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F R O M  T H E  E D I T O R

Intersectionality and Well-Being: A Journey toward Hope and Healing

The painting that graces our cover is 
entitled Pedazos, which means “frag-
ments.” The young woman in the 
painting is literally in pieces, yet her face 
is peaceful, allowing us to imagine that 
she will integrate these fragments into 
wholeness and wellness. As an immi-
grant who fled political violence in Chile 
and settled in the United States, artist 
Liliana Wilson often explores themes of 
identity, integration, hope, and healing 
in her work. Her paintings El Dividido 
and Mujer Dividida, which appear on 
pages 10 and 11 of this issue, seem to 
reflect how individuals may search for 
wholeness by examining multiple parts 
of their identities. As Wilson’s friend and 
scholar Gloria Anzaldúa wrote, “some-
thing in [Wilson’s figures’] eyes shows us 
that they know that after a long struggle 
they will cross to the distant shore where 
they will integrate themselves into a 
wholeness of sorts” (2009, 279). 

Today’s college and university stu-
dents face multiple struggles on their 
journeys to wholeness and well-being. 
Anxiety and depression top the list 
of students’ reported mental health 
concerns, and the number of students 
seeking treatment for these issues has 
increased in each of the past four years 
(Center for Collegiate Mental Health 
2017). Students who have been marginal-
ized on the basis of their social identities 
may face additional stressors, such 
as discrimination, microaggressions, 
poverty, feelings of isolation, or fear 
of deportation (Cornejo Villavicencio 
2017; House 2017). To meet the needs 
of all students on increasingly diverse 
campuses, educators must work to 
understand how students’ intersecting 
identities affect their lived experiences 
and well-being.

This issue of Diversity & Democracy 
incorporates and expands on conversa-
tions from the Bringing Theory to 
Practice (BTtoP) national conference 
“The Whole Student: Intersectionality 
and Well-Being,” held in Chicago in 
May 2017. Cofounded in 2003 by Sally 
Engelhard Pingree and Donald W. 
Harward as an independent project in 
partnership with AAC&U, BTtoP has led 
the way in highlighting the well-being of 
all members of a campus community—
especially students—as integral to higher 
education. As BTtoP (2017) defines it, 
well-being embodies a sense of direction 
and purpose, positive personal identity, 
strong relationships, empathy, resilience, 
and mindfulness. 

BTtoP has underscored the 
importance of well-being across its 
conferences, workshops, seminars, 
publications, and grants supporting 
campus-based research projects. All of 
these manifestations of BTtoP’s work 
are based in research, theory, and 
best practices, and all are made pos-
sible with the generosity of multiple 
foundations, including the Charles 
Engelhard Foundation and the Endeavor 
Foundation. A selection of BTtoP 
resources related to intersectionality and 
well-being can be found on page 30 of 
this issue, and more resources are avail-
able at https://www.bttop.org. 

We would like to express our sincere 
thanks to BTtoP and the Endeavor 
Foundation for their partnership 
and generous support of this issue 
of Diversity & Democracy. We are 
also extremely grateful to the BTtoP 
team—including Jennifer O’Brien, L. Lee 
Knefelkamp, Rebecca Dolinsky Graham, 
Donald W. Harward, Caitlin Salins, and 
Mercedes Yanora—for their leadership 

and guidance in planning and executing 
this issue. 

Wilson wrote of her artwork, “I feel 
that what I do is an ofrenda, an offering, 
of beauty to the people who see it . . . .  
Through the beauty of these images, I 
am trying to give hope” (Castañeda and 
Wilson 2015, 29). Within these pages, 
we offer stories of and visions for hope 
and healing in higher education—stories 
of cultivating resilience, of finding 
common ground, of creating more 
inclusive campus cultures, and of under-
standing and supporting whole students 
in all their beauty and complexity.

—Emily Schuster 
Editor, Diversity & Democracy
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Sculptor Alexander Calder is well 
known for his mobiles, each consisting 
of a series of parts of different shapes, 
sizes, and colors. As Calder constructed 
these artworks, he found that when he 
changed one part, he would need to 
change all the others to create balance 
within the sculpture. The finished 
mobiles are sensitive to the conditions of 
their environment; they move as viewers 
passing nearby cause currents in the air. 

Calder’s mobiles reflect similar 
dynamics as those within each indi-
vidual. At different times in a person’s 
life, different identities may be more 
salient than others—but as individuals, 
we are always seeking balance. And 
like Calder’s mobiles, our complex 
identities shift in interaction with our 
environments.

This evocative metaphor has serious 
implications for educators as we strive 
to support students as whole people 
within our colleges and universities. 
As we argue below, an intersectional 
approach is essential to our ongoing 
efforts to create inclusive higher educa-
tion environments that truly nurture the 
well-being of all students.

Intersectionality and Well-Being
Our understanding of intersectionality 
and well-being is informed by our per-
spective as contributors to the Bringing 
Theory to Practice (BTtoP) project, now 

in its fifteenth year of supporting col-
leges and universities in exploring the 
connections among engaged learning, 
well-being, and civic engagement and 
development. Throughout the project’s 
history, its theoretical foci and programs 
have evolved to reflect an increas-
ingly complex understanding of these 
concepts. Initially focused on exploring 
possible connections between mental 
health and civic engagement, the project 
has expanded to examine the idea 
that wellness is the presence and even 
flourishing of mental health rather than 
simply the absence of mental illness 
(Keyes 2016); that the wholeness of stu-
dents as complex individuals in specific 
contextual environments matters; and 
that active student participation in the 
classroom, on campus, and in the com-
munity—including engagement with 
difference—is critical. 

In its work, BTtoP has followed the 
lead of many scholars and practitio-
ners who have focused on the “whole 
student” for some time, as we discuss 
below. But attention to the whole student 
has typically been siloed in student 
affairs contexts or in faith-based institu-
tions, where it is often expressed directly 
in institutional missions. Recently, 
however, many in higher education 
have turned their focus to well-being 
in specific campus contexts (Harward 
2016), and governments across the world 

(most notably in Bhutan) are measuring 
well-being instead of gross domestic 
product (Kelly 2012)—thus opening the 
door to holistic explorations of student 
well-being. We felt that these new explo-
rations had implications for BTtoP’s 
work, and specifically for our under-
standing of well-being within and across 
disciplines, populations, institutions, 
and communities. We wanted to explore 
how to shape educational environments 
to support the well-being of increasingly 
diverse student bodies, campuses, and 
communities. 

We believe that intersectionality is a 
natural framework for understanding 
the conditions that foster wellness for 
broad groups of students in complex 
and dynamic situational contexts.1 To 
address issues of student well-being, 
educators, practitioners, and administra-
tors must first truly try to understand 
who their students are, how their lived 
experiences inform their learning, and 
how they may struggle to integrate the 
multiple identity formations that may 
pull them in many directions. BTtoP 
is committed to encouraging and sup-
porting conversations that advance that 
understanding in the interest of sup-
porting student well-being across higher 
education. 

A National Conversation
In May 2017, BTtoP offered a national 
conference on “The Whole Student: 
Intersectionality and Well-Being.” We 
conceived of the conference with three 
tenets in mind: 

1.  Interdisciplinary engagement. We 
sought to convene scholars from mul-
tiple academic disciplines to engage 
in dialogue about critical issues of 
intersectionality and its importance 
to understanding and shaping 

[INTERSECTIONALITY AND WELL-BEING]

The Whole Student: Finding Balance at the 
Intersections of Identity and Belonging
 L. LEE KNEFELKAMP, Professor Emerita of Psychology at Teachers College, Columbia University, and 
Senior Scholar, Bringing Theory to Practice and the Association of American Colleges and Universities

 JENNIFER O’BRIEN, Former Project Manager, Bringing Theory to Practice, and Organizer of the “The 
Whole Student: Intersectionality and Well-Being” Conference

1.  Throughout this article, we use the word “intersection” in various ways. First and foremost, we use it as part of the term “intersectionality,” 
which has a rich history that we discuss here. But we also use it as a metaphor referencing the physicality of an actual intersection—a point 
where multiple objects, processes, or pathways cross. This metaphor informs our understanding of how intrapersonal identities and intellec-
tual ideas intersect and has led us to see the campus itself as an intersection.
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generative college and university 
environments and cultures.

2.  Intergenerational engagement. We 
recognized that different generations 
experience concepts and environ-
ments differently. Across generations, 
individuals may understand the 
complexity of identity differently 
and have different experiences in 
the intersections, particularly within 
educational environments. 

3.  Diverse campus constituency 
representation. We wanted to bring 
together individuals representing 
different campus roles (including 
students, faculty, student affairs staff, 
and academic administrators). We 
suspected that work on integrating 
intersectionality and well-being was 
happening within, but perhaps not 
across, various disciplines and, fur-
ther, that each campus constituency 
interacts with and understands the 
campus in a unique way. Therefore, 
each constituency would offer valu-
able perspectives on theoretical and 
practical applications of the topics 
attendees would explore and the 
action plans they would take back to 
their campuses.

We hoped to design a conference that 
would engage people in conversations 
promoting a deeper understanding of 
relationships among social identities 
and well-being. We wanted to empha-
size that administrators, educators, 
counselors, and others responsible for 
creating inclusive campus cultures have 
a moral obligation to mitigate against 
the unhealthy conditions that result 
when members of a community fail to 
recognize the power of intersectionality 
and how students, staff, and faculty 
experience it. We therefore designed 
the conference as an intersection that, 
like the college or university campus, 
would have the potential to be a nexus 
of respectful engagement in which 
individuals could explore their own 

intersectional identities and those of 
others while developing the knowledge 
and skills necessary to participate in a 
complex society.

This issue of Diversity & Democracy 
reflects and builds upon some of the 
topics explored at the conference, sug-
gesting how intersectional theory and 
practice can enhance our approach to 
supporting the whole student.

Student Development and the  
Whole Student
American higher education’s commit-
ment to the whole student has a rich 
history, as articulated in the scholarship 
of student development. Student affairs 
educators have long seen students as 
complex beings whose intellectual, 
interpersonal, identity, and intercultural 
development are deeply intertwined. 
“The Student Personnel Point of View” 
(American Council on Education 
1937) committed the profession to the 
development of the whole student and 
to creating educational experiences and 
cultures that fostered such development 
by helping students explore their own 
identities and develop mature selves. 
The whole student was conceptual-
ized as more than the sum of multiple 
identity aspects (e.g., interpersonal, 
career, moral, intellectual, intercultural, 
physical, spiritual). 

In the mid-twentieth century, educa-
tors conceived of student development 
as occurring along a trajectory, with stu-
dents forming an integrated identity out 
of a scattered sense of self. These educa-
tors believed, as educational reformer 
John Dewey did, that the purpose of 
lifelong learning was to build capacity 
for what Dewey (1916) called “associated 
living.” Wellness was not just an indi-
vidual trait; it was a societal trait. These 
society-wide implications were clear 
after World War II, when campuses took 
character development very seriously as 
a response to authoritarian regimes and 
their effects, and issues of wellness and 

mental health evolved into major move-
ments. In the 1960s and ’70s, student 
development theory underwent intense 
specialization as scholars developed 
models grounded in particular areas 
of work (such as intellectual develop-
ment, moral and ethical development, 
or faith development). In the 1980s, 
student development scholars began to 
emphasize the study of student diversity, 
developing a significant body of scholar-
ship on racial, ethnic, sexual, and other 
social identities—directly challenging a 
three-hundred-year history of campus 
cultures designed from and for a more 
dominant, privileged point of view. 

The theoretical scholarship of 
intersectionality and its practical 
implications for designing effective, 
empowering educational experiences 
are major resources for all members of 
a campus community. But to optimize 
these resources, we will need to integrate 
our knowledge of student development 
with new, multidisciplinary understand-
ings of intersectionality. We will need to 
see all aspects of a student’s identity as 
braided with one another. While we can 
separate and study each strand of the 

Little Spider (c. 1940) by Alexander Calder. Standing 
mobile: sheet metal, wire, rod, and paint. 43 ¾ x 50 x 
55 inches. National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC. 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Klaus G. Perls, 1996. (© 2018 Calder 
Foundation, New York / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York)
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braid, we need to hold sight of the whole 
and its unique form. 

The History and Scholarship of 
Intersectionality
The history of what we call “intersec-
tionality” is rich and diverse. While 
the concept is centrally located in black 
feminist scholarship (Butler 2017; Collins 
1993; Crenshaw 1989; Ward 2000), many 
scholars of race and ethnicity (Anzaldúa 
1987; Beck 1984; Brettschneider 2016; 
Lorde 1984; Rendón 2009) have also 
explored how multiple, complementary, 
competing, and conflicting identities 
can intersect within an individual. 
These scholars have also examined how 
systems of power and privilege oppress 
people whose intersecting identities 
have been devalued, with implications 
for who is allowed or empowered to 
participate in different roles in different 
settings. The fields of intercultural 
communication and multicultural psy-
chology have long made intersectionality 
foundational to their research and prac-
tice (Cross 1991; Sue 2010; Ting-Toomey 
and Chung 2012). This is increasingly 
true of student development scholarship 
(King and Kitchener 1994; Knefelkamp 

1990; Pope, Reynolds, and Mueller 2004).
Johnnella Butler’s 2017 article 

“Intersectionality and Liberal Education” 
is an excellent overview of the core 
concepts of intersectionality. She makes 
salient two key points: (1) the individual 
self is an integration of multiple identi-
ties (gender, race, and ethnicity are 
core, but other identity statuses are 
also prominent, including culture, role, 
sexual orientation, religion, class, and 
disability), and (2) different environ-
ments are designed to facilitate or inhibit 
aspects of one’s identity. Her article chal-
lenges us to think more inclusively and 
with more complexity about aspects of 
our daily work in higher education. 

