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Abstract
Students who self-identified as activity leaders of one (n = 30), two or more (n = 21),
or no campus extracurricular clubs (n = 34), completed measures on the institution’s mission and values as well as its school sense of community (SSOC). Analyses indicated a main effect for race on SSOC and a subscale emphasis on diversity,
such that Caucasian students reported a higher sense of community while students of color felt the need for stronger emphasis on diversity across campus. An
additional main effect for activity type and SSOC was also evident, since students
with leadership roles in two or more clubs reported a stronger sense of community
than regular club members or students active in only one club. Results highlight
how participation in co-curricular activities by students of color may potentially
inhibit or enhance a sense of community on campus and indicate how much emphasis the university places on honoring diversity at all levels of the college.

Introduction
In his book The Dying of the Light, Burtchaell1 discussed the
indirect and slow erosion of institutional mission statements by the
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disengagement of private colleges and universities from their church
affiliations. Mission statements that once included words like “values,
morals, and congregational affiliations” now give way to words like “independent, coeducational, and residential.” Nevertheless, mission statements are an organization’s means of publicly proclaiming for critical
assessment the institution’s objectives, expectations, and values.2 Within
higher education settings, mission statements focus the energies of
employees to balance the relationship between educational goals and
the needs of the outside world, and integrate objectives held by diverse
stakeholders (e.g., administrators, faculty, and staff ), which enables everyone to work toward common goals.3 Institutional missions may be
conveyed through administrative operations, academic programs and
policies, and student services.4 They identify the institution’s intentions
to accomplish goals, and its premise for action.5
The skills and competencies acquired through higher education
that reflect the institution’s mission and values may impact student
development.6 For instance, if a university in its mission statement
claims to promote and foster public service, intellectual integrity, critical thinking skills, moral and civic development, and racial and religious tolerance, then it is important to evaluate whether such virtues
are actualized and realized by students.7 Evaluating the degree to
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which an institution’s mission and values affect new students may be
helpful in the review of educational policies and administrative operations, in ascertaining the impact of community-based service programs,8
and in assessing identifiable benchmarks of the school.9
Institutional values reflect the identifiable benchmarks of the organization; in higher education settings, they influence goals and outcomes,
as well as procedural operations, which reflect to students, staff, faculty,
and administration the identifiable benchmarks of the organization.10
In the present study, we explored how our university expresses its mission, vision, and values specifically to student leaders of extracurricular
activities. We examined how student leaders of one organization compared to leaders of two or more organizations or to students who are
involved in campus activities but are not leaders. These student groups
were compared on their perception of the institution’s values of innovation, inclusiveness, risk-taking, pragmatism, and diversity; their perception of the institution’s mission of social justice and community
service; and the relationship between those perceptions and their sense
of school community. A school that believes critical thinking and community service are two important aspects of a higher education at that
institution should communicate those convictions to its student leaders.11 Therefore, understanding how student leaders, especially those
of color, experience a school’s sense of community and the institution’s
mission through campus programs and activities is an important point
for educational assessment.
Despite the educational literature cited above, few studies examine students’ perceptions of their higher education institution’s mission.
Rapp12 assessed first-year student expectations, perceptions, emotions,
and knowledge about the university. Results showed that 50% of the
time, students held misperceptions about the university, and these
8
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misperceptions increased the gap between students’ expectations and
experiences. Rapp suggested that bridging this gap between first-year
students’ expectations and experiences at the university may lead to
better retention rates. Other studies suggest that racial identity may
influence students’ adjustment to their college institution.13 Students
of color who attend predominantly Caucasian universities have a stronger commitment to and pride in their racial group, a higher level of
cultural awareness, more adaptive personal resources such as leadership and efficacy, and better psychosocial adjustment than Caucasian
students.14 The present study explores whether the level of student
affairs involvement (i.e., the number of clubs in which a person holds a
leadership position) by students of color has an impact on their reported
pride in and commitment to the school’s mission, vision, and values.
Among faith-based colleges and universities (especially Catholic
institutions), one of the primary interests of student affairs departments is to transmit to students the values, philosophy, and faith teachings of the institution, regardless of a student’s religious preference.
Studies conducted to understand students’ faith development at a Baptist institution revealed that the college environment promoted faith
development (i.e., the values upon which the institution was founded)
and affected students’ decision-making strategies toward everyday life
choices.15 Another study found that students enrolled in faith-based
colleges and universities more frequently engage in community service
than students enrolled in secular institutions.16
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DePaul’s Mission Statement
DePaul University is a private, teaching university with over
23,000 students educated across several metropolitan campuses in the
Chicago area. The university’s benchmark identity is as an “urban,
Catholic, and Vincentian” institution, and it expresses its vision through
the values inherent to these concepts. The urban mission and values
of the university are expressed by delivering quality education to locations in and immediately around the city of Chicago, as the university’s
goal is to emphasize education for working-class, first generation college students. The university expresses its Catholic mission and values
through direct service to the poor and economically disenfranchised and
promotes student engagement in volunteer and community service directed at impoverished communities. Programs exist that permit the
campus community to practice either Catholicism or other religious
practices such as Islamic and Hebrew studies.17 Murphy18 noted that
although it is a Roman Catholic school of higher education, DePaul University invoked Vincentianism (referring to the namesake of the school,
St. Vincent DePaul) through respect for human dignity, diversity, and
individual “personalism.”19
In the present pilot study, we focused our research on gaining a
more complete understanding of institutional perceptions and a sense
of community among student activity members of white versus nonwhite ethnic identities and among students with different amounts of
organizational leadership responsibility. In the present study, we define
diversity in terms of traditional, secular usage based on racial or ethnic
differences; religious affiliation was not considered. The university campus is predominantly Caucasian. Therefore, comparing racial differences
among student leaders of color (African-American, Hispanic / Latino,
and Asian / Pacific Islander) with Caucasian leaders might elucidate
perceptions of the university’s mission and values, which promote

