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Cover photo: During the Amherst Uprising, a 
student-organized sit-in at the Amherst College 
Library in November 2015, sophomore Surya Adams 
joined others in speaking about her experiences of 
marginalization on campus. The sit-in was a catalyst 
for significant changes to advance equity and inclusion 
at Amherst, including through the student-driven 
course Being Human in STEM, in which Adams 
participated during its fifth iteration in spring 2018. 
(See pages 21–24.) (Photo by Kaelan McCone)

TA B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

3 |  From the Editor

Students as Agents of Change on Campus
4 |  A Study of Student Voice in Higher Education

LINDSEY TEMPLETON, National Campus Leadership Council and the University of 
Maryland, College Park, and ANDY MacCRACKEN and AMY SMITH—both of National 
Campus Leadership Council

8 |  Increasing Inclusivity through Pedagogical Partnerships between Students 
and Faculty
ALISON COOK-SATHER, Bryn Mawr and Haverford Colleges

11 |  Collaboration for Change: Building Alliances to Advocate for Sexual Assault 
Awareness and Prevention
KAIT SPEAR, Vanderbilt University and the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 
Health, and ASHEEKA DESAI , Vanderbilt University and the UCLA School of Law

14 |  Black Students’ Lived Experiences with and Perceptions of Law Enforcement
JAYLON THOMAS and KALEN RUSSELL—both of the University of Central Oklahoma

Campus Practice
18 |   Students Leading the Way to Environmental Sustainability

JAY ANTLE, Johnson County Community College

21 |   Being Human in STEM: Moving from Student Protest to Institutional 
Progress
SHEILA JASWAL, Amherst College

25 |   Beyond Accommodations: Celebrating Student Voice and Disability Culture
ANDY ZEISLER and MEGAN ZAHNEIS—both of Miami University

Perspective
26 |  Bridging the Political Divide

ISAAC HUANG, University of California–Berkeley

28 |  Empowering Student Voice through Global Learning in the Curriculum and 
Cocurriculum
HILARY LANDORF, Florida International University

30 |  Global Learning as My Call to Action for Social Justice
CAMILA UZCATEGUI, Florida International University and the University of Colorado 
Boulder



3DIVERSITY & DEMOCRACY n  VOL. 22, NO. 1

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

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

Students Raising Their Voices and Leading the Way

On the cover of this issue of Diversity 
& Democracy, Amherst College student 
Surya Adams speaks passionately to 
the students, faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators who gathered in the college’s 
library in November 2015 during a sit-in 
that came to be known as the Amherst 
Uprising. As a black premedical student 
majoring in French and philosophy, as 
well as a student athlete, Surya spoke 
about how students of color did not feel 
welcome in certain places on campus—
including in classrooms, at office hours, 
and in social spaces. She joined many 
other students who for hours shared sto-
ries of their lived experiences of discrimi-
nation and marginalization on campus.

These students bravely raised their 
voices, and faculty, staff, and admin-
istrators listened and committed to 
partnering with students for change. The 
Amherst Uprising led to many ongoing 
efforts to create a more equitable campus 
climate where all students could feel that 
they belonged. 

Later, Surya helped create the Council 
of Amherst College Student-Athletes 
of Color to support students who often 
felt isolated as the only people of color 
on their teams. Her organic chemistry 
and French professors set aside several 
days of class time to facilitate conversa-
tions about inclusion and belonging. In 
her senior year in 2018, Surya enrolled 
in a student-driven, student-centered 
course called Being Human in STEM 
(HSTEM), which aims “to understand 
how humanity and science intersect 
on our campus and beyond,” as Sheila 
Jaswal writes in her article on pages 
21–24. Surya wanted to work with 
professors who cared about students’ 
experiences in STEM, and the class gave 
her the opportunity to increase students’ 
sense of belonging in STEM at Amherst, 
at other colleges and universities that 

have implemented their own HSTEM 
courses, and elsewhere. For Surya, the 
most meaningful part of the course was 
working with three other women of 
color to develop and implement a project 
at a local elementary school, teaching 
both accessible STEM content and the 
message that STEM is for students from 
all backgrounds.

At the time of the Amherst Uprising, 
many Amherst students from mar-
ginalized groups reported feeling as if 
they didn’t belong in STEM, and some 
abandoned their plans to pursue STEM 

majors or careers. But Surya asserted 
that the HSTEM course cemented her 
decision to go to medical school, both 
to provide holistic patient care and to 
be a role model for young future black 
doctors. “I want to pursue medicine not 
just for me or my patients but to make 
changes in the field for future genera-
tions,” she said. 

