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IS THIS BOOK FOR YOU?


If you’ve picked up this book, you know that we as a society are reckoning with racism, xenophobia, and many other forms of societal division. The fault belongs to no one individually, but each individual has the power to challenge the status quo and advocate for change.



This book contains five personal stories from [former] college students who challenged the status quo and advocated for a more inclusive higher education experience. College campuses can often be the first environment where students leave the communities they grew up in and encounter diversity of race, gender, and language. It is important to understand how diversity plays a big role in everyday life and how our minds contribute to it. We have an unconscious mind that governs our decisions, direct experience is one of the best ways to promote the benefits diversity brings to our society. Bias exists, whether we recognize it or not. With time, effort, and the willingness to insert yourself in different experiences we can retrain the mind to address unconscious biases. People can change - and in turn, create a stronger and more equitable society where all members have a seat at the table.

You’re part of this important work - Be kind to yourself in this process but be committed.

See you on the first page.
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PREFACE




Universities and colleges have always played an important role in shaping the future. They push us forward through discovery, technological advances, creative expression, innovation across disciplines, and perhaps most importantly, through the education of their students. Along with the overall growth over the last few decades in the number of students who continue on to higher education, there has also been a change in the profile of the student body. These students reflect the demographic changes in America, as we shift into greater diversity of ethnic and racial backgrounds, increasing income and wealth inequality, a markedly enhanced use of social media and online technology, greater concern for climate change, a new gig-economy perspective on work and career, and more. It is important that institutions of higher education evolve alongside the transformations of their student bodies. In this book, we will address how higher education can serve its increasingly diverse population of undergraduate students.

More and more authors today have begun to focus on diversity at the college level. Some use case studies and student stories to illustrate their points, like Anthony Jack’s recent 2019 book The Privileged Poor: How Elite Colleges Are Failing Disadvantaged Students,1 while others take a detailed scholarly history approach like Stamped from the Beginning by Ibram Kendi (2016).2 Our book is unique in that it is co-authored and organized by administrators and instructors, but mostly by recent students from two highly diverse public research universities.3 Those of us who have shared stories are recent students (Poy, Eager, Martinez, Cohen, Buras). These stories highlight the challenges we faced because of the identity location from which we came: experiences both personal and universal. We also explore the opportunities that we were given that helped us to be successful and which we feel universities can replicate to support their students. To blend the case study and historical analysis approaches, we have provided some background research from the social sciences to understand the driving forces behind our experiences and clarify some evidence-based recommendations for universities to improve their practice. Others of us who organized the book (Stellar, Eggan, Martinez [again], Weiser) processed these stories, and worked to draw out themes and takeaways that can be used to inform the work of colleges and universities. This makes our little book a unique and truly collective work - one that is largely written by the very people about whom we are writing, both those who are most affected and those who have the social power to make change as we see today with the recent Black Lives Matter4 movement.

Two additional threads weave through the discussion in this book. The first thread draws on scientific evidence to highlight how our conscious decisions as humans are influenced by unconscious decision-making processes. These processes reemerge throughout the stories that we have shared. The evidence for unconscious decision-making, in general, is based in part on the psychology of decision-making and on behavioral neuroscience from brain activity scanning. Together, these studies have sparked interesting new fields, such as neuroeconomics. The other part of that evidence comes from social science research that grows out of a new view of evolution where the group is essential to the thriving of the individual. This evolutionary framing has spawned new areas of research, including positive psychology, investigations of empathy, and more. The combined field is often called “social neuroscience.” These exciting new fields build on the traditions of thinking and writing of philosophers and observers throughout history and underlie key concepts in this book as illustrated through our stories, including implicit bias or stereotype threat.

The second additional thread in this book comes from a recognition that, each one of us found our turning point in a learning experience that happened outside of the college classroom, or in a non-traditional experientially driven classroom environment. There is a growing recognition in higher education that experiential education activities, like internships or study abroad programs, can make a valuable complementary contribution to a student’s growth based on a traditional academic curriculum of accredited courses and degrees. This experiential approach is not entirely new (it has a long history going back to the ancient practice of learning through apprenticeships in guilds), but what drives it today is the modern view that this kind of applied learning helps students to grow as individuals, develop process skills like critical thinking and teamwork, and get a head start on the skills needed to enter into a career. We hold that this “learning by doing” approach has an even greater impact on students for whom the traditional learning environment was not designed, including first-generation students and historically underrepresented minorities, as it can work against negative influences like stereotype threat and implicit bias. We further believe that these environments provide greater opportunities to enhance student understanding of diversity, and it is a way for colleges and universities to act collaboratively with – not on – their diverse student populations to improve the student experience and student outcomes.

We have written this book to be read by anyone who is interested in these topics, and we expect no background expertise from the reader. Outside of our individual and shared lived experience, we are not academic experts in the diversity field. We hope the book will be read by current college students, faculty, and administrators, those working in the higher education industry, and anyone else who is interested in college student body diversity and reform of our higher education system. We hope our collective effort helps you as readers to better understand our experience. Ideally, our readers will come away inspired to help to bring about a higher education system that better serves its increasingly diverse student population.

We hope you enjoy reading this book as much as we enjoyed putting it together. Perhaps more than any other force in America today, students – and the universities that support their growth and learning – are molding our future. We must take that force seriously, and we hope this book helps us all to do that with greater understanding and awareness.







CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW




We were guided by several beliefs and principles in writing this book that we would like to share with you. We hope that you will keep these principles in mind as you read and carry them forward in your life and work.

First, we believe that words matter. The job of words is to carry messages and ideas, and the subtle differences in the words we choose create powerful results in what we are communicating to others and reaffirming to ourselves. We have endeavored to be thoughtful in our word choices, and we hope you will, too.

