This study contributes to the literature on school diversity by showing how the 

organization of educational spaces, specifically the norms and values that staff cultivate, can 

create or inhibit the conditions for positive intergroup contact. 
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Organizational Culture and Intergroup Contact in a Racially Diverse Afterschool Urban 

Debate League 

Amidst renewed popular attention to the resegregation of American schools (Collette, 

2015; Hannah-Jones, 2016; Oliver, 2016; Orfield et al., 2012), research on school diversity 

presents conflicting evidence across multiple disciplines. Economists of education find mostly 

positive impacts of integration on academic outcomes (Angrist & Lang, 2004; Guryan, 2004; R. 

C. Johnson, 2011). However, many sociologists document stratification by race through 

academic tracking (Oakes, 1995), disproportionate suspensions (Diamond & Lewis, 2019), and 

social marginalization (Holland, 2012; Ispa-Landa, 2013). Also, psychologists who study 

diversity and socioemotional outcomes show a mix of benefits (Graham, 2018; Knifsend & 

Juvonen, 2014) and harms (Benner & Graham, 2013; Seaton & Douglass, 2014). This dispersion 

of evidence across different outcomes and disciplines makes it difficult to understand how, and 

under what conditions, racially diverse schools become positive spaces for minoritized youth. 

School diversity research pays limited attention to afterschool programs, which are 

important spaces for youth to develop connections to peers, adults, and their own identities 

(Jones & Deutsch, 2011; McLaughlin et al., 2001; Nasir & Hand, 2008). Afterschool programs 

are often more segregated than the schools where they operate (Hynes & Sanders, 2011; 

Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014), and minoritized youth are more likely to interact with adults from 

similar backgrounds in afterschool than during the school day (De Royston et al., 2017). The 

racial composition of afterschool settings matters because youth in afterschool programs develop 

narratives of who they are and how they belong based on the representations they see of people 

like themselves in those settings (Pinkard et al., 2017). Existing studies that do consider 

racial/ethnic diversity have examined whether individual or school-level demographics matter to 
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student outcomes (Knifsend et al., 2018) but do not illuminate the lived experiences within those 

spaces. Much of the existing literature that looks at afterschool programs and racial identities 

focuses on racially homogenous settings in which youth build connection to peers with similar 

backgrounds (De Royston et al., 2017; Nasir & Hand, 2008). Therefore, afterschool programs are 

important but understudied sites for understanding the effects of racial/ethnic diversity on 

youth’s social development. 

In this paper, I examine the role of organizations where youth interact with peers of 

different racial/ethnic backgrounds. The specific research question guiding this study is: What 

are the norms and values that program staff and youth cultivate within a racially diverse debate 

program, and how, if at all, do these norms and values influence the conditions for intergroup 

contact amongst debaters? I draw on an ethnographic study of a high school debate program, 

including observations of debate practices and tournaments as well as interviews with coaches 

and youth. I find that coaches constructed, and students largely conformed with, an 

organizational culture that encouraged courteous and supportive comportment in debate rounds. 

This made space for competitors to have friendly interactions around common goals and interests 

across racial/ethnic differences. At the same time, coaches also fostered a value for a traditional 

style of debate that encourages students to argue anything to win, regardless of one’s beliefs and 

experiences around a topic. By discouraging students from self-expression in debates, I find that 

this traditional style of debate limited opportunities for discourse in which students could learn 

about cross-race peers, one of the conditions for positive intergroup contact. Based on these 

findings, I argue that the organizational culture of educational spaces plays a critical role in 

facilitating or inhibiting the conditions for positive intergroup contact. 

Literature Review 
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Intergroup Contact in Diverse Schools 

Research on school diversity often cites intergroup contact theory as a motivation for 

why diverse schools are important (e.g. Holme et al., 2005; Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014; 

Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012; Yip et al., 2010). Intergroup contact theory posits that exposure to 

cross-race peers builds positive feelings and reduces prejudice about people from other 

backgrounds (Allport, 1954). However, Allport argues that intergroup contact can shift racial 

attitudes only when certain conditions are met. The contact must be between individuals of equal 

status, in pursuit of common goals, providing opportunities for seeing commonalities, and 

supported by institutional norms (Allport, 1954). Later work has brought additional nuance 

around these conditions under which intergroup contact is beneficial. For example, Pettigrew and 

Tropp (2006) found in a meta-analyses of intergroup contact studies that, while Allport’s 

conditions help to facilitate positive intergroup experiences, it is not necessary that they all be 

present in a setting. However, a re-analysis of these data showed that culture played a significant 

role in moderating the effects of intergroup contact, with studies in more egalitarian cultures 

showing more positive results of intergroup contact (Kende et al., 2018).  

Beyond the conditions surrounding intergroup contact, other research has sought to 

understand the pathways to improved racial attitudes. The process begins with learning about 

other groups through intimate rather than trivial forms of contact, disrupting the existing ways 

that people think about outgroup members (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). These 

interactions, particularly when people of different groups openly self-disclose information about 

themselves, reduce the anxiety or mistrust that often occur in contact with outgroup members 

about which one holds negative stereotypes,  (R. N. Turner et al., 2007). Over time, these 

interactions that individuals come to associate with positive emotions facilitate the disruption of 
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individuals’ categorization of outgroup members (Hewstone et al., 2002; Pettigrew, 1998). 

Finally, people’s explicit beliefs and categories about outgroup members are replaced with new 

beliefs (Pettigrew, 1998; R. N. Turner et al., 2007). Although this is a longitudinal process that 

takes time to develop, much of the research on intergroup contact has been based on cross-

sectional surveys and experiments (Al Ramiah & Hewstone, 2013; Pettigrew, 1998).  

Several authors have linked intergroup contact with positive socioemotional outcomes for 

students in diverse schools. Exposure to diversity at school may promote positive cross-racial 

relationships and improved attitudes about people of different racial/ethnic groups, helping 

minoritized students feel more connected at school (Graham, 2018). School racial diversity has 

been linked to less segregated friendship networks for Black students, which is associated with 

being more liked by white peers (Wilson & Rodkin, 2011). Other authors have theorized that the 

social integration that comes with greater exposure to cross-race peers makes students less prone 

to feeling victimized at school (Graham et al., 2014) or anxious (Douglass et al., 2014). 

However, there is evidence indicating that the role of school composition in these processes of 

belonging depend on intra-school dynamics. For example, having racially diverse classes within 

racially diverse middle schools—an indicator that schools are not tracking students in ways that 

create intraschool segregation—are associated with students’ sense of belonging (Kogachi & 

Graham, 2020) as well as feeling safer, less victimized, and less lonely (Juvonen et al., 2018).  

However, some have also argued that racially diverse schools recreate societal hierarchies 

that lead to negative interracial attitudes and discrimination. For example, Capers (2019) 

explains disproportionally high levels of suspension for minoritized students through the lens of 

cultural congruence, showing that racial mismatch between teachers and students, which is more 

likely to occur in diverse schools, was associated with higher suspension rates for minoritized 
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students. In addition, sociological work examining minoritized students’ experiences of being 

bused into predominantly white schools shows that racial stereotypes of minoritized females 

makes it particularly difficult for them to feel socially accepted at school (Holland, 2012; Ispa-

Landa, 2013). Having fewer same-race peers at school, which becomes more likely as students 

attend less segregated schools, may be associated with perceiving more discrimination and a 

negative racial climate (Benner & Graham, 2013), particularly for Latinx students (Bellmore et 

al., 2012). Discrimination, in turn, plays a role in heightened risk of depression for Black 

students in predominantly white schools (Seaton & Douglass, 2014; Walsemann et al., 2011). 

Experiences of discrimination and feeling isolated at school potentially mediate the relationship 

between percent of white students at a school and Black students’ experiences of depression 

(Walsemann et al., 2011).  

Given the importance that the literature places on creating friendships across racial/ethnic 

differences in diverse schools for forging connection and belonging, more attention is needed to 

diversity and intergroup contact in afterschool settings. Afterschool programs are an important 

space for students to develop relationships with peers and adults (De Royston et al., 2017; Jones 

& Deutsch, 2011; Nasir & Hand, 2008). However, few studies have looked at students’ 

experience with racial/ethnically diverse peers in afterschool programs. Some evaluations of 

programs that specifically aim to foster intergroup dialogue show promising results when 

program staff utilize pedagogies that facilitate explicit conversations about members’ differences 

(Griffin et al., 2012; Kennedy et al., 2022). However, these are niche programs that are not 

representative of the many sports, arts, academic, and recreational afterschool programs that 

predominate in US schools. Therefore, more research is needed to understand the ways that 
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intergroup contact happens in afterschool spaces to inform the broader literature on diversity in 

education. 

Theoretical Framework  

The literatures on diversity in school and afterschool programs leave open questions as to 

the conditions under which diverse spaces can foster positive youth development, particularly for 

minoritized youth. With the mix of evidence about the benefits and harms that minoritized youth 

experience in racially diverse settings, it is important to better understand how the organization 

of these spaces facilitate, constrain, and influence intergroup contact. By organization, I am 

referring to the ways that educational spaces allocate resources, create and reproduce norms for 

behavior, decide the content of classes and programs, and structure the roles of individuals, all of 

which fundamentally shape the interactions that youth have with peers, staff, and resources in 

their environments (Bidwell, 2001). These organizational characteristics undergird the 

pedagogical choices of staff, which are the focus of much of the literature on diversity in 

afterschool programs (Kennedy et al., 2022; Simpkins & Riggs, 2014). Although I focus on 

race/ethnicity, prior scholarship shows that organizations embed not only racial/ethnic but also 

gender and class hierarchies into their structures and processes (Acker, 1990, 2006; Nkomo, 

1992; Ogbonna, 2019; Ray, 2019; Wooten & Couloute, 2017). Therefore, an organizational lens 

is especially important for diverse situations in which people of different backgrounds are 

interacting. 

Organizational culture. I draw on organizational theory to examine how afterschool 

programs as organizations create, or fail to create, conditions for positive intergroup contact 

across racial/ethnic groups. I focus on organizational culture—the “taken-for-granted, shared, 

tacit ways of perceiving, thinking, and reaction” within organizations (Schein, 1996, p. 231). 
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Culture is notoriously difficult to operationalize and has been defined in multiple ways across the 

organizational and sociological literatures (Horne & Mollborn, 2020; Martin, 2002; Schein, 

1996). In this study, I operationalize the “empirically based abstraction” (Schein, 2004, p. 7) of 

culture by focusing on the visible manifestations of it in everyday organizational life.  

In Schein’s (2004) framework (Figure 2), culture is made up of a set of underlying 

assumptions about how things ought to be. While those assumptions are not directly observable, 

organizational members surface them through observable norms and values, shown in the middle 

of the figure. As opposed to formal, written rules, norms take the form of "unwritten and 

informal expectations that influence behavior” (Hoy, 1990, p. 158). Members of an organization 

or network enforce norms through the ways that they evaluate behaviors and sanction those who 

do not follow them. Although similar to norms, organizational values entail socially desirable 

beliefs rather than behaviors (Horne & Mollborn, 2020). The values that organizational members 

share and live may differ from those that organizational leaders espouse or aspire to, but all of 

these values guide the behaviors of organizational members by informing how they evaluate and 

select actions (Bourne & Jenkins, 2013). Organizational members use artifacts to codify and 

communicate norms and values (Schein, 2004), shown in the top layer of Figure 1. Artifacts 

include not only physical objects (icons) but also rituals and stories that organizational members 

use to communicate values and assumptions (Hoy, 1990).  
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The culture of an organization can reify societal racial hierarchies within the organization 

by punishing and rewarding members in ways that are racialized, gendered, and/or classed 

(Acker, 1990, 2006; Ray, 2019; Wingfield & Alston, 2014; Wooten & Couloute, 2017). For 

example, school climates that prioritize blame, punishment, and surveillance of students can lead 

to disproportionate exclusionary discipline for Black students independent of individual teachers’ 

biases (Owens, 2022). Much of the research on organizational culture focuses on what is shared 

(Martin, 2002). However, in organizations with diverse membership, it is likely that not all 

members understand or share the organizational norms and values, or their underlying 

assumptions, leaving them to be determined and communicated through conflict within 

organizations (Martin, 2002). This emphasis on what is shared in organizational culture and in 

strategies to alter organizational culture can marginalize minoritized people within organizations 

(Ogbonna, 2019).  

Figure 1. 

Conceptual model of organizational culture  

Assumptions 

Norms and Values 

Observable 

Unobservable 

Artifacts 

(Rituals, Icons, and Stories) 

Note: Adapted from Schein (2004) 
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Sociocultural Activity Theory. Organizational culture theory has two main 

shortcomings as a lens into racial/ethnic diversity and intergroup contact. First, the 

organizational culture literature offers little insight into variation in and resistance to 

organizational culture or the role of race, class, and power (Ogbonna, 2019; Ray, 2019). Second, 

organizational culture theorists have used the organization as the unit of analysis, which does not 

allow for both stable characteristics, dynamic elements, and the agency of individuals to change 

and make meaning of culture (Spillane et al., 2009). Organizational scholars have theorized 

about the ways that organizations change or maintain their cultures (Hatch, 1993) but largely not 

considered the role of race/ethnicity in culture. Organizational sociologists have focused more 

attention on the ways that racialized stratification happens within and between organizations 

(Watkins-Hayes, 2011; Wingfield & Alston, 2014; Wooten & Couloute, 2017). Sociologists’ 

work on organizational culture have examined the roles of interactions within organizations as a 

means of negotiating culture (G. A. Fine, 1984). Power hierarchies play a key role in these 

negotiations by giving everyday objects and practices symbolic meaning and legitimacy, helping 

them to endure (Bourdieu, 1989; Hallett, 2003, 2007).  

For this analysis, I integrate sociocultural activity theory (Nasir & Hand, 2006; Sannino 

& Engeström, 2018) to analyze the interactions that create and negotiate culture over time. 

Although similar to the sociological perspectives focused on interactions and symbols within 

organizations, sociocultural activity theory places more emphasis on individuals’ cognition and 

the learning that they take from those interactions. The underlying tenet of sociocultural activity 

theory is that cognition is not a merely psychological process but is mediated by cultural artifacts 

in the environment (Sannino & Engeström, 2018). Sociocultural activity theory examines how 

individuals interact with one another, using artifacts, toward an objective, within a social, 
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historical, and cultural context (Engeström, 1999). The central role of artifacts in sociocultural 

activity theory makes it particularly salient to this analysis because of the role of artifacts in 

organizational culture. Sociocultural theory uses artifacts to understand how individuals engage 

with culture, whereas organizational culture theory uses artifacts as a means of understanding 

how the culture itself is encoded and changed. However, rather than using the organization as the 

unit of analysis, sociocultural activity theory focuses at the interaction-level (Nasir & Hand, 

2006). Also, sociocultural activity theory focuses on understanding the role of social hierarchies 

and the meanings that they imbue through interactions and artifacts (Nasir & Hand, 2006). 

Therefore, combining the frameworks for this study allows me to both examine the culture of the 

organization while also understanding how organizational culture, embedded within 

sociohistorical culture, shapes and is shaped by the lived experiences of the youth and program 

staff I observe. 

I adapt sociocultural activity theory to examine activities in which interactions among 

program staff and students communicate norms and values, as shown in Figure 3. Whether the 

activity is initiated by coaches or students, I frame the object of these activities as 

communicating or negotiating shared norms for how to engage in debate (the middle-right node 

of the figure). Those activities are mediated by the rituals, stories, and icons that communicate 

organizational culture (Hoy, 1990), shown at the top of the figure. Influencing these interactions 

are the elements of context at the bottom of Figure 3. These include the formal rules of policy 

debate, which are related but distinct from norms. Outside of the explicit rules that dictate the 

tournament pairings and time limits of debates, the ways that debaters choose to engage in the 

activity within those bounds are governed by unwritten, informal norms of behavior. The context 

also includes the community that is involved with the debate league, and the division of labor 
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between members of that community. These contextual features at the bottom of the triangle in 

Figure 3 are important because they provide the backdrop that structures the specific activities I 

observe.  

 

Data and Methods 

Study Context 

This research site is the Western Urban Debate League (WCUDL), an urban debate 

league consisting of 23 school teams spread across urban and suburban communities in a major 

metropolitan area in the Western US. WCUDL operates as a small nonprofit organization that 

runs programming in area schools, supporting coaches, who are usually teachers at the schools, 

with stipends and programmatic support. Approximately once each month, WCUDL holds a 

Mediating Artifacts: Icons, rituals, and stories 

Subject: 

Staff and 

students 

Object: 

Shared understanding 

of organizational 

norms and values 

Rules: Debate 

rules  

Community: Relationships 

within debate league 

Figure 3. 

Conceptual framework of sociocultural activity theory and organizational culture 

Note: Adapted from Sannino and Engeström (2018) 
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league-wide tournament where debaters from schools across the league come to compete. 

WCUDL staff consisted at the time of this study of an executive director and several support 

staff who handle both administrative tasks and support coaches and schools with debate 

programming. These staff all identify as Black and are all former debaters themselves, with three 

being alumni of WCUDL and the rest alumni of other UDLs. 

Participant recruitment. I was invited by the WCUDL program manager to present my 

study at the monthly coach’s meeting in December 2021. After introducing myself and 

explaining the goals of the study, I invited coaches to participate in the study by sending out a 

recruitment email. After one coach responded with interest, I directly targeted other coaches who 

would represent a diversity of school characteristics and team demographic composition. 