Throughout this issue of Diversity 
& Democracy, students, faculty, staff, 
and higher education leaders tell stories 
of how students are taking the lead 
to create change at their colleges and 
universities—in the curriculum and 
cocurriculum, policies and practices, 
facilities and student services, and 
campus climate and institutional priori-
ties. Students are pursuing many of these 
goals through high-impact practices, 
such as undergraduate research on 
relationships between black students 
and campus police, a capstone course in 
which students pioneered sustainability 
initiatives, and global learning initiatives 

to promote a culture of global citizen-
ship on campus and ethical engagement 
around the world. 

Some of these efforts are entirely 
student led, such as a student organiza-
tion that embraces ideological diversity 
and promotes constructive discourse. 
Others involve partnerships among 
students, faculty, staff, and administra-
tors working toward shared goals such 
as more inclusive classrooms, fairer and 
more transparent policies and practices 
regarding sexual assault, and acces-
sible campuses that celebrate disability 

culture. Through these collaborations, 
educators and leaders are empowering 
student advocates by elevating their 
voices, listening respectfully to their 
perspectives and insights, providing 
guidance and support, and including 
them in institutional decisions.

As Chatham University student 
Fernando Soriano said as a plenary 
panelist at the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities’ 2019 Diversity, 
Equity, and Student Success confer-
ence, “Students should be considered 
institutional stakeholders just as much 
as members of the board of trustees are.” 
As colleges and universities become 
more diverse, students are speaking out. 
They are experts on their own needs 
and experiences and—in concert with 
administrators, faculty, and staff—they 
are leading the way to more inclusive 
campuses that serve and celebrate all 
students. 

—Emily Schuster 
Editor, Diversity & Democracy

These students bravely raised their voices, and faculty, 
staff, and admin istrators listened and committed to 
partnering with students for change.
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“If there’s an issue . . . on your campus, 
you could have said, ‘Well, the students 
saw that; why didn’t we listen to the 
students?’” 

—Lorenzo Santavicca, Michigan State 
University student body president, 2016–18

Listen to the students. It’s a phrase that 
seems simple and perhaps even obvious. 
Yet new research from National Campus 
Leadership Council (NCLC) suggests 
this approach is not always the practice 
in higher education. When done genu-
inely, active listening can go a long way 
toward enhancing student voice. 

As we see ongoing campus protests 
and displays of activism, student voice 
remains a critical—and growing— 
component of higher education. It is clear 
students are turning to more extreme 
measures when formal channels of deci-
sion making fail to work. At NCLC, we 
aim to cultivate, strengthen, and enhance 
student leadership. In 2018, we released 
the Student Voice Index (SVI) to better 
understand the role of student voice in 
institutional decision making in higher 
education. This article highlights our 
rationale, methodology, key findings, 
and recommendations for institutional 
leaders seeking to understand and elevate 
student voices in higher education.

Background and Definitions
According to the Association of 
Governing Boards of Universities and 
Colleges, shared governance is a “prin-
ciple that acknowledges the final institu-
tional authority of governing boards and 

distributed authority to the administra-
tion and faculty” (2016, 1). As a result, 
this authority, or the power to make 
decisions on behalf of the institution, 
frequently resides with the governing 
board and key institutional leaders, like 
the president, provost, or chief financial 
officer. But this model of shared gover-
nance omits one key stakeholder group: 
students. 

Student involvement in institutional 
governance emerged in the 1700s with 
the creation of literary societies, formed 
as a result of “the need for extracur-
ricular outlets, disengagement with the 
academic curriculum, dissatisfaction 
with institutional rules and disciplinary 
procedures, and a desire for student 
empowerment” (May 2010, 208). These 
groups evolved over several decades 
to become what are more commonly 
known today as student government 
associations (May 2010; Scruggs 2014).

The president of the student govern-
ment association serves as the chief 
representative of the student body and is 
frequently the student with the greatest 
access to institutional decision makers. 
As institutions of higher education 
continue to change and diversify, incor-
porating the voice of today’s students 
remains an important and challenging 
endeavor, especially if higher educa-
tion is to successfully anticipate and 
meet the educational needs of future 
generations. Thus, understanding 
if and to what extent student body 
presidents are engaged in different 
layers of institutional decision making 

remains a critical research and learning 
opportunity.