Educational research provides a 
provocative example. Researchers often 
collect data on “the student experi-
ence” but may not disaggregate the data 
when presenting them. Students may, 
on average, indicate that their campus 
experiences are “satisfactory,” but the 
disaggregated data may show that 
students have quite different campus 
experiences depending on their race, 
LGBTQ status, socioeconomic class, 
and other factors. Without complete 
data, campuses may not see the need to 

change current practices. Worse, campus 
leaders who prevent complex data from 
being presented are avoiding the moral 
obligation to change the campus culture 
to meet the needs of an increasingly 
diverse student population. 

Recently, the field of organizational 
development and change has adopted 
a focus on intersectionality. Scholars of 
organizational change have long been 
aware that efforts to change organiza-
tional climate must involve all aspects 
of the culture. Too often, organizations 
settle for the least amount of effort or a 
partial effort, but focusing on just one 
aspect of the culture does not lead to 
lasting organizational or cultural change. 
(See the article by Frank D. Golom begin-
ning on page 16 of this issue.) Scholars of 
intersectionality are always asking about 
how to effect larger organizational or 
structural change. They dare us to touch 
the third rail of power and privilege.

Another major area of scholarship 
centers on curriculum and effective 
pedagogy. Students need to be person-
ally involved in the learning process. 
They need to see themselves reflected 
in the curriculum to actively participate 
with their peers in meaningful appli-
cation of their knowledge through 
projects, and to engage in respectful 
dialogue—especially with those with 
whom they disagree. As educator Emily 
Style (1988) posits, the curriculum 
should be both a mirror that reflects and 
validates students’ reality and a window 
that enables students to see others’ reali-
ties. The recurring questions of whose 
story is told, and by whom, are core to 
developing more inclusive course and 
program offerings. Students need the 
opportunity to tell their own stories, 
without being called upon to speak as 
sole representatives of their groups.

When considering the interactions 
between students and higher education 
environments, it is helpful to refer to the 
work of psychologist Kurt Lewin (1935). 
Lewin’s equation states that behavior is 

Bringing Theory to Practice’s national conference “The Whole Student: Intersectionality and Well-Being” was held in 
Chicago in May 2017. (Photo courtesy Eleven04 Productions)
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a function of a person in an environ-
ment. People seek to have their needs 
met within particular environments; 
environments place pressure on people 
to meet the environments’ needs. When 
this interaction is beneficial to both 
the individual and the environment, 
the relationship is seen as a good “fit.” 
When it is not, the fit is understood to 
be poor—as has been the case for stu-
dents of color, first-generation students, 
women, immigrants, and others in 
higher education. In the past, students 
were expected to conform, to “fit,” 
into the existing educational environ-
ment. Work in women’s studies, racial 
and ethnic studies, and other areas of 
scholarship challenged this expectation 
by suggesting that environments needed 
to change not just to be more responsive 
to student needs, but also to avoid pun-
ishing students. Higher education as a 
whole would benefit from finding new 
ways to apply this scholarship.

Coming into Balance 
Intersectionality theory reminds us that 
each individual is made up of multiple 
aspects of identity and that, depending 
on the environment, some aspects 
may be more welcomed and rewarded 
than others. One need only study the 
different stories of faculty, staff, and 
students reflecting on their experiences 
related to gender, race, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic class to see that the 
environment is not a neutral place. 
Indeed, with respect to psychological 
wellness, it may be an unsafe place 
(Sedlacek 2004; Sue 2010; Ward 2000). 
More than just a “chilly climate” (Hall 
and Sandler 1982), it may be a harmful 
one. It is incumbent upon educators to 
recognize that reality and deliberately 
work to make positive changes. 

We hope that, like the studio where 
Calder built his mobiles, the conference 
was an intersection where participants 
could seek balance within their own 
work and on campus. And we hope that 

this issue of Diversity & Democracy will 
encourage further conversations about 
intersectionality and well-being. Such 
explorations are critical if we are to 
support the well-being of all students on 
all our campuses, in every facet of their 
complex identities. <
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At the Bringing Theory to Practice 
conference “The Whole Student: 
Intersectionality and Well-Being,” 
held in Chicago in May 2017, Leeva C. 
Chung and Laura I. Rendón delivered a 
“keyduet” on the subject represented in 
this interview. The keyduet mirrored the 
conference topic, offering a harmony of 
different, intersecting perspectives, back-
grounds, and areas of scholarship. Chung 
is an expert in intercultural communica-
tion and represents a modern approach 
to the topic. Rendón is a thought leader 
in pedagogic frameworks whose research 
has advanced connections between stu-
dents’ intellectual, social, emotional, and 
spiritual development.

What does intersectionality mean to 
you personally? 
Rendón: Intersectionality explains 
what happens when an individual with 
multiple, intersecting social identi-
ties (e.g., race/ethnicity, indigeneity, 
ancestry, gender, class, sexuality, geog-
raphy, age, disability/ability, immigra-
tion status, religion, political affiliation, 
and worldview) interacts with overlap-
ping systems of power and privilege in 
society (Crenshaw 1991; Moraga and 
Anzaldúa 1981). 

From an intersectional perspective, 
social injustices are never the result of 
a single factor or identity. For example, 
a Latina lesbian from a low-income 
background may experience discrimi-
nation and violence not simply because 
she is a woman but also because of 
her ethnicity, sexuality, and class 
status. Social, political, and economic 

structures privilege certain social 
identities at the expense of others. An 
intersectional analysis of social issues—
including educational achievement, 
immigration, health care, employment 
opportunities, violence (particularly 
against people of color), and sexual 
assault—can lead to a more nuanced 
awareness of how social identity 
markers intersect to expose individuals 
to multiple threats of discrimination. 
Ultimately, these understandings can 
assist in developing policies to remove 
obstacles, create opportunities, and 
affirm equity. 

It is also important to understand 
intersectionality in relation to conscious-
ness—how individuals come to terms 
with their own multiple, intersecting 
identities. They may choose one identity 
over the other, or they may embrace 
all their identities to attain whole-
ness and liberation. The latter choice 
rejects binaries (e.g., gay/straight, man/
woman), allowing individuals to operate 
in a pluralistic, inclusive mode. Some 
indigenous perspectives are said to be 
“pluriversal,” moving beyond either/or 
thinking to embrace all viewpoints even 
if they seem contradictory (Andreotti, 
Ahenakew, and Cooper 2012). Similarly, 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) posits a “mestiza 
consciousness” that allows for hybridity, 
contradiction, resistance, and liberation 
(Hurtado and Sinha 2016). 

As a theory, intersectionality can 
help us understand the human condition 
and social issues. Intersectionality can 
be considered a “theory in the flesh” 
(Moraga 2015) that is not solely academic 

but also reflects lived experiences of 
feeling what it means to be “the other,” to 
live with contradictions, and to struggle 
with invisibility and marginalization. 
Intersectionality can also be employed 
as a methodological framework to con-
duct a sophisticated analysis of a societal 
issue. Intersectionality avoids essential-
izing people, or reducing them to a basic 
set of attributes. As a political tool, 
intersectionality asks us to consider: 
by what political, social, and economic 
conditions can an individual holding 
diverse social identities be advantaged or 
disadvantaged? 

Chung: Intersectionality is a sign of the 
times. We have transcended boundaries 
and borders, and our identities are mul-
tifaceted, complex, and intersected. We 
struggle with and against these identities, 
whether they are imposed by the larger 
society or acquired through interaction 
with others in our cultural groups. 

Living in the intersection has created 
a dialectical tension. Dialectical tensions 
come from two opposing and intercon-
nected forces that exist at the same time 
(Baxter and Montgomery 1996), like 
the yin/yang principle in which two 
contrasting elements coexist as insepa-
rable and complementary units. For 
ethnic identity, the dialectical tension 
between group belonging and individual 
needs may create challenges for an indi-
vidual—in terms of seeking belonging 
and avoiding rejection and/or margin-
ality—but dialectical tensions can be 
managed with flexibility, patience, and 
adaptability. 

The complexity of belonging to 
multiple identities reminds me of a Bach 
polyphonic harmony, where two inde-
pendent, seemingly contrasting parts 
of music sound completely unrelated 
but come together to create a beautiful 
harmony. Intersectionality is not a prob-
lematic but a counterpoint. Identities 
that appear to clash instead create a new 
balance within an individual. Choosing 
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one identity does not negate the others; 
it just means the other identities are 
waiting to be explored. 

Describe your experiences living in 
one or more intersections. 
Rendón: I am a border woman, born in 
Laredo, Texas, where the Rio Grande 
connects and divides Mexico and the 
United States. My first language was 
Spanish, and I began to speak English 
in first grade. My mother, Clementina 
Linares, was born in Mexico and became 
a US citizen in the 1950s. She spoke little 
English, yet experienced some privileges 
based on her reddish-brown hair, green 
eyes, and white skin. But even the white-
ness of her physical appearance could 
not lift her oppressed status. She was the 
victim of unwanted sexual advances, 
she suffered from poverty, and she was 
a single mother with little family sup-
port. Like my mother, my two sisters 
could pass for white, but my brown skin 
and dark hair clearly identified me as a 
Chicana. My father, Leopoldo Rendón, 
was a tractor operator, born in Texas to a 
working-class family. 

When I was about four years old, my 
parents separated. My sisters and I lived 
with my mother, who took low-level jobs 
such as waiting tables on the night shift, 
working as a seamstress, cleaning motel 
rooms, and picking crops. I remember 
not having enough to eat and having 
holes in my shoes. I once fell and passed 
out with a concussion but was not taken 
to the hospital. How could we afford 
that luxury? 

My life transformed when I went to 
college and ultimately earned a PhD. 
I literally went from the barrio to the 
academy, and my new identity became 
that of a highly educated, middle-class 
scholar. 

Clearly, my identity defies essen-
tialism. I speak English and Spanish. I 
know what it is like to live in poverty 
and to be well-off financially. Despite 
my privileged status as an academic, 

I have experienced the public humili-
ation of being racially profiled at the 
Indianapolis airport, where a federal 
agent mistook me for a Hispanic woman 
carrying drugs. I have been asked if I 
really belong in the first-class line at the 
airport and told, in an amazed voice, 
that I speak English very well. In our 
current political context, I am aware that 
I can be stopped by an Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement agent and asked 
for my documentation even though I 
have always been a US citizen. These 
chilling, racially charged encounters 
sting. Power and privilege can affect 
me at any time, positively or negatively, 
depending on context. 

Chung: I can’t talk about intersectional 
identity without discussing the time 
when I realized I lived the intersection.

Like most teens, I thought I knew 
it all at seventeen. Ethnically Chinese 
(Cantonese), I was born in the United 
States, and my worldview was shaped by 
my experiences living in San Francisco’s 
Chinatown, sandwiched between Nob 
Hill and “Italian town” (North Beach). 
Although my high school consisted of 
primarily black and Asian students, I 
felt more comfortable hanging around 
with white kids. I was very assimilated, 
despite having parents who were not 
born in the United States. I felt very 
American.

During my senior year, we had a 
unit in my civics class on how to debate 
controversial laws. I was paired with 
my good friend, who was white, and the 
debate became heated during the three 
rounds. By the end of the debate, my 
friend was very angry with me and my 
comments. When I sat down, I heard 
her say, “Well, if you don’t like it here 
and you have a problem with the rules 
of our country, you need to go back to 
where you came from!” I was stunned. 
I was born in America. My friends were 
mostly white. What more did I have to 
do? At that moment, I realized I was the 

“other.” I could dye my hair, wear trendy 
clothes, and speak the language, but this 
friend—and others, too—would never 
accept me as fully American. I never 
spoke to her again. 

I went to college and minored in 
ethnic studies. I took classes that helped 
me reconcile the internal battle of my 
identity. I learned Mandarin and the 
history of Asian Americans. I took a 
semester off and went to China to “find 
myself.” I came back and worked in 
a Chinese restaurant for two years. I 
learned that although some people will 
never perceive me as fully Chinese or 
American, I am normal. I work on my 
identity every day, challenging myself to 
represent and express both voices. 

What can your discipline(s) offer to 
the discussion of intersectionality in 
higher education? 
Chung: My academic discipline is com-
munication studies, with roots in ethnic 
studies. Intersectionality constitutes 
a process of constant negotiation that 
occurs through communication. We 
negotiate and renegotiate our individual 
identities among in-group and out-group 
members. 

Many theories can inform our 
discussion of intersectionality, such as 
identity transformation (Cross 1991) and 
identity negotiation (Ting-Toomey 2005). 
Social psychologist Marilynn Brewer’s 
(2010) social identity complexity theory 
is particularly helpful. Brewer’s theory 
outlines four patterns: 

1.  The intersection pattern refers to a 
compound identity in which two (or 
more) social membership categories 
(e.g., female, Syrian, professor) can 
be crossed to form a compound, 
singular social identity. Individuals 
with compound, singular identities 
feel most connected with others who 
share compound identity experiences. 

2.  The dominance pattern demon-
strates how an individual adopts one 
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dominant social identity (e.g., pro-
fessor) and subordinates or embeds 
the others (e.g., female and Syrian). 

3.  Compartmentalization is the way an 
individual adopts one social identity 
category as the primary basis of 
identification in one setting and shifts 
to another in a different context (e.g., 
being a supportive sister at home). 

4. Through a merger, individuals 
become aware of their crosscutting 
social identity memberships and 
recognize multiple groups that share 
some aspects of their complex social 
identity. 

Higher education needs to address 
how students navigate their identities 
through the intersections and what 
issues arise with inclusion and multiple-
group inclusivity.

