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Introduction 

Based on primary challenges identified across a California state university system (CSU, 

2021), this pilot study was developed to address equity gaps among Apparel Under-Represented 

Minority (URM) students who are of Hispanic, African American, and/or Native American 

backgrounds. Among Apparel freshmen, an equity gap between URM and Non-URM students 

was identified during 2017 to 2020. This pilot study aims to learn more about Apparel students 

based on challenges due to the pandemic and transition to support their success.  

Purpose 

This study is informed by Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP). Shifts in student 

demographics with minorities expected to be a majority, historical achievement gaps among 

minority students, and lack of diverse teachers prompted attention towards CRP (Brown-Jeffy & 

Cooper, 2011). CRP aims to address student achievement, while accepting and affirming 

students’ cultural identities (Ladson-Billings, 1995). We aim to apply three CRP principles: (1) 

identity and achievement that includes attention to students’ identity, culture, multiple 

perspectives, affirming diversity, and validation of home-community cultures, (2) equity and 

excellence, which involves recognizing the distinct needs of students and holding students to 

high standards, (3) student-teacher relationships includes being caring, maintaining a connection, 

interaction, and creating a welcoming classroom atmosphere. This informed the following 

research questions: (1) Are there Culturally Relevant (CR) factors that motivated students to 

major in Apparel? (2) What influences students’ sense of achievement, excellence, and student-

teacher relationships? (3) What are primary barriers experienced by students? And (4) how can 

faculty improve the classroom experience?  

Methods 

Focus groups were prepared with culturally relevant approaches (Rodriguez et al., 2011). 

Apparel students with similar social and cultural identities moderated the focus group sessions. 

Preparation involved reading relevant literature (Danner et al., 2018), participating in a workshop 

to create a psychologically safe environment, and conducting an in-person mock session. 

Students in pre-determined Apparel courses were recruited during February 2023 through a 

Qualtrics online interest and consent form as a convenient sample. Nineteen students expressed 

interest, and seven students participated in four in-person focus group sessions hosted during 

February and March 2023. Focus group sessions were audio recorded with an assigned primary 
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and secondary moderator. Interviews were transcribed, moderators reviewed the transcripts and 

developed a code book for qualitative data analysis. Dedoose software was used to apply codes 

to the four transcripts. With high levels of agreement among two researchers, excerpts were 

exported for further analysis to address major research questions.  

Results & Analysis 

Participants 

All participants were in the Apparel major with five focusing on Retail and two from the 

Apparel Production option. Participants included one senior, four juniors, and two freshmen. 

Their race and ethnicity included four Hispanic students, two Asian students, and one White 

student. There were six female participants and one male participant. They were between the 

ages of 20 to 21. Three participants were the first in their family to attend college and two 

transferred to the university. Two participants were working part-time. Students who entered as 

freshmen expected to graduate in a 4-year timeline, and transfer students expected to graduate in 

a 2-to-3-year timeline.  

Focus Group  

Cultural Relevant Factors. The students in this study identified several CR factors that 

influenced them to choose the Apparel major. This includes the availability of the Apparel major, 

family, and influence of family, friends, or high school-community college teachers. Participants 

expressed their interest in fashion and seeking a university that can meet their distinct interests. 

Some shared experiences and concerns with fashion and art schools, which would not provide a 

traditional university experience, concerns with expenses, and desire to be close to home. 

Students expressed holding themselves to a higher standard with intentional efforts to seek a 4-

year university with a “learn by doing” approach that includes hands-on activities, not only 

lectures. Additionally, students expressed being held to a high standard by their family. As an 

example, first generation students expressed being role models for siblings and feeling strong 

familial support, which can add pressure. 

Support for Student Success. Participants expressed several aspects that impacted their sense 

of achievement, excellence, and student-teacher relationships. A major theme was that student-

teacher relationships impacted their sense of success, especially based on whether they felt 

comfortable asking questions. Students appreciated a welcoming classroom environment, feeling 

like the faculty wanted them to learn, and willingness to answer questions. They appreciated 

learning about faculty’s professional and personal experiences for motivation. Other support 

included being in-person for classes and access to campus resources, such as cultural centers, 

clubs, or dorms. Having friends in the same department, or from a previous school was helpful 

for students to share common experiences. However, some students found joining social groups 

or making friends challenging since it is a commuter campus where students may not live nearby 

and drive everyday.  

Barriers. Students identified several challenges related to the pandemic, transition, and 

mental health. Students shared challenges during the pandemic with courses that were hard to 

engage in a meaningful way and lack of a “learn by doing” approach. Nonetheless, students 

expressed that the pandemic allowed them to take more courses and get good grades since they 
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were at home. When the mode of instruction shifted to in-person, many continued to try to hold 

themselves to a high standard to get good grades and expressed challenges with the course 

expectations, attention span, and additional time to commute. They also felt social anxiety and 

difficulty making friends. Some students expressed mental health challenges, such as feeling 

anxious or depression, and needed additional social support. 

Recommendations to Improve Experience. Students provided several recommendations for 

faculty to improve the classroom and overall experience. They expressed interest in more 

engaging and interactive lecture sessions for active learning. This can contribute towards 

building a stronger sense of community beyond regular group work in classes. New students also 

felt like they needed more guidance through the resources available, and a need to find a “safe 

space.” Students expressed areas where communication between students and faculty can be 

improved, need for flexibility, need for a consistently welcoming environment, and additional 

resources (i.e., faculty time, tutoring). 

Conclusion 

This pilot study provides foundational knowledge regarding Culturally Relevant 

approaches to support success of underrepresented minority students in the Apparel major. 

Participants of this study expressed being heavily influenced by their families and having distinct 

needs based on their personal expectations. Adopting active learning experiences that are 

welcoming with opportunities for social engagement can help improve their sense of success. 

This pilot study informed a subsequent Culturally Relevant Apparel faculty workshop and 

Supplemental Instruction practice-based approaches during Spring 2023. Future research can 

include qualitative interview data collection with a larger, purposive sample to verify results and 

expand Culturally Relevant approaches to support student success, especially to reduce equity 

gaps and improve student graduation.  

 

This project was funded by the California State University CREATE Awards Program with 
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References  

Brown-Jeffy, S., & Cooper, J.E. (2011). Toward a conceptual framework of culturally relevant 

pedagogy: An overview of the conceptual and theoretical literature. Teacher Education 

Quarterly, 38(1), 65–84. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23479642 

Cal State University. (2021). Graduation Initiative 2025 - Equity goals and priorities. 

https://www.calstate.edu/csu-system/why-the-csu-matters/graduation-initiative-

2025/Documents/gi-2025-equity-goals-and-priorities-2021-22.pdf  

Danner, M.J.E., Pickering, J.W., Paredes, T.M., & Kinzie, J. (2018). Using focus groups to 

listen, learn, and lead in higher education. Stylus Publishing. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. American 

Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465–491. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312032003465 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://itaaonline.org/


2023 Proceedings Baltimore, Maryland 
 

Page 4 of 4 
 

© 2023 The author(s). Published under a Creative Commons Attribution License 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction 

in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. 

ITAA Proceedings, #80 – https://itaaonline.org 

 

Rodriguez, K.L., Schwartz, J.L., Lahman, M.K.E., Geist, M.R. (2011). Culturally relevant focus 

groups: Reframing the research experience to focus on participants. International Journal 

of Qualitative Methods, 10(4), 400-417. https://doi.org/10.1177/160940691101000407  

 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://itaaonline.org/