Building from existing research and 
literature (Canning 2017; Freeman 2016; 
Seale 2010), we define student voice as 
“students’ agency to exercise, and insti-
tutional inclusion of, thoughts, ideas, 
and opinions in shared governance and 
related processes and environments that 
drive decision making” (Templeton, 
Smith, and MacCracken 2018, 9). This 
definition has two primary components. 
First, student voice means students feel 
they have agency in their ability to par-
ticipate in institutional decision making. 
Second, institutions make efforts to 
listen to the student voice, so that voices 
aren’t just spoken but heard, considered, 
and incorporated into decisions. 

To operationalize our definition of 
student voice, we developed a rubric 
with four core metrics: 

1.  Access is the extent to which students 
have contact with or easy ability to 
interact with decision-making enti-
ties. More specifically, we wanted to 
know if student leaders had access to 
meetings of the governing board and 
opportunities to meet with institu-
tional leaders. 

2.  Role refers to the responsibilities 
assumed by or granted to a student 
serving in a representative capacity 
with a decision-making entity. While 
some student representatives have 
limited agency, others may have a 
significant voice and ability to con-
tribute in decision-making settings. 
We wanted to learn whether student 
leaders had speaking rights, voting 
rights, or other formal titles or respon-
sibilities on the governing board or in 
their interactions with institutional 
leaders—and whether these rights and 
responsibilities differed from those of 
other representatives.

3.  Empowerment is the extent to which 
institutions invest in student leaders’ 
abilities. We wanted to understand 

[STUDENTS AS AGENTS OF CHANGE ON CAMPUS]

A Study of Student Voice in Higher 
Education
 LINDSEY TEMPLETON, Director of Research and Training at National Campus Leadership Council; 
Doctoral Student in the Higher Education Program at the University of Maryland, College Park

 ANDY MacCRACKEN, Executive Director and Cofounder at National Campus Leadership Council

 AMY SMITH, Senior Advisor at National Campus Leadership Council
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whether student leaders felt empow-
ered to participate in institutional 
decision making and whether they 
were trained for the roles and respon-
sibilities to which they had access. 

4.  Influence is the power or effect 
students believe they have in the 
decision-making process or with 
decision-making entities. We wanted 
to identify the extent to which stu-
dent leaders felt they could influence 
change at their institutions. 

Methodology
Based on these metrics, we developed a 
survey that was completed by 203 student 
body presidents from a variety of types 
of higher education institutions across 
the United States. We also collected 
publicly available documents—policies, 
procedures, and bylaws—from the insti-
tutions and governing boards to better 
understand students’ access and roles.

The student body presidents were 
each from a unique institution repre-
senting public (61.1 percent), private 
(38.9 percent), two-year (15.3 percent), 
four-year (84.7 percent), Predominantly 
White Institutions (69.0 percent), and 
Minority-Serving Institutions (31.0 per-
cent). Of participants in the sample, 55.5 
percent identified as men, 42.8 percent 
as women, and 1.2 percent as nonbinary. 
Overall, 63.2 percent of respondents 
identified as White, 21.1 percent as 
Black, 8.8 percent as Asian, 8.7 percent 
as Hispanic, and 2.9 percent as Native 
American. (Some respondents chose 
more than one racial or ethnic identity.) 
Also, 92.6 percent of student body presi-
dents were elected to the position, and 
79.1 percent received compensation of 
some kind for their role.

We also asked survey questions about 
students’ leadership experiences, role 
in decision making, and perceptions of 
influence. We conducted an exploratory 
factor analysis of the data—a statistical 
technique used to identify relation-
ships between variables and frequently 

employed when “building . . . new  
metrics” (Yong and Pearce 2013, 79)—  
and identified five key indicators of 
student voice:

1.  “I have a voice in decision making at 
my institution.”

2.  “My institution seeks my input on 
how proposals might affect students.”

3.  “My institution fosters cooperation 
between students and institutional 
leaders.”

4.  “I have the opportunity to raise issues 
to my institution before they get out 
of hand.”

5.  “My institution respects decisions of 
the student government association.”

Students responded to each statement 
on a scale from strongly disagree (1) to 
strongly agree (5). We synthesized the 
data from these five indicator statements 
to develop one composite student voice 
variable. We used this variable to deter-
mine what factors (such as institutional 
policies and practices) are most highly 
correlated with stronger student voice. 