17

Louise Sullivan, The Core Values of Vincentian Education (Niagara, NY: Niagara
University Press, 1997). Anthony J. Dosen, Catholic Higher Education in the 1960s:
Issues of Identity, Issues of Governance (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing,
2009).
18
J. Patrick Murphy, Visions and Values in Catholic Higher Education (Kansas City,
MO: Sheed & Ward, 1991).
19
Sullivan, The Core Values; Dosen, Catholic Higher Education.

220

JOURNAL OF CATHOLIC HIGHER EDUCATION – 29:2

acceptance of diverse populations.20 Furthermore, the present study
compared three groups of students—student leaders of only one organization, student leaders of more than one organization, and students
with no leadership role—on their perceptions of the university’s mission and values and their sense of school community. As this was an
exploratory study, we had no expectations on self-reported perceptual
differences on institutional mission or a school’s sense of community
based on the amount of leadership a student experiences.
Method
Participants
A total of 85 undergraduate extracurricular activity members (52
women, 33 men; M age = 20.66 years old, SD = 3.69) participated in a
student affairs survey. All students were affiliated with the same medium sized, faith-based, urban, midwestern university serving over
23,000 students across three main campuses located in and around
Chicago, IL, with most participants (74%) from the metropolitan residential campus. Participants reported an average cumulative GPA of
3.32 (SD = 0.39) and were majoring in a variety of liberal arts and professional programs (e.g., business, music, education). Most participants
(98.3%) were not transfer students and just over half were upperdivision students (58.2%).
We categorized participants based on their self-reported level of
leadership involvement in these extracurricular, campus-recognized
clubs or societies. A total of 120 clubs exist on campus, and participants
in the present study reflected a good representation of all these student
organizations. There were 30 students who reported a leadership role
(President, Vice-President, Treasurer, or Secretary) in one campus activity. Another 21 students reported that they were in similar leadership roles for 2 or more campus recognized activities. A third group of
34 students stated that they were involved in a campus club but not in a
leadership role. On average, participants reported that they were active
in 2.23 clubs (SD = 1.70), providing service within each organization for
20
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2.65 hours per week (SD = 3.14), plus working at a part-time job for
10.14 hours per week (SD = 11.36).
In addition, participants were labeled students of color (n = 40) if
they indicated an ethnic identity other than Caucasian (African-American,
Latino/a, Asian-American, Native American, or Indian); students were
labeled Caucasian if they self-identified as such (n = 45). We did not
focus on more specific ethnic breakdowns because there were too few
individuals within each group. Consequently, the present study is exploratory and more of a pilot project in the area of student engagement
at Catholic universities.
Psychometric Scales
All participants completed the 11-item School Sense of Community
scale by Hagbord.21 We chose to use the short version of the scale in the
present study in order to reduce response fatigue among participants,
given the lengthy set of items assessed. With the present sample, coefficient alpha on the brief SSOC scale was 0.87.
In addition, all participants completed 16 items from Ferrari and
Velcoff’s22 DePaul Mission and Values (DMV) Instrument, a measure23
reflective of mission statements among contemporary urban, faithbased Catholic higher education institutions. Ten items inquired
to what extent respondents perceived the university as inclusive and
innovative; more specifically, this speaks to how the institution is innovative in operational procedures, is inclusive of persons from all backgrounds, takes risks in an entrepreneurial way, is pragmatic in
educational focus, remains relevant in a changing society, keeps its urban identity, and fosters mutual understanding and respect for others.
The other six items reflected the Catholic pluralism aspects of the mission, relating to the university’s goals of inviting all faiths to examine
Catholicism and other faiths, providing curricula on Catholicism and