Although WCUDL includes both middle and high schools, I targeted only high schools because 

they make up the majority of the league and because I wanted to increase the likelihood of 

students remaining in the study throughout the study period as the middle school programs tend 

to have less consistent student participation. After the initial interviews with coaches, which took 

place in January 2022, I began attending practices and observing and interacting with students. I 

informed students about the study and invited them to participate, distributing research consent 

forms to anyone who expressed interest and offering a $10 cash incentive to any student who 

participated. However, I focused on recruiting experienced debaters. One reason for this more 

targeted recruitment is that I wanted students who would remain in the study over time, and more 

experienced students attended most consistently and competed at tournaments, whereas newer 

students often waver in their commitment to the activity. The other reason that I focused on the 

more experienced students was that they had more agency over their own arguments, whereas 
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novices generally draw from evidence and arguments that the league distributes as they are 

trying to learn how to debate before developing their own original arguments. 

Sample 

Coaches. I recruited two coaches to participate in the study. The first coach, Katy, is a 

volunteer with WCUDL and not a teacher at the school she coached, which I call Lakeside High 

School. She was a former debater herself in high school and college and got involved first as a 

volunteer judge and then supporting the teacher-coach at Lakeside High School before taking 

over the coaching duties completely the year of the study. Lakeside is a racially diverse high 

school located in the center of a major city, with roughly equal proportions of white, Asian, 

Black, and Latinx students. However, the school functionally operates as two schools within the 

school. The school has a general education population that is predominantly Black and Latinx 

and a magnet program that is largely white and Asian. The Lakeside debate team, which had 

around 35 members before the pandemic but typically had about eight to ten students present at 

practices, all of whom were white and Asian American students.  

The second school in the study, Reyes Beach High School, is a large, suburban school 

with a population that is almost entirely Latinx and Black. The coach, Mr. Perez, often called 

Mr. P by students, is a Spanish teacher at the school with no prior experience as a debater 

himself. He has been coaching the debate team at Reyes Beach for the past four years and had 

managed to consistently maintain a team of around 10-15 debaters before the pandemic, but 

practices typically had four to six students during the time of my study. 

In addition, I also participated in and observed at a weekly league-wide practice for 

advanced debaters. This practice was led by Adrian, the league program manager. Adrian is a 

Black male who debated in another UDL in high school and went on to also debate in college. 
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Katy, the Lakeside coach, also usually attended and served as a co-teacher in these practices. The 

practices were held on Zoom, and participation ranged from four to eight debaters.  

Students. I was able to recruit eight students in total. Although this was a small number 

of students, it represented most of the 12 students who consistently competed in the league 

during the study period due to participation having greatly declined greatly from the pandemic. 

WCUDL offers two divisions of competition, novice and open, and all except one of the students 

in my sample was competing in the open division at WCUDL. Descriptions of the study 

participants are summarized in Table 6. 

Table 6. 

Characteristics of student participants 

Name School/ Organization Race/Ethnicity Gender Identity Number of 

interviews 

Staff     

Adrian WCUDL Black Male 1 

Katy Lakeside White Female 1 

Mr. Perez Reyes Beach Latinx Male 1 

     

Students     

Angel Lakeside Asian Nonbinary 2 

Anthony Lakeside Asian/white Male 2 

Emily WCUDL practice Black Female 2 

Ethan Lakeside White Male 1 

Jasmine Lakeside Asian Female 2 

Maribel Reyes Beach Latinx Female 1 

Saraya WCUDL practice South Asian Female 2 

Selena Reyes Beach Latinx Female 2 

 

Data Collection 

My stance as researcher. As a former coach and volunteer in WCUDL, I came to this 

research with an insider status that made operating as a neutral observer untenable. Therefore, I 

adopted the stance of participant observer (Spradley, 1980), engaging as a full participant in the 

debate community while also observing and making sense of what I was seeing and 
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experiencing. While I usually did not lead debate practices, I did work with students, answer 

debate questions, lead break-out groups, and participate in activities during debate practices. 

During debate tournaments, I observed debate rounds for students in my sample, judged other 

students, and coached students in between rounds. I never judged rounds for students on the 

teams that participated in the study to avoid perceived conflicts of interest.  

My goal was not to minimize my influence on the setting but to be observant and 

introspective about how my presence affected the setting and my understanding of it. For 

example, debate, like other afterschool activities, has many students who come and try it out and 

then leave or participate inconsistently. It is possible that enrolling students in my study and 

offering them financial incentives could have kept some students involved while they may have 

opted out otherwise. Also, by having developed a relationship with the coaches over time and 

them getting to know my interests in the study, I surely influenced the ways that teachers 

interacted and thought about issues of race/ethnicity and diversity in their practice.  

As an insider, I was careful to consider how my familiarity with the setting affected both 

how I understood my data and how research participants responded to me and frequently 

included an analysis of my closeness to the site in my analytic memos throughout the data 

collection period. Prior literature shows that being an insider can afford both benefits and 

drawbacks in qualitative data collection (Labaree, 2002; Spradley, 1980; Young, Jr., 2004). In 

this case, being an insider afforded me access to the research site and to gain the trust of staff and 

students who respected my knowledge of and commitment to the UDL movement. It also meant 

that I had insight into the esoteric nuances of policy debate, which has a language and culture all 

its own that makes it inaccessible to those not familiar with the activity. However, being a debate 

insider also meant recognizing my biases about how I believe debate should be coached and how 
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those beliefs affected my interpretation of my data. I was careful in analyzing data to check for 

confirmation bias in my results by intentionally searching for disconfirming evidence of my 

claims as I conducted my analysis (Miles et al., 2014). I also relied on colleagues to review my 

analysis and check for understanding of the analytical conclusions that I was drawing. 

In addition, I was attentive to how the identities I carry as a white, middle-aged, 

heterosexual male working with youth who are predominantly minoritized potentially imposed 

some social distance and introduced a racial power dynamic, particularly at Reyes Beach. Also, 

unlike some of the college-aged volunteers who support WCUDL, I was 41 years old when I 

began data collection, positioning me more like a teacher or parent than a peer in the eyes of 

students. Because of this, I observed for and wrote memos about how the interactions I witnessed 

between minoritized adults and students in debate settings differed from interactions that I had. I 

also asked coaches in informal conversations about incidents I witnessed and how typical they 

felt of interactions that they witnessed with students. 

Coach interviews. I interviewed the coaches and WCUDL staff member at the beginning 

of the study period. Interviews took place over Zoom and lasted approximately one hour each. In 

the interviews, I asked coaches to reflect on their views of debate, how they try to build team 

norms and culture, and the ways that they and their students’ identities play a part in their 

experiences. I audio recorded all interviews and had them professionally transcribed for coding.  

Student interviews. I recruited eight youth to participate in interviews, which offered 

insights into how they experienced debate. Across two interviews for most of the debaters in my 

sample, I asked students to describe themselves and the culture of their debate team by asking 

them about expectations from their coaches and what they thought they needed to do to fit in on 
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the team. I also asked debaters to describe memorable moments from their most recent debate 

tournament, listening for when and how students raised intergroup interactions. 

Observations. I attended team practice for each of the participating schools once per 

week for 5 months from January to May of 2022. Debate practices typically happened at the end 

of the school day and lasted 1 to 2 hours. In addition, I conducted observations at monthly 

league-wide debate tournaments. The study period began with the first in-person tournament that 

WCUDL had hosted in over 18 months due to the COVID-19 pandemic. These tournaments 

consist of four rounds of debate for each team spaced throughout a Saturday, culminating in an 

awards ceremony in which students receive individual and team trophies based on that days’ 

performance. I was frequently called on to judge debate rounds at these tournaments but 

occasionally was able to observe debate rounds in which students in my sample competed. In 

total, I conducted approximately 120 hours of observation over the course of the study. Because I 

was engaged as a participant observer, I often was not able to take detailed jottings in the field. 

After each debate practice and tournament observation, I wrote detailed field notes in which I 

tried to reconstruct incidents and interactions that I witnessed. As much as possible I tried to 

transcribe all interactions that I witnessed verbatim, but at times when I could not capture all 

interactions, I focused specifically on incidents relating to the communication or negotiation of 

norms. These included times when a student was being corrected or given feedback, 

disagreements that arose between coaches and students, or conversations in which coaches 

communicated expectations.  

Analytic Methods 

Operationalizing culture. I used a mix of interviews and observations to understand the 

organizational culture of debate teams in my study and their norms of dissent. Following 
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Spradley’s (1980) advice, I am careful to differentiate the tacit from the explicit culture and to 

rely on my own inference in addition to informants’ perceptions of the culture. At the same time, 

cultural values are not necessarily apparent in action because there is not a direct, causal link 

between culture and action (Swidler, 1986). Therefore, rather than inferring culture only from the 

activities I observe or from interviews, I triangulated multiple sources of data to understand 

culture not just through the lens of action but also from values and norms communicated and 

understood in everyday artifacts and activities. I particularly looked for instances of conflict as 

these are often telling signs of where a norm or value exists (Martin, 2002). 

Analysis. I use a comparative case study approach (Ragin & Amoroso, 2011) to 

understand how organizational cultures differ across study sites. First, I code all field notes and 

interview transcripts inductively to allow for emergent themes in the data (Miles et al., 2014). I 

use in vivo codes to capture how students and coaches talk about norms and values in their 

interviews (Miles et al., 2014). I triangulate those with instances where I see that norm or value 

in observations, using descriptive codes to capture the artifact around which I see participants 

interacting and the norm or value. In some cases, I had access to and coded a physical artifact, 

such as a handout or presentation that a coach used, but often the artifact was a spoken story that 

I tried to recount as close to verbatim as possible. After coding, I compare the organizational 

cultures that emerge and students’ reactions to them across my cases by constructing variable-

by-variable matrices (Miles et al., 2014). I consider the contrast between the organization as 

intended by the coach, based on coach interviews that reveal their goals and intentions, as well as 

the organization as lived, revealed through observations and student interviews. 

Following the sociocultural activity theory framework for this study, I focused on the 

interactions between subjects in my study around artifacts—pieces of evidence, a judge’s ballot, 
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or storytelling about a past debate—to see how people used that artifact toward the object of 

imparting or negotiating norms. I consider for this analysis each team as its own organization 

with its own culture that evolved over the course of the study through the many interactions I 

witnessed but also contrasted these with the WCUDL culture that I saw playing out over time at 

tournaments. One of those artifacts that came up frequently in conversations were stories about a 

debater named Chad, a white male whom many of the students and coaches felt did not follow 

the established norms. I found that discussions that centered around Chad were important 

instances in which coaches and students revealed assumed norms and values by discussing 

instances where those norms were broken (Martin, 2002). A second key artifact were students’ 

and coaches’ stories about debate rounds, sometimes also including the written feedback judges 

offer on ballots that the judges submit after each round. Although I did not have access to the 

actual ballots, I coded conversations that students and coaches had while reviewing ballots. In 

each case, I coded for both the artifact as well as the value or norm revealed through the 

interaction. 

The Setting – A Primer on Policy Debate 

 In high school and college policy debate, two teams of two people compete in front of a 

judge. Students attend practices at their school teams anywhere from once per week to every day 

to prepare and practice arguments. Students from multiple schools come to compete in 

tournaments, which might occur monthly or more, particularly for highly competitive students 

who travel nationally to compete at the highest levels. A tournament consists of four to eight 

debate rounds over the course of a weekend, with an individual debate round consisting of eight 

timed speeches, two by each of the four debaters in the round. The topic of debates is the same 

for every round throughout an entire academic year and is based on a resolution, or a broad 
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policy stance, that is determined by the national governing body of debate. During the first year 

of this study, the resolution was “The United States Federal Government should substantially 

increase its protection of water resources in the United States.” Before each round, one team is 

randomly assigned to be the affirmative side, which traditionally means that they propose a 

specific policy that fits within the resolution. The other side, the negative, argues against 

whatever the affirmative side is advocating. It is each team’s job to weigh for the judge the 

impacts of passing or not passing the affirmative’s plan to make their case. At the end of a debate 

round, a judge declares one side the winner, with this decision entirely up to the judge’s 

discretion and interpretation of what it means to win. After the judge tells students their decision 

and offers some feedback, students then move on to their next round against a different team, 

possibly being assigned to switch sides of the debate. At the end of the tournament, the 

tournament organizers tally win/loss records and distribute awards to the top teams in an award 

ceremony.  

There is what I refer to in this paper as a traditional paradigm of policy debate, which 

focuses on weighing the costs and benefits of a policy proposal. To give an example of what a 

traditional policy debate round would look like, an affirmative team might advocate that the US 

federal government should ban fracking as a policy that would “substantially increase its 

protection of water resources.” The affirmative team would provide evidence of the harms being 

done to water supplies by fracking wastewater and argue that their plan will make a significant 

impact on water pollution, boost the economy by creating green energy jobs, and improve the 

health of Native Americans since many fracking sites are on reservations. The negative team 

could respond with a combination of arguments about why the affirmative team’s proposed plan 

will not significantly improve water pollution. They might also argue that the plan has the 
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disadvantage of harming the US economy, thus challenging America’s leadership and leading to 

global instability and world war. They might also argue that the plan does not fit within the 

year’s resolution because it does not directly protect water resources but rather bans an activity 

which affects water. Although it is not a formal rule, this type of argument, called topicality, is 

considered automatic grounds for losing a round in the traditional debate paradigm because, the 

negative team would argue, the affirmative team has taken away their ability to prepare for the 

round by being untopical. Teams read snippets of evidence, usually drawn from academic 

research, to substantiate each claim they make. In more advanced rounds, there may be many 

more strands of argumentation, crammed in with intensely fast speaking, resulting in very 

complex logical permutations of arguments shrouded in debate jargon that makes the activity 

comprehensible only to those who have themselves participated in it. One of the features of this 

traditional debate paradigm is a focus on technical debate theory and treating debate as a game of 

logic, often trying to piece together as many scenarios that lead to global extinction—the greatest 

possible impact of a policy that the opposing team could not outweigh—rather than arguing 

students’ personal opinions and beliefs on a topic (G. A. Fine, 2001). 

A common saying in debate is that everything in debate is debatable, and debaters have 

increasingly pushed the boundaries and introduced new ways of thinking about debate. For 

example, there are debaters who refuse to be topical, meaning that they argue a case that does not 

fit the year’s resolution because they should not be constrained to a resolution that is so distant 

from their lived experience. Whereas topicality was traditionally automatic grounds for losing a 

round, debaters instead engage in debates about the merits of the resolution and question whether 

a topical debate round provides a more educational debate for those involved. Teams also 

critique the dominance of academic evidence, using debaters’ personal experience, music, 
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poetry, and traditional knowledge to complement academic research. Critical debaters might also 

make arguments about the underlying ontological assumptions of arguments and the harms they 

inflict on individuals in the debate round, offering the judge a framework for evaluating the 

round based on the impacts the arguments being made have on those in the room rather than on a 

concocted policy scenario. In short, debate rounds have increasingly become spaces where youth 

contest the nature of the activity itself and the ways that it includes and empowers them rather 

than testing out their abilities to win at a game of logic involving policy positions that are 

distanced from their beliefs and experiences (Reid-Brinkley, 2019). This style of debate is often 

referred to as critical debate, analogous to the usage of term “critical” in academia that questions 

the underlying role of social hierarchies in research (Giroux, 1983). The critical paradigm does 

not necessarily reject the goal of winning debate rounds—in fact, critical debaters have become 

national collegiate champions—but questions, among other things, the willingness to step 

outside of one’s own beliefs, opinions, and identities to win a debate.  

This rise of critical approaches in debate coincides with a broadening of the demographic 

of students who participate in the activity. Debate was historically dominated by privileged white 

youth from private schools, both in terms of the demographics of who participates but also in the 

styles of communication that it privileges (G. A. Fine, 2004; Mirra & Debate Liberation League, 

2020). Beginning in the 1980s, urban debate leagues (UDLs) developed throughout the US as a 

way of extending the benefits of competitive debate to students in under-resourced urban middle 

and high schools (Seals, 2018). Over time, UDL students have gained competitive success in the 

national debate scene, with many, but not all, winning by utilizing the critical form of debate. 

This is not to say that critical UDL debaters forgo evidence and competition in favor of trading 

personal stories. For example, Korey Johnson, a Baltimore UDL alumnus, described the debate 
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round in which she and her partner won the collegiate national championship in 2014 against two 

Black male debaters (also UDL alums) who argued against militarization of police: 

Now being as though we are two Black girls from Baltimore, our task seemed rather 

difficult (to negate the affirmative), after all we experience those same violences and 

threats to our existence on a day-to-day basis. So we took a very unique approach to their 

argument, pulling on literature from scholars such as David Marriot, Eve Tuck, K. 

Wayne Yang, and Alexis Gumbs. Our argument was that we should not present scenes of 

suffering within the academy (which is what we claimed the affirmative did) because the 

academic machine will become a spectator that merely feeds its libido by consuming pain 

narrations.(Tuck and Yang)…We said that instead of retelling narrations of pain, we 

should focus on a better future and that we should embrace futurity through telling 

narrations of survival (K. Johnson, 2014). 

As this story exemplifies, critical UDL debaters find ways to incorporate academic evidence and 

personal beliefs and narrative in very nuanced ways that allow them to debate their convictions 

and still be competitive. These debaters have been at the forefront of challenging the traditional 

norms of competitive policy debate that privilege upper-class white students and creating change 

in the activity to allow space for their voices (Savitz et al., 2021). After Johnson’s victory in 

2014, there was a backlash of debaters and coaches who attempted to form a traditional-only 

league that did not allow critical debate (Kraft, 2014).  