Rendón: The curriculum of my field 
(higher education administration) 
needs to incorporate the scholarship of 
intersectionality, including the following 
aspects:

1. Being aware that diverse social 
markers intersect to shape students’ 
identities and social behaviors. 

Students live complex lives that 
defy a single-focus identity; for 
example, students may identify as 
undocuqueer, Koregentinian, or 
Blaxican. These students resemble 
Malaysian Australian rapper, slam 
poet, and author Omar Musa, who 
represents “in-betweeners”—those 
with mixed identities who cannot 
be easily categorized. How do in-
betweeners negotiate their social 
identities? What does it feel like 
to occupy liminal spaces? How 
do systems of power and privilege 
insert themselves into the lives of 
these individuals? An intersectional 
perspective promises a more spa-
cious view of identity, its nuances, 
and its associated advantages and 
disadvantages.

2. Recognizing that intersecting 
systems of power (e.g., media, edu-
cation, and the economy) can shape 
views of and practices related to 
students of color from low-income 
communities. Higher education 
research often uses deficit-based 
perspectives to refer to students who 
are first generation, of color, and/
or from low-income backgrounds. 
For example, there is an entrenched 
notion that most blacks and Latinos 
are lazy learners of marginal ability 
from low-income communities 
that do not value education. This 
pathological view of students of color 
is very powerful and manifests in 
media, education policies and prac-
tices, and academic research, even 
though many of these students move 
past obstacles and complete their col-
lege educations (Rendón, Nora, and 
Kanagala 2014). Frequently absent is 
an analysis of how structural impedi-
ments such as poverty, poor health 
care, and educational disparities limit 
opportunities for people of color from 
low-income communities. 

3. Understanding how systems of 
knowledge can intersect to provide 

a sharpened, more expansive 
view of an issue. Intersectionality 
is aligned with a cognitive justice 
intellectual framework (de Sousa 
Santos 2007) that is multivoiced, 
promotes the legitimacy of multiple 
forms of knowledge, and rejects 
the notion that only Western ways 
of knowing are valid. Recognizing 
varied social identities is as important 
as understanding how diverse forms 
of knowledge are connected to issues 
and ways of life (Visvanathan, n.d.). 
Cognitive justice acknowledges the 
interrelationship of knowledge and 
literary expression. For example, 
personal voice, poetry, research 
data, and social media can coexist 
to create and inform knowledge. 
Intersectionality theory can inform 
and is informed by diverse disciplines 
including law, sociology, psychology, 
political science, history, indigenous 
studies, Chicana studies, and African 
American studies, among others.

How do you understand your stu-
dents’ experiences of intersection-
ality and the effect of those experi-
ences on student well-being?  
Rendón: To foster students’ well-being, 
educators need to acknowledge and vali-
date them (Rendón 1994) for all of who 
they are, including their complex identi-
ties. Regardless of background, all stu-
dents seek to be visible, have a voice, and 
be treated with dignity. In particular, 
those students who are marginalized due 
to a devalued group membership need 
educators to work with an ethic of care 
(Noddings 1984), respect, and tolerance. 
Educators must also be attuned to the 
multidimensional, intersecting aspects 
of students’ identities. 

Contrary to the argument that 
intersectionality is a poisonous ideology 
that pits social groups against one 
another (Linker 2017), a focus on inter-
sectionality and well-being can advance 
equity and inclusion for all; validate and 

El Dividido (2004) by Liliana Wilson. (Image courtesy of 
Liliana Wilson)
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protect diverse social identities; allow 
for meaningful intergroup interac-
tions; create community, solidarity, 
and inclusiveness; affirm our shared 
humanity; promote shared responsibility 
and collective action; enhance personal 
enlightenment and social activism; and 
result in better-informed policies and 
interventions to address social issues.

Chung: In my twenty years of teaching 
ethnic identity at a private Catholic 
institution, the discussion of intersec-
tionality has moved from a theory to a 
way of life for students. For example, one 
former student tried hard to understand 
the complexity of his biracial ethnic 
identity (Croatian and Jamaican), 
religious identity (Jehovah’s Witness), 
and sexual orientation identity (gay). He 
represents a polyphonic harmony and 
Venn diagram—an individual who finds 
a sense of belonging as his identities 
come together, clash, and merge. And 
he is not alone. To promote well-being 
in higher education, educators need to 
support students as they struggle with 
and against these identities and engage 
in self-discovery.

Becoming an ally is the first step. 
Students who consciously live their 
intersectionality find a sense of security 
with others who have gone through 
similar identity struggles and collisions. 
The second step is identity validation. 
For many, the perception of oneself as 
“different” coupled with the inability to 
belong to all groups at all times creates 
stress and low self-esteem. Educators 
can express positive identity validation 
through messages that confirm and 
recognize students’ experiences as real—
and above all, normal.

The process of self-discovery is never 
easy. However, as we work to support, 
embrace, and understand those who are 
different from us, their layered and com-
plex identities can open our minds to the 
diverse richness of the human spirit. 
 

 
If you could make one change on 
campus to better support student, 
educator, and community well-being, 
what would it be? 
Chung: My one change would be for 
all faculty and students to commit to 
detoxing from technology for one week 
per semester so that we can restore our 
sense of self. Our reliance on and addic-
tion to technology and social media have 
distracted us from the basics of attuning 
to our inner sense of being. As a result, 
students become overwhelmed by chal-
lenges on campus and struggle with 
depression and anxiety more than any 
other recent generation (Jayson 2013).

Our relationship with technology 
is complicated. On one hand, smart-
phones allow us to access information 
rapidly. On the other hand, in a 
Baylor University survey of 164 col-
lege undergraduates, women reported 
spending an average of ten hours a day 
on their cell phones while men reported 
spending nearly eight, with excessive use 
posing risks for academic performance 
(Roberts, Yaya, and Manolis 2014). A 
2015 Bank of America survey of one 
thousand US adults found that nine out 
of ten younger millennials (ages eighteen 
to twenty-four) check their phones at 
least once an hour, if not “constantly,” 
and that younger millennials are more 
likely than any other age group to sleep 
with their phones on their beds. How 
does this affect our students, their well-
being, and their lives? 

Stella Ting-Toomey and I (2012) 
coined the term e.netizen to refer to 
individuals around the globe, from 
any age group, who are connected to 
each other across time and space via 
the internet, influencing aspects of 
their identity. This hybrid, intersecting 
identity is rooted in local identity (e.g., 
values, language, and culture) but is 
influenced to varying degrees by global 
identity, shaped by technology and mass 
consumption of pop culture. These 

e.netizens vary in degrees and levels 
of comfort with this intersectionality 
within their ethnic or racial groups and 
the internet community. 

Our identities are becoming more 
fractured because of the internet’s 
influence. Who we are is a reflection of 
our interactions with others, and our 
sense of our own identity is vulnerable 
to the selfies and Snapchat images we 
see daily. Often, we may not be happy 
with our identities, choosing to compare 
ourselves with others. Developing a 
secure sense of who we are takes time 
and patience. Technology can transform 
our self-view in an instant. 

Like it or not, technology is here to 
stay, but we need to make it work for 
us, not the other way around. Taking 
the first step to unplug is our conscious 
attempt to achieve personal well-being 
and transform our deeper sense of self.

Rendón: All college and university fac-
ulty, staff, and students need to develop 
what I call an “intersectional conscious-
ness” by 

 adopting a pluralistic worldview that 
moves beyond binaries to embrace 
contradictory systems of meaning;

Mujer Dividida (2001) by Liliana Wilson. (Image 
courtesy of Liliana Wilson)



12 ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN COLLEGES & UNIVERSITIES

 avoiding essentializing human beings;
 becoming attuned to how societal 

structures and systems of power 
objectify and oppress those whose 
group memberships are devalued;

 being aware of one’s own social iden-
tities and ability to change oppressive 
situations both for individual benefit 
and for the benefit of the collective;

 embracing the paradox that the we is 
about the other—our struggles and 
pain are intertwined. 

To foster an intersectional conscious-
ness, we should develop new student 
competencies attuned to wholeness, 
well-being, and a spacious view of what 
it means to be human (Rendón 2009). 
The following competencies are highly 
important, yet they don’t get nearly as 
much attention as critical thinking, 
problem solving, and content mastery: 

 deep self-knowledge: recognition of 
all that we are, our intersecting iden-
tities, personal strengths, and areas 
where we need to make fundamental 
changes

 empathy: the ability to step into the 
world of “the other” with respect and 
dignity

 transdisciplinarity: the ability to 
employ diverse knowledge systems to 
analyze social issues critically

 pluriversality: the ability to function 
from a pluralistic space, holding 
competing and contradictory systems 
of meaning in tension rather than 
engaging in either/or thinking 

 presence: the ability to be fully aware 
of the present moment

 self-care, healing, and well-being: 
attention to physical and psycho-
logical health and overall well-being, 
focus on personal growth, develop-
ment of compassion, work toward 
social justice, and liberation from 
self-limiting views

We also need a sentipensante 
pedagogy that activates both feeling 
and thinking processes (Rendón 2009) 
and that assists in developing these 
competencies. For example, pedagogic 
practices that foster reflection and deep 
learning include arts-based projects, 
meditative experiences, autoethnography, 
contemplative photography, films and 
documentaries, community-based 
theater, music, dance, and poetry. Also 
helpful are high-impact, deep learning 
experiences that engage students in 
(1) service learning with a reflective 
component, (2) capstone courses, and 
(3) learning communities (Kuh 2008). A 
Center for Intersectionality, Justice, Well-
Being, and Personal Transformation 
could serve as an institutional hub with 
resources and activities for faculty, staff, 
and students. <
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Kim is a black, second-generation college 
student majoring in prelaw.1 Although 
navigating college has been easy for her, 
she explains, “There are only a handful of 
us in most of my classes, so I’m still called 
on to represent the black perspective. They 
assume all black students are the same. 
Come on, people! My parents are from 
West Africa, not West Philadelphia!” 
Annoyed, Kim usually keeps silent in the 
face of these misconceptions. She struggles 
not to let them detract from her college 
experience, although she admits they are 
bringing her down. 

Zara identifies as African American 
as well as queer. But when she joined 
the campus LBGTQ+ affinity group, she 
found herself marginalized and misun-
derstood. “They can handle my lesbian 
identity but they can’t seem to deal with 
my race,” she says. She left the group 
vowing never to return. Now lonely and 
increasingly depressed, she wonders if 
there is anywhere on campus where she 
can feel she belongs. 

Carmen is an Afro-Latina, first-gener-
ation student. Offended and embarrassed 
after her white roommate made yet 
another subtle snub about Carmen’s hair 
products, she left the room cursing loudly, 
slamming and breaking the dorm room 
door. As she ran down the stairs, she 
could hear the RA calling campus police. 
She now wonders if she’ll make it through 
the semester.

Over the past fifty years, US colleges 
and universities have labored to recruit 
a more diverse student population and 
integrate meaningful interactions among 
people from different backgrounds into 

educational practices. Despite these 
efforts, research on the experiences of 
undergraduate and graduate students 
from historically marginalized groups—
particularly students of color—suggests 
that many of these students feel they 
must navigate a hostile climate on col-
lege campuses (Harper and Hurtado 
2007; Winkle-Wagner and Locks 2014). 
These students cite gendered racial bias, 
microaggressions, and other cultural 
insensitivities among students, faculty, 
and staff. Additionally, they list the low 
numbers of faculty and administrators 
of color and curricular ethnocentrism as 
factors fueling their discontent.

I have been teaching in higher educa-
tion for over thirty years and have spent 
nearly all that time in predominantly 
white institutions. My academic 
positions have afforded me certain 
disadvantages but also certain privileges. 
For a while I was the only woman of 
African descent teaching full time in my 
undergraduate college, a role that was 
isolating and lonely. On the other hand, 
I’ve had the privilege to prepare a genera-
tion of young students of color to be “the 
first” and “the only one.” By listening to 
students sharing their psychological dif-
ficulties and social missteps, while also 
reflecting on my own lived experiences 
navigating difference in the academy, I 
have been able to co-construct with my 
students the knowledge necessary to 
resist and stay whole in environments 
that have not always been welcoming 
or culturally affirming. In our case, 
these lessons of resistance have yielded 
essential life skills. I’ve learned that while 
many students enter our classrooms 

armed with this knowledge, far too many 
do not.

My students—including Kim, Zara, 
and Carmen—have shown me that the 
modern systems of racism, sexism, clas-
sism, and homophobia are particularly 
difficult to predict or guard against. 
These “isms” are often subtle and deeply 
embedded in our day-to-day interac-
tions. Some students, like Kim, have 
learned to resist by staying silent and 
trying to shrug things off. Others who 
long to belong, like Zara, often fly under 
our radar until it’s too late. Still others, 
like Carmen, push back against micro-
aggressions they believe are directed 
toward them. Unfortunately, though it 
may have been satisfying in the moment, 
Carmen’s loud and physical resistance 
did little more than put her stay in col-
lege at risk. 

College students who face multiple 
intersectional adversities need faculty, 
advisors, counselors, and other staff 
who purposefully help them develop 
the competencies they need to identify 
and overcome the devastating effects of 
structural inequities, social biases, and 
discrimination. To support students in 
this way, educators need to acquire a 
thorough understanding of the issues 
that emerge from the social, political, 
and moral contexts of our students’ lives. 
Educators have a critical role to play in 
helping to shift resistance from a psycho-
logical survival strategy like Carmen’s to 
a more liberatory exercise in resilience, 
self-affirmation, and cultural pride. 

