
 

Tis the Season to Be Lit: Why HBCU Homecomings Are Unlike Any Other 
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October not only marks the beginning of fall. For the African-American community, it also 

signifies the beginning of homecoming season at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

around the country. The HBCU Homecoming experience is unlike any other homecoming 

experience on the planet. The love for HBCUs is multilayered and cross-generational and in 

many ways, the ultimate portrayal of that love occurs on this occasion. People from all parts of 

the country – faculty, staff, alumni, non-HBCU graduates, and even celebrities – travel great 

distances to partake in the festivities, to celebrate the legacy of HBCUs, and the advancement of 

education amongst African-Americans. From performances by major music artists to football 

rivalries, the spirit of homecoming season at HBCUs is unmatched.  

 

HBCU Homecomings are the capstone social events of their institutions. By design, they are the 

ultimate opportunity to connect the local communities where the institutions are located.  

 

“The HBCU Homecoming experience is important to the African-American community because 

it gives us a time to congregate with each other,” says Jerisha Farrer, resident hall director at 

Alabama State. “Essentially, it gives us opportunities to connect with alumni of the university to 

discuss and create goals, gain leads on possible employment, enjoy a safe space that fosters 

environment, and demonstrate to local and state officials how black economics are pivotal for 

local and state economics during homecoming Season.” 



 

 

The process of putting together homecoming events can take months and sometimes years of 

hard work. At every institution, there is a committee who plans the activities for students, faculty 

and staff, and alumni. The committees, which consist of the director of student activities and 

members of the student government association, brainstorm about what functions should, and 

should not be, a part of the lineup. 

 

“At Dillard University, homecoming is planned by the office of Center for Student Engagement 

and Leadership and the activities board with input from SGA and Alumni Relations,” says 

Courtney Williams, director of the center for student engagement and leadership at Dillard 

University. “We begin to plan in May before students depart for the semester.” 

 

The emphasis on the activities, which are spread out over the course of a week, is a huge deal to 

the HBCU Community. For example, Winston-Salem State University begins its week of 

homecoming with an event called the “Lighting of the Sign.” During the event, there are 

fireworks, raffles, and a small pep rally to get the current students excited and eager for 

homecoming. Before the lighting of the sign is over, the staff presents to those in attendance the 

Homecoming sign which beams at night with red lights throughout the week.  

 

“The lighting of the sign marks the beginning of homecoming for WSSU,” says Dr. Tanya 

Walker, associate professor of English at the university. “It sets the tone for all of the 

homecoming events that follow.” 

 



 

Other events such as fashion shows, gospel concerts, and plays by African-American 

playwrights, are held throughout the week to showcase the style, voices, and creativity of 

African-Americans around the country. One of the most important events is coronation, when the 

“mister” and “miss” of the respective institutions are officially crowned king and queen. 

Coronation offers a look at a unique aspect of Black college life and reflects the changing 

attitudes of African-American students during the last century.  

 

“Coronation allows Black men and women the opportunity to feel like royalty,” Dillard 

University’s Courtney Williams says. 

 

The Black Greek Letter step show is also a significant event. Black fraternities and sororities are 

a major part of the Black college experience. They teach, train, encourage, and uplift millions of 

members who are a part of the Divine Nine (the name given to the nine original Black 

fraternities and sororities) while servicing the community with various projects. The step show is 

a pivotal event because of the history behind stepping. It reaches back to early Africa when the 

citizens would chant and dance with each other over long distances. The tradition survived when 

Africans were forced to become slaves in America. The rhythmic dance, calls, and singing were 

slaves’ way of expressing emotion and keeping hope alive during that tumultuous era. The 

practice became a part of Black Greek letter organizations as a way to show to White people that 

they were great performers and could be a part of any show and win just as their fraternities and 

sororities could. Today, the step show during Homecoming week at HBCUs is a way for their 

respective organizations to showcase their unique style while uplifting each other in song and 

dance and inspiring the community.  



 

 

“The step show is the time where Black Greek letter organizations illustrate their unique style 

and step to current students and alumni,” says Maya Morant, public safety officer at Johnson C. 

Smith University. “It displays a sense of unity and togetherness amongst young Black men and 

women. The display of affection reminds the HBCU community of our African roots. It is 

embedded in our DNA.” 