This backdrop of racialized clash of styles in competitive debate make it a relevant site 

for observing intergroup contact. While competition can work against intergroup contact 

(Allport, 1954), UDLs have also tried to reframe debate as a space for dialogue and exchange of 

ideas. As the National Association of Urban Debate Leagues (NAUDL; 2019) says, “Debate sets 
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the groundwork for students to develop into informed citizens who are able to actively, and 

respectfully, engage in the public discourse that is vital for a healthy democracy.” This sentiment 

is echoed by WCUDL, which talks in its documents about building community amongst debaters 

that bridges divides across demographic groups. Competitive success sits alongside developing a 

space for youth voice and advocacy. As NAUDL (2019) explains, “Arguments are informed by 

articles and data from experts, but are developed through students’ voices and perspectives.” 

Therefore, the setting for this study shows the potential for the conditions of positive intergroup 

contact. I examine in this study the extent to which that potential is borne out in the lived 

experience of the organization.  

Findings 

 The norms and values of the three settings that I observed both facilitated and inhibited 

intergroup contact that provided opportunities for youth to learn about peers from different 

backgrounds and work together toward common goals. I outline one norm and one value of the 

organizational cultures I observed and the effect that they had on youths’ interactions with peers 

of different backgrounds. The first is the norm to “be nice,” which included being courteous and 

civil during debates and sharing knowledge in between debates to help everyone, even 

opponents, become better debaters rather than hoarding information to gain a competitive 

advantage. The second is an organizational value for traditional debate as a means to competitive 

success. Although the norm of niceness facilitated intergroup contact around common goals and 

experiences, debaters’ and coaches’ value for traditional debate limited the extent to which 

students had conversations about their own values and beliefs and instead leaned on more 

abstract, theoretical interactions with people from different racial/ethnic backgrounds during 

debate rounds. 
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“Remember, We are Being Nice.” 

I find that one of the prevailing norms, common to all teams I studied, was to “be nice.”  

One element of the norm of niceness included being courteous and respectful during debate 

rounds. For example, in one Lakeside High School practice, I observed Jasmine, an Asian 

American female debater, complaining about the “aggressive” behavior of Chad, a white male 

student whom many students found objectionable. Katy, the Lakeside coach, encouraged 

Jasmine to “Be charitable, but point out what’s wrong…Remember, we are being nice.” At 

another practice, she told students who were complaining about an opponent getting angry 

during a round, “When your opponent is getting upset, if you’re going to take advantage, don’t 

laugh or get smug. You have to do it gently. It’s that condescending kindness. Like in cross-ex 

when you’re like, ‘It’s OK, we can move on.’ Kindness being the key word.’” In both instances, 

Katy used students’ stories about debate rounds as an opportunity to emphasize the importance 

of maintaining a civil tone with opponents during debates. Similarly, Coach Perez at Reyes 

Beach stressed to students the importance of not getting overly aggressive during debates. After 

a debate round in which two of his students got heated during the cross-examination, he 

recounted to me that he sat them down to reprimand them for not keeping their composure. He 

also stressed in his interview that he often told students to “tone it down” when students got too 

loud or confrontational during debate. He used these opportunities to impart what he believed the 

norms of interaction should be in debate rounds. 

Most people in WCUDL had internalized the norm of niceness. Often, it came out in 

contrasts people drew with their debate experiences outside of WCUDL during interviews.  

Adrian, the WCUDL staff member who led the league-wide weekly practice who has been 

involved in debate leagues across the country for 20 years, noted the contrast between WCUDL 
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and other leagues, saying, “[Debate] creates nothing but jerks” before talking about how it was 

different in WCUDL. WCUDL debaters who had competed outside of the league invoked stories 

about their experiences to contrast the broader debate culture with the WCUDL culture. Emily 

(Black female debater) described this contrast in telling a story about competing in an outside 

tournament, saying, “…when it's my cross-ex [the part of debate round where students get to ask 

questions of their opponents] and I'll ask people questions, they'll continue talking, and in 

WCUDL typically I might finish their sentence, but they'll stop for you. Outside of [WCUDL] 

people are rude.” Saraya (South Asian female debater) similarly noted that, “on the national 

circuit, I feel like people are just meaner…at least when you're debating Angel and Anthony, you 

know that they're nice people.” Saraya called out the names of two specific debaters in my 

sample who defeated her multiple times but, as she noted, were nice about it. These stories from 

debaters illustrate how the norm of niceness is entrenched in WCUDL and stands in contrast 

with the “mean” and “rude” culture of debate outside of the league. 

Even though debate is a competitive activity, the norm of niceness also meant helping 

other students—including opponents—outside of debate rounds to help everyone become better 

debaters rather than hoarding information to get a competitive advantage. Coaches modeled this 

norm by offering to help students across the league, including those who were in direct 

competition with members of their own team. Katy frequently offered at the league-wide practice 

to help any student, regardless of their team affiliation. She explicitly told her students that she 

would be helping other students as a way of motivating her own students to do better. During one 

practice, Katy said to some of her debaters who were expressing worry about a competitor at 

another school, “I’m going to help him when we work together to organize his arguments. I want 

you to win, but I want you to earn it. I’m not going to tell him your arguments, but I’m going to 
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help him.” Katy is expressing here that her goal is to help everyone get better, including her own 

teams’ competition and, by extension, her students by making them earn their wins. Katy also 

organized a shared spreadsheet for students to disclose the arguments that they would be using in 

upcoming tournaments, which gave the students the chance to come into debate rounds more 

prepared. 

Again, the presence of this norm was apparent when students contrasted their WCUDL 

experiences with stories from debating outside of the league. For example, Emily, who went to a 

prestigious debate camp at a major university over the summer, articulated this difference, 

saying, “I think at [camp], it was ... I mean don't get me wrong, everyone wants to win, but they 

just wanted to win by whatever means necessary. Even if that meant, ‘I'm going to laugh in the 

middle of your speech.’ Even if that meant, ‘I'm going to send you something at 2:30am’…I 

think we [at WCUDL] wanted a debate and we want to win and we want to learn from each 

other, and I think that was different than at camp.” Emily sees the liberties that opponents at 

camp took with their in-round interactions and the formal rules about disclosure as a signal that 

the norms were different outside of WCUDL. The distinction that Emily makes here is that, 

outside of WCUDL, winning takes precedence over niceness, whereas within WCUDL, the norm 

of niceness puts bounds on what debaters will do to gain a competitive advantage.  

The norm was also apparent when students interacted with peers within WCUDL who 

did not practice the norm. One instance of this was students complaining about Chad not 

disclosing his arguments before rounds. In a Lakeside practice in which the team was debriefing 

a tournament from the previous weekend, I observed the following in my field notes, 

“Meanwhile, Jasmine brings up Chad again. She asks if he ran water hacks [the name of an 

affirmative case], which Amy says he did. Jasmine says, ‘He lied to me. He said he wasn’t 
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running it.’ Amy responds, ‘He definitely ran it.’ Jasmine responds, ‘He just irritates me.’” This 

was one of multiple interactions in which students complained about Chad not being forthright 

with his disclosures, and Jasmine’s irritation here is an indication of Chad’s behavior being out 

of line with the established norms. Jasmine talked extensively about her rivalry with Chad in her 

interviews and recounted that she had tried to open up space for more friendly interactions, 

saying, “I had walked up to Chad and his old coach, and I was like, ‘That was a really good 

debate,’ and they just were off... I don't want to say rude, but they were just not interested. They 

were just like, ‘Oh yeah.’ I was like, ‘Oh, hopefully, I'll see you next time.’ He was like, ‘Yeah, 

if I show up.’” Again, the interaction around Chad here reveals that there is an expectation that 

students engage with each other in supportive, friendly ways outside of debate rounds, and the 

fact that Chad’s behavior stood out in this instance provides evidence of the presence of the norm 

of niceness. 

The norm of niceness within WCUDL created space for youth to connect with members 

of other teams, which often meant connecting with youth from different racial/ethnic groups due 

to their being more diversity across than within teams. During the last tournament of the year, 

while observing a round between a Lakeside team (Anthony and his white partner) and a Reyes 

Beach team (Selena and her Black partner), I noted the following interaction:  

The debaters congratulate each other (“Good job!”, “That was a really good debate!”). 

While [the judge] looks at everything and compiles his ballot, the debaters chat. “What 

college are you going to?” Anthony asks, “What are your pronouns?” He apologizes for 

not having asked earlier. “With WCUDL you get to know everyone,” Selena says. They 

talk about prom colors, being on the class leadership...After the judge finished his oral 
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feedback, Anthony tells Selena that he has a card that might help them and offers to send 

it.  

In contrast to Jasmine’s attempt to engage Chad, the debaters in this round practiced the 

norm of niceness, which opened space for youth to have a cross-racial interaction in which they 

shared common experiences and learned about one another, such as asking about pronouns and 

talking about college. Anthony raised this interaction in a subsequent interview, explaining, “If I 

give Reyes Beach cards, that's going to mean that they're going to be able to do better next year 

when I'm gone. And that's awesome, because that's going to keep my team on their toes. And 

also it's going to help them that they're going to do better.” Anthony exemplified the norm of 

niceness here in his desire to help opponents get better by sharing evidence with opponents, 

which created an intergroup interaction that made space for debaters from different backgrounds 

to work toward common goals. 

Later in the day, I noticed Angel and a Black debater from Reyes Beach going off to eat 

lunch together outside. In an interview with Angel, when I asked them about an experience from 

the tournament that stood out, they raised this same incident, saying, “being able to just chill, 

catch up, not even think about debate. I mean, we did talk about debate, and what we might run 

for the other folks strategizing. Because I also wanted her to be on the top five teams...As much 

as I have Lakeside pride, I really wanted her to be up there with us.” As these two examples 

show, working and personal connections among debaters were closely intertwined, with 

debaters’ niceness toward each other making space for personal interactions and personal 

interactions making space for working together on debate. Therefore, the norm of being 

courteous and helpful made space for youth to connect with peers of different racial/ethnic 
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backgrounds, both as debaters but also around their common experiences of being high 

schoolers.  

These stories show the how the norm of niceness facilitated intergroup contact. Coaches 

and program staff used stories about their own experiences in debate as artifacts toward the 

objective of fostering the norm of niceness in debaters. Although the community of coaches and 

debaters within WCUDL largely upheld the norm of niceness, youth cited examples of people 

those who exploited the gap between the official rules of debate, of which there are few, and the 

norms. This gap was racialized and gendered, as the people cited for not following the norm of 

niceness were white males, potentially reflecting the social and cultural dimensions of debate 

privileging white males. To the extent that the norms of conduct within and outside of debate 

rounds were followed, they made it possible for students to both work together toward the 

common goal of becoming better debaters and to learn about peers from different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds. Thus, I find evidence that the norm of niceness facilitated the conditions for 

intergroup contact that improve racial attitudes posited by Allport (1954). While being courteous 

and helpful may not sound novel, this aspect of the organizational culture within WCUDL 

contrasted starkly with the debate culture that students experienced outside of WCUDL. This 

contrast demonstrates the importance of examining the organizational culture as a lens into 

understanding if and how youth have positive experiences in diverse settings.  

Value for Traditional Debate 

While the norm of niceness created space for students to have positive intergroup 

interactions, coaches and students also fostered a value for traditional debate that limited 

students’ engagement with peers of a different race/ethnicity during debates. I divide this finding 

into two subsections. First, I provide evidence of the value for traditional debate in my three 
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study settings. Second, I show how the value for traditional debate limited the ways that students 

brought their whole selves into intergroup interactions during debate rounds, resulting in youth 

not using debate rounds as opportunities to learn about peers from different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds. 

“I said stuff just to win a round.” At Lakeside High, Katy created a team culture that 

valued winning through mastery of traditional policy debate. Katy, a white female, had a 

background as a nationally competitive high school and college debater. As she explained in her 

interview, she first got involved in WCUDL as a volunteer judge and then wanted to become 

more deeply involved as a coach because she “saw a lot of fundamental problems with the way 

that everybody in the league was debating.” What I observed throughout the remainder of the 

season was Katy trying to fix those “fundamental problems” by working toward students’ 

mastery of traditional policy debate methods. For example, she often coached students to always 

use topicality, which is an argument that an affirmative team should automatically lose because 

their plan does not fit within the strict definition of the year’s resolution. As Katy said to her 

students in encouraging them to always use topicality in every round, “T[opicality] is a round 

killer.” However, topicality is contested in policy debate because many from the critical 

paradigm have argued that it silences debaters who wish to challenge the structure of the activity 

and how it has historically excluded students of color (Sciullo, 2018). 

The organizational value of traditional debate at Lakeside also included saying things that 

students did not believe in order to win. Katy, who often used stories from her own days of 

competitive success to impart values of how students should debate, once recounted to students 

during practice, “’I never said stuff that was homophobic or racist in debate rounds, but I would 

say that Bush was a great president if I needed to. I said stuff just to win a round.’” For Katy, 



  80 
 

who described herself as politically far-left, saying whatever was strategic in a debate round, in 

this case misrepresenting her political beliefs, was acceptable and desirable as long as it fell 

within some ethical bounds. This stance is typical of the traditional debate paradigm (G. A. Fine, 

2001), which critical debaters often argue against because it discourages students’ self-

expression in debate (Sciullo, 2018). 

Like Lakeside, the culture of the WCUDL-wide weekly practice valued traditional 

debate. Coach Katy was a co-facilitator of these practices and focused on the traditional debate 

skills similar to how she did at Lakeside. Adrian, the WCUDL staff member who led the 

practices, also leaned heavily on teaching technical debate skills. In one session I observed, he 

gave a lecture on what is known as the three-tier method, which is a framework critical debaters 

use for integrating academic evidence, community knowledge, and personal experience. 

However, the group never returned to this strategy after this one lecture and continued practicing 

technical skills other weeks. In one practice, I observed him telling a team, “You should 

definitely try to run topicality because it’s good practice, it only takes a minute. Run that shell, 

do it with with a disad[vantage] and counterplan…if you have options the aff[irmative] won’t be 

able to get everything. The goal is to pressure the [affirmative].” In this passage Adrian 

encouraged debaters to use two elements of traditional debate strategy—topicality and spreading, 

which is the idea of throwing as many arguments as possible at a team to make it impossible for 

them to answer all of them. By doing so, he conveyed the organizational value for traditional 

debate.  

At Reyes Beach, Coach Perez cultivated a value system that, although not focused on 

competitive success through traditional debate mastery, also discouraged students from 

expressing themselves in debate rounds. Coach Perez was not very familiar with the elements of 
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technical debate theory that dominated Lakeside practices, and from my observations, he 

frequently misused debate terminology. As Coach Perez explained in his interview his 

orientation toward debate, “It's not all about the awards, it's more about the actual experience of 

public speaking in a debate setting, I want them to learn the skills of how to be in front of 

people…how to do research.” Rather than an interest in competitive wins or the technical side of 

debate, he valued his students learning public speaking and academic skills from debate. 

However, Coach Perez also expressed his dislike of critical debate, saying, “…if it doesn't have 

to do with the topic, don't bring it out in left field. Use the packet, for open [division] especially, 

give me stuff from the packet. Don't bring in so much outside information and I don't know 

where you're going with it.” Coach Perez expressed here his dislike for the critical approaches 

where debaters bring in arguments from “left field,” preferring that they stick to the prescribed 

topic and evidence instead of developing their own arguments. 

The “packet” Coach Perez referenced was a key artifact through which he imparted his 

values for debate. The packet is a document distributed by the league, given to students in hard-

copy and electronically, full of arguments and evidence that are specific to the topic each year. 

The packet (and others like it available on the internet) is typically developed by elite debaters 

and coaches who work on developing arguments in the summer before a season starts. The 

packet is organized around arguments, each of which contains a series of claims supported by an 

extract of research evidence with important portions highlighted for students to use during 

debates. I observed multiple practices where Coach Perez stressed to students needing to know 

the packet. For example, practices frequently started with him telling students to get out their 

packets, followed by a routine of him chastising the students who had forgotten their copies. In 

one practice, where Coach Perez and two students talked about trying to recruit a former debater 
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to come back to the team, Coach Perez expressed his pessimism, saying, “…there’s no way he’s 

going to read a 500-page packet,” implying that a student has to read the entire packet to be able 

to debate, which is not the case. In another interaction where Coach Perez was encouraging a 

student to practice a speech, the student objected about not being prepared and that he would 

“only be reading cards.” Coach Perez responded, “That’s OK. That’s what you do.” Again, this 

is not necessarily an accurate representation of debate, but, through these interactions around the 

packet, Coach Perez communicated to his team that sticking to the packet is what is valued in 

debate rather than developing and researching their own arguments.  

Across all three settings, coaches used stories about debate or interactions around debate 

arguments toward the object of instilling the organizational value for traditional debate. As 

previously noted, this traditional debate style carries with it a sociocultural history of whiteness 

and privilege. While never explicitly racialized in the coaches messaging, the types of debate 

arguments and styles that coaches discouraged through these interactions—critical debate and 

going outside “the packet”—are some of the only opportunities that students of color have to 

express their identities within the debate space rather than utilizing arguments written by mostly 

white privileged debaters. Critical debate tactics fall firmly within the formal rules of debate, and 

there is arguably an increased openness to critical debate in the broader debate community, as 

evidenced by the competitive success of critical debaters at the collegiate level. Still, my 

evidence shows that coaches and staff used artifacts in their environments to emphasize the 

traditional style of debate instead.      

“I don't use my personal experiences when I'm going against a white competitor.” 