Defining Resistance and Resilience
Resistance as a developmental compe-
tency refers to the ability to recognize 
and resist negative social influences 
and risk behaviors, including learning 
to stand up against those who dare to 
limit who or what you choose to be, and 
to stand up for what defines the best 
you can be (Ward 2000). To overcome 
the negative impact of the “isms” in our 

[INTERSECTIONALITY AND WELL-BEING]
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1. Students’ names have been changed.
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lives, we need to be able to apply les-
sons of resistance alongside the tools of 
critical consciousness (Freire 1974). Both 
are informed by our understanding of 
how issues of power and injustice influ-
ence socialization processes. 

Resilience, on the other hand, is a 
process in which people dynamically 
and positively adapt within the context 
of adversity (Luthar and Cicchetti 2000). 
According to Anita Jones Thomas 
and Caryn R. R. Rodgers, “Models 
of resilience often include the notion 
of protective or promotive factors, 
characteristics, traits, or processes that 
help individuals to adapt to, become 
immune to, or overcome risks” (2009, 
119). Resistance is a core component 
of resilience for some and is crucial 
to survival for many (Toshalis 2015). 
Together, resistance and resilience 
compose the elements of “moral com-
petence,” which Richard F. Catalano, 
John W. Toumbourou, and J. David 
Hawkins define as the “ability to assess 
and respond to the ethical, affective, 
or social justice dimensions of a situ-
ation” (2014, 425). These elements are 
essential to social and emotional health, 
given the persistence and intensity of 
the structural inequities that frame the 
lives of students of color, students from 
low-income backgrounds, and students 
with other historically marginalized 
identities.

Considering Intersectionality
Each of our students embodies multiple 
social identities that combine and inter-
sect with one another. Students of color, 
of course, are not a monolithic group—
they represent the innumerable dimen-
sions of human diversity that exist on 
our campuses, including differences in 
geographic origin, socioeconomic status, 
sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, 
age, and physical ability. Intersectional 
theory posits that the combination of 
these identity statuses shapes how we see 
ourselves and how others view and treat 

us (Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall 2013; 
Collins 2000; Settles 2006). 

When we pay attention to the inter-
connected social categories of individual 
and group differences that we all inhabit, 
we deepen our understanding of the 
strengths students bring into the class-
room and gain greater insight into the 
struggles they face outside the classroom 
door. Acknowledging intersectionality 
allows us to identify and respond to the 
interdependent systems of discrimina-
tion and privilege that play out in 
students’ personal and collective lives. 

Knowing what our students at times 
are compelled to struggle against, and 
at other times must stand up for, allows 
us to see how elements of effective 
resistance fit together. These social and 
psychological struggles shape the con-
struction of our students’ racial, ethnic, 
and gender identities. As students learn 
how to navigate their own personal 
worlds in a diverse college setting, they 
not only engage in self-creation and 
(often) self-defense, but also acquire the 
skills they need to optimize the college 
experience—critical thinking, problem 
solving, and the ability to make well-
informed life choices. 

Where We Have Fallen Short
Higher education faculty and adminis-
trators talk endlessly about the life skills 
that we believe are important to instill 
in college students before they leave us. 
We want them to develop intellectually, 
master the professional skills necessary 
for their future careers, and acquire 
the relational, communication, and 
motivational skills they need for problem 
solving, team building, and working 
effectively in an increasingly multicul-
tural and global world. But seldom do 
we approach this work intersectionally, 
nor do we acknowledge that as we draw 
up those lists of essential life skills, we 
may be meeting the needs of some stu-
dents while ignoring the challenges that 
students with historically marginalized 

identities face. Indeed, we give little 
intentional thought to how students 
learn to identify and navigate the systems 
of privilege and domains of power—
including structural, disciplinary, cul-
tural, and interpersonal (Collins 2009)—
that provide advantages to certain people 
while penalizing others. 

The goal of breaking down social and 
racial divisions is fundamental to how 
we design and support diversity-related 
academic, residential, and extracur-
ricular activities—at least that’s what we 
tell ourselves. Yet, despite our efforts, 
recent research on intergroup interac-
tions suggests that these social divisions 
pose an intractable problem that we have 
yet to overcome (Shaiko 2013; Milem, 
Chang, and Antonio 2005; Byrd 2017). 
On many campuses, our students live 
socially separate lives. Interpersonal and 
intergroup resentment, fear, distrust, 
and cultural discomfort too often 
motivate students to seek comfort in the 
familiar. They avoid the work of con-
fronting individual differences, steering 
clear of the difficult conversations that 
might increase their understanding of 
how structural barriers and advantages 
shape our attitudes, beliefs, and behav-
iors, and how social inequalities help 
form their own and their classmates’ 
individual identities. 

I maintain that we educators have 
dropped the ball. We fail to provide stu-
dents with the relational knowledge and 
skills to develop and sustain meaningful 
connections across differences. Perhaps 
it is time we ask what it takes to build 
the developmental capacities in students 
(particularly those with historically mar-
ginalized identities) that will help them 
to resist the negative forces originating 
from the “isms” in their lives and those 
of their classmates, and to be resilient in 
the face of these adversities. 

Educators need to become more adept 
at understanding the overlapping vul-
nerabilities that emerge in the unequal 
social contexts in which our students 
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reside. Such knowledge is the first step 
to understanding how best to identify 
and encourage the appropriate resistance 
strategies. 

What We Can Do
From academic programs and course 
offerings to extracurricular activities 
and organized campus events, educators 
have multiple opportunities to offer 
students the knowledge and tools they 
need to develop optimal resistance skills. 
Three areas of foci can guide this work.

First, we can be more thoughtful 
about what our students may inter-
nalize. This includes both the negative 
forces of racism, sexism, classism, and 
homophobia, which they must resist, 
as well as the strong, positive, and inte-
grated identities (ethnic, racial, gender, 
etc.) that can emerge from the cultural 
wealth that they bring to our classrooms. 
We can stop defining students by their 
oppression. (After all, there is more to 
being black than slavery or more to being 
queer than violence against LGBTQ+ 
people.) Educators can do more to repre-
sent historically marginalized people in 
their full humanity, and we can expose 
our students to narratives that counter 
the assumptions of their inferiority or 
unworthiness. Such actions will go a long 
way toward promoting students’ emo-
tional self-efficacy—that is, the capacity 
to handle positive and negative emotional 
experiences in ways that are healthy and 
self-affirming (Saarni 1999). 

Second, educators might pay more 
attention to the interpersonal. Students 
need opportunities to develop and 
maintain honest, authentic interactions 
and relationships across differences. 
We bring diverse groups of students 
to campus, but seldom do we teach 
them the skills they need to negotiate 
fundamental identity and cultural dis-
similarities. Students often self-segregate 
and retreat to their communities of 
comfort—other young people who look 
like, think like, and act like themselves. 

Some staff members in my college’s 
student affairs department call this 
“just like me diversity,” and it is hardly 
what was intended by educators who 
have expended considerable time and 
resources on institutional diversity proj-
ects. Young Americans need more than 
representational diversity; they need the 
tools to break down the racial and social 
divisions they have inherited growing up 
in this nation. 

Last, we must always think of our 
work in ways that are intersectional. We 
must never forget that we all live within 
systems of oppression and that the 
forces of these systems live within us all. 
Taking intersectionality seriously means 
acknowledging our obligation to address 
the academic and psychosocial needs 
of all our students, ensuring that they 
leave us fully equipped with the tools to 
be self-reflective, critically conscious, 
socially curious, interpersonally coura-
geous, and self-assured despite where 
they have been positioned in our society. 

Our work doesn’t end with giving 
students the academic and professional 
skills they need to build their profes-
sional lives. We must also help them 
acquire what they need to negotiate 
their multiple identities, effectively 
resist against and stay resilient in the 
face of barriers caused by societal and 
institutional “isms,” and connect across 
differences in ways that are authentic, 
honest, fair, caring, and compassionate. 
These are the elements of a liberatory 
education that all our students deserve 
and that will serve them well in their 
adult lives and professional careers. <
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The New York Times recently published 
a report on diversity recruitment efforts 
in higher education. The report con-
cluded that despite decades of proactive 
efforts aimed at recruiting individuals 
from marginalized backgrounds, “black 
and Hispanic students are more under-
represented at the nation’s top colleges 
and universities than they were 35 years 
ago” (Ashkenas, Park, and Pearce 2017). 
In fact, the report states that the per-
centage of first-year students at top US 
institutions who are African American 
remains “virtually unchanged since 
1980,” and the growth over the same 
period in the proportion of first-year 
students at these institutions who are 
Hispanic has not kept pace with US 
population trends.

Yet while campus diversity change 
may be hard to come by, campus 
diversity activity is as busy as ever. 
Over the last several years, there has 
been increased attention to issues of 
diversity, inclusion, and multicultural 
competence in higher education, driven 
by public outrage over instances of 
racial injustice and simmering tensions 
related to the US political climate. 
Campus walkouts, protests, and sit-ins 
have become common, and such topics 
as microaggressions, intersectionality, 
and nonbinary identities have started 
to dominate diversity and inclusion 
conversations.

Although this attention may appear 
both new and newsworthy, the debate 
about how to achieve diversity, equity, 
and inclusion in higher education has 
been raging for quite some time, the 

latest iteration—complete with hashtags, 
Snapchat videos, and online petitions—
notwithstanding. In fact, if history is 
any indicator, our current moment will 
likely continue for a bit longer before it 
gives way to another cycle of crisis and 
frustration. This is not to minimize 
the significance of the largely student-
driven movement to bring equity and 
inclusion to higher education. Many 
of the demonstrations are authentic, 
important attempts at producing change, 
led by students who have been severely 
marginalized and who have been asking 
faculty, staff, and administrators to have 
a deeper understanding of their multiple 
intersecting identities and to use that 
understanding to improve campus 
climate. To that end, the protests and 
demonstrations have a necessary place 
in the movement to diversify our cam-
puses and institutions. That is not in 
doubt, nor is it the problem.

The problem, as I have both written 
(Golom, forthcoming) and spoken about 
at various conferences (e.g., Golom 2016) 
over the last year, is that such protests 
are insufficient to produce organiza-
tional transformation, giving off the 
appearance of working mightily while 
not creating much appreciable change. 
When diversity and inclusion advocates 
ask, “How many protests will it take to 
finally diversify our campuses?” (Harvey 
2016), the answer should be obvious. 
It will take all of them, and it will take 
none of them, because the answer does 
not lie in a specific programmatic initia-
tive. Instead, the answer lies in creating 
an environment capable of producing 

and sustaining change, and doing that 
requires a very different set of conversa-
tions and strategies than the ones that 
typically dominate diversity and inclu-
sion efforts in higher education.

Individual Interventions Do Not 
Produce Systems Change
Although data from the Times report 
may be disheartening, they are consis-
tent with decades of empirical and theo-
retical work in the social sciences about 
the conditions under which organiza-
tional systems actually effect change. 
Approximately two-thirds of organiza-
tional transformation efforts fail (Burke 
2017), and while there is little research 
breaking out this failure rate by type of 
change, there is reason to suspect that 
the rate of failure for diversity change 
efforts could be even higher, particularly 
given the entrenched nature of both 
privileging and oppressive systems and 
policies in many organizational contexts 
(Davidson 1999).

Conceptually, there are two reasons 
for this failure. First, many change 
initiatives do not target the entire system 
(Burke 2017; Senge 1990), opting to 
concentrate on specific incidents rather 
than on the deeply ingrained patterns 
and norms that allow such events to 
occur. Second, organizational diversity 
and inclusion interventions often focus 
on the individual level, with employee 
resource groups and affinity groups for 
women, people of color, and people with 
sexual or gender minority identities, and 
bias or awareness training for everybody 
else (Block and Noumair 2017).

The literature on organizational 
change is fairly clear that most 
individual-level diversity interventions 
have limited effectiveness, especially 
training (Dobbin and Kalev 2016), 
which ironically is a frequent demand 
of many student and faculty groups 
for addressing diversity and equity 
concerns. For example, I recently 
consulted with a department where all 
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faculty members were required to attend 
diversity training after several incidents 
among colleagues. These incidents 
were brought to the attention of the 
chair and dean but were never openly 
discussed. Unaware of the precipitating 
events, most full-time faculty members 
gave only perfunctory attention to the 
training, viewing it as checking off a 
required box. The climate in this depart-
ment remained relatively unchanged 
after the training, and it will likely stay 
in this quasi-stationary equilibrium 
until another “crisis” prompts another 
training. 

Most organizations focus on incidents 
and individuals in isolation, rather 
than on the patterns and structures 
that link and cause them (Burke 2017; 
Senge 1990). Unfortunately, when 
institutions emphasize individual-level 
events instead of examining what those 
events reveal about the campus culture, 
they often implement interventions 
aimed at improving symptoms without 
addressing their underlying cause 
(Golom, forthcoming). As long as most 
diversity and inclusion practitioners 
follow this approach, it will be nearly 
impossible to create organizational 
environments capable of producing and 
sustaining equitable transformation. 

Getting in the Balcony
Framing diversity and inclusion as a 
change initiative requires leaders to “get 
in the balcony,” a common leadership 
development phrase (Heifitz and Laurie 
2001). In this context, “getting in the 
balcony” means holding at bay one’s 
reactions to specific events, and instead 
examining and engaging in conversa-
tions about the patterns, interrelation-
ships, and feedback mechanisms across 
the organizational system that might be 
contributing to those events. In short, 
“getting in the balcony” means seeing 
the system rather than the individual.

