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West Chester University (WCU) is a comprehensive, public institution and a leader within the 
Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education (PASSHE). WCU has earned the Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification endorsement and hosts multiple locations to provide access to high-quality, 
educational opportunities in southeastern Pennsylvania. Multi-site universities face additional 
complexities and require thoughtful planning to provide support and access to services for all students 
(Groenwald, 2018). WCU’s master’s in social work (MSW) program is one of its largest programs at its 
Philadelphia location and has increased enrollment of Black students at WCU. Across its locations, 
WCU endorses diversity and inclusion in its mission, values, vision, and goals. Unfortunately, research 
continues to document an educational gap between Black and White students, and Black students 
perceive higher education professionals as committed to inclusion in words alone without adequate 
policy or structural change (Jones & Reddick, 2017; Martin, Spenner, & Mustillo, 2016).  
 

Research Questions 
To investigate WCU’s success in creating a diverse and inclusive learning environment, we investigated 
the following research questions:    

• What are Black graduate social work students’ perceptions of racism and inclusion within their 
institution?   

• What are the differences in Black graduate social work students’ experiences at a suburban, main 
campus and an urban, satellite location?   

• What are implications for policy and practice at the research site and beyond?    
     

Methods 
To answer our research questions, we formed a research team consisting of one faculty member, two 
MSW alumni, and two current MSW students (alumni as of May 2020). We followed a participatory 
action research assistantship program methodology (Ocean, Tigertail, Keller, & Woods, 2018) and 
recruited participants during the 2018-2019 academic year. We interviewed 18 current students and 
recent alumni from the MSW program who identified as Black. Interviews were conducted in-person, on 
the phone, or via Zoom and each lasted approximately 60 minutes. We audio recorded the interviews 
using a digital voice recorder and subsequently transcribed the audio files removing any identifying 
information. We developed a codebook guided by Critical Race Theory (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & 
Thomas, 1995) and employed Dedoose software to code the data. Lastly, we worked as a team to 
conduct a thematic analysis of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and develop these materials.    
 

Recommendations 
Due to the expansion of the Philadelphia campus, more Black students are enrolling at WCU. As 
WCU’s student population begins to shift, WCU needs to review their policies and practices to ensure 
they are serving their student populations effectively and equitably. WCU should take proactive steps to 
become educated about Black student experiences and to investigate how actions and policies can more 
effectively ameliorate social inequities.  
 

Conclusion 
Across America, colleges and universities have appropriated the language of diversity as a way of 
signaling their commitment to faculty and students of color. Efforts to enhance inclusion and diversity 
are certain to fail unless there is a clear and well informed institutional plan to incorporate effective 
strategies into research, teaching, and service. We need to welcome all stakeholders to become active 
participants in supporting change. 
 



 
 

Strengths Needs Recommendations 

The satellite campus in Philadelphia is a great addition 
to WCU’s movement towards diversity and inclusion. 
 

Students do not have access to equitable resources 
across campuses.  
It could appear that WCU is taking money from the 
predominantly Black inner-city community and 
distributing it to predominantly White suburban 
students and locations.   

Create cohesion between campuses by providing equitable activities, resources 
(e.g. food pantry), and access to funding (e.g. HR, GA, work study) based on 
student-indicated needs. 
Partner with the Philadelphia community and local organizations to fulfill 
Carnegie Community Engagement Classification at all WCU sites.  

WCU was identified as a supportive environment 
where students felt heard, validated, and understood 
by White professors. 

Faculty do not reflect the diversity of students and do 
not consistently enhance the diversity of the WCU 
community. 

Hire racially diverse faculty  
Hire faculty that represent diversity in terms of sexual identity, gender, 
experience, etc. 

WCU is recruiting more students of color and 
forward-thinking students. 

The focus is on superficial and numeric change (e.g. 
tracking student demographics, requesting feedback 
but not adjusting practice). 
At times, White students, employees and community 
members are committing implicit and explicit acts of 
prejudice/racism against Black students. 

Create a racially conscious culture by continuing to admit diverse students. 
Assess all prospective students and employees on how they handle diversity and 
inclusion so WCU can admit the best forward-thinking candidates. 
Value and adequately fund training opportunities on how to facilitate safe and 
productive classroom, campus, and community spaces.  
Create mechanisms to hold the WCU community accountable for combating 
systemic racism. 

Students feel that WCU is making small steps to 
address issues of inclusion/diversity:   

Office for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion  
Population specific centers and policies 
Activity groups, honor societies, National 
Pan-Hellenic Council, and Kente Ceremony  

Practice is reactive rather than proactive. 
 

Be aware and meet the needs of Black and post-traditional students. 
Initiate supportive programming to meet the needs of Black and post-traditional 
students. 
 

WCU offers coursework that provides students with 
an overview of diverse intersections (e.g. SWG 511 
The Dialectic of Oppression and Liberation). 

Coursework needs to be expanded to explore deeper 
themes of systemic racism and to advance diversity 
and inclusion practices in higher-education.   

Evaluate and enrich coursework to provide inexperienced (White) students with 
opportunities to challenge their unproductive thinking and more meaningfully 
explore race relations. 
Visibly include student voices and perspectives in curriculum development, 
diversity practices, and faculty hiring on both campuses. 
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