The values for traditional debate affected how students chose to engage, or not engage, in 

debates. For example, Jasmine described feeling the tension of needing to win while also 
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agreeing with some of her opponents’ stances. In the final debate round of the season, Jasmine 

debated against Selena, a Latinx female Reyes Beach debater. In this round, Selena and her 

partner used a plan that intentionally did not fit within the year’s resolution (i.e. it was not 

topical, breaking a norm of traditional debate) in which they called on a popular revolution, 

rather than the United States Federal Government, to overthrow capitalism. They supported their 

case with evidence of the pollution that fossil fuel companies in their own community have 

created. Jasmine and her partner never engaged with these arguments about personal experience, 

instead trying to argue traditional policy debate strategies like topicality and fiat theory (the idea 

that in policy debate teams should only be able to dictate government action). In reflecting on 

this debate round in an interview, Jasmine stated, “Debate is the kind of a thing where I can't just 

sit there along on an opposing side and say, ‘Yeah, I agree with you.’ So I think that that's where 

it came into, yes, this is my identity and I identify with a lot of the things that they were saying, 

but I can't say that." Jasmine’s use of the term “can’t” here is striking because it presupposes a 

hard line of what a debater can and cannot do, which in reality does not exist. Critical debaters 

have been successful at the highest levels countering arguments back by personal narratives 

without denying their own beliefs and experiences (K. Johnson, 2014). However, Jasmine’s 

perception of only having technical procedural arguments as options demonstrates the role that 

the organizational value had in constraining more personal discussions in debate rounds.  

The value placed on traditional debate methods limited the ways students engaged in the 

activity. Angel, an Asian American Lakeside debater who was completing their fourth year with 

the team, explained how the emphasis on winning through traditional debate methods has driven 

some students away from debate, saying, “…they're trying to center [debate] for people of color, 

but it's not really that. It's more of, how many wins are you going to get and are you going to 
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really portray this league as a winning league per se?” They went on to explain that the shift in 

the team and league culture has been detrimental to team diversity at Lakeside, saying, “We've 

been trying to make it more approachable and get a lot more students of color because we saw 

unfortunately this year and a bit of last year that it definitely has shifted to be a little bit more 

white than we wanted and, again, more competitive debate for me.” Just as Jasmine saw a value 

for winning through traditional debate paradigms limiting the extent to which she can express her 

beliefs and identity in debates, Angel explicitly connects the focus on competitive success over 

more “approachable” forms of debate as driving students of color away from the activity. 

The size and competitive success of the Lakeside team made the value for traditional 

debate influential in the league-wide culture, even for students who did not share that value. For 

students who went against traditional debaters, the focus on winning limited the extent to which 

they were willing to engage personally in debate rounds with cross-race peers. Maribel, a Reyes 

Beach debater, recounted a story involving a debate round against a Lakeside team, saying, 

…one of the Lakeside students, they brushed aside my experiences and they were like... I 

don't remember exactly what happened, but it really hurt because, I get we're in a 

competition and it matters what you say, but they brushed past my experiences and tried 

to make it seem like it wasn't that big of a deal just to get the judges vote for them. I don't 

know, I feel like that's something that really stuck with me because I was like, "Man, I 

get it. We're in a competition and we're trying to win," but at the same time, at least have 

some morals, especially when it comes to something that deep of a topic. 

Maribel went on to explain how experiences like this one impact how she engages in debate:  

As soon as I walk into a debate round, I always look at the competitor to see what their 

race is. I know that's fucked up, but I think if they're white, it's one of those things where 
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they wouldn't understand those kinds of struggles. They won't be able to compare their 

struggles to mine so I don't use my personal experiences when I'm going against a white 

competitor, but if I walk into a debate round that has people of color, I tend to use my 

experiences more… 

This story exemplifies how the value for traditional debate created distance between students of 

different backgrounds. Maribel attributed her opponents’ dismissal of her attempt to integrate her 

personal experience with a topic to their willingness to say whatever is necessary to win, which 

is part of the traditional debate paradigm. To avoid reliving the hurt she felt from this experience, 

she learned to avoid using those arguments against students from different racial/ethnic groups. 

Therefore, her encounter with traditional debaters made her want to avoid intergroup contact in 

which people of different backgrounds learn about each other.  

 Emily, a Black female debater who participated in the league-wide practices, also noticed 

that white and Asian American students tried to discount arguments that she related to her 

identities. For example, Emily recounted a debate round in which she was dismayed at going 

against students who used an ontological argument that questioned whether Blackness was real 

to discredit Emily’s argument about the need to make more space for Black voices in policy 

discussions. She found this line of argumentation offensive and talked about how she understood 

the tactic, saying, “I wonder, ‘Is this just so you can win the round or do you really feel this 

way?’ By the end of the round, I try to dissociate those arguments from the debater and the 

debate because a lot of times it's probably not their fault. I doubt they thought this deeply into it 

when they chose this argument against us.” Emily’s interpretation of her opponents’ tactics 

demonstrates the role that traditional debate styles played in limiting intergroup contact. Like 

Maribel’s example, Emily’s opponents engaged with her deeply personal arguments by finding 
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ways to dismiss them. This strategic choice leaves Emily to question if her opponents believe the 

argument that they were making or if it was just a way to win, a feature of the traditional debate 

style. Rather than engaging around differences and commonalities with cross-race peers, Emily 

felt she had engaged with arguments but not the people behind those arguments. 

The experiences of Emily and Maribel capture how the organizational value for 

traditional debate can limit the extent to which debaters learn about outgroup members, 

processes that facilitate positive intergroup contact (Pettigrew, 1998). Debate can be an 

opportunity for youth to dialogue around their own beliefs and experiences, supported by 

research and rhetorical skill (K. Johnson, 2014; National Association of Urban Debate Leagues, 

2019). In WCUDL, the value for traditional debate prevented such dialogue by encouraging 

students to focus on the technicalities of debate and to prioritize saying things they didn’t believe 

over self-expression. Traditional debaters often dismissed rather than engaging with expressions 

of identity, limiting the opportunity for youth to learn about members of different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds within debate rounds. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Based on my analysis, I show that the organizational culture of the debate teams I 

observed shaped the conditions for intergroup contact that can improve inter-racial relations and 

attitudes (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998). First, I argue based on my findings that the 

organizational norm of niceness—being courteous during debates and supporting competitors to 

improve as debaters—created conditions for positive intergroup contact. Coaches explicitly 

encouraged and modeled this norm in stories and analysis of past rounds, and most students in 

WCUDL adhered to this norm. The norm of niceness allowed students to have interactions with 

cross-race peers that centered on cooperation around the common goal of becoming better 
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debaters and sharing common experiences. Second, I argue that an organizational value for 

traditional debate precluded dialogue about commonalities and differences between debaters of 

different racial/ethnic backgrounds. Coaches imparted this value through their advising, analysis 

of past debate rounds, and interactions around debate evidence. Students who exemplified this 

traditional debate style responded to opponents who brought their identities into debates with 

technical and procedural arguments, making debates games of logic distanced from the debaters’ 

own experiences and beliefs. As these findings show, while the formal rules and structure of 

debate tournaments determined when students of different race/ethnicities would share space, the 

organizational cultures of debate teams influenced if and how those spaces fostered the type of 

intergroup contact that can create positive racial attitudes.   

Studies of racial/ethnically diverse schools contain a mix of positive (Douglass et al., 

2014; Graham et al., 2014; Juvonen et al., 2018; Kogachi & Graham, 2020; Wilson & Rodkin, 

2011) and negative socioemotional outcomes (Bellmore et al., 2012; Benner & Graham, 2013; 

Cheon et al., 2020; Seaton & Douglass, 2014). One of the contributions of this study is in 

generating hypotheses to explain these disparate outcomes by examining organizational culture, 

and the associated sociocultural messages about whose culture is valued in the organization, 

could inform the role that schools and other educational organizations play in shaping these 

differential outcomes. The organizations in my study—the individual debate teams and the 

league as whole—served an important role of translating broader ideas about race, criticality, and 

the world of competitive policy debate to the local context. For example, judge’s decisions and 

coaches guidance often encouraged and rewarded students for not talking about race/ethnicity, a 

practice of whiteness in American society (Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Castagno, 2008) that the 

organizational culture of WCUDL translated into the micro-interactions of debates. Analyzing 
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both the materials that youth and staff use as well as the interactions around those materials can 

illuminate the presence of norms and values that encourage or discourage discourse about 

race/ethnicity. 

Although many scholars have noted the ambiguity of the concept of organizational 

culture and the many different ways researchers have operationalized it (Martin, 2002; Ogbonna, 

2019), my examination of culture through a sociocultural activity lens shows how organizational 

culture can be a useful lens to understand intergroup contact in the lived experiences of youth. 

Examining the transmission of organizational culture through a sociocultural activity theory lens 

illuminates the linkages between norms and values and racialized messages about how to engage 

in the activity I studied. For example, the findings around the value for traditional debate, and the 

implicit privileging of the white norms of debate in that style of debate, communicated to some 

youth when and how they could be their whole selves in the debate space. The impact of this 

aspect of the organizational culture on debaters of color could not be understood absent an 

understanding of its sociohistorical roots in debate. Also, examining the differences between the 

formal rules of the activity and the norms that were being communicated in my study illuminates 

instances of the selective application and enforcement of rules—a tenet of racialized 

organizations (Ray, 2019). This is exemplified in how white male debaters exploited the gap 

between the rules of disclosure and the norms of disclosing arguments in a way that is helpful to 

opponents, helping this group maintain an advantage in an activity in which they are already 

advantaged. 

The second major contribution of this work is extending the research on school diversity 

and afterschool spaces. Afterschool programs play a key role in encouraging students’ 

connectedness and engagement at school (Juvonen et al., 2012). This study adds to the small 
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number of studies of diversity in afterschool settings that focus primarily on instructor practices 

that facilitate intergroup dialogue (Griffin et al., 2012; Kennedy et al., 2022) and adds, alongside 

the focus on pedagogies, a view of how adult practices, alongside students’ reactions to them, 

become part of the organization. The existing literature on diversity in afterschool programs 

points to the importance of direct dialogue about differences and racial tensions. My findings 

affirm this prior research by demonstrating how minoritized students in my sample can have 

negative experiences when their attempts to talk about their personal relation to debate topics 

were ignored or rejected. However, I also add to this research by demonstrating that the broader 

organizational culture of the debate space shaped how and when it was desirable to engage 

around differences. Silence around racial/ethnic differences potentially reifies rather than 

deconstructs inequality (Castagno, 2008; M. Fine, 1987; Haviland, 2008), and my analysis 

demonstrates the role that the organization can play in encouraging intergroup dialogue, 

particularly within an activity that nominally is about discourse. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 There are several limitations to this study. First, I was limited by the size of my sample. 

Although I was able to recruit most of the students in the population I sought to study, having 

only eight students does not allow for comparisons within and across groups. Also, the 

competitive nature of the activity I studied perhaps brought out tensions between students that 

may have been present regardless of the race/ethnicity of the participants involved. The fact that 

there was much less diversity within teams than across teams meant that most of the intergroup 

interactions I observed happened in a competitive environment. It would be important in future 

research to examine additional settings that are designed more for collaboration than competition 

to understand how and if intergroup interactions within the organizational contexts they happen 
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differ. Existing evidence on afterschool programs and friendships suggests that students in arts 

programs are more likely to develop friendship in their activity that students in extracurricular 

sports (Schaefer et al., 2011). Debate, even though it involves an exchange of ideas, may 

resemble sports because of its competitive nature, making it a less-than-ideal case for studying 

intergroup contact. However, as I have shown, the specific debate league I observed explicitly 

targets community building and has built a cultural norm around collaboration across teams, 

which still makes it a space where the conditions for intergroup contact can occur. Still, this 

activity is not as explicitly built around collaboration as others, and examining how 

organizational culture affects intergroup contact in other types of programs should be a 

consideration for future research. Finally, I was not able to access data within the schools that 

students attended to understand how the relationships and ideas that I witnessed in debate carried 

over into the school day. This will be an important area for future work as much of the literature 

on the benefits of afterschool programs frame the connections made within those programs as 

carrying over into connections with school (Deutsch et al., 2017; Knifsend et al., 2018). 

Implications 

 If, as much of the school diversity literature argues, one of the main benefits of diverse 

schools is cultivating the conditions that create positive attitudes about cross-race peers, more 

attention is needed to the conditions under which intergroup interactions occur. As many US 

districts are focused on issues of equity and diversity, moving policy levers to get bodies of 

different racial/ethnic backgrounds into the same physical spaces is not enough to realize the 

benefits of diversity. This study illuminates the potential promise of afterschool programs to not 

only bring together youth from diverse backgrounds but to also be the site for discourse and 

cooperation across racial/ethnic divides. However, as I and others before me have shown, there 
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are also potential harms to diversity absent intentional organizing to create an environment 

where all students feel that the identities they bring are valued and accepted. Research and policy 

need to attend to the organizational characteristics of educational spaces and how those can 

either encourage dialogue that builds connections across difference rather than entrench 

divisions. 
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IV. Study 3 - “You think about your identity a lot”: The Relationship between Ethnic-

Racial Identity Salience and Public Regard and Diversity, in Context 

Abstract 

 In this study, I examine youth’s experiences of their ethnic-racial identities (ERI) within 

an ethnic-racially diverse high school debate program. Using qualitative interviews and 

observations, I examine youth’s sensemaking about the salience of their ERI and their 

perceptions of other’s regard for their ERI in debates. First, I find that both the ethnic-racial 

composition of interactions and the specific content of those interactions combined in youth’s 

understandings of when their ERI was salient to an experience. Second, I find that youth made 

sense of regard for their ERI from both peers’ responses to their expressions of ERI and the 

validation of their ERI from those with authority in the organization. From these findings, I 

argue that the sociodemographic composition, content, and organizational response combine to 

influence youth’s lived experiences of their ERI. These findings add to the ERI and school 

diversity literatures by generating theory around the understudied interaction between 

organizational settings and identities. 
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“You think about your identity a lot”: The Relationship between Ethnic-Racial Identity 

Salience and Public Regard and Diversity, in Context  

Youth are motivated to engage and work toward goals that they believe people who share 

their identities can achieve (Byrd & Chavous, 2011; Debrosse et al., 2018; Destin & Williams, 

2020; Nasir et al., 2009; Oyserman & Destin, 2010). This motivation is linked to being able to 

visualize a future possible version of oneself that attains a goal (Markus & Nurius, 1986). The 

power of the possible self to bolster youth’s motivations is tied to their identities and seeing 

people in the same setting who share aspects of their identities being successful (Markus & 

Nurius, 1986; Oyserman, 2008). For example, students who see academic achievement as 

congruent with their ethnic-racial identity report an increased sense of academic efficacy 

(Oyserman et al., 2006). While the connection between identity and motivation is true for all 

people, it has particular implications for youth whose identities educational institutions 

traditionally have marginalized (Oyserman & Lewis, 2017). One of these implications is the 

ability of educational settings to access youth’s motivation by demonstrating to students that 

their identities include assets that can make them successful (Hernandez et al., 2021). These 

findings suggest that educational organizations hold great potential to combat historical patterns 

of privilege and marginalization within education by demonstrating that people of all identity 

groups belong and have value within the setting. 

However, schools that serve students from diverse ethnic-racial backgrounds do not 

always convey the message that students of all identities belong and can be successful. People 

draw their perceptions of their identities and the congruence of those identities with success from 

their context (Destin & Williams, 2020). Many sociological studies of school diversity have 

demonstrated that minoritized students in desegregated schools face discrimination and 
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marginalization in racially diverse schools (Holland, 2012; Ispa-Landa, 2013; Lareau & Horvat, 

1999; Lewis & Diamond, 2015; Tyson, 2003). Diverse schools stratify students through 

academic tracking (Lewis & Diamond, 2015; Wells & Serna, 1996), disproportionate discipline 

(Capers, 2019; Diamond & Lewis, 2019; Freeman & Steidl, 2016; Lewis & Diamond, 2015), and 

special education designations (Saatcioglu & Skrtic, 2019). Given the evidence on minoritized 

students’ experiences of being stratified in diverse schools, there is reason to doubt whether the 

self-image that diverse schools make available to minoritized youth is one that tends to be 

congruent with engagement and success. 

While most of the ethnic-racial diversity literature in education has focused on schools, 

afterschool spaces have received less attention. This is an important gap because afterschool 

programs are crucial spaces where youth develop friendships and their own identities (Deutsch et 

al., 2017; McLaughlin et al., 2001; Pinkard et al., 2017). Youth are more likely to select into 

afterschool programs where they feel like their identities belong (Simpkins & Riggs, 2014). As a 

result of this, in addition to differential access to resources to pay for and travel to programs,  

afterschool programs are often more segregated than the schools where they operate (Hynes & 

Sanders, 2011; Knifsend & Juvonen, 2014). In addition to the peers youth encounter in these 

spaces, minoritized youth are also more likely to interact with adult staff from similar 

backgrounds in afterschool than during the school day (De Royston et al., 2017). To the extent 

that afterschool spaces lessen the distance between students and staff, they potentially provide 

more humanizing spaces where youth can feel that their identities belong (Destin et al., 2022). 

In this study, I examine the relationships between ethnic-racial diversity and ERI in the 

context of an afterschool program. Drawing on a year-long ethnography of a high school debate 

league, I investigate two main research questions for this study: 
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1. How does the racial/ethnic composition of settings relate to the ways that youth make 

sense of their experiences in debate? 

2. What understandings do youth take away from interactions with peers and adults 

about their ethnic-racial identity from interactions in debate?  

I begin with a review of the literatures on ethnic-racial identity and the role of context in 

identity and offer an analytic framework for understanding identity through sensemaking 

theory. I then present two main findings. First, I show that youth incorporated both the ethnic-

racial composition of settings as well as the content of interactions in their assessment of when 

and how ethnicity-race was salient to experiences in debate. Second, I show that youth made 

sense of the value that others held for their ethnicity-race through the reactions they received 

from peers and validation, or lack thereof, from those with power in the organization. From 

these findings, I argue for incorporating three elements of context—sociodemographic 

composition, content, and organizational authority—into theorizing the connection between 

ethnic-racial diversity and identity. 