Consider the following example. 
Several faculty members express 

concerns about the lack of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and other 
queer-identified people on the faculty 
and in senior academic administrative 
positions. These faculty members call 
meetings of the queer faculty and staff 
affinity group, and a subcommittee 
meets with administrators. The provost’s 
office promises to devote additional 
resources to recruiting queer faculty 
during the next round of hiring, to 
increase support for queer students 
and faculty, and to consider “diversity 
factors” when promoting individuals 
to administrative leadership positions. 
Although not all queer-identified 
faculty members find this response 
adequate, administrators have made 
some identifiable commitments and may 
achieve some progress, at least by a small 
measure. 

Why then is this response insuf-
ficient to produce lasting change? The 
recruitment and hiring of more queer 
individuals is not a negligible marker 
of change, but it is not an indicator 
of systemic transformation either. 
According to the social science litera-
ture, recruitment is an individual-level, 
transactional intervention (Burke 2017). 
That is, recruiting individuals is likely 
to produce evolutionary or incremental 
change in the organization, but unlikely 
to create revolutionary or systemic 
changes in the organization’s norms 
and culture. Without such changes, true 
transformation cannot occur. A different 
subcommittee will likely make a similar 
request around another queer-identified 
issue years later.

Below, I detail alternate con-
versations—on context, levels, and 
systems—that can reframe this 
individual-level focus and make 
organization-wide whole-system change 
possible. These conversations are part 
of a systems framework for thinking 
about equity, diversity, and inclusion on 
campus (Golom, forthcoming; 2015).

The Context Conversation
Considering the context of organiza-
tional behavior, or how people act in 
organizational settings, is as important 
as, if not more important than, focusing 
on individual factors. When exam-
ining any workplace phenomenon, we 
should always analyze the interaction 
of the individual and the environment. 
Context—including an institution’s 
history, culture, demographic composi-
tion, and type—can be as significant 
an influence on behavior as personality 
(Chatman 1989). Thus, to keep diversity 
and inclusion conversations at the level 
of the individual, including suggesting 
who “gets it” and who does not “get it” 
with respect to campus equity issues, is 
to miss critical contextual data points 
about the culture of the institution and 
how it might be contributing to a lack 
of progress. Individuals or specific inci-
dents occur in a context, or a soil, if you 
will. Focusing on each one separately 
is like pulling up weeds one by one; a 
much better strategy would be to ensure 
that the institution’s context is not fertile 
ground for undesirable behavior in the 
first place.

Along with requesting more funds 
for recruiting queer faculty, the subcom-
mittee in the above example might 
look at whether the campus climate is 
favorable for queer-identified people 
and whether scholarship on queer issues 
is viewed positively in the tenure and 
promotion process. A deeper exploration 
of contextual factors might expose some 
additional reasons for the lack of queer 
faculty, expanding the conversation 
beyond recruitment to other aspects of 
campus life that might need to change 
for queer faculty not only to be retained 
but also to thrive.

The Levels Conversation
A frequent consequence of focusing 
diversity conversations on individual 
events and actors is that the levers for 
change also become focused at the 
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individual level. As I have noted (Golom, 
forthcoming), an individual frame 
begets common individual interven-
tions, including recruitment, retention, 
replacement, displacement, training, and 
coaching, but there is not much evidence 
that changing individuals results in a 
changed organizational system (Burke 
2017). In fact, research suggests that 
some common individual-level interven-
tions are not effective and often generate 
backlash, particularly when they are not 
part of some larger diversity-oriented 
change strategy (Dobbin and Kalev 2016; 
Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly 2006). One sig-
nificant limitation of these individual-
level interventions is that they ignore the 
multiple levels that exist in and around 
any organization. Higher-order forces 

at the group, department, university, 
industry, and national levels influence 
students, faculty, and staff long after a 
new person has been hired or a diversity 
training has ended. 

Increasing resources for queer fac-
ulty recruitment in the above example 
does not necessarily take into account 
how including queer faculty in certain 
departments might affect group cohe-
sion, communication, conflict, and trust. 
Research in organizational psychology 
indicates that the effects of diversity 
at the group and organizational levels, 
especially on group functioning or 
performance, are not always as positive 
as some diversity advocates would like to 
suggest (Eagly 2016). It’s critically impor-
tant for campus diversity advocates to 
consider group process implications and 

acknowledge that an intervention that 
might be positive for an individual may 
not always translate into a net positive 
for the group or the organization, unless 
there are additional interventions that 
address and alter group norms and pro-
cesses so that an inclusive climate can be 
created (Nishii 2013). 

The Systems Conversation
Ultimately, attending to context and 
levels means attending to the entire 
organizational system. Simply put, diver-
sity advocates must target the overall 
culture of the organization for change, 
even when an issue seems entirely about 
one or two “problem” people. Renowned 
organizational psychologist Edgar H. 
Schein defines culture as “beliefs, values, 

and behavioral norms that come to be 
taken for granted as basic assumptions 
and eventually drop out of awareness,” 
even as they are implicitly “taught to new 
members as the correct way to perceive, 
think, feel, and behave in relation to . . . 
problems” (2016, 6). Culture ought to be 
a paramount concern in diversity and 
inclusion work. It is stable, unconscious, 
and pervasive, and it subtly integrates 
disparate individuals, events, and activi-
ties (Schein 2016). In addition, funda-
mentally altered behavior often cannot 
take root in an organizational system 
unless the overall culture of the institu-
tion changes to support it. Ultimately, a 
lack of focus on organizational culture 
explains why diversity interventions in 
the workplace do not always add up to 
the sum of their promised individual 

effects, and why decades of recruitment 
initiatives still have not resulted in a 
more diverse undergraduate student 
body that reflects US population trends. 

In the above example, additional 
money for recruiting and hiring queer 
individuals may be a net negative in 
terms of queering university faculty, 
particularly if institutional hetero-
sexism remains a pervasive part of the 
university culture. Heterosexism might 
manifest in HR practices and procedures 
that operate largely out of the awareness 
of many people on campus. These prac-
tices may include failing to cover sexual 
orientation and/or gender identity in 
employment nondiscrimination policies, 
or discontinuing domestic partner ben-
efits and requiring same-sex couples to 
marry to receive health coverage. In fact, 
recruitment efforts are unlikely to suc-
ceed unless they are part of a sustained, 
strategic diversity and inclusion plan 
that is (1) aimed at changing the entire 
organizational system, and (2) guided by 
a strong vision, clear data, and carefully 
coordinated initiatives at multiple levels 
across campus (Dowd and Bensimon 
2015; Golom 2015). The most effective 
diversity interventions are those that 
embed structures of responsibility and 
accountability throughout the organiza-
tion, such as diversity task forces or 
diversity committees (Kalev, Dobbin, 
and Kelly 2006). Isolated or even tar-
geted interventions, on the other hand, 
do not create environments capable of 
producing and sustaining whole-system 
change (Burke 2017; Thomas 2004).

Thinking and Acting Systemically
Although several systems change models 
can help guide the work of diversifying 
academia (Burke 2017; Dowd and 
Bensimon 2015; Golom 2015), my con-
sulting experiences have indicated that 
they are no substitute for the hard work 
of training ourselves to think and act in 
systems. Many change practitioners are 
familiar with John P. Kotter’s eight steps 

Simply put, diver sity advocates must target the overall 
culture of the organization for change, even when an issue 
seems entirely about one or two “problem” people.
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for creating change (1998), for example, 
yet a list of steps is likely to be ineffective 
at encouraging people to think about 
the norms, patterns, interrelationships, 
and contingencies that can lock any 
organization into decades-old dynamics 
of exclusionary behavior. As Donella H. 
Meadows writes in Thinking in Systems: 
A Primer (2008), helping individuals 
shift their mindsets toward thinking 
systemically is a better leverage point for 
changing a system than any one specific 
intervention or a list of boilerplate steps. 
Like many organizations, institutions of 
higher education tend to be too reactive 
in their responses to specific events and 
changes in the external environment 
to be able to get out ahead of these 
events and changes strategically and 
dynamically. 

The end result is activity without 
productivity. Yet if we think systemically 
and internalize the idea that systems 
produce their own behavior, and do not 
do so by accident, we might be forced to 
confront how our own behavior colludes 
with the larger organizational system to 
prevent change. Far too many diversity 
and inclusion practitioners in higher 
education and elsewhere are still pri-
marily championing diversity training, 
grievance policies, and strategies for 
controlling individual bias in selection 
and promotion decisions, despite being 
aware that many of these interventions 
have limited effectiveness, can often lead 
to backlash, and ought to be part and 
parcel of a broader systemic approach to 
change (Dobbin and Kalev 2016). 

Diversifying institutions that 
were never designed to be accessible 
to everyone is hard work. So, too, is 
thinking and acting systemically. Many 
of the norms and practices people 
encounter in day-to-day organizational 
life are raced and gendered and het-
eronormative in ways that are beyond 
individuals’ awareness. The systems 
containing these norms can and often 
do dynamically outmaneuver even the 

most carefully planned attempts at 
change (Coleman et al. 2017). We should 
not enable this lack of progress by 
continuing to propose individual-level 
solutions with little empirical or con-
ceptual support. As leaders, our task is 
to step back from the events-based and 
reactive approaches that often dominate 
diversity and inclusion work to recog-
nize how contexts, levels, and systems 
influence behavior in both visible and 
not-so-easily-seen ways, and to aim our 
interventions strategically, dynamically, 
and accordingly at multiple leverage 
points in the system. The conversations 
described here are one possible attempt 
at translating systems thinking into 
practice. <

For a more detailed discussion of the 
alternate conversations reviewed in this 
article, including specific systems frameworks 
for producing and sustaining change, see 
Golom (forthcoming). 
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It is day one of Pitzer College’s Healing 
Arts and Social Change class, and 
twenty-two students quietly find their 
seats in the cramped portable classroom, 
awkwardly accustoming themselves 
to sitting in a circle instead of in rows. 
Their anxiety is not just a sign of new-
class jitters—it is evidence of the weight 
of unknowns surrounding our class, one 
of California’s first semester-long, credit-
bearing courses taking place within the 

walls of a prison with a mixed class of 
incarcerated and nonincarcerated col-
lege students. 

The eleven incarcerated students 
are a racially mixed group of men who 
earn seven to seventeen cents per hour; 
the eleven nonincarcerated students are 
all women and are majority white and 
wealthy. As instructed, the students sit 
in a circle, alternating between “inside” 
(incarcerated) and “outside” (nonin-
carcerated) students. The presence of 
assumptions, fear, and ignorance about 
the “other” is almost palpable. Yet so, 
too, is an energy of genuine interest, 
hopefulness, and curiosity. 

These tensions will all be brought to 
the surface before our first two hours are 

up, through icebreakers and commu-
nity-building activities that invite us to 
reflect on our (multiple) identities and 
chip away at the assumed walls between 
us, relishing points of commonality and 
investigating the conditions that have 
led to our differences. We start by devel-
oping communication ground rules to 
foster a safe enough space for respectful 
dialogue. We then tell the stories of our 
names in pairs, sharing family lore, and 

sometimes the traumas and values we 
have inherited, in the process. Next, we 
stand in concentric circles of rotating 
pairs, where each person speaks freely 
and then listens actively as we answer 
questions that range from silly (“If you 
could choose, what superhero would 
you be?”) to serious (“Whom and what 
purpose does this class serve?”) to per-
sonal (“Where are you from culturally, 
geographically, and politically?”). 

The final activity is a freewriting 
exercise. I provide a word drawn from 
the course topics (such as “prison,” “edu-
cation,” “healing,” and “social change”) 
and ask students to write about how 
they think that word looks, feels, and 
sounds. Students then share their writing 

in small groups. I overhear one inside 
student say, “Prison sounds like the deaf-
ening noise of souls in despair.” I hear 
another remark, “Healing sounds like 
instruments that have been in discord, 
finally finding harmony.” I am both 
awed and unsurprised by their effortless 
engagement with spontaneous poetic 
writing and their willingness to share 
with people about whom they had so 
many misconceptions just hours before. 

In a critical reflection assignment 
given after the first day of class, one 
inside student writes:

We built a completely free com-
munity within the confines of a 
prison. It was utterly healing to my 
spiritual self and psyche. I was no 
longer a prisoner in the system but a 
student of a prestigious college. My 
preconceived notion of judgment 
was completely off kilter. The outside 
students were very respectful, warm, 
open, and embracing. I cannot wait 
for the next class and to see what the 
semester will bring. If I was to be 
asked, “What did class look, sound, 
and feel like?” I’d reply, “Bright eyes 
expounding on topics uncommonly 
heard around these rigid systematic 
grounds. It felt like freedom.”

Fostering Shared Well-Being
The sixteen-week Healing Arts and 
Social Change class engages students 
in self-reflective activities each week 
(including meditation, journal writing, 
paired sharing, and group check-ins) 
alongside rigorous analysis of current 
economic, environmental, political, and 
psychosocial problems and correlating 
theories for social change. This approach 
aims to disrupt historical patterns 
in higher education that divorce the 
growth of one’s mind from that of one’s 
body, heart, and spirit. Through critical 
self-reflection, our class cultivates richer 
individual and collective well-being and 
becomes mindful of how our individual 

[CAMPUS PRACTICE]

Critical Learning, Radical Healing, and 
Community Engagement in Prison
 TESSA HICKS PETERSON, Associate Professor of Urban Studies and Assistant Vice President of 
Community Engagement at Pitzer College

When we feel that our well-being, and the shared well- 
being of our diverse group, is as important as our cognitive 
out comes, both are improved.
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and collective identities can connect—
and even clash—in productive ways. We 
explore justice and injustice, identity 
and positionality, and well-being and 
transformation with individuals across 
a range of intersectional identities and 
experiences, working toward creating 
healing and social change in our own 
classroom community.

