
 

Say It Loud. I’m an HBCU Grad and I’m Proud! 

 

By Dominique S. Johnson 

 

Throughout my adolescent years, I attended nothing but predominantly White schools. 

Because of this, I rarely got the opportunity to learn anything about Black culture. If it was not 

Black History Month, my teachers didn’t educate me about the lives of African-Americans or 

any accomplishments they had. In many ways, I internalized this and dismissed everything Black 

culture offered: music, movies, history, institutions, etc. I only wanted to hang out with my 

White friends and believed that racism and discrimination didn’t exist. In my mind, it was a 

myth. In spite of this, I still felt like an outsider and that I had to prove my intelligence. 

When it was time to apply for colleges, I refused to entertain the thought of going to a 

History Black College or University (HBCU). The idea of going to a school for four years with 

Black people being the majority scared me. I heard several of my White friends say, “Black 

schools are in the hood” or “You’ll get shot if you go.” My guidance counselor didn’t even 

acknowledge HBCUs as an option for college. I vowed to never go to one. I decided to only 

apply to predominately White institutions (PWI) that I dubbed my “dream” schools. After I was 

rejected by every “dream” school due to my applications not being “strong” enough, I began to 

question my place in the world. I had the grades, the recommendations, pretty decent SAT 

scores, and was one of the few Black students in the top-half of my graduating class. I felt 

defeated and stupid. Staying at the top of the “pack” and banishing all things Black culture didn’t 

help me like I thought it would.  



 

My spirits were lifted when an admissions representative from Winston-Salem State 

University (WSSU) visited my high school. He praised the university and encouraged me to 

apply. I thought if my “dream” schools were not going to take a chance on me, maybe WSSU 

and schools like it would. So, I applied to WSSU as well as several other HBCUs and got into 

every single one. Receiving my acceptance letters from WSSU, North Carolina Central, Johnson 

C. Smith, and many others made me feel good about myself. These institutions recognized my 

hard work and were willing to take a chance on me. In the end, I chose WSSU as my future 

institution because it was not too far from home and the effect the admissions representative had 

on me during his visit.  

All summer before my first semester as an undergrad, I was excited to go to WSSU. But 

a week before I was scheduled to move in, I got cold feet. The things my White friends and 

guidance counselor said crept back into my thoughts. I could hear all the negative things they 

said about HBCUs screaming in my ears. I tried to dismiss the thoughts in my head, but the 

louder they got, the more fear fell upon me. I cried all night the day before move-in day and told 

my mom that I didn’t want to go. It was too late to back out but I made it very clear that the first 

opportunity I got, I was going to transfer to a PWI.  

As my mom and I pulled up to my dorm, Moore Hall, the afternoon of move-in day, fear 

immediately left my body. There was so much melanin in all different shades and diverse 

personalities that I had never seen before. All I could do was smile. Everyone was so willing to 

help me get settled in and show me around campus. It was the first time I truly felt welcomed 

and at home. Every thought or opinion that I almost let change my mind about going to an 

HBCU didn’t matter anymore. I was finally in a place where I was no longer an outsider.   



 

During my time at WSSU, I learned things about Black culture that I never was aware of. 

I was challenged, rewarded, and motivated constantly by my professors. In classes with my 

Black brothers and sisters, I didn’t feel like I had to fight to prove my intelligence. My 

classmates and professors, as well as the staff, made me feel smart and worthy. They challenged 

me to be the best student I could be, rewarded me for my growth, and motivated me every single 

day. Not once did I feel like no one didn’t care about my success.  

Attending an HBCU is an indescribable feeling. No combination of the 26 letters in the 

alphabet could ever help me explain what my experience meant to me. My HBCU saved my life 

and prevented me from being an Uncle Ruckus. I embraced all things Black culture from the 

music to the literature, which I know I wouldn’t have done if I let fear get in the way.  

My HBCU helped me find my voice. It gave me confidence, an extended family, 

seventeen beautiful line sisters, a strong sense of pride, and the best days of my life. I walk 

around with my head held high and a constant light shining on me. I am who I am today because 

of my HBCU. 