Literature Review 

This study connects organizational and developmental perspectives on diversity and 

identity. I borrow from Erikson (1968) in defining identity as the “fundamental organizing 

principle” that people use to understand who they are, both as individuals and as parts of social 

groups. As this definition and much of the research and theory on identity indicate, identity 

development is dynamic and inherently social, happening through the interactions that 

individuals have with those around them (Hornsey, 2008; Rogers, 2018; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). 

People draw elements of their identity from the multiple levels of context in which they are 
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embedded, including historical and sociocultural images, contemporary media and culture, and 

direct interactions (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  

In this section, I first provide an overview of the literature specific to ethnic-racial 

identity (ERI). I then review the literature about the role of context in ERI. Finally, I offer a 

conceptual framework for this study linking identity and organizational context through the 

organizational lens of sensemaking. 

Ethnic-Racial Identity 

ERI consists of "the beliefs and attitudes that individuals have about their ethnic–racial 

group memberships, as well as the processes by which these beliefs and attitudes develop over 

time” (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014, p. 23). The distinction that this definition makes between the 

content of one’s beliefs and dispositions toward their ethnicity-race and the process by which 

those beliefs and attitudes develop permeates the literature on ERI (Phinney & Ong, 2007; Wang 

et al., 2017). Most research has linked a developed and positive ERI with positive academic, 

social, and emotional outcomes, but there are a number of differences depending on the ethnic-

racial group, outcome, and aspect of ERI (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014; Yip, Wang, et al., 2019). 

Most of the research on ERI has utilized quantitative survey measures that focus solely on 

ethnicity-race (Rogers et al., 2020). However, a smaller number of studies have recently 

examined how ethnicity-race intersects with gender (Fisher et al., 2015; Rogers & Way, 2016), 

socioeconomic status (Cheon et al., 2019), and sexuality (Santos & VanDaalen, 2016). A full 

review of the literature on ERI and its associated outcomes would be its own paper (see Rivas-

Drake et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2020 for reviews), but, as my intent is examining the 

relationship between the demographic context of a setting and students’ ERI in specific 
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situations, I focus my review on two areas of content that are particularly responsive to 

settings—salience and public regard—rather than the process of ERI development.  

Salience is the extent to which one sees their ERI as relevant to a particular situation. 

ERI, like other aspects of one’s identity, is felt and expressed differently for individuals 

depending on their surroundings (Douglass et al., 2016). In contrast to centrality, which is the 

more enduring sense of importance one places on their ethnicity-race in their overall self-

concept, salience is situational (Sellers et al., 1998). Salience can vary widely for individuals 

from situation to situation, with prior research demonstrating that within-person differences can 

account for between 30% (Douglass et al., 2016) and 40% (Yip, 2005) of the variation in ethnic-

racial salience. Having more experiences of increased salience advance ERI development (Wang 

et al., 2017). However, the effects of salience can vary. Salience is associated with reduced 

negative mood and anxiety only among people who typically see their ERI as salient (Douglass 

et al., 2016). At the same time, the effects of salience on mood are moderated by the regard one 

has toward their ERI (Yip, 2005). Although salience is not thought to be directly related to 

developmental outcomes, it is the pathway that allows individuals to access other aspects of their 

ERI that do influence development (Sellers et al., 1998). 

One aspect of ERI that influences development is public regard, or the extent to which 

youth feel that their ethnic-racial group is valued and esteemed by others (Sellers et al., 1998). 

Public regard is an important construct for this study because it is linked to outcomes that 

increase engagement, such as academic engagement at school (Rivas-Drake, 2011) and academic 

and social efficacy with teachers (Hoffman et al., 2021). Much of the literature on public regard 

demonstrates a connection with school adjustment, including sense of belonging and engagement 

at school among Black and Latinx youth as they transition into middle school (Medina et al., 
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2020). However, there is also evidence that low public regard can be a protective factor for Black 

youth, possibly because being knowledgeable of negative stereotypes prepares them to cope with 

incidents of discrimination (Sellers et al., 2006). Public regard is particularly germane to school 

diversity research because public regard develops over time from interactions with people of 

different ethnic-racial backgrounds (Sellers et al., 1998). Much of the research on public regard 

has examined experiences with discrimination and racism (Douglass & Umaña-Taylor, 2017; 

Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014; Yip, Wang, et al., 2019). Public regard can change over time, with 

some research suggesting that it decreases, on average, for Black and Latinx students over the 

middle school years (Hughes et al., 2011).  

The literature provides evidence of both positive and negative effects of ethnic-racial 

diversity in schools and other settings on ERI. Relative to racially homogenous settings, diverse 

schools present more of an opportunity to explore ERI because ethnicity takes a more central 

role when youth are confronted with people of different backgrounds (Phinney & Tarver, 1988; 

Tatum, 1999). This exposure to diversity can lead to more development of one’s ERI, which can 

be a protective factor against potential psychological harms of discrimination (Rivas-Drake et al., 

2014). A more developed identity is also associated with positive health, psychosocial, and 

academic outcomes for minoritized students (Oyserman et al., 2001; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). 

However, a more developed ethnic and racial identity is also associated with more awareness of 

difference and incidents of bias (Syed & Azmitia, 2008), potentially increasing youths’ beliefs 

about negative public regard for their racial/ethnic group. This holds particular risks for students 

of color in diverse schools because exposure to diversity can lead to more experiences of race-

based victimization, such as being harassed or bullied because of ethnicity-race (Chan et al., 

2023).  



  99 
 

Identity and Context 

Despite the important role that context plays in signaling to youth the value of identities, 

research on youth identity development is still limited in the measurement of settings and how 

those settings interact and influence youth’s identity. There is a long history of acknowledging 

the importance of context in the study of youth development, going back to ecological systems 

theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and its situating of individuals within multiple layers of context. 

However, there is limited empirical evidence regarding the connection between context and 

identity in the everyday lived experiences of youth in education settings. There is increasing 

attention to the settings in which youth develop their identities. For example, Syed et al.’s (2018) 

theoretical review on ethnic-racial settings, defined as the objective and subjective representation 

of groups within a given context, acknowledges the inadequacy of merely tallying the members 

of ethnic-racial groups within a space. Syed et al. operationalize ethnic-racial settings according 

to four interrelated dimensions (perspective, heterogeneity, differentiation, and proximity) to 

understand how individuals perceive the ethnic-racial composition of a setting. While 

complicating the simple numerical tally of people to a more subjective view of diversity, an 

ethnic-racial settings frame focuses on the ethnic-racial representations of a setting but not other 

characteristics of how the setting communicates salience or regard for ERI. Other work has taken 

into account the role of macro narratives and stereotypes as part of the context that affects 

identity development (Nasir et al., 2009; Rogers, 2020; Rogers & Way, 2016). While this work 

incorporates context by examining the ways that youth draw from culture to construct their 

identities, it focuses less on the role of organizations, which are pivotal in their role of 

transmitting or disrupting societal hierarchies to individuals’ experiences (Ogbonna, 2019). 
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In addition, little research has focused on the actual interactions through which youth 

have experiences with their ERI that influence this development. Youth formulate the content of 

their ERIs from making meaning of lived experiences over time in which they see their identities 

as relevant (Williams et al., 2020). However, most of the prior research on ERI in psychology 

uses quantitative survey results, either cross-sectionally or longitudinally, to measure ERI and its 

correlates. These measures provide limited information about the contexts in which youth 

experience their ERI. For example, prior research has examined the relationship between the 

ethnic-racial composition of schools or social networks and ERI (Santos et al., 2017). However, 

qualitative work on identity suggests that it is not only who else is around but also the content of 

interactions that form part of the context that influence youth’s experience of identity (Nasir & 

Cooks, 2009; Rogers et al., 2022). Experimental studies of impact of positive messaging about 

assets associated with identities can increase motivation for students to engage in academic 

activities (Hernandez et al., 2021), but less research exists on more naturalistic observations of 

youth’s interactions with content and its effects on their identities. 

Conceptual Framework: Sensemaking about ERI 

Whereas psychological perspectives on identity are beginning to focus more on context, 

the organizational literature has long considered the role that individuals’ identities play in their 

interactions within organizational contexts. These elements of the organizational context are 

intricately tied to personal identities because individuals within organizations assess their 

identities in relation to their understanding of the organizational culture and identity (Weick, 

1995). In line with prior work from organizational science that has used sensemaking as a lens 

for understanding identity and status formation for people within organizations (Brown & 

Coupland, 2015; Fernando & Patriotta, 2020; Maitlis, 2009; Roberts et al., 2005; Sonenshein et 
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al., 2013), I apply this approach to understanding students’ ERI development in conjunction with 

their organizational environments. 

I use sensemaking theory to understand how youth understand the salience and public 

regard for their ERI in specific settings. I adopt Weick et al.’s (2005, p. 409) definition of 

sensemaking as “the ongoing retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what 

people are doing.” Sensemaking starts with noticing or bracketing off particular events as 

significant, often stemming from moments of surprise, trauma, or identity threat, such as 

instances of discrimination (Maitlis, 2009; Weick, 1995). In the process of interacting with their 

organizational environment and people in it, individuals give meaning to events by noticing and 

bracketing them as significant and then retrospectively reasoning about them and deciding how 

to react or adapt (Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking is an ongoing, dynamic process that helps 

people give order to the chaos of life within organizations. An important feature of sensemaking 

that distinguishes it from psychological processes of cognition and building schemas to 

understand new information (Piaget, 1983) is that it is a social process. For example, 

organizational members engage in sensemaking when they decide how to respond to a crisis by 

first collectively noticing something as new and concerning and then developing plausible 

understandings of events (Weick et al., 1999). Sensemaking theory focuses not on how 

individuals come to new understandings but on how the organizational setting shapes 

individuals’ collective responses to new or ambiguous situations.  

Although organizational theory has long blended theories of individual and 

organizational identity, it has traditionally paid little attention to how racial and other hierarchies 

affect individuals’ experiences of their identity (Acker, 2006; Nkomo, 1992; Ray, 2019). 

Organizations themselves reflect ethnic-racial, gender, and other societal hierarchies that 
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influence the ways that members can exercise agency within the organization and the ways that 

resources are allocated or policies are applied (Acker, 1990, 2006; Ray, 2019). Ethnicity-race, 

gender, and other societal hierarchies are embedded within and often reinforced through 

organizational norms and structures (Ogbonna, 2019; Wingfield & Alston, 2014; Wooten & 

Couloute, 2017). Seemingly neutral elements of organizations’ bureaucratic procedures result in 

racial inequities in how rules are enforced or organizational members are promoted or punished 

(Byron & Roscigno, 2019). Organizational leaders use tools of transmitting culture, such as 

establishing rules, hierarchies, and valued forms of knowledge, to control the identities of 

members (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Schools specifically embed white supremacy in the 

routines that govern everyday life for students, like discipline and evaluation of academic work 

(Diamond & Gomez, 2023). Therefore, I attend to hierarchies and power within the organization 

I study as a lens into understanding the ways that youth engage in sensemaking (Helms Mills et 

al., 2010). Specifically, I focus on the role that decisions and feedback from program leaders 

play in how youth make sense of salience and regard for their ERI.  

Data and Methods 

The Setting 

 The setting for my study is a high school policy debate league. Competitive policy debate 

focuses on using evidence and logic and less on traditional oratory skills than other forms of 

competitive forensics available to youth. Every year, the competitions’ governing body votes on 

a resolution, or a broad policy intent, that becomes the basis of all debates across leagues in the 

country for the entire season. In the first year that I collected data, that resolution was: “The 

United States Federal Government should substantially increase its protection of water resources 

in the United States.” In a debate round, two teams of two students go against each other. One 
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team is assigned to the affirmative side, meaning that they are supposed to propose and defend a 

policy that affirms the year’s resolution. Common policies that teams used when on the 

affirmative with the water topic included banning fracking and tightening regulations on 

agricultural runoff. The other team, the negative side, is tasked with arguing against 

implementing the affirmative team’s policy. At the end of a debate round, a judge, typically a 

coach or a former debater volunteering their time, weighs all of the arguments and evidence that 

students presented, picks a winning side, and offers the students feedback. Over the course of a 

debate tournament, students typically debate in three to four rounds before results are tabulated 

and team places and awards are announced. 

 What I have described above traditionally has taken place in predominantly white, private 

schools (G. A. Fine, 2004). However, beginning in the 1980s, Urban Debate Leagues (UDLs) 

developed throughout the United States with the goal of bringing debate to public school 

students from backgrounds who typically had not had debate teams at their schools (Seals, 2018). 

UDLs attract a diverse group of students and have been hailed as a pipeline to increased 

engagement and academic success (Mezuk, 2009; Shackelford, 2019). Baked into UDL 

pedagogy is teaching critical literacy skills that empower debaters to challenge the historical and 

cultural roots of power in academic content and in their lives (Savitz et al., 2021). One of the 

ways in which UDLs do this is by drawing on culturally relevant practices to create connection 

and relevance to their predominantly minoritized participants (Cridland-Hughes, 2012). The 

extent to which debaters can and should bring their personal identities into debate rounds is itself 

debatable. The policy debate space has become a place where diversity, and specifically how to 

make the activity inclusive for minoritized youth, are central. However, it is also a space where 

youth have the choice of whether and how to talk about these topics. Like in schools, little 
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research has examined how racialized identities are influenced and formed through the students’ 

everyday experiences with diverse peers and adults in debate. These dynamics make policy 

debate, and a UDL in particular, an important space for examining youth ERI.  

Data Collection 

I use qualitative interviews to capture youth’s ERI and experiences in debate. Interviews 

allow for youth to construct a complex narrative of their identity that takes into account 

intersections of ethnicity-race, gender, and other aspects of identity as well as broader societal 

narratives about these groups (Rogers & Way, 2015). Although much of the research on social 

identities has focused singularly on ethnicity-race, class, or gender, more recent work has 

considered intersectional identities that combine these aspects of identity (Fisher et al., 2015; 

Rogers et al., 2022). This work also takes into account the historical and political dimensions of 

different group identities and how people construct identities as intentional means of resistance 

or accommodation to narratives about who they are (Rogers, 2020; Rogers & Way, 2016). While 

SES matters, prior evidence indicates that minoritized youth do not benefit from having a higher-

SES background in the same ways that white youth do (Destin, 2019). Therefore, although I 

allow students to express their intersectional identities through open-ended interview prompts, I 

center ERI in this analysis because of the critical role that it plays in ethnic-racially diverse 

schools. 

Sample. My sample included eight high school students from the West Coast Urban 

Debate League (WCUDL). I recruited students from two high school teams and also the weekly 

league-wide practice for advanced students. The first school, Lakeside High School, is a central 

city school with approximately equal proportions of Asian American, Black, Latinx, and white 

students. However, regular participants at Lakeside High, which numbered between six and ten 
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students, were all white and Asian American. The second school, Reyes Beach High School, is 

in a low-income suburban community that is majority Latinx and Black. The debaters at Reyes 

Beach, which regularly numbered between four and six students, were majority Latinx, with one 

Black student and one Asian American student. Student characteristics are summarized in Table 

7.  

Table 7. 

Characteristics of student participants 

Name Race/Ethnicity Gender Identity Number of 

interviews 

Lakeside    

Angel Asian Nonbinary 2 

Anthony Asian/white Male 2 

Ethan White Male 1 

Jasmine Asian Female 2 

    

Reyes Beach    

Maribel Latinx Female 1 

Selena Latinx/Native American Female 2 

    

WCUDL-Wide Practice 

Emily Black Female 2 

Saraya South Asian Female 2 

 

As a former coach and volunteer in WCUDL, I came to this research with an insider 

status that made operating as a neutral observer untenable. Therefore, I adopted the stance of 

participant observer (Spradley, 1980), engaging as a full participant in the debate community 

while also observing and making sense of what I was seeing and experiencing. While I usually 

did not lead debate practices, I did work with students, answer debate questions, lead break-out 

groups, and participate in activities during debate practices. Although I was a full participant in 

the setting, I was careful to be transparent about the fact that I was taking notes on interactions I 

observed. I invited students to participate in study interviews while making clear to them that 
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their choice to participate or not participate in my study would not affect my engagement with 

them or the community. During debate tournaments, I observed debate rounds for students in my 

sample, judged other students, and coached students in between rounds. I never judged rounds 

for students on the teams that participated in the study to avoid perceived conflicts of interest.  

Interview procedures. I capture youth identity and sensemaking through qualitative 

interviews with students. Interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes to one hour and were 

conducted virtually over Zoom. I audio recorded and transcribed all interviews for analysis. I 

interviewed students one to two times for the study. After recruiting students to participate, I 

conducted an initial interview in which I asked students to describe their identities, using an 

open-ended prompt that allowed them to decide how central, if at all, ethnicity-race was to their 

overall sense of self. I also ask students to describe broadly their experiences in debate as 

members of their team, the league, and, when applicable, experiences competing outside of the 

league. Finally, I prompted students to recall and make sense of specific experiences in debate by 

asking them to tell stories about interactions at debate competitions. I use a triggering event 

sample (Bolger et al., 2003), meaning that I asked youth to recount stories that were relevant 

based on specific criteria. In each interview, I asked youth to describe 1) an experience that was 

memorable to them; 2) a piece of feedback that they received from one of their debates; and 3) 

any incident where they felt that their identities were relevant to something that happened. 

Experience sampling allows for more naturalistic observation, centering the participants’ 

perspectives situated in the school context rather than in a research setting. By allowing youth to 

nominate the experiences that they see as relevant, I captured events they bracketed as 

noteworthy, which is in line with sensemaking theory’s emphasis on noticing as the first step of 
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sensemaking (Weick, 1995). Although these designs frequently use quantitative measures, it is 

also possible to conduct qualitative experience sample studies (Koro-Ljungberg et al., 2008). 