In so doing, we demonstrate that 
when we bring our whole selves to the 
classroom; are given space to reflect on 
the intersections, foundations, values, 
and vibrancy of our many identities; 
and do so with others to see how our 
respective identities connect or differ, 
we become much more invested in the 
relationships built and the learning 
made possible within that class. When 
we feel that our well-being, and the 
shared well-being of our diverse group, 
is as important as our cognitive out-
comes, both are improved. We negotiate 
not only our own sense of self but that 
of others, navigating divides as well as 
bridges in messy but consistent attempts 
at relationship building, intercultural 
dialogue, and critical analysis. As bell 
hooks says, we embrace “a global vision 
wherein we see our lives and our fate 
as intimately connected to those of 
everyone else on the planet” (2000, 88).

Navigating Complexity
Our class is part of an international 
effort known as the Inside-Out Prison 
Exchange Program (http://www.
insideoutcenter.org). While this form 
of community engagement is deeply 
transformative for both inside and 
outside students, it also is embedded 
in a complex and contradictory set of 
relationships. The prison staff members 
with whom we partner are committed to 
working against a culture of indifference 
to create programs for rehabilitation 
through education, job training, drug 
recovery, and the arts. Yet through this 
partnership, my outside students and I 
unwittingly became cogs in the prison 

industrial complex, engaging politely 
with the very system that we study, 
critique, and advocate for dismantling. 
We carry this tension with us on every 
visit, while the inside students hold ten-
sions of their own every time they watch 
us walk away freely after class as they 
return to a reality of dehumanization 
and disempowerment. 

Nearly every community-campus 
partnership is well meaning but imbal-
anced, rife with challenges related to 
the unequal distribution of wealth, 
resources, power, and access. Because 
the inside-out model is based not on 
providing a “service” but rather on facili-
tating a reciprocal exchange of learning 
among peers (where all are equals, 
earning the same credit for the same 
class), some power inequalities typical 
of service-learning partnerships are not 
relevant. Yet some imbalances are even 
more pronounced in the prison environ-
ment, requiring us to actively explore 
how to make our short-term engagement 
equal, reciprocal, and respectful while 
promoting long-term structural change. 

Concurrent with these tensions, 
I find that this form of community 

engagement and our course’s concentra-
tion on healing and social change have 
engendered a praxis of liberation from 
the inside out. This praxis demands 
some transformation of both the college 
and the prison by disrupting oppres-
sive norms that exist within both. It 
also supports students in cultivating 
self-awareness, critical learning, and 
radical healing as tools for confronting 
interpersonal and structural violence 
and oppression. Such efforts push our 
institutions—and ourselves—toward 
intimate and collective shifts that are 
lifelines for our own well-being and 
that of our fractured but interdependent 
communities.

This is well reflected in an outside 
student’s final paper:

This course has taught me the 
necessity of understanding one’s posi-
tionality and acknowledging one’s 
ignorance. I am [made] uncomfort-
able by how much I do not know and 
by opinions I have formed in the past 
solely based on the little I have read 
and what I have seen on television. It 
is difficult to admit to myself that my 

Pitzer College’s Healing Arts and Social Change students with (in the center of the second row) Pitzer Interim 
President Thomas Poon, Professor Tessa Hicks Peterson, and Dean of Faculty Nigel Boyle. (Photo by Kolapo Soretire)
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privilege has afforded me a protective 
layer of ignorance, but these are all 
parts of myself that I must accept. 
This class has both inspired and 
humbled me. From this I have begun 
to understand that change must begin 
within ourselves, but that none of 
us are disconnected from the world 
around us. Our well-being is con-
nected to the well-being of others. It 
is comforting to feel accountable in 
that way because we cannot just exist 
within ourselves . . .  I cannot remain 
ignorant of my place in the world 

because ignorance results in apathy, 
which contributes to the injustices 
that plague our society.

The Web that Binds Us
On our last day of class, we stand close 
together in a circle, symbolizing both 
the pedagogical approach to our shared 
learning and the interconnectedness of 
our diverse group. We take turns reading 
one line from our own writing to create 
a collective poem, responding to the 
prompt: “What does this class look like, 
feel like, and sound like?” Our invited 

guests on this closing day are the college 
president, dean of faculty, and prison 
warden, but the performance is really 
for us. Looking into each other’s eyes, 
we speak freely the words that are the 
evidence of the web that now binds us:

Let’s discover ourselves
What else is there?
Both hope and despair
This class has changed me
Compassion for self
I’m a more clear-minded soul
I hope we can make a better way
We are healing
In a season of shadows
Hope competes 
A new understanding in the world  

 I’m in
It feels like community
A tapestry of interwoven narratives
The all-seeing “I”
And you and you and you
Near freedom . . . . <

Tessa Hicks Peterson is the author of the 
newly released book Student Development 
and Social Justice: Critical Learning, Radical 
Healing, and Community Engagement (2017).
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Students in the Healing Arts and Social Change class read a collective poem they wrote on the last day of class. 
(Photo by Kolapo Soretire)

There is no quality without equity.

Demonstrating quality and the achievement of learning outcomes is more important than ever. The 

VALUE Institute helps educators use evidence of learning across a wide variety of student work to 

demonstrate high-quality learning outcomes and improve student success.

Learn more at valueinstituteassessment.org



C I V I C  L E A R N I N G  F O R  S H A R E D  F U T U R E S

23DIVERSITY & DEMOCRACY n  VOL. 21, NO. 1

Higher education holds the potential 
to transform the well-being of our 
students, communities, and society. But 
how can we live up to that potential, 
especially as colleges and universities 
around the country strive to serve our 
increasingly diverse population? The 
faculty, students, and staff who created 
the Gateways to Phoenix Success (GPS) 
Program at the University of Wisconsin–
Green Bay (UWGB) believe we must 
move beyond access and completion and 
take a more holistic approach to student 
success that focuses on well-being. 
We’ve learned that this perspective can 
improve student outcomes and lead to 
institutional change.

Intersectionality is one important 
framework for this work. GPS staff 
members seek to understand how 
students’ intersecting identities inform 
their experiences as well as how staff 
members’ own identities influence 
their teaching and mentoring. An 
intersectional framework helps GPS staff 
become more aware that students’ emo-
tional and social lives are an important 
part of their educational experiences and 
that narratives—those students create 
and those others tell about them—play a 
key role in student success. 

GPS creates a learning community 
where students explore their identities 
and college goals and where learning 
happens at the intersection of academic, 

personal, and social knowledge. By 
taking an asset-focused perspective, GPS 
helps students become stakeholders in 
their liberal education.

The GPS Program
Like many campuses across the country, 
UWGB recognized that our student 
body was significantly less racially, 
ethnically, and socioeconomically 
diverse than our regional community. 

We saw equity gaps in outcomes for 
students from underrepresented groups, 
including first-generation college stu-
dents, students from low-income back-
grounds, and students of color. We also 
recognized that, in the classroom and on 
campus, these students faced multiple 
challenges that were as much about 
the hidden curriculum (the unwritten 
expectations for how to engage in college 
culture) and feeling like outsiders as they 
were about academic skills.

In 2013, we created GPS, which refer-
ences the UWGB mascot (the phoenix) 
and our objective to help students reach 
their college goals (https://www.uwgb.

[CAMPUS PRACTICE]

Navigating the First Year in Community
 DENISE BARTELL, Director of Student Success and Engagement and Gateways to Phoenix Success 
(GPS) Program Director at the University of Wisconsin–Green Bay (UWGB)

 ALISON STAUDINGER, Assistant Professor of Democracy and Justice Studies, Political Science, and 
Women’s and Gender Studies and GPS Faculty Mentor at UWGB

 DAVID VOELKER, Associate Professor of Humanities and History and GPS Faculty Mentor at UWGB

 SANDRA GRAYBILL, 2017 Graduate of UWGB and GPS Peer Mentor; Graduate Student in Higher 
Education and Student Affairs at Western Michigan University

 ALYSSA YANG, UWGB Student

By taking an asset-focused perspective, GPS helps students 
become stakeholders in their liberal education.

edu/gps/). Faculty from disciplines 
including Human Development, Public 
Administration, and Human Biology, 
as well as staff in Academic Advising, 
Student Affairs, and Enrollment 
Services, collaborated to design the 
initial program. A steering committee—
consisting of staff, GPS faculty, and 
past GPS students—reviews program 
elements and outcomes each year and 
makes recommendations. By involving 
all stakeholders, GPS has developed a 
broad base of campus support.

GPS is open to all first-year students 
but aims to serve students from under-
represented groups in particular. We 
place students in an intensive learning 
community in groups of twenty to 
twenty-five students; each group has a 
faculty mentor, a peer mentor, and an 
academic advisor. Over the course of the 
academic year, each group engages in 
challenging interdisciplinary coursework 
with a liberal arts focus; a service-
learning project that students design 

and implement to address a real problem 
on campus or in the community; and 
purposeful exploration of college, career, 
and personal goals. Students gain the 
navigational social capital required to 
succeed and play an active role in college, 
including by cultivating academic skills, 
using campus resources, and developing 
an understanding of how colleges work. 
Mentors provide holistic, individualized 
support (e.g., guidance with study skills, 
social connections, financial challenges, 
and health issues) and help students 
think about their own and others’ identi-
ties and struggles. Students also form 
close, supportive peer relationships.
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The Roles of GPS Staff Members
A key factor in GPS’s success is its 
team-based approach. All GPS staff—
including faculty mentors, peer mentors, 
and academic advisors—build close rela-
tionships as they participate in training, 
construct program elements, and learn 
about issues of identity and well-being 
and methods to support student success. 
Faculty mentors and peer mentors meet 
weekly to discuss program elements, 
strategize about how to assist students, 
and process their experiences. They 
communicate with academic advisors, 
the dean of students, and representatives 
from other campus offices to provide 
individualized support for students. 
Through this collaborative process, GPS 
creates a community of practice that 
has a broad impact on our institution, 
making UWGB more focused on stu-
dents and equity while also supporting 
the well-being of faculty mentors and 
peer mentors.

Faculty mentors’ work is intensive 
in terms of time and emotional labor, 
including summer training and plan-
ning sessions, weekly meetings with 
other faculty mentors and peer mentors 
during the academic year, and multiple 
one-on-one mentoring meetings with 
students—all on top of coursework. 
Faculty mentors find that they need to 
become more aware of their own identi-
ties and social locations, particularly as 
cross-cultural mentors. Our institution 
is predominantly white, and the GPS 
faculty reflect that. White faculty men-
tors need to understand what whiteness 
means in their work with students of 
color and how UWGB’s growing com-
mitment to diversity demands that we 
transform how we “do college” instead 
of just stirring students into existing 
institutions.

Peer mentors have similar time 
commitments regarding training and 
meetings, and they also spend consider-
able time getting to know their mentees 

outside the classroom. As students them-
selves (typically juniors and seniors), 
peer mentors connect first-year students 
to their own networks. As these relation-
ships grow, GPS students often confide 
in their peer mentors. Peer mentors may 
become overwhelmed by the challenges 
their mentees face, but mentors can pro-
vide crucial support by demonstrating 
compassion and being present in times 
of need. 

Academic advisors provide guid-
ance on choosing classes and majors 
and navigating the technical hurdles 
of the registration system. Besides 
meeting with each student at least once 
a semester, they co-lead course sessions 
on topics like general education or using 
electronic tools to map your degree path. 

Effects on Students and Campus 
Culture
From its start in 2013 with 110 students, 
GPS has grown to enroll almost 250 
students per year. Approximately 75 
percent of GPS students each year are 
first generation, 40 percent are from 
low-income backgrounds, 16 percent are 
students of color, and 15 percent face 
one or more challenges such as physical 
disabilities or mental health issues. (By 
comparison, approximately 56 percent of 
all UWGB students are first generation, 
34 percent are from low-income back-
grounds, and 10 percent are students of 
color.) Students from these underrepre-
sented groups who participate in GPS 
are 18 percent more likely to be retained 
through year four and 12 percent more 
likely to graduate in four years than 
their peers from similar backgrounds 
who are not enrolled in GPS. They also 
earn higher GPAs, participate in more 
high-impact practices (https://www.
aacu.org/leap/hips), and are more likely 
to serve in leadership roles on campus. 
At the end of year four, GPS students 
report that their entire educational 
experience involved more engagement in 

higher-order thinking and reflective and 
integrative learning, a more supportive 
campus environment, and better-quality 
student-faculty interactions. 

Reflecting on her experience as a GPS 
student in 2016–17, Alyssa Yang explains 
the impact of the program:

Without the GPS program, I wouldn’t 
have stayed in college. GPS wasn’t just 
an academic program but a safe com-
munity where we could discuss our 
experiences, express our thoughts, 
and empower each other. We learned 
about the opportunities that college 
provides to learn and experience new 
things. We developed relationships 
with professors and peer mentors who 
supported and guided us through our 
academic and other struggles. Being a 
first-generation college student there 
were a lot of expectations but little to 
no guidance or support. Through the 
relationships I’ve built in GPS I was 
able to overcome family pressures to 
pursue a career I didn’t want. GPS is 
not just about preparing you to be a 
great student but also learning how to 
take charge of your education. 