21
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other faiths, and offering ministry and programs for Catholicism and other
faiths while expressing its primary religious heritage. With the present
sample, coefficient alpha was 0.90 and 0.86, respectively, for the institution
as innovative and inclusive and the Catholic pluralism subscales.
Participants also completed the DePaul Values Inventory,24 a measure that assesses students’ perceptions of a university’s mission and
values.25 The DeVI subscale, called institutional values (9 items; present sample alpha = 0.86), consisted of questions that related to understanding the university’s overall mission and values as an urban,
faith-based university. The emphasis on diversity subscale (3 items; present sample alpha = 0.87) assessed whether students believed the
administration acts on its mission of including diversity by actively recruiting persons of color and women as faculty and staff. The general
altruistic campus atmosphere subscale (7 items; present sample alpha =
0.90) assessed to what extent students perceived that the university
respects the dignity of others through a campus culture or climate that
is supportive and altruistic. The life-long commitment to education and
values subscale (6 items; present sample alpha = 0.85) examined whether students believed that the values of learning and community service
would continue to influence their lives after graduation.26
In addition, participants completed Reynold’s27 revised MarloweCrowne Social Desirability Scale—Form C, a 13-item true/false onedimensional measure assessing a respondent’s global tendency to give
socially appropriate responses. This self-report inventory was used in
previous studies to tap perceptions of one’s institution.28 With the present sample, the overall coefficient alpha was 0.77.
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Procedures
Small group testing sessions of 10-15 students were held by staff
from the university’s Student Affairs office during the start of a club
meeting for each organization. After returning a signed consent form,
participants completed a demographic sheet (e.g., primary campus of
involvement, club affiliation, number of clubs involved, leadership role
in each club, and the number of hours worked per club and at an offcampus part-time job). The sequence of the SSOC, DeVI, DMV, and social desirability scales were counterbalanced to control for order and
fatigue effects. It took participants less than thirty minutes to complete
all items.
Results
Preliminary analyses indicated that none of the subscales was significantly related to social desirability, so no further analysis of this
variable was conducted (see Table 1 for the average score for each scale
and its correlation with social desirability for student leaders of one
club, leaders of two or more clubs, and non-leaders).
Multivariate Analyses
To determine the effect of club participation and race, results from
items assessing students’ sense of community, perceptions of institutional inclusiveness and innovation, and belief in Catholic pluralism on
campus were entered into multivariate analyses (Wilk’s λ criterion).
Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) is often used when two or
more dependent variables are examined.29 A MANOVA, like univariate
analysis of variance, allows for the examination of main effects and
interactions among the variables in question. In addition, a MANOVA
may be used when the researcher needs to calculate numerous t-tests
based on multiple dependent variables. The statistic most often used
with a MANOVA is called Wilk’s lambda. Wilk’s lambda is comparable
to the F statistic found in univariate analysis.30
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Table 1. Mean Score and Zero-order Correlates with Social Desirability on Each
Psychometric Scale for Student Leadership Categories.
STUDENT LEADERSHIP GROUP

School Sense of
Community
DMV / innovative &
inclusive
DMV / Catholic
pluralism
DeVI / institutional
values
DeVI / express campus
diversity
DeVI / pro-social campus
setting
DeVI / lifelong
commitment to values

Social
Desirability

Non-Leader
(n=34)

Leader, 1
Club (n=30)

Leader, > 2
Clubs (n=21)

.118

38.50
(5.99)
51.03
(8.22)
30.88
(6.19)
53.77
(8.64)
13.62
(5.14)
38.38
(8.16)
30.62
(6.13)

41.27
(8.37)
49.73
(13.89)
29.87
(7.98)
52.77
(13.85)
15.53
(4.51)
36.60
(10.42)
32.47
(7.12)

43.86 *
(6.31)
47.86
(10.71)
29.05
(5.58)
50.10
(9.27)
16.00
(4.44)
34.23
(10.77)
31.48
(7.85)