Analytic Strategy 

I use a comparative case study approach, which is particularly well suited to 

understanding differentiation across cases (Ragin & Amoroso, 2011), to examine ways that 

youth describe their identities and experiences in debate. I analyze interview transcripts in which 

youth talk about ERI and its meaning for them in debate, seeking patterns across cases and 

within cases. I use closed coding to look for places where ideas of salience and regard for ERI 

surface in the data. I also use open coding to center the themes that youth raise and as they talk 

about their sensemaking of identity in debates. Codes that I made in this phase included “silence 

on race,” “mansplaining,” and “judge validation” to capture the ways youth described their 

sensemaking about ERI salience and regard. I also descriptively coded what students told me 

about the ethnic-racial composition of the setting, meaning if they were interacting with same-

race or cross-race peers. Some have noted a distinction between how people understand their 

own ERI from the perception of others’ ERI (Rogers et al., 2022), and I follow this framework in 

my analysis to look for instances of both youth’s feelings about their ERI, how they believe 

others perceive their ERI, and assumptions they make about the ERI of others. While coding, I 

wrote memos on each youth in my sample, developing a rich description and examples of how 

they talked about their identity and their experiences in debate. I then constructed a conceptually 

clustered matrix (Miles et al., 2014) to compare the ways that identity show up in the 

sensemaking of each participant. 

As an insider to WCUDL, I was careful to consider how my familiarity with the setting 

affected both how I understood my data and how research participants responded to me and 
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frequently included an analysis of my closeness to the site in my analytic memos throughout the 

data collection period. Prior literature shows that being an insider can afford both benefits and 

drawbacks in qualitative data collection (Labaree, 2002; Spradley, 1980; Young, Jr., 2004). In 

this case, being an insider afforded me access to the research site and to gain the trust of staff and 

students who respected my knowledge of and commitment to the UDL movement. It also meant 

that I had insight into the esoteric nuances of policy debate, which has a language and culture all 

its own that makes it inaccessible to those not familiar with the activity. However, being a debate 

insider also meant recognizing my biases about how I believe debate should be coached and how 

those beliefs affected my interpretation of my data. I was careful in analyzing data to check for 

confirmation bias in my results by searching for disconfirming evidence of my claims as I 

conducted my analysis (Miles et al., 2014). I also relied on colleagues to review my analysis and 

check for understanding of the analytical conclusions that I was drawing. 

In addition, I was attentive to how the identities I carry as a white, middle-aged, 

heterosexual male working with youth who are predominantly minoritized potentially imposed 

some social distance and introduced a racial power dynamic, particularly at Reyes Beach. Also, 

unlike some of the college-aged volunteers who support WCUDL, I was 41 years old when I 

began data collection, positioning me more like a teacher or parent than a peer in the eyes of 

students. Because of this, I watched for and wrote memos about how the conversations I had 

with students were potentially shaded by both my identities and my relationship to the students 

and organization. 

Findings 

 Based on my analysis, I develop and support two major findings in this section. First, I 

find that youths’ ERI was most salient when they were interacting with peers of different ethnic-
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racial backgrounds but was also dependent on the content of those interactions. Second, students 

frequently drew messages of public regard from these cross-ethnic-racial interactions, with those 

messages often hinging on both the judge’s identities and their decisions and feedback. 

ERI Salience  

Youth determined ERI salience in relation to both the ethnicity-race of those with whom 

they interacted and the content of their interaction. ERI was most salient to youth when 

interacting with peers of different ethnic-racial backgrounds and manifested in students’ 

selection and evaluation of the content of arguments they and opponents used in debates. All 

eight youth in my sample had at least one story in which they felt their ERIs mattered in their 

sensemaking of an interaction, and all but one of the students used an example that involved 

interactions with peers or judges of different ethnic-racial backgrounds.  

One way in which ERI was salient to students was in how they made choices about their 

strategies in debate. For example, Maribel, a Latinx debater from Reyes Beach, responded to 

being asked if she thought her ethnicity-race had affected any of her experiences in debate by 

recounting an incident in which she was offended by two white students who “brushed past” an 

example she used about her personal experience with water pollution in her community. Maribel 

explained her response to this experience, saying, “As soon as I walk into a debate round, I 

always look at the competitor to see what their race is. I know that's fucked up, but I think if 

they're white, it's one of those things where they wouldn't understand those kinds of struggles… 

so I don't use my personal experiences when I'm going against a white competitor.” Maribel used 

her ethnicity-race and those of her opponents to make sense of her experience, concluding that, 

because white students could not understand her experiences, she should not talk about them in 

debates. Her sensemaking about this incident further elicited a response to change the way she 
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debated depending on the ethnicity-race of her opponents, maintaining the salience of ERI 

beyond this one incident.  

Emily, a Black female debater, talked about how the diversity of WCUDL, and 

specifically her being one of few Black debaters in the league, has made her ERI more salient. 

Emily contrasted the diversity of WCUDL with her predominantly Black school, and she 

explained the shock this has caused her, saying, “I don't see very many people [in debate] that 

look like me. It was sightly overwhelming because I'd never been put in that situation before.” 

She went on to explain how the experience of being one of few Black debaters shifted her to talk 

more about racism in her debates, saying,  

… when I first joined, I didn't want to [focus on race]. I don't think that was something 

that I came to debate to do, and then I realized that it's not talked about enough, and I 

realized that as the only Black person, I have to…because it needed to be talked about. It 

was important because I'm seeing these problems, but unless I speak up about them, no 

one else is going to either. 

Like Maribel, Emily’s experience of interacting in a setting with more peers of different ethnic-

racial backgrounds than she typically does in her school made ERI salient to how she chose to 

engage in debates with cross-race peers. Emily made racism a centerpiece of her strategy for the 

year. It is notable that Emily’s response was to talk more about the experiences of people of 

color in debate whereas Maribel’s was to talk about it less. This difference in responses may 

relate to the shock Emily expressed at the contrast between the ethnic-racial composition of her 

school and WCUDL, which was less true Maribel, fostering a sense of responsibility in Emily to 

raise issues related to her ERI. Still, both cases show that the presence of cross-race peers play a 

part in making ERI salient. Beyond just ethnic-racial composition of WCUDL, these examples 
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illustrate how ERI salience is shaped by the diversity of those in debates and the specific content, 

which in this case included evidence and experiences regarding environmental racism.  

Debaters also made sense of the ways opponents engaged with them through the lens of 

their ERI. Debating against white males made ERI particularly salient for students who did not 

identify as male or white. For example, Angel, a nonbinary Asian American debater, recounted, 

“…it's so hard to find community in here, especially when you're constantly facing white 

privilege school, men teams, a lot of them...They did a lot of mansplaining in some of my 

rounds...”. Angel was referencing a story from a tournament outside of WCUDL, where white 

males are more dominant than within the league. For Angel, their ERI and that of their white 

male counterparts was salient to the way their opponents spoke in rounds, which they saw as a 

barrier to feeling connected to peers. Similarly, Jasmine, an Asian female debater, described her 

reaction when a team of white male debaters critiqued debate as being white supremacist, saying,  

…this kind of sounds like a white savior kind of argument in a way. So there was an 

argument that they had said that the debate space is extremely privileged of white male 

dominance. And then me and [my partner] didn't inevitably make it an argument because 

it's just kind of something that, okay, the judge is obviously going to notice this as the 

judge is a person of color. I am a person of color, [my partner] is a woman. And so all of 

these intersectional topics, it wasn't something that we had to inherently bring up. But I 

think that a lot of the time, especially this year, we're talking about very complex topics 

that sometimes have to do with race and sexuality and gender and other things like that. 

And because of it you think about your identity a lot. 

Although critiques of racist and sexist elements of debate are common in modern policy debate, 

Jasmine stated her belief that white males should not use those arguments against females or 
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students of color, demonstrating a link in her reasoning between the content of debate arguments 

and identity salience. Like Maribel and Emily’s stories above, Jasmine’s ERI and her perception 

of her opponents’ ERIs were salient in her sensemaking about the situation, namely in her 

evaluation of what types of arguments were acceptable for people with certain identities to use. 

Jasmine also points out that the congruence of her identity with the judge’s as people of color 

was salient in that she didn’t feel the need to explicitly point out the irony of white males telling 

females of color about white supremacy. Both Angel and Jasmine drew on an intersectional 

macro narratives about white males to make sense of their micro experiences (Rogers et al., 

2021) and demonstrate how they see the salience of ERI, in combination with gender, in those 

experiences. 

The identities of debaters within a round also mattered to students’ feelings about the 

validity or acceptability of arguments that opponents used in rounds. Anthony, a white-

presenting debater who is half Korean and described himself as strongly identifying with his 

Korean side, told a story of debating a team of two Asian debaters who countered his argument 

by critiquing him for excluding Asian voices. As he described, “…they were saying like, ‘Oh my 

god, Asian American debaters can't participate in the debate system.’ We're just like, dude, we 

are running a [satirical argument], my grandparents are from Korea, [my partner] is also Asian. 

We are very much participating in the debate space. What are you talking about?” Regardless of 

whether the other team did not realize Anthony was of Asian descent and how that may have 

motivated their strategy, Anthony made clear in this story that his ERI was salient to how he 

evaluated the other team’s argument. He used his identity as an Asian American debater who 

was not only participating in debate but critiquing the activity as evidence of the invalidity of the 

other team’s strategy. 
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Emily similarly expressed how her ERI and those of opponents factored into what 

arguments she thought opponents should use. She explained how she made sense of debating 

against Asian American opponents who used an ontological argument critiquing the construct of 

Blackness: 

a lot of the time it'll be Asian people who run [the Blackness ontology argument], and it's 

like, you're a person of color also and we're all supposed to be here for each other and 

feel for each other and be able to understand each other's experiences. So it's like, you're 

supposed to be an ally and you're supposed to stand with each other.  

This story demonstrates the importance of ethnicity-race to how Emily views the arguments that 

debaters used against her. She expected students of color to respond to her arguments in a way 

that is more validating than what she had experienced because she thought they should be an 

“ally.” Like other debaters, Emily saw her ERI and those of her opponents as salient to the 

appropriateness of the arguments deployed in debate. However, her example stands out from that 

of Anthony because her evaluation of her opponents’ argument drew on a broader sense of 

shared experience as people of color, even though she and her opponents were not of the same 

ethnicity-race.  

Consistent with prior literature, the debaters in my sample demonstrated that ERI takes 

on increased salience when interacting with members of different ethnic-racial groups (Umaña-

Taylor et al., 2014). These findings show that not all combinations of ethnicity-races are the 

same in an educational setting. Although Emily’s story occurred in a diverse debate round, 

Emily’s response to not receiving the solidarity she expected implies that she would have had a 

different reaction if the diversity involved white debaters instead of Asian Americans. However, 

the stories that the debaters shared add texture to ways that ERI salience manifests, showing the 
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importance of not only the ethnic-racial composition of the context but also the content of 

interactions between people of different ethnicity-races. Importantly, it is the interaction of 

content and identities—the match between the arguments that students used and their identities—

that made ERI salient in youth’s sensemaking.  

ERI Regard in Cross-Race Interactions 

Situations in which debaters saw their ERI as salient were often coupled with messages 

of public regard for their ERI, or the ways that they believe others perceive their ethnic-racial 

group. Students’ sense of public ERI regard often depended on the external validation they 

received from judges in their debate rounds, who decide debate round the winners and offer 

feedback at the end of rounds. 

Seven of the eight students in my sample referenced the judge’s feedback or decision in a 

debate round as part of their sensemaking, often in combination with their perception of the 

judge’s ERI. For example, Selena, a Latinx female debater, talked about judges’ responses to her 

usage of personal examples as evidence in debate rounds. In response to my question about 

whether or not she had been treated unfairly because of who she is, she responded: 

To be honest no, because all the judges are either a person of color or the same ethnicity 

as me or they're very understanding because especially with the experienced ones, you 

can tell that they know what we're talking about and they know where we're coming 

from. Because during feedback they'll always be like, “I like how you pointed out 

personal experience” or “I like that you're actually using how people are stereotyping” 

and stuff like that. 

Not only did Selena feel like she was treated fairly, but she also saw her ERI as an asset in the 

debate round, largely because of the congruence between her and the judges’ ethnicity-race. 
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However, in another instance, a judge’s decision and feedback were part of her sensemaking 

about negative regard for her ERI. During a tournament when I was coaching Selena and her 

partner after a debate round against two white male debaters, I recounted in my field notes:  

Selena seems upset as she talks, with a flustered, annoyed tone. She talks about the 

argument she was making [focused on the how Native American reservations should be 

granted autonomy to manage waterways] and how she “was speaking for Natives” and 

notes that she is Native. She keeps accusing the judge [a white man] of not listening 

because she claims that she repeated her plan multiple times. The same with the other 

team. Selena talks about how they were saying that indigenous people don’t have any 

resources and how “racist” that was (field notes, April 16, 2022).  

Selena’s story demonstrates both ERI salience and negative regard. She made an argument that 

referenced her identity as Native American, and she notes both her opponents’ racism and the 

judge’s validation of that racism. In practice the week after the tournament, Selena went back to 

the written feedback the judge provided after the round and was still frustrated, saying that the 

judge “went off of his own opinion that Natives don’t have resources” (field notes, April 22, 

2022). This story is significant because it represents an interaction where Selena made sense of 

losing the debate to an argument that expressed low regard for her ERI, which the judge 

legitimated with his opinion that the racist argument was valid. This interaction contrasts with 

the sentiment Selena expressed previously about judges valuing her expressions of identity in 

debates. The contrast demonstrates the importance of the judge in Selena’s sensemaking about 

ERI regard and is line with prior research indicates that youth are particularly susceptible to low 

ERI regard when they perceive discrimination from adults (Douglass & Umaña-Taylor, 2017).  
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Similarly, Maribel explained how she looked to the judge’s validation when she brought 

her identity into debates. She explained how she has interacted around a piece of evidence on 

water pollution in low-income communities of color in debate rounds, saying, “I can use my 

personal experiences in those kinds of rounds because putting my own personal take on the topic 

is really good for, at least I think it's...The judges always give me a nod. That's one of the things 

that I really looked at in those moments.” The judge’s nod signaled to Maribel that her usage of 

personal narrative, which in this case she saw as being at the intersection of ethnicity-race and 

class, was held in high regard in the debate space as a valid way of engaging with debate 

evidence. As in Selena’s case, the content of arguments with which Maribel engaged offered an 

opportunity for Maribel to express her ERI, and the judge’s validation of that expression had the 

power to communicate high regard. While much of the literature on ERI regard focuses on the 

effects of overt discrimination on ERI regard (Douglass & Umaña-Taylor, 2017; Hughes et al., 

2011), these examples shows that something as subtle as a nod or other affirmation from an adult 

with authority can also communicate positive ERI regard. 

Saraya, a South Asian female debater, did not have any first-hand experience with her 

ERI but offered a perspective on other’s experience within and outside the organization. When 

asked whether her identities had a played a role in any of her debate experiences, she responded 

that she had only heard about those experiences for those who had debated outside of WCUDL, 

saying, “…I always hear those stories that are like, because you're a woman or because you're 

this certain race, the judge is not going to vote for you and be mean or walk out of the room, and 

stuff like that. So that would never happen at WCUDL because [the executive director] would 

kick their butts.” Saraya here is acknowledging that negative ERI regard exists for women and 

students of color in debate. However, she also assumes that any such incidents would be stamped 
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out within WCUDL by the executive director, a Black female, who would respond to instances 

of racism by “kick[ing] their butts.” Even though Saraya’s sensemaking is prospective in this 

case rather than retrospective, her quote demonstrates the importance of organizational authority 

in her understanding of negative ERI regard within the debate space. 

White and Asian American debaters recognized that their ERIs held higher regard in 

debate. Angel told the story of how they made sense of feedback they received from a judge 

cautioning them that one of their arguments could be taken as white supremacist: 

Angel: If it was Reyes Beach running this argument, I don't think they would've gotten 

that feedback… 

Me:  Why do you think that? 

Angel: Well, because Chad and I, I do recognize our privilege in that we're both...although 

I'm Southeast Asian, Chad was white presenting and we're in a very academic 

white centered...well, not, I guess, in WCUDL, but, in general, white-centered 

space. 

Angel’s sensemaking here shows both the salience and regard for their ERI. They recognized 

their relative privilege within debate, differentiating their own identity as Southeast Asian from 

their partner being white, but still grouping themselves together as being part of the more 

privileged group. The aside Angel made differentiating WCUDL from debate more broadly is 

important. Even though Angel recognizes that WCUDL is less “white-centered” than the debate 

community more broadly, Angel connects the whiteness of the activity to their holding privilege 

in the space. This example demonstrates the importance of the organizational context as a lens 

through which individuals make sense of their experience (Weick, 1995). However, even though 

Angel recognized their privilege, they also noted how this privilege put them at more risk of 
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having a judge deem one of their arguments as racist. This story again illustrates the interaction 

of the ERIs of those involved in a setting and the content of conversations in sensemaking about 

the role of ERI. This also illustrates the importance of the specific configuration of diversity in a 

setting. In this round, where a white and Asian American debater teamed up against a Black and 

Latinx debater, Angel recognized their relative privilege. However, in other instances, such as 

Angel’s complaint about the white privileged schools they face in outside tournaments, Angel 

separated themselves from whiteness. 

Ethan, a white male, talked about how being white got him the benefit of the doubt in 

judges’ eyes. When asked about if he was treated fairly in debate, Ethan replied,  

I feel like there's probably an unconscious bias for me because, I don't know, if there's a 

judge, I don't know, just maybe how I speak or if I'm speaking in African American 

Vernacular English or other dialects of American English or more of a less academic 

way, I feel like there's a bias against that I would guess…If anything, I feel like there's 

probably an unconscious bias for me because… just maybe how I speak. 