We set out to design a program that 
would change outcomes for our students 
and ended up creating an experience 
that also empowered us to be change 
agents at our institution. GPS staff 
members become advocates for taking a 
more intersectional approach to student 
success, influencing policy and practice. 
Over the last five years, our campus 
has become more focused on building 
equity and supporting student success 
in a holistic way, an achievement that is 
largely due to GPS. The most important 
payoff is seeing how current and former 
GPS students become stakeholders in 
their education—thus becoming active 
members of the university and local 
community. <
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Our deep cross-cultural professional col-
laboration and personal relationship have 
developed over seven years. Together, we 
have written one book, edited another, 
and led dozens of faculty development 
workshops and national presenta-
tions. Culturally, Susan originates from 
Northern and Western Europe (Danish, 
Swedish, German, French, English, and 
Irish American) while Alicia is Mestiza 
from Apache and Spanish American 
origins. Because our work and identities 
cross cultures in sustained ways, and 
because successful cross-cultural col-
laboration requires a deep understanding 
of one’s own intersecting identities, 
including cultural identity, we crafted 
over time a reflexive ethnographic 
process. Through this process, we 
continually reflect upon our respective 
cultural identities, explore together, 
and learn from each other about how 
our cultures and identities affect our 
collaborations. This enhances our 
relationship, sustains our professional 
collaborations, and enriches our study 
of college teaching and learning. As we 
built our relationship, we found our way 
to intercultural, collaborative well-being.

We regularly cofacilitate faculty 
sessions on teaching across cultural 
strengths, and this leads us to culturally 
reflexive dialogues. For example, during 
a recent session, Alicia diverged from 
her customary process of telling and 
then explaining a concept through a 
single teaching story. After sharing one 
story, she went on to tell another and 
another. Later, when Susan asked why, 

Alicia explained she felt an urgent need 
to offer more stories when she observed 
nonverbal indications that many faculty 
did not initially understand her point. 
Susan shared that she, in contrast, felt 
an obligation to move on from this 
topic to avoid neglecting other activi-
ties. Through reflexive conversations, 

we realized Alicia was following her 
cultural norm by spending enough time 
while Susan was following hers by 
remaining on time.

Reflexive meaning making is critical 
to our collaboration across cultures. 
Over time, we developed practices to 
support our intercultural collaboration 
and relationship:

 Abandon defenses about one’s own 
cultural mores (ways and practices). 
Susan discovered that abandoning 
defenses was crucial to opening her 
awareness of dominant cultural 
norms. After abandoning defenses, 
seek balance across cultural ways of 
knowing, being, and acting.

 Cultivate a willingness to be uncom-
fortable. Interactions across cultures 
often create discomfort as people 

experience divergent cultural prac-
tices, priorities, and values. Feelings 
of annoyance offer important clues 
to cultural differences, underlying 
assumptions, and judgments. It is 
necessary to engage this discomfort, 
often for sustained periods of time, 
to reach an understanding and blend 
cultural strengths toward shared 
purpose. 

 Draw on cultural strengths from 
each individual. For instance, in 
speaking and writing, Susan relies 
on Alicia’s use of narrative to convey 
context, and Alicia relies on Susan’s 
use of abstract concepts.

 Remain intensely present. For 
example, as we feel conflict, we take 
breaks and later reengage. Being 

present serves as a catalyst to under-
standing and facilitates attention, 
inquiry, and meaning making needed 
to reveal deeper insights about what 
underlies cultural norms.

 Develop deep trust in each other 
over time. Our willingness to intro-
spect continually and engage with 
one another about culture builds 
trust. Mutual trust makes it possible 
to explore together, push boundaries, 
ask questions, and navigate through 
conflict. 

 Ask one another directly and 
respectfully about differences. 
Regularly request assistance to 
understand cultural behaviors, 
assumptions, values, expectations, 
beliefs, and priorities.

[PERSPECTIVE]

 Reflexivity in Cross-Cultural 
Collaboration
 ALICIA FEDELINA CHÁVEZ, Associate Professor of Educational Leadership at the University  
of New Mexico

 SUSAN DIANA LONGERBEAM, Associate Professor in the Department of Counseling and Human 
Development at the University of Louisville

Mutual trust makes it possible to explore together, push 
boundaries, ask questions, and navigate through conf lict.

Continued on page 30
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Rachel Greene and Joe Saucedo began 
a mentoring relationship in 2015 at 
Loyola University Chicago through 
the NASPA Undergraduate Fellows 
Program (NUFP). Founded in 1989 by 
NASPA—Student Affairs Administrators 
in Higher Education, NUFP provides 
mentoring, professional development, 
and scholarship and internship oppor-
tunities for students from traditionally 
underrepresented groups who are inter-
ested in careers as student affairs profes-
sionals. In the following pages, Rachel 
and Joe reflect on the importance of the 
cross-cultural nature of their mentorship 
experience and how it enabled each of 
them to grow personally and profession-
ally. For more on NUFP, visit https://
www.naspa.org/constituent-groups/
professionals/nufp.

From Rachel Greene:
Joe Saucedo became my mentor when 
I was a second-year student at Loyola 
University Chicago. I identify as a 
queer black woman, and Joe is a first-
generation Mexican American man, so 
our identities are very different. While 
women of color students often find it 
most enriching and affirming to work 
with mentors with similar identities, 
my cross-cultural relationship with 
Joe offered the perfect blend of chal-
lenge and support. Our mentorship 
experience was a mutual effort that 
we practiced intentionally. As people 
of color, we had similar passions and 
frustrations in the higher education 
field. Yet as we shared our different 

perspectives, stemming from many of 
our other identities, we challenged each 
other’s deeply rooted ways of thinking 
as well as cultural norms.

Joe supported me as I reflected on my 
experiences as a student leader at Loyola 
and as an NUFP intern at the University 
of California, Berkeley, and he helped 
me apply the lessons I had learned to 

my goal of becoming a student affairs 
professional. He offered me critical 
feedback on my leadership skills while 
also empowering me to live authenti-
cally. While I told Joe my story, he also 
told me his. His perspective gave me 
new insight into how multiple truths can 
coexist. Joe affirmed me in all my identi-
ties and broadened my thinking, and 
this affirmation had a crucial impact on 
my student development.

Throughout my search for a mas-
ter’s program in higher education and 
student affairs, Joe validated my hopes 
and eased my fears. He gave me access 
to cultural and social capital by helping 
me navigate the graduate school search 
and connecting me to his colleagues at 
institutions that interested me. In doing 
so, he modeled what promoting inclu-
sive excellence looks like in practice 

(Crutcher 2014). Although we have 
different social identities, he was and 
still is dedicated to my holistic develop-
ment as a person and a professional. Joe 
celebrated my accomplishments with me 
and guided me to think critically about 
my setbacks, my impact as a student 
leader, and my future career goals. 

Overall, our mentorship experience 
allowed us to deepen our passions 
and understandings of student affairs 
and social justice in relation to our 
institution, current events, and higher 
education. We discovered much about 
our own cultures and the relationship 
between the black and Latinx com-
munities, and we delved into many 
conversations about anti-blackness and 
solidarity between our ethnic groups. 
Our mentor-mentee relationship helped 

us understand our different position-
alities in relation to race and gender. 
This knowledge empowered us to 
continue to pursue critical self-work in 
understanding our biases and privilege; 
this self-awareness has helped us serve 
students more holistically. 

Joe modeled for me the capacity to 
guide students in an intersectional way. 
The cross-cultural nature of our rela-
tionship made me look beyond my own 
race, gender, and ethnicity to learn the 
purpose and meaning of solidarity. As 
a result, I practiced centering multiple 
narratives and perspectives in hopes 
of inclusively serving students of many 
backgrounds. Our mentorship experi-
ence helped me attain my dream of 
pursuing a master’s degree in higher 
education and student affairs adminis-
tration at the University of Vermont. 

[PERSPECTIVE]

Two Perspectives on a Cross-Cultural 
Mentoring Relationship
 RACHEL GREENE, 2017 Graduate of Loyola University Chicago; Graduate Student in Higher 
Education and Student Affairs Administration at the University of Vermont

 JOE SAUCEDO, Director of the Department of Student Diversity and Multicultural Affairs at Loyola 
University Chicago

Overall, our mentorship experience allowed us to deepen 
our passions and understandings of student affairs and 
social justice in relation to our institution, current events, 
and higher education.
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From Joe Saucedo:
I inherited Rachel Greene as my mentee 
from her initial NUFP mentor, who was 
relocating with family back to Northern 
California. Rachel had expressed an 
interest and potential for excelling in 
student affairs. I agreed to serve as 
Rachel’s mentor at about the same time 
that she began working directly with me 
as a peer mentor for a program I admin-
istered supporting first-year students of 
color who were the first in their families 
to attend college. 

At first glance, Rachel and I seemed 
like an odd pairing given that our only 
common identities are as people of color 
and Catholics. However, we found it 
easy to bring our authentic personali-
ties and life experiences to many of our 
conversations. I did my best early in 
our relationship to impart wisdom I 
learned through my own trajectory after 
college. Also, shortly after Rachel’s first 
mentor left Loyola, I had the stressful 
and rewarding experience of leading the 
Department of Student Diversity and 
Multicultural Affairs as interim director 
while pursuing the director role on a 
permanent basis. I was compelled to 
be transparent with Rachel about how, 
as a first-generation college graduate 
and Latino, I managed the politics of 
a national job search and leveraged 
my social capital at the university to 
maintain support from colleagues while 
also attending to the needs of vulnerable 
student populations.

Rachel and I both have a genuine pas-
sion for work rooted in social justice and 
equity, and therefore it made sense for 
me to share my professional networks 
so Rachel could meet people doing the 
work that interested her. I firmly believe 
that all mentors must own their limita-
tions and embrace the notion of multiple 
mentors advising a student. Because 
Rachel’s experience as a woman of color 
is salient for her, it was important for me 
to lean on colleagues who shared that 
identity for their counsel.

In my department, we provide sup-
port services both by respecting that 
every student is a multidimensional 
person with layered and complex 
needs and identities and by taking an 
asset-based, anti-deficit approach that 
validates students’ knowledge, strengths, 
and cultural wealth (Yosso 2005). I 
employed this same approach when 
advising Rachel by acknowledging the 
various forms of cultural capital she 
brought with her to Loyola. For example, 
I deeply valued Rachel’s navigational 
capital and insights into her own journey 
at Loyola as a student with multiple 
minority identities. Rachel’s experience 
called to mind my own struggles with 
feeling like an impostor as a student and 
as an administrator and learning to rely 
on my peers and other social networks 
to reach my goals. While I helped guide 
Rachel on her path toward graduate 
school, she was actively teaching me 
about ways to navigate institutions with 
courage and grit. Rachel also demon-
strated her resistant capital as she played 
a key role in organizing a campus-wide 
march and demonstration against police 
brutality and racial injustice during her 
senior year. She read an original poem 
while students stalled traffic at a busy 
intersection yards from Loyola’s campus. 

I realized that when I remained open to 
mutual learning, Rachel was more recep-
tive, and I, too, gained more from our 
mentor-mentee relationship. 

Over two years, Rachel and I expe-
rienced many moments of growth 
and affirmation in our cross-cultural 
mentorship experience. We also had 
critical conversations about failure, 
disappointment, and misunderstand-
ings in our relationship. It is imperative 
that a mentor and mentee prepare for 
those challenging moments as well as 
periods of life transitions if they desire 
to maintain the relationship. Like most 
relationships, ours is evolving, and it’s 
important for us to acknowledge that it 
will look different now that we live in 
two different states. I beam with pride 
knowing that Rachel is now in her first 
year of graduate school, sharing her gifts 
with her classmates and the University 
of Vermont community. <

R E F E R E N C E S

CRUTCHER, BETTY NEAL. 2014. “Cross-Cultural 
Mentoring: A Pathway to Making Excellence 
Inclusive.” Liberal Education 100 (2): 26–31. 
https://www.aacu.org/liberaleducation/2014/
spring/crutcher.

YOSSO, TARA J. 2005. “Whose Culture Has 
Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of 
Community Cultural Wealth.” Race, Ethnicity 
and Education 8 (1): 69–91.

Joe Saucedo and Rachel Greene at the 2017 NASPA Annual Conference in San Antonio. (Photo by Diana Chávez)
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A coda for this important collection 
of essays should forgo summary and 
instead offer gratitude to the authors 
and to all others committed to exploring 
connections between intersectionality 
and the well-being of students, educa-
tors, institutions, and communities. 
Many of the authors in this issue 
were directly involved in a May 2017 
Bringing Theory to Practice (BTtoP) 
conference, “The Whole Student: 
Intersectionality and Well-Being,” held 
in Chicago, which focused on exploring 
intersectionality as a framework for 
understanding how a campus culture 
could integrate learning and well-being 
objectives for all its participants. 

As we reflect on the powerful voices 
and the insights offered both at the con-
ference and in this issue, we at the BTtoP 
project and our allies confirm a call to 
prioritize on our campuses meaningful 
encounters with difference—encouraging 
authentic and empathetic understanding, 
acknowledging the realities of privilege 

and vulnerability, and insisting on spaces 
for discovering or constructing oneself. 
A campus committed to learning and to 
the well-being of its members champions 
the need to examine issues surrounding 
identity and the intersections of con-
structed identities in defining and 
honoring the whole person.

The Role and Responsibility of 
Higher Education
Higher education plays a unique role 
in expressing the values of diversity. In 
an increasingly polarized democratic 
society, colleges and universities must be 
even more intentional and publicly vocal 
in making a compelling case for valuing 
inclusion and honoring difference. 
Historically, the intersecting identities of 
many racial, gender, class, cultural, and 
other groups were suppressed, including 
by those colleges and universities that 
used the institutional power of norming 
to assign properties and characteristics to 
marginalized groups and to assert peda-

gogical “best practices” to which only 
the most privileged had access. As we 
recognize the great diversity on our cam-
puses, we are reminded of that history 
and the opportunity to move beyond it. 