.057
.089
.054
.103
.138
.087

Both leader type and race variables were significant (λ = 0.79 and
λ = 0.69, respectively) at p < .01. No significant interaction effects for
both the DMV and the DeVI subscales were obtained; however, there
was a significant main effect for leader type and SSOC, F(2,78) = 5.26,
p < .01. Students who held leadership roles in two or more campus clubs
reported a greater sense of community on campus than students who
were leaders of one or no campus club (see Table 1).
Furthermore, there was a significant main effect for race and the
second DeVI subscale, stating that the campus should have a greater
emphasis on diversity, F(1,78) = 5.49, p < .01, and the SSOC rating, F(1,78) =
6.59, p < .01. Mean scores on each self-reported measure by both racial
groups are reported in Table 2. As shown in the table, when compared
overall to Caucasian students, students of color perceived that the university should have a greater emphasis on diversity and that there is
less of a sense of community. However, students of color did not differ on
their perceptions of the institution’s values, the pro-social campus setting, or their commitment to lifelong learning.
Discussion
This brief pilot study indicates that students who are engaged in
the university’s campus-related activities may perceive campus life both
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Table 2. Mean Score on Institutional Mission / Values and School Sense of
Community by Race for Leaders and Engaged Students.
Race

School Sense of Community
DMV / innovative & inclusive
DMV / Catholic pluralism
DeVI / institutional values
DeVI / express campus diversity
DeVI / pro-social campus setting
DeVI / lifelong commitment to values

White
(n=45)

Non-White
(n=40)

42.27
(5.81)
51.71
(11.73)
31.18
(7.27)
53.36
(10.60)
13.45
(4.99)
38.31
(9.08)
32.22
(7.47)

39.15*
(8.33)
47.63
(9.92)
28.83
(5.86)
51.40
(11.20)
15.43**
(4.16)
34.95
(10.16)
31.65
(6.18)

n = 85
*p = .05
**p < .01
Note. Value in parenthesis is standard deviation.

similarly and differently, depending on the subscale. For instance, on
many of our measures of mission (e.g., Catholic pluralism, institutional
values, pro-social campus setting, and lifelong commitment to values),
Caucasian students and students of color (independent of social desirability responses) evaluated the situation in a similar manner. Both
groups of students saw the university as inclusive of other faith practices, valuing of the dignity of each person, promoting of altruistic values, and encouraging of a life of social engagement and justice. However,
students of color at the university viewed the campus community as
somewhat deficient in terms of—and expressed a desire for more—campus
diversity. Perhaps, because the student population at the present university is mostly Caucasian (even though the percentage of students of
color is at 40-45%), persons of color do not feel that they are included in
all the campus life offered unless there is a greater representation of
persons among the administration with whom they can identify.
These results concerning students of color suggest that higher education administrators need to focus on ways to increase this student
population’s inclusion and school sense of community. Previous research
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demonstrated that racial identity impacts the adjustment of students to
their university.31 The present study supports previous research in that
the current participants felt there needed to be greater expression of
ethnic diversity on campus. The present study also extends those studies by demonstrating that students of color may feel less of a school
sense of community with peers and the administration.
Regardless of their race, in the present study, student leaders of
two or more campus clubs reported a stronger sense of community on
campus than did leaders of one club or students who were engaged but
non-leaders. These results suggest that students highly engaged in
campus life will feel connected with the university.
The present study, however, has several limitations making the
outcomes more exploratory than confirmatory. For instance, the small,
nonrandom sample and the limited duration of the study (i.e., survey
data collected in one measurement wave and not longitudinally) prevent us from making strong conclusive statements about student leaders in campus organizations. The study also was conducted at a single
Catholic institution. The urban, faith-based institutional context could
have influenced our findings.
Nevertheless, higher education officials might consider increasing
the number of student leadership opportunities to help students feel
better connected to the university. Moving beyond differences among
racial groups, we believe this logical but important result provides new
direction for future research.
In sum, the present study provides some initial insight into student development within an urban, middle-sized, faith-based teaching
university. Future studies might explore whether perceptions of the
school’s sense of community, as well as the school’s mission, vision, and
values, differ among groups of student leaders and non-leaders. Larger
samples of randomly assigned and selected student members would facilitate the generalization of the present exploratory outcomes. Regardless, the present study demonstrates that compared to Caucasians,
students of color may have perceptions of their school that might affect
the campus climate for all stakeholders.
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