Like Angel, he perceived high regard for his ERI that manifested through judges’ assumed 

biases, in this case stemming from his way of speaking. Whiteness in Ethan’s sensemaking 

served as a credential for legitimacy (Ray, 2019), which Ethan saw as judges preferring his ways 

of communicating to those of Black debaters. Even though he took away messages of high rather 

than low public regard, his sensemaking about regard, like those of Selena and Maribel, filtered 

through the reactions of those with authority in the organization. 

Emily, a Black female debater, was the only debater whose feelings of public ERI regard 

did not depend on feedback from program staff. Emily described the negative emotion that 

stemmed from opponents downplaying her arguments about anti-Blackness in debate, saying, 
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“…it doesn't make me feel the best…And then when it's a white team, for me it's like, obviously 

for you Blackness isn't an identity, but for me that is my identity, that is my life.” For Emily, not 

only were her ERI and those of her opponents salient, but she also felt that others did not value 

her identity. She went on to explain the broader message she took from these experiences, 

saying, “…that's frustrating because debate's very real-world. So I know that people in the real 

world feel that way also.” Emily illustrates here both the negative emotion she experienced in 

debate rounds where she heard peers holding her ERI in low regard and also how these 

experiences extend beyond debate to messages of regard she feels more broadly in the “real-

world” anti-Black attitudes of society. Emily intermingled macro-narratives with her micro-

interactions (Rogers et al., 2021) to make sense of the value that her ERI has in debate and in the 

world. Her sensemaking about the regard for her ERI in this case incorporated the ethnicity-race 

of her opponents as well as the specific arguments that she and her opponents made in the 

competition. While wins or judge feedback did not explicitly figure into her sensemaking about 

ERI regard, it is important to note that she lost the debate rounds from which she drew the 

examples she shared. 

With one exception, those with authority in the organization played a crucial role in 

students’ sensemaking about public regard for their ERI. For the white and Asian American 

students, this came in perceived bias toward them from judges. For the Black and Latinx 

students, the judge’s reaction to arguments in which youth used their backgrounds in arguments 

communicated public ERI regard. These findings mirror prior research on ERI public regard and 

experiences of discrimination (Douglass & Umaña-Taylor, 2017; Rivas-Drake et al., 2009). 

However, they also suggest that affirmation from an adult with authority in an educational space 

can serve as a buffer against feelings of low regard. In both the content of arguments that were 
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explicitly about ethnicity-race and in the subtleties of language, youth coupled salience and 

regard through seeing macro-narratives about ethnic-racial hierarchies playing out in their micro-

interactions. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 Through my analysis of ethnographic interview and observation data in an ethnic-racially 

diverse high school policy debate program, I show how youth make sense of the salience and 

public regard for their ethnic-racial identities in experiences during debate competitions. First, I 

show that the content of arguments and evidence around which youth interact, in combination 

with the ethnic-racial diversity of the peers and adults they interact with, made ERI salient to 

debaters. Second, I show that the activity afforded messages of both positive and negative public 

regard to students, with those in power in the organization—debate judges and organizational 

staff—playing a key role in whether debaters saw their identities as valued within the activity. 

These findings build on and extend a small qualitative ERI literature (Rogers et al., 2022; Rogers 

& Way, 2016; Way et al., 2008) and operationalize specific ways that the context of interactions 

youth have in ethnic-racially diverse spaces shape youth’s experiences of their ERI.  

Limitations 

 The narratives that I present in this paper represent a small number of students. Doing 

this work just after the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, when student participation dropped 

drastically, which meant that I had a small number of students from which I could draw. There 

are specific student perspectives that I likely missed. As Angel, a Lakeside debater who had been 

on the team for four years, explained in their interview, “We've been trying to make it more 

approachable and get a lot more students of color because we saw unfortunately this year and a 

bit of last year that it definitely has shifted to be a little bit more white than we wanted…” The 
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sorting of students of color out of the activity potentially means that, by only talking to 

committed debaters who had remained in the activity, I am missing out on the perspectives of 

students who felt particularly alienated and might have told a different story. 

In addition to the limitations of the sample, I focus entirely on the content of identity and 

do not include an examination of the process of ERI development. This limitation is important as 

studies have shown that there is an interaction between where youth are in the process of 

developing their ERI and the effects of ERI salience and regard on developmental outcomes 

(Douglass & Umaña-Taylor, 2017; Wang et al., 2017). While the qualitative approach that I 

utilize has the advantage of allowing me richer descriptions of youth’s lived experiences with 

their ERI, which was crucial to exploring the role of context, it was not possible to measure the 

breadth of content and process elements of ERI that survey measures allow. My qualitative 

approach also had the advantage of allowing respondents to answer open-ended questions about 

identities, which surfaced intersectionality in ways that typically used ERI survey measures do 

not. Still, future research could consider incorporating ERI process and content into qualitative 

measures. 

Theoretical Contributions 

From the findings of my analysis, I add to the literature on context and identity by 

generating hypotheses about how specific elements of context together influence youth’s 

experiences of their ERI. Specifically, I argue that the sociodemographic composition, content of 

interactions, and organizational setting interact to impact youth’s ERI salience and public regard. 

As I display in Figure 4, youth in my sample derive messages about the salience and public 

regard for their ERI through sensemaking that interweaves perceptions themselves, the specific 

setting of an interaction, and the organization in which they are embedded. ERI salience involves 
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the ways that youth self-identify, their perception of representation of others like them in the 

organization, and the content of interactions and the identities of those with whom they are 

interacting. For example, the female debaters of color in my sample drew on their perceptions as 

women of color in debate generally along with the specific content of a debate in their 

assessment of experiencing mansplaining. When ERI is salient to youth, their assessment of 

public regard for their ERI similarly draws from all three levels—their ideas about what place 

their identities hold in racial and other hierarchies, the reactions that they get from their peers, 

and the identities and reaction of those with power in the organization. My findings suggest that 

debate coaches and judges yielded significant power over the ways youth saw their ERI public 

regard within the debate setting. As I show in my findings, even though the messages of public 

regard students drew were specific to debate, their sensemaking often linked the organizational 

setting to the narratives of ethnic-racial hierarchies in the broader society. Although I do not 

examine long-term identity formation processes in this study, the work of others would suggest 

that the aggregation of these incidents and youths’ sensemaking about them would influence ERI 

development over time (Sellers et al., 1998; Williams et al., 2020). 
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This work answers the call that several psychologists have noted in needing to understand 

the context in which identity is felt and expressed (Syed et al., 2018; Verkuyten, 2016; Yip, 

Cheon, et al., 2019). I add to the existing literature on ERI by offering an example of how to 

measure the role of organizations in shaping youth’s experiences with their ERI. Similar to 

findings from prior studies, I find that the sociodemographic composition of settings is important 

to how youth experience ERI (Cheon et al., 2020; Douglass et al., 2014; Yip et al., 2010). My 

study also builds on studies that have examined the role that content plays as part of the context 

that shapes interactions (Hernandez et al., 2021; Nasir & Cooks, 2009; Rogers et al., 2022) 

Youth saw salience and regard in content that both explicitly named ethnicity-race (e.g. debate 

evidence about environmental racism) as well as interactions that carried implicitly racialized 

meanings (e.g. white male debaters “mansplaining”). The organizational environment also plays 

a key part in how macro-narratives about ethnic-racial groups translate into students’ experiences 

Figure 4. 

Theory of the relationships between context, ERI salience, and public regard 

ERI Salience ERI Public Regard 

Self 

Setting 

Organization 

Self-Identification: Who am I? Group Narrative: What 

status do people like me 

hold? 

Identification of others: Who 

are the others in this setting? 

Content: What are we talking 

about? 

Peer response: What do my 

peers’ think about my 

identities? 

Representation: How many 

people like me are there in 

this organization? 

Organizational authority: 

What are the ERIs of those 

in power? How did they 

legitimate my ERI? 
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of their ERI. Sensemaking happens within organizational contexts (Weick, 1995), and, as my 

analysis shows, this goes beyond the ethnic-racial composition of a setting. The structure of the 

activity in which youth encountered peers and adults of the same or different ethnic-racial groups 

mattered to how they experienced their own identities. Because my study was based in a 

competitive activity, wins and losses, or at a minimum the feedback that students received from 

coaches and judges, played a role in students’ perceptions of regard for their ERI. When youth 

related their identities and backgrounds to an argument in a debate, the success of that argument 

in the eyes of judges influenced the way youth felt public regard for their ERI in that interaction. 

This demonstrates the importance of examining organizational practices that potentially afford 

legitimacy differentially based on ethnicity-race, as well as gender and socioeconomic status 

(Acker, 1990; Ray, 2019; Wooten & Branch, 2012). 

Another implication of this analysis is in demonstrating the role of intersectional 

identities in understanding ERI. Much of the prior literature on ERI, particularly studies that rely 

on quantitative survey measures, focus on ethnicity-race in isolation of other elements of 

identity, although recent work has called for exploring intersections between race and other 

elements of students’ identity (Chan et al., 2023). In my data, when students talked about their 

experience of ERI, it was usually in combination with their gender or socioeconomic status, 

signifying the importance of not considering ethnicity-race on its own. These intersectional 

identities were key to how students understood their identity and its value in the debate space. 

My findings add to both the ERI and the school racial diversity literatures by demonstrating 

particular instances in which youth feel intersectional identities. For example, students in my 

analysis drew on the identity of being a minoritized female in a traditionally male-dominated 

activity or of coming from a low-income Latinx community as relevant to their sensemaking. In 
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both cases, understanding their experience solely through an ethnic-racial lens would not capture 

the entirety of the experience. This finding is particularly relevant to understanding the effects of 

current efforts to diversify schools, which largely use socioeconomic status in school assignment 

plans due to legal limitations on using ethnicity-race (Frankenberg, 2020). 

Policy and Practice Implications 

 If, as many authors have argued, diversity is an essential step toward equity in education 

(Orfield & Lee, 2007; Siegel-Hawley, 2020), the question remains of how to make all youth feel 

valued, motivated, and engaged in diverse spaces. My analysis shows that, even though in one 

case a debater responded to feeling low ERI-regard by amplifying her attempts to bring her 

identities into debates, other debaters either affectively disengaged while debating with cross-

race peers or perhaps left the program altogether. These findings reiterate the need for youth to 

feel that their identities are valued to access their motivation to engage and succeed (Destin & 

Williams, 2020; Oyserman & Lewis, 2017). Knowing the importance of afterschool spaces to 

youth development and the importance of identities to motivation and engagement, attention to 

designing those spaces such that all identities are valued is critical.  

As my findings demonstrate, this requires attention to both the demographic composition 

of those spaces as well as the messages that are communicated in the content and pedagogy of 

programming. My findings show that the specific composition of the diversity within a space 

requires attention and sensitivity from educators. For example, several debaters in my study 

noted the ethnicity-race of a judge as part of their sensemaking about the role of their own 

identities in a debate round. Educators, therefore, need to be conscientious about how the 

identities that they bring into a space affect students’ learning and experiences (Banks, 2001). 

The ethic-racial composition of settings intersects with pedagogy, as my findings suggest that 
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implicit racialized moments need to be addressed directly. Several of the incidents in which 

youth felt low or high regard for their identities were ones in which the ethnic-racial element of 

the interaction was implicit but never directly spoken. These moments of silence about ethnicity-

race potentially reinforce the dominance of whiteness in those spaces (Haviland, 2008). 

Therefore, educators need to be trained to notice and respond to these moments to combat the 

colorblind narratives that deny the experiences of students of color (Banks, 2001; Shah & Coles, 

2020). This is particularly challenging in a setting like the one I study, where many of the adults 

involved have expertise in the activity but not in pedagogy or anti-racist or culturally relevant 

pedagogy. However, youth workers in afterschool spaces deserve more attention in research and 

practice because they form very influential bonds with youth, and programs can include training 

around anti-racist methods in staff and volunteer induction (Baldridge, 2020; Sánchez et al., 

2021).  

In a racialized world, the content of any program or activity over which youth interact has 

the potential to make youths’ ethnicity-race salient. My analysis shows that those interactions 

can either foster positive or negative perceptions of their ERI. The difference often incorporated 

ways that the practices of adults with power communicate legitimacy and value for students’ 

ERI. A focus on both recruiting an ethnic-racially diverse student body and staff and equipping 

afterschool educators with culturally relevant pedagogy is needed. Coupling policy and practice 

that foster a belief in students that people like them belong, have assets, and can be successful 

holds the potential to advance both equity and diversity. 
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V. Conclusion 

 Across the three studies of this dissertation, I demonstrate that studying diversity has to 

be more than comparing outcomes for youth based on the number of same- and cross-race peers 

in their school. Sitting between the societal context of racial/ethnic hierarchies and the social, 

emotional, and cognitive development of youth in diverse schools and other educational spaces 

are the ways that organizations structure the experiences that youth have in those spaces. I 

specifically set out to answer two main questions with this dissertation: 

1. How do youth experience their identities and belonging in racial/ethnically 

diverse educational organizations? 

2. What role does the organization of racial/ethnically diverse educational spaces 

play in shaping youth’s experiences? 

In answer to the first question, I find that students’ sense of belonging differs with the 

racial/ethnic composition of settings (Study 1), and youth draw messages about how their 

identities are salient and regarded by others within settings particularly in interactions with peers 

of differential racial/ethnic backgrounds (Study 3). However, the racial/ethnic composition of 

settings is never sufficient for understanding the ways that youth feel belonging (Studies 1 and 

3). In response to the second question, I find that schools and other educational spaces create the 

conditions that shape students’ belonging (Study 1) and students’ understandings of the value 

that their identities hold in an educational space (Study 3). One important role of the organization 

is in creating a culture that constrains, enables, and shapes how and if youth have interactions 

across racial/ethnic divides (Study 2).  

 In the rest of this concluding chapter, I describe the theoretical contributions and practical 

implications of this dissertation. 

Diversity through a Racialized Organizations Lens  
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One contribution of this dissertation is demonstrating the potential of using racialized 

organizations theory to understand school diversity. As I show across all three studies, 

racial/ethnic composition itself is not sufficient for understanding the effects of diversity on 

youth. I am not the first to problematize the measures of school composition that have been used 

in the school diversity literature. Kogachi and Graham (2020) have shown that the composition 

of the actual classrooms that students attend has an important affect separate from the 

racial/ethnic composition of the school. Syed et al. (2018) have argued for measuring youths’ 

perceptions of the racial/ethnic composition instead of the actual counts. My study offers a 

complementary lens of studying the organization itself, and the ways that its practices, culture, 

and content are racialized, to understand the ways youth develop within them. As the first study 

in this dissertation shows, the racial/ethnic composition of the students, staff, and neighborhoods 

surrounding schools is insufficient for understanding the extent to which students feel that they 

belong. It is the racial/ethnic composition in combination with other elements of the school as an 

organization that are associated with belonging. I argue that these aspects of the school racialize 

the organization in ways that are unique for each racial/ethnic subgroup.  

My study builds on the racialized organization literature by demonstrating the ways in 

which whiteness is a credential for advancement, one of the core tenets of the racialized 

organizations theory advanced by Ray (2019). The students of color who populate the 

organizations I studied in this dissertation had to walk a precarious position. In some ways, their 

identities were celebrated, such as when schools in the first study included statements like “One 

of our biggest assets is our diverse student population” in their values statements. In the second 

and third studies, youth debaters received validation for their expression of identity from judges 

who share backgrounds with them and felt confident that incidents of racism would not be 
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tolerated by the organization. At the same time, the minutia of their everyday lives in those 

organizations potentially sent a different message about which identities belonged and were 

valued. Black and Latinx youth were disproportionately suspended from most schools in my first 

study. In the case of my ethnographic studies, Reid-Brinkley (2012) has critiqued urban debate 

leagues for developing and exploiting a narrative script of Black students from impoverished 

communities lacking opportunities being redeemed by debate, which offers them a pathway into 

the white world. In other words, there are desired dispositions and habits that staff cultivate and 

reward, and the proliferation of narratives that racialize the assets and deficits that youth bring 

play a role in constraining who can feel belonging within the organization. Particularly in the 

debate studies, whiteness served as a credential sometimes, but not always. The students who 

were most successful in the debate league that I studied learned how to both denounce whiteness 

in their debate arguments while also following the white norms of how to debate. Therefore, my 

dissertation offers an example of how future work should look beneath the surface level of overt 

whiteness or equity-focused language in organizations and analyze how the everyday practices of 

organizational actors have differential impact on students from different backgrounds within the 

same organization.  

 However, the organizations I studied in this study are not only racialized. Although I 

focused on race/ethnicity in this research, students’ experiences were shaded by their 

intersectional identities that incorporated social class, gender, and sexuality. Youth saw these 

elements together in how they described themselves and their organizational setting in my data 

from the second and third studies. As other’s have shown before me, the experiences of 

minoritized youth within desegregated schools cannot be understood through race/ethnicity alone 

(Ispa-Landa, 2013). As racialized organizations theory rises in prominence, it is important to also 
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consider the intersectional identities and processes of organizations to fully how they perpetuate 

or disrupt inequality (Acker, 2012). There are examples of applying an intersectional approach to 

studying organizations, such as Wooten and Branch’s (2012) analysis of Black females as 

idealized domestic workers. Particularly in school diversity research, more research is needed 

that examines the experiences of specific intersectional groups within diverse schools to better 

understand unique experiences of those groups and the ways that school organization can best 

support them.  