Many in higher education are now 
calling for the emancipation of here-
tofore suppressed groups’ identities, 
advocating that those who hold these 
identities should voice and define them. 
Valuing diversity means recognizing and 
honoring the identity of the other—and 
in doing so, valuing difference. To 
include the other within what is consid-
ered privileged is a “plus-sum” gain in 
value. The phrase “power to the people” 
is democratic only when it suggests that 
power can and should convey inclusivity. 
And higher education meets its respon-
sibility in an open, democratic society 
when it holds firm in championing the 
value of diversity and honoring dif-
ference—even when there are voices 
shouting, “Exclude.”

Working Toward Empathetic 
Understanding
On our campuses and in the spheres of 
influence beyond them, we can work 
to understand one another empatheti-
cally—and even move beyond empathy 
to compassion and to action. We have 
access to evidence and reason, and we 
can learn from listening to others’ life 
stories, voices, and history. Empathetic 
understanding makes moral imagination 
possible; it allows us to respect the value 
of others and acknowledge a shared 
interest in a common good. Coming to 
know and empathetically understand 
another person is an act of libera-
tion—one of the emancipation of the 
self in the recognition of the value of the 
other. It is the classical understanding of 
realizing the self only in the context of 
community—of the other—as Aristotle 
described it in Nichomachean Ethics.

Creating cultures of liberation, 
however, is not a simple task, and once 
achieved, these cultures are not easy 

[CODA]

What Now? Creating Cultures of 
Liberation in Higher Education
 DONALD W. HARWARD, Director, Bringing Theory to Practice

Photo courtesy of Interfaith Youth Core
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to maintain. Factors working against 
cultural change may include patterns of 
efficiency, costs to faculty, intransigence, 
attitudinal indifference, and even latent 
classism and racism. But many cam-
puses now see cultural change as a clear 
priority—they have launched efforts to 
cultivate supportive, liberating learning 
cultures, and they are committed to 
sustaining them.

Cultures of Liberation
How can we determine the conditions 
for creating cultures of liberation? We 
may look for clues in already-explored 
practices such as engagement, deep 
learning experiences, and interdisci-
plinary and cross-silo teaching and 
research. We have already established 
the conditions for getting involved 
in this work: eschewing passivity as 
a learning paradigm; asking students 
to participate actively in discovery 
(and even in the design of learning 
experiences); and expecting learners 
to risk failure, to jettison presump-
tions, to question, and to doubt. 

For our students, a culture of libera-
tion can be a culture that encourages 
engaging in another’s life stories—and in 
narrative dialogue. A culture of libera-
tion helps us recognize that as we engage 
with others and encounter them with 
integrity, we are vulnerable to experi-
ences such as being objectified by others 

and under-
standing what 
that means and 
how that feels. 
Engagement 
is not uni-
directional. 
Engagement 
with the other is 
not tourism.

 Empathetic 
understanding 
penetrates the 
strata of class, 

race, gender, and 
culture, as demonstrated in the life story 
of C. P. Ellis—a former Klansman from 
a low-income background with limited 
education—who in the 1970s came to 
empathetically understand people dif-
ferent from himself and thereby liberate 
himself and others. Studs Terkel (2005, 
211) recorded Ellis’s thoughts on this 
experience:

I tell people there’s a tremendous 
possibility in this country to stop 
wars, the battles, the struggles, the 
fights between people. People say: 
“That’s an impossible dream. You 
sound like Martin Luther King.” 
An ex-Klansman who sounds like 
Martin Luther King. [Laughs.] I don’t 
think it’s an impossible dream. It’s 
happened in my life. It’s happened 
in other people’s lives in America 

. . . They say the older you get, the 
harder it is for you to change. That’s 
not necessarily true. Since I changed, 
I’ve set down and listened to tapes of 
Martin Luther King. I listen to it and 
tears come to my eyes ‘cause I know 
what he’s sayin’ now. I know what’s 
happenin’.

In the context of empathetic under-
standing of difference, we discover and 
even create our own life stories. In doing 
so, we come to understand the power 
and the foibles of the shared narrative 

Photo courtesy of the College of Wooster

of our own group. As we engage, as we 
explore commonalities between our 
own and others’ life stories and actions 
(as Ellis reported doing), we begin to 
comprehend each other’s identities, 
while at the same time making ourselves 
vulnerable. 

Scores of campuses and institu-
tions of all types, many with modest 
resources, now, like Ellis, know what’s 
happening. They know the powerful 
influences that currently shape (and 
often distort) expectations of students 
from marginalized backgrounds and 
limit their aspirations and potential. 
They know that maintaining current 
practices and reinforcing existent 
privilege is not the way to establish what 
we espouse as the promise of higher 
education, and specifically of liberal 
education: to liberate, to free people to 
be whole. And they know that they must 
instead provide the context to liberate 
their students to construct multiple 
strands of identity and to link those 
strands to achieve wholeness. 

Reports from BTtoP campus well-
being research initiatives, and from 
many other institutions examining the 
use of dialogue and narratives to share 
life stories, come to the same observa-
tion—that to construct wholeness, 
people must engage with difference. 
Some campus efforts to increase empa-
thetic understanding across difference 
may be scaled up to serve larger popu-
lations of students, while others may be 
replicated in different contexts. Valuing 
diversity and belonging; changing 
policies and practices to prioritize 
authentic encounters and empathetic 
understanding—these are among what 
is necessary for the emancipation of 
one’s own identity and for the f lour-
ishing of whole persons . . . and whole 
institutions. <

R E F E R E N C E 

TERKEL, STUDS. 2005. American Dreams: Lost and 
Found. New York: The New Press. 
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BTtoP Resources Related to 
Intersectionality and Well-Being 
Well-Being and Higher Education: A Strategy for Change and the Realization 
of Education’s Greater Purposes
Published in 2016 and edited by Donald W. Harward, director of Bringing Theory 
to Practice (BTtoP), Well-Being and Higher Education: A Strategy for Change and 
the Realization of Education’s Greater Purposes contains thirty-five essays and 
provocations by respected scholars from both within and outside the academy. The 
essays address a variety of topics related to well-being in higher education, including 
the connections between well-being and identity development, liberal learning, 
democratic engagement, and institutional priorities. More information is available at 
https://www.bttop.org/resources/publications/well-being-and-higher-education.

Resources from “The Whole Student: Intersectionality and Well-Being”
The BTtoP national conference “The Whole Student: Intersectionality and Well-
Being” inspired this issue of Diversity & Democracy. Held in Chicago in May 
2017, the conference brought together more than three hundred student affairs 
professionals, faculty members, administrators, students, and other attendees 
from 130 institutions or organizations to examine student identity and well-
being through the lens of intersectionality. Resources—including the confer-
ence program, interviews with attendees, session recordings, presentations, and 
handouts—are available at the conference website at https://www.bttop.org/
bttop-national-conference-whole-student-intersectionality-and-well-being.

Bringing Theory to Practice Newsletter
The BTtoP newsletter, published three times a year, includes feature articles, campus 
highlights, and BTtoP notes and news. Readers may subscribe and read back issues—
including the current Winter 2018 issue on higher education’s identity and the Fall 
2017 special issue on “The Whole Student: Intersectionality and Well-Being” confer-
ence—at https://www.bttop.org/newsletters.

 Encourage risk taking and 
mistake making. Risk and 
mistakes are inherent and 
essential to intercultural col-
laboration. Practice asking, 
listening, encouraging, forgiving, 
and offering a generous and 
immediate benefit of the doubt. 
Developing emotional and 
intellectual resiliency is critical 
to achieving cross-cultural col-
laborative well-being. 

 Engage one another’s combined 
strengths to get through trauma 
triggers. Because professionals 
from some cultural origins 
regularly experience trauma 
associated with negotiating 
educational systems, cross-
cultural discussions may trigger 
emotional flashbacks and 
distress. Engage strengths such 
as generosity, openness, courage, 
and persistence to offer comfort 
and support to get through the 
intensity of reflexive cultural 
learning. 

 Include metaphor, story, 
symbol, and visual sharing. 
Meaning can be illusive across 
divergent cultural epistemologies 
and ways of being. A story or 
metaphor often facilitates under-
standing when direct explanation 
is insufficient. 

We share our learned practices 
in hopes of contributing to healthy 
cross-cultural collaborations. We 
write this article during troubling 
times that call for reflexive paths 
into cross-cultural well-being. <

Reflexivity in Cross-
Cultural Collaboration
Continued from page 25

REGISTER NOW: AAC&U Network for Academic Renewal Conference 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Democracy: The Inconvenient Truths
March 22 –24, 2018   |   San Diego, California
“Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive Democracy: The Inconvenient Truths” will 
provide a forum for campus practitioners, students, and stakeholders to com-
pare current institutional frameworks and practices to the democratic ideals 
necessary to serve today’s nontraditional, technologically advanced, and equity-
focused student population. It will examine and address the inconvenient truths 
experienced by faculty, staff, and administrators working to design learning 
opportunities that value students’ cultural wealth, recognize their lived experi-
ences, and honor their exploration and critique of current democratic practice. 
For more information and to register, visit https://www.aacu.org/diss.
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AAC&U and the Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (CLDE) Action Network
As part of its commitment to preparing all students for civic, ethical, and social responsibility in US and global contexts, AAC&U has formed 
the Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement (CLDE) Action Network. The CLDE Action Network builds on the momentum generated 
by the 2012 White House release of the report A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future. Coordinated by Caryn McTighe 
Musil, AAC&U senior scholar and director of civic learning and democracy initiatives, the network includes thirteen leading civic learning 
organizations that are committed to making civic inquiry and engagement expected rather than elective for all college students. Diversity & 
Democracy regularly features research and exemplary practices developed and advanced by these partner organizations and their members:

  American Association of State Colleges and Universities
  Anchor Institutions Task Force 
  Association of American Colleges and Universities
  The Bonner Foundation
  Bringing Theory to Practice
  Campus Compact 
  Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and 

Engagement 

  The Democracy Commitment
  Imagining America
  Institute for Democracy and Higher Education
  Interfaith Youth Core
  Kettering Foundation
  NASPA–Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education

MONTH DATES CLDE EVENT LOCATION
MARCH 3–7 NASPA Annual Conference Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania

22–24 AAC&U Network for Academic Renewal Conference: Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusive Democracy: The Inconvenient Truths

San Diego, California

25–28 2018 Campus Compact National Conference: True Stories of 
Engagement: Higher Education for Democracy

Indianapolis, Indiana

APRIL 15–17 Campus Compact’s 5th Global Service Learning Summit: Dignity 
and Justice in Global Service Learning

South Bend, Indiana

MAY 18–19 Red Rocks Community College’s National Community College 
Conference on Service Learning and Community Engagement

Lakewood, Colorado

21–26 American Association of State Colleges and Universities/American 
Democracy Project: Stewardship of Public Lands

Yellowstone National 
Park

22–23 Partners in Campus and Community Engagement: Community 
Engagement Institute

Spokane, Washington

JUNE 6–9 American Democracy Project, The Democracy Commitment, and 
NASPA: 2018 Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement Meeting

Anaheim, California

Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement Calendar
The following calendar features events on civic learning sponsored by members of the Civic Learning and Democratic 
Engagement (CLDE) Action Network and others focused on education for democracy. For more information, please visit 
AAC&U’s CLDE Calendar online at http://www.aacu.org/clde/calendar/.
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MEETING LOCATION DATES

Network for AcAdemic reNewAl coNfereNce

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusive 
Democracy: The Inconvenient Truths

San Diego, 
California

MARCH 

22–24, 2018

Network for AcAdemic reNewAl coNfereNce

Global Engagement and Spaces of 
Practice

Seattle, 
Washington

OCTOBER 

11–13, 2018

Network for AcAdemic reNewAl coNfereNce

Transforming Undergraduate STEM 
Education

Atlanta, 
Georgia

NOVEMBER 

8–10, 2018

About Diversity & Democracy
Diversity & Democracy supports higher education faculty and leaders as they 
design and implement programs that advance civic learning and democratic 
engagement, global learning, and engagement with diversity to prepare 
students for socially responsible action in today’s interdependent but unequal 
world. According to AAC&U’s Statement on Liberal Learning, “By its nature . . . 
liberal learning is global and pluralistic. It embraces the diversity of ideas and 
experiences that characterize the social, natural, and intellectual world. To 
acknowledge such diversity in all its forms is both an intellectual commitment 
and a social responsibility, for nothing less will equip us to understand our 
world and to pursue fruitful lives.” Diversity & Democracy features evidence, 
research, and exemplary practices to assist practitioners in creating learning 
opportunities that realize this vision. To access Diversity & Democracy online, 
visit www.aacu.org/diversitydemocracy.

About AAC&U
AAC&U is the leading national association dedicated 
to advancing the vitality and public standing of liberal 
education by making quality and equity the foundations 
for excellence in undergraduate education in service to 
democracy. Its members are committed to extending 
the advantages of a liberal education to all students, 
regardless of academic specialization or intended career. 
Founded in 1915, AAC&U now comprises 1,400 member 
institutions—including accredited public and private 
colleges, community colleges, research universities, and 
comprehensive universities of every type and size. AAC&U 
functions as a catalyst and facilitator, forging links among 
presidents, administrators, faculty, and staff engaged in 
institutional and curricular planning. Through a broad range 
of activities, AAC&U reinforces the collective commitment 
to liberal education at the national, local, and global levels. 
Its high-quality programs, publications, research, meetings, 
institutes, public outreach efforts, and campus-based 
projects help individual institutions ensure that the quality 
of student learning is central to their work as they evolve 
to meet new economic and social challenges. Information 
about AAC&U can be found at www.aacu.org.

AAC&U Membership 2018

MASTERS
30%

BACCALAUREATE
23%

RES & DOC
16%

ASSOCIATES
13%

OTHER*
18%

*Specialized schools, state 
systems and agencies, and 
international affiliates