Second, we believe that everyone is an expert in their own experience, and those closest to a problem often have the best solutions. This is the reason that we chose to co-author the book in this way, and why we opted to use our own personal stories to investigate and illustrate the experience of minority students in a university environment. If you want to know a student’s experience, ask them. If you want to make their experience better or fairer, ask them how.

Third, we believe that we all have work to do in confronting our biases and prejudices – more than we can know – and that it is our responsibility to engage actively in that learning and growth. We learned both about ourselves and about each other in writing this book. We have made intentional efforts to be inclusive and avoid reinforcing biases in our writing, but none of us is perfect. We hope you will be patient with us where we could have done better, and that you will join us in always learning and working to improve.

Fourth, we believe that experiential learning helps to create a more equitable and inclusive learning experience and results in better understanding and openness in a diverse society. The traditional system of education, especially higher education, was designed for a homogenous and elite populous and is known to reward certain groups over others. Today, from our direct, personal experiences, we believe that applied learning experiences allowed us to understand ourselves and others, and helped us to see our place within a higher education environment more easily than traditional classroom settings.

Fifth, and finally, we believe that supporting diversity and inclusion in higher educational institutions is a moral imperative and that a diverse student body is a great asset to their institutions and all students who attend them, especially now. Simply accepting students from diverse backgrounds is not enough – the institutions must be designed to create learning environments that serve all of their students, provide opportunities for learning about diversity and practicing inclusion, and appreciate the richness that diversity brings to the campus.



WORDS MATTER


There is a way of speaking that puts a person first.

Think about it when you see someone who is homeless. You could say, “There is a person who is homeless,” or you could say, “There is a homeless person.” What is the difference and why would you choose one way of speaking over the other? The answer is that the first way opens the possibility for change, invites the thought that the person was not always homeless, and produces less of an us-versus-them distinction. The implication, of course, is that with some slight change in health, employment, or other status, you could well be the person who is now homeless.

The distinction above seems subtle. But the brain is built to form distinctions that divide people into in-groups and out-groups.5 Our brains do this automatically, often without conscious awareness. The fact that a judgment may be unconscious does not mean it is unimportant. One example of an unconscious judgment with a serious practical result is demonstrated in a job placement study6 that showed a marked decrease in call-back rate when a black-sounding name was placed at the top of a resume versus when a white-sounding name was on exactly the same resume.

Studies7 investigating the ways in which babies react to the speech of strangers reveal how judgments of in-group and out-group may be both basic to our nature and unconscious. Before babies say actual words, they start to babble selectively in the sounds of the language that they hear around them and stop making the random sounds of all possible languages. While that observation may not be surprising in itself, a key observation is that if a baby hears a non-native speaker at this stage, it shows a small reaction that it does not show to a similarly unfamiliar voice speaking words in its own language. This baby has clearly grouped humans into in-groups and out-groups based on language sounds even before learning to speak. We assume the baby is not aware of this decision. It turns out that typically neither are we when we make similar groupings as adults.

The words that we choose also can veer into the category of microaggressions. “Micro” references a seemingly small or perhaps innocent display, like the terms we use, how we choose to speak, the jokes we make, and the compliments we give. The term “microaggression” was popularized by researcher Derald Sue,8 who famously wrote about how people complimented him as an Asian whose English was very good, even though he was born in the United States and English is his native language. People have powerful attachments to their gender, ethnic, racial, and other identities.

While the display may be unconscious or invisible to any single speaker, due to cultural asymmetry and frequent occurrence, the cumulative effect of microaggressions becomes a burden on the receiver. Microaggressions highlight the pain and discomfort stemming from stereotypes that are often connected with or result in being disadvantaged.


In a college environment, with a majority culture, minority students may seek respite from these microaggressions in groups that match their own identity. Certainly, college campuses are replete with groups that celebrate the commonality of identity groups, both small-scale and involved in the establishment of social movements like #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo on Twitter. We believe that by connecting college students across social and identity groups in honest, supportive conversations, colleges and universities can and should encourage deeper felt-knowledge understanding of these important issues.

All stereotype-influenced actions, even if they are unintentional, and maybe especially if they are unnoticed, reduce the optimism and strength needed for our students to face a complex world with its uncertainties. A college experience within a diverse student body provides an opportunity to encourage positive social dynamics and deepen intellectual understanding, not just in the classroom, but in interpersonal experience. That brings us back to the power of the group. When the group is not supportive, and/or when it is the majority culture and you are not a part of it, stereotype threat, self-handicapping, and the pernicious undermining of microaggressions can take a continuing toll on students and their success in college and afterward.

Words matter because thinking matters, and we largely formulate our thoughts in words. Truly listening to our own words offers an unmatched entry point into the subconscious workings of our brains. Words set the tone for our unconscious processing of implicit biases, in-group/out-group distinctions, and so much more. If there is ever a hope of sorting out our feelings on an issue we care deeply about, we very often have to begin by getting the words right. The undergraduate experience is an ideal time for us all to begin to learn how we think and start to develop our ability to express our thoughts in a diverse modern




WE ALL HAVE WORK TO DO – MORE THAN WE CAN KNOW: UNDERSTANDING THE UNCONSCIOUS DECISION-MAKING BUILT INTO OUR BRAINS AND EVOLVING PAST IMPLICIT EXPECTATIONS



















ROLE OF EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION











DIVERSITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION AS BOTH A MORAL IMPERATIVE AND GREAT ASSET TO THE INSTITUTIONS AND ALL STUDENTS THAT THEY SERVE
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