 

A vast majority of the thrill of Homecoming at HBCUs is found in the celebrities who perform 

during the week. The better the lineup of celebrities, the more people attend and the more the 

HBCU gains exposure. Howard University is known for having one of the best Homecoming 

lineups. Each year, the Washington, D.C. university hosts a Yardfest that is filled with star-

studded performers. At Yardfest this year, artists such as Rick Ross, Tory Lanez, and Wale 

performed in front of a large crowd of people on Howard’s campus. Likewise, North Carolina 

A&T University is known for having a great Homecoming lineup. Students and alumni of the 

university have deemed that they have the Greatest Homecoming on Earth (#GHOE). Their 

lineup this year included comedy show that featured Marlon Wayans, Jay Pharaoh, and DeRay 

Davis.  

 

“Having a great concert, comedy show, or lecture series where celebrities come brings the 

students, as well as the community, together,” Williams says. “The lineup draws people in and 

makes them want to be a part of the HBCU experience.”  

 



 

Although celebrities enhance attendance, the process of planning can be tough, even 

overwhelming, and financially impactful. 

 

“The process of planning is rather stressful,” says Candice Waters, alumni relations officer at 

Dillard University. “Working solely for alumni, my responsibility is to cater to the alums rather 

than the students. However, I have to check with student activities to ensure that the alumni and 

student events intertwine.” 

 

Combing the student and alumni activities brings the two audiences together. It gives inspiration 

to the current students on how to earn their degrees and helps alumni get a sense of the direction 

the university is heading towards. Alumni are driven, and more willing to give back to their 

university, when they are able to connect with current students and staff. Giving back allows 

universities to invite more celebrity performers during the week, as well as assists with grants 

and scholarships for current and prospective students.  

 

“Participating in service projects, such as giving back to the HBCU community shows another 

level of pride,” Morant says. “It signifies that their love for their HBCU goes beyond the 

parameters of the campus.” 

 

Perhaps the biggest and most vital event during the week of Homecoming at HBCUs is game 

day. It begins with a parade, allowing the community of the HBCU’s prospective city to come 

and watch as local and respective HBCU organizations walk and perform throughout a 

publicized route. Before, during, and after the game, tailgating commemorates. Tailgaters bring 



 

food, drinks, and music, solidifying a family reunion. The football game evokes the most pride 

shown by students, alumni, faculty, and staff. Cheerleaders lead the way with their chants, but 

marching bands take the crown for revving up the crowd.  

 

“Halftime is game time during Homecoming,” says Dr. Michael Magruder, director of bands at 

Winston-Salem State University. “We create a halftime show that engages the audience and 

displays our showmanship.” 

 

Whether the football team wins or loses does not matter. Game day is about being together, 

reliving old memories, making new ones, and expressing the love for HBCUs.  

 

Homecoming at HBCUs are similar to Homecomings at predominantly white institutions but the 

atmosphere is not the same.  

 

“The HBCU homecoming experience is truly a welcome home experience, and an atmosphere of 

community and family is created that doesn’t exist at PWIs,” says Jennifer Williams, assistant 

director of student engagement at the University of Memphis and a Tennessee State University 

graduate. “Because many PWIs were not integrated until the 1960s, there isn’t a legacy of Black 

culture and community at these institutions, which often leads to celebrations such as 

homecoming only catering to the majority-White alumni community. The HBCU homecoming 

experience is steeped in traditions, like the reverence of older generations of alumni, 

acknowledgment of the university’s history and heritage, and the celebration of Black culture 

and Black excellence in all fields. Those things simply don’t exist at PWI homecomings.” 



 

 

For the HBCU community around the country, Homecoming brings groups together. It reminds 

students, alumni, faculty, staff, and the community that their place in the world means 

something, and that they, too, can succeed and achieve greatness attending a Historically Black 

College or University.  

 

Homecoming at an HBCU is not just a homecoming. It is a family reunion, a block party, 

cookout, a kick-back, a fashion show, a festival, a Black power rally, a revival, an oasis, a 

physical and spiritual baptism in blackness. It is a cultural phenomenon that is hard to explain or 

understand unless you experience it yourself. 

 

 