Key Findings
With further statistical analysis and doc-
ument analysis—wherein we analyzed 
publicly available documents “as a way to 
verify findings or corroborate evidence 
from other sources” (Bowen 2009, 30)—
we identified five key findings. 

1.  Engagement with the governing 
board matters, no matter the role. 
We asked student body presidents 
about their roles on or engagement 
with the governing board. Some 
reported serving as formal or ex-
officio members of the board, while 
others reported having very informal 
opportunities to visit board meetings 
and present on behalf of students. 
We found that having a formal role 
or title did not directly affect student 
voice, but student body presidents 
who reported regular engagement 

with the governing board had 
stronger student voice than those who 
did not engage with the board at all. 
(Engaged students reported a mean 
[M] composite student voice score of 
3.98, with a standard deviation [SD] 
of 0.86, compared with M = 3.53, 
SD = 1.02 for students who were not 
engaged.)

2.  Speaking rights lead to stronger 
student voice. We asked student 
body presidents about the rights and 
responsibilities they were granted 
at meetings of the governing board. 
We found that it was more common 
for students to have speaking rights 
than voting rights. Only 27.4 percent 
had both speaking and voting rights. 
There were no cases where students 
had voting rights without speaking 
rights. We found that student body 
presidents with speaking rights at 
meetings of the governing board  
(M = 4.03, SD = 0.85) had significantly 
greater student voice than those 
without speaking rights (M = 3.61, 
SD = 0.97). We did not observe the 
same trend for voting rights, which 
suggests that being engaged in the 
discussion may be more important 
to student voice than being able to 
participate in a final vote.

3.  Relationships with institutional 
leaders matter, especially with the 
vice president for student affairs. We 
asked student body presidents about 
the frequency with which they meet 
with different institutional leaders. 
Nearly 40 percent of student body 
presidents did not meet with the chief 
financial officer at all, whereas only 
7 percent of student body presidents 
did not meet with the institution’s 
president at all. Despite this variation, 
we found that only meeting frequency 
with the vice president for student 
affairs (VPSA) was significantly con-
nected to student voice. Student body 
presidents who met weekly (M = 4.04, 
SD = 0.9) or biweekly (M = 4.05,  
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SD = 0.9) with the VPSA reported 
significantly greater student voice 
than those who met once per semester 
or less (M = 3.21, SD = 0.86).

4.  Strong perception of influence is 
connected to student voice. We asked 
student body presidents about their 
ability to effect change at their institu-
tions. When asked whether they had 
the opportunity to raise issues with 
institutional leaders before they got 
out of hand, 75 percent of student 
body presidents agreed to some extent. 
Yet only 55 percent of student body 
presidents reported feeling very or 
extremely influential in effecting 
change at their institutions (figure 1). 
While student body presidents may 
have access to decision makers, access 
does not necessarily translate to influ-
ence. We found that students who had 
a strong sense of influence also had 
a strong sense of voice. Regression 
analysis—a quantitative technique 
used to calculate “the ability of one 
variable to predict a second” (Lomax 
2000, 2)—confirmed that influence 
is a predictor of student voice. This 
finding suggests that feeling influen-
tial in effecting change is correlated 
with perceptions of student voice. 

5.   Student priorities reveal emerging 
challenges. We asked student body 
presidents to identify the top three 
issues facing students, student 

leaders, and institutional leaders 
in a series of open-ended questions 
(table 1). Some issues show significant 
overlap between all stakeholder 
groups, while others highlight the 
differences in how student leaders 
perceived the priorities of students 
and institutional leaders.

We also asked student body presidents 
to rate the importance of different policy 
topics from very unimportant to very 
important (figure 2). The majority of stu-
dent body presidents identified all issues 
included in figure 2 as important or very 
important, with campus sexual assault 
and mental health at the top of the list.

Recommendations
Institutional leaders are in a position to 
successfully adapt to a changing higher 
education landscape by engaging student 
leaders, listening to real student needs, 
and collaborating in decision making. 
We present below a series of questions 
and recommendations for institutional 
leaders to consider as they seek to listen 
to students.

1.   Evaluate. One of the first steps to 
enhance student voice is to evaluate 
existing practices. This may include 
something as simple as asking the 
questions outlined below or a more 
rigorous task like analyzing the 

policies and bylaws of the governing 
board to determine what level of 
involvement students are granted. 