Organizational Influences on Youth Development  

Another important contribution of this work is adding to the literature around the 

organizational influences of youth development. One of the goals of this dissertation was to 

generate hypotheses about empirically measurable elements of organizations and their 

relationships with youth identity and belonging in racial/ethnically diverse schools. In my first 

study, I build on the recent work theorizing the contextual aspects of belonging (Gray et al., 

2018; Juvonen et al., 2019) by demonstrating empirically how the organizing of schools relates 

to student’ sense of belonging. Gray et al. (2018) propose understanding belonging along three 

dimensions: institutional, instructional, and interpersonal opportunity structures. This dissertation 

shows instances of each of these dimensions. In the first study, findings regarding the importance 

of schools’ equity-focused organizing and equitable discipline to belonging amongst minoritized 

groups as well as the organizational norms and values in the second study show instances of the 

institutional opportunity structure. The role of interactions over content in students’ experiences 

of their identity show the importance of the instructional opportunity structure. The role of inter-

group interactions in students’ understanding of public regard for their identities in the third 

study reflects the interpersonal opportunity structure.  
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In addition to generating these empirical examples of organizational structures for 

belonging, my dissertation shows the interconnectedness of these structures. Particularly in the 

first study, I show that the elements of organizations cannot be understood individually but rather 

in combinations that communicate belonging. Also, looking at the second and third studies 

together shows the interaction of the institutional and interpersonal opportunity structures in that 

the organizational cultures facilitated and constrained interpersonal interactions that influenced 

students’ understandings of identity within the debate space.  

However, all three studies in this dissertation caution against theorizing about diversity in 

a way that assumes a uniform experience for all students. Rather, my research suggests that it is 

important to examine the experiences of racial/ethnic groups separately to understand their 

unique experiences. For example, all three of my studies offer evidence of the unique 

experiences of Asian Americans. In the first study, they were the only large subgroup for which I 

could find no consistent pattern of high belonging. Asian Americans are more likely than other 

groups to be the object of peer harassment and discrimination (Rivas-Drake et al., 2008; 

Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). The low sense of belonging for Asian American students in the first 

study, even in schools with high same-race representation, raises questions about how the 

schools are addressing or not addressing discrimination in those spaces. In the ethnographic 

debate studies, youth talked about Asian Americans in a way that put them in a precarious 

position as both privileged but also minoritized, seeing them as distant but also in solidarity as 

people of color. This is similar to the problematic stereotype of the “model minority” that Asian 

American students have to contend with in other settings (Kiang et al., 2016; Ngo & Lee, 2007). 

Even though I did not observe any overt instances of discrimination toward Asian American 

students, I also did not observe any organizational attempts at building unity or counteracting 
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Black or Latinx resentment toward Asian Americans, which did show up in my data and that 

others have found to be a challenge in diverse schools (Rosenbloom & Way, 2004). 

My work also shows some limitations of existing organizational theories as a way of 

understanding diverse schools. The sensemaking lens I used in this dissertation afforded an 

opportunity to examine the ways that the organization shaped people’s understandings of their 

identities. However, the second and third studies in particular show the crucial role of the 

sociocultural context in which the organization is situated. As other literature on identity 

formation has shown, youth draw on both macro narratives of race/ethnicity and other 

hierarchies as well as their local context in understanding their identities (Nasir et al., 2009; 

Rogers et al., 2021). Youth in my study thought about their racialized interactions in debate as 

reflections of the racialized nature of the world. However, sensemaking theory traditionally does 

not consider issues of power and societal hierarchies that permeate the organization (Helms Mills 

et al., 2010). Similarly, my analysis shows an important role of organizational power and 

legitimacy that is communicated through racialized interactions in diverse spaces. This comes 

out particularly in the third study of this dissertation, where students looked to the ways that 

program leaders legitimated or invalidated their identities in their understanding of how well-

regarded they are. Incorporating these broader influences on organizations is important to 

understanding the interactions youth have in diverse organizations and the implications of those 

interactions. 

Policy and Practice Implications  

There is currently much attention to school assignment policies aimed at creating 

diversity, but my work demonstrates that not all forms of segregation and diversity are the same. 

The findings across all three studies suggest that the processes by which youth understand their 
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identities differ by their racial/ethnic group as well as by the racial/ethnic backgrounds of others 

in their contexts. Therefore, policies should attend to the numerical balances of specific 

racial/ethnic groups in such policies. Even though policy mechanisms have been limited by 

recent court decisions rolling back the use of race/ethnicity in enrollment decisions (Siegel-

Hawley et al., 2023), there are ways for districts to manipulate enrollment boundaries and school 

choice systems to shape the diversity of schools (George & Darling-Hammond, 2019). One of 

the key implications from the first study of this dissertation, as well as others before me 

(Graham, 2006; Welton, 2013), is to avoid spreading students of a racial/ethnic group in small 

numbers across schools as a way of desegregating.  

As I show in the second study, content in educational settings is an important way of 

communicating organizational culture. In schools, students from different racial/ethnic 

backgrounds can experience the same curriculum in very different ways (Ladson-Billings & 

Brown, 2008). However, the literature on school diversity and desegregation has focused on the 

representations and inclusion of minoritized peoples in the curriculum but included little analysis 

of the content that youth and staff interact around in schools. There are studies of conflict around 

curriculum reforms aimed at being more culturally relevant during desegregation processes 

(Bohan & Randolph, 2009; Chapman, 2008), but these studies focus on teachers’ reactions to the 

curriculum more than students interactions with it. Also, these studies focus mostly on the 

Black/white binary of the desegregation era rather than the more varied racial/ethnic composition 

of many contemporary schools. The literatures on multicultural education (Banks, 1993) and 

culturally relevant, responsive, and sustaining pedagogy (Alim et al., 2020; Ladson-Billings, 

1995) have theorized the importance of educational content that represents learners of diverse 

backgrounds and their ways of knowing. Hawley (2007) argued that these practices are essential 
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to creating diverse schools in which minoritized students can be academically successful. The 

findings of this dissertation show that, particularly in the second and third studies, it is important 

to select content that reflects the assets of the identities that students bring to schools. 

As the qualitative studies of this dissertation demonstrate, it is not only the content but 

the interactions that people have around that content. Similar to sociocultural activity theorists 

analyses of interactions with language and content in understanding students’ learning (Gutiérrez 

et al., 1999; Nasir & Hand, 2008), which I borrow from particularly in the second study, I show 

how interactions around content create spaces for learning about students’ identities and their 

place in the racialized hierarchy of the organization. In the second and third studies of this 

dissertation, these processes occur not only in explicitly racialized content but also in what 

appears to be race-neutral content, such as water policy. Racialization occurred not only when 

there was discussion of race but also when there was silence about it. The youth of my study 

decided the extent to which they brought their identities into the content, which created spaces 

for sensemaking about their identities, particularly in interactions with peers of different 

racial/ethnic backgrounds. While policy cannot directly control the interactions that happen in 

classrooms as well as it can dictate the content, there are possibilities to address diversity in 

educator training programs. Educators need to be equipped to manage discussions about 

race/ethnicity where they arise in the everyday lives of schools (Shah & Coles, 2020), even as 

such teaching practices are increasingly under scrutiny in politically conservative states 

(Pendharkar, 2022).  

This is not to say that the work should fall primarily on educators. Combatting the tide of 

racial/ethnic and other hierarchies is a heavy burden to ask of teachers and youth workers, many 

of whom are not much older than the students they serve. Intergroup contact theory (Allport, 
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1954) and racialized organizations theory (Acker, 1990, 2006; Ray, 2019; Wooten & Couloute, 

2017) both point to the primary role that institutional support plays in disrupting inequity. 

Therefore, school systems and youth-serving organizations should consider culturally responsive 

leadership practices (Khalifa et al., 2016) as a way of building belonging amongst the diverse 

groups that schools and programs serve. One of the key practices, shown in my first study and in 

prior research (Leithwood, 2021), is building a shared vision around equity. This can be 

facilitated at the system level by hiring practices; culturally responsive leadership may but does 

not necessarily implicate seeking to recruit leaders who share identities with the students the 

organization serves (Davis et al., 2016; Khalifa et al., 2016). More importantly, system-level 

policy that takes an asset-based approach to minoritized families and acknowledges inequity 

instead of taking a color-blind approach enable shifts in practice to better serve diverse learners 

(Diem et al., 2016; E. O. Turner, 2020). 

Final Thoughts and Future Directions 

 This dissertation generates hypotheses as to the ways that educational spaces organize 

around and youth experience racial/ethnic diversity. As I make sense of the literature, my 

research, and my own children’s experiences with racial/ethnic diversity, there are a number of 

remaining questions that require further research. 

One important area will be to further examine and theorize the intersections of 

race/ethnicity and SES in the diversity literature. Many districts are using SES as a proxy for 

race/ethnicity in their attempts to diversify schools without explicitly using race (Frankenberg, 

2020). There is evidence suggesting that such policies cannot make for meaningful desegregation 

given the extent of housing segregation in the US (Reardon et al., 2006). Even if successful at 

desegregating schools, prior research suggests that SES differences along racial/ethnic lines can 
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exacerbate the social distance between youth within diverse schools (Moody, 2001). The 

implications of these policies, both on the diversity of schools as well as on students’ experiences 

in schools, will be important to track as districts implement new school assignment policies.  

 Another important area for future research is building theoretical and empirical links 

between afterschool program diversity and in-school relationships. My work builds on the 

relatively small literature focused on afterschool programs in the diversity literature. However, I 

was not able to examine how, if at all, the experiences that youth had with diversity and their 

understandings of identity in the afterschool space translated to their experiences at school. If, as 

prior research shows, afterschool participation is important to students developing connections to 

school and to peers (De Royston et al., 2017; Deutsch et al., 2017; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005; 

McLaughlin et al., 2001), examining the linkages on both sides of the school bell will be 

important to understanding the enduring effects of youth’s exposure to peers of different 

racial/ethnic backgrounds.  

 As my work and the work of a long literature before me shows, racial/ethnic diversity in 

educational spaces presents opportunities as well as challenges. What I have sought to do in this 

dissertation is not to assess the outcomes of diversity but to build on the literature about the 

conditions under which racial/ethnically diverse educational contexts affect youth’s sense of 

belonging and identity. More research is needed to better understand the policies and pedagogies 

that create those conditions. My hope is to have contributed with this dissertation to a 

conversation about how to not just achieve diversity but how to create truly integrated schools 

where students of all racial/ethnic backgrounds belong and thrive. 
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Appendix A 

Student and staff survey items measuring sense of belonging 

Scale Survey items Response options 

Student Sense 

of Belonging 
1. I feel close to people at this school. 

2. I am happy to be at this school. 

3. I feel like I am part of this school. 

4. The teachers at this school treat students 

fairly.  

Strongly Agree, Agree, 

Neither Agree nor 

disagree, Disagree, 

Strongly Disagree 

 

 

  



  172 
 

Appendix B 

 

Descriptives of analysis variables 

  Mean    Min.    1st Qu. Median  3rd Qu. Max.    N 

Belonging        
Asian belonging 54.45 38.00 50.50 54.50 58.00 83.00 22 

Black belonging 50.73 29.00 45.25 50.00 57.50 74.00 22 

Latinx belonging 57.66 41.00 54.00 56.00 61.00 74.00 29 

White belonging 59.74 44.00 54.50 57.00 70.00 76.00 19 

Same-race representation        
Asian enrollment 30.45% 1.72% 10.68% 28.16% 48.48% 65.36% 30 

Black enrollment 9.92% 0.34% 4.54% 8.28% 11.71% 37.17% 30 

Latinx enrollment 34.21% 7.74% 16.63% 32.24% 51.03% 73.06% 30 

White enrollment 11.00% 0.89% 3.80% 9.32% 15.34% 38.99% 30 

Enrollment of largest group 50.08% 34.89% 39.96% 50.59% 55.91% 73.06% 30 

Asian administrators 9.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 23.75% 50.00% 30 

Black administrators 10.39% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 15.00% 50.00% 30 

Latinx administrators 10.67% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 23.75% 50.00% 30 

White administrators 44.11% 0.00% 6.25% 45.00% 66.67% 100.00% 30 

Asian staff 14.76% 0.00% 10.06% 14.82% 19.32% 27.03% 30 

Black staff 6.77% 0.00% 0.47% 5.61% 9.98% 22.22% 30 

Latinx staff 13.39% 0.00% 7.27% 13.55% 18.30% 33.33% 30 

White staff 47.00% 16.67% 40.84% 47.87% 52.90% 67.57% 30 

Latinx neighborhood 12.97% 3.30% 7.70% 8.60% 15.88% 40.80% 30 

Asian neighborhood 36.06% 7.60% 19.80% 30.65% 50.90% 74.00% 30 

Black neighborhood 5.40% 0.20% 1.38% 2.65% 7.53% 22.50% 30 

White neighborhood 45.69% 5.50% 28.18% 47.15% 66.20% 83.70% 30 

School organization        
Equity-focused 

organization 0.41 0.00 0.00 0.33 0.66 1.00 30 

School size 842.60 165 394 694 1084 2774 30 

Asian suspension rate 0.71% 0.00% 0.00% 0.40% 0.85% 5.10% 27 

Black suspensions rate 14.33% 0.00% 4.40% 13.10% 22.20% 59.10% 29 

Latinx suspensions rate 4.86% 0.00% 2.15% 5.60% 6.70% 12.20% 30 

White suspensions rate 2.22% 0.00% 0.65% 1.50% 2.68% 15.40% 26 
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Appendix C1. 

 

Truth Table for High Latinx Sense of Belonging 

Row 

High 

Latinx 

Enrollment 

High Tract 

Representation 

Small 

School 

Equity-

Focused Org 

Number of 

Schools Consistency 

1) 1 0 1 0 4 0.911024 

2) 1 1 1 1 1 0.852973 

3) 1 0 1 1 4 0.833716 

4) 0 1 1 0 1 0.80607 

5) 1 0 0 1 1 0.790199 

6) 0 0 0 1 2 0.770933 

7) 0 0 1 0 3 0.732602 

8) 1 1 1 0 6 0.701161 

9) 0 1 0 1 1 0.660749 

10) 1 1 0 0 2 0.648957 

11) 0 0 0 0 3 0.614782 

12) 0 1 1 1 1 0.610042 

Note: italicized rows are coded as members of the outcome. 

 

Appendix C2. 

 

Truth table for low Latinx sense of belonging 

Row 

High 

Latinx 

Enrollment 

Proportionate 

Latinx 

Suspensions 

Small 

School 

Equity-

focused 

Organization 

Number of 

Cases Consistency 

1) 1 0 0 0 2 0.879716 

2) 0 1 0 1 1 0.852003 

3) 0 0 0 1 2 0.791191 

4) 0 0 1 1 1 0.790968 

5) 0 0 0 0 3 0.773151 

6) 1 1 0 1 1 0.725236 

7) 0 0 1 0 4 0.696984 

8) 1 1 1 0 6 0.585413 

9) 1 0 1 1 3 0.579502 

10) 1 0 1 0 4 0.57272 

11) 1 1 1 1 2 0.545977 

Note: italicized rows are coded as members of the outcome. 
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Appendix D. 

 

Truth table for low Black sense of belonging 

Row 

No 

Majority 

Group 

Equity-

focused 

Org 

Proportionate 

Black 

suspensions 

Black 

administrators 

Number 

of 

schools Consistency 

1) 1 0 0 1 1 0.956911 

2) 0 0 0 1 2 0.864455 

3) 1 1 0 1 1 0.854359 

4) 0 0 0 0 6 0.820444 

5) 1 0 0 0 3 0.79739 

6) 0 1 0 1 1 0.768878 

7) 1 1 0 0 2 0.763035 

8) 1 1 1 0 1 0.686663 

9) 0 1 0 0 2 0.675329 

10) 0 0 1 0 1 0.144859 

Note: Bold rows are coded as members of the outcome. 
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Appendix E. 

 

Truth table for low Asian sense of belonging 

Row 

High 

Asian 

enrollment 

High 

Asian 

staff 

Small 

School 

Equity-

Focused 

Org 

Number 

of 

Schools Consistency 

1) 1 1 1 1 2 0.907318 

2) 1 1 0 0 5 0.852704 

3) 1 0 1 0 1 0.836352 

4) 0 1 1 1 2 0.776783 

5) 1 1 1 0 4 0.762609 

6) 0 0 1 0 1 0.748401 

7) 0 1 1 0 2 0.745675 

8) 1 1 0 1 3 0.679743 

9) 0 0 0 1 1 0.602149 

Note: Bold rows are coded as members of the outcome. 
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Appendix F1. 

 

Truth Table for White high sense of belonging 

Row 

No 

Majority 

Group 

High 

White 

Tract 

Small 

School 

Equity-

focused 

Organization 

Number 

of 

Schools Consistency 

1) 0 1 1 0 4 0.85174 

2) 1 1 0 1 3 0.84678 

3) 0 1 0 1 1 0.806791 

4) 1 1 1 0 3 0.75046 

5) 0 1 1 1 2 0.711821 

6) 0 1 0 0 2 0.692931 

7) 1 1 0 0 2 0.68517 

8) 1 1 1 1 2 0.605088 

Note: Bold rows are coded as members of the outcome. 

 

Appendix F2. 

 

Truth table for low white sense of belonging 

Row 

No 

Majority 

Group 

Small 

School 

White 

administrators 

Equity-

focused 

Organization 

High 

White 

Tract 

Number 

of 

Schools Consistency 

1) 0 0 1 1 0 2 0.854568 

2) 1 0 1 1 0 2 0.838506 

3) 1 1 1 1 1 2 0.710278 

4) 1 1 1 1 0 3 0.57425 

5) 0 1 1 1 1 2 0.535673 

6) 0 1 1 1 0 4 0.532625 

7) 1 0 1 1 1 2 0.506842 

8) 0 0 0 1 1 1 0.417763 

9) 1 0 0 1 1 1 0.375811 

Note: Bold rows are coded as members of the outcome. 

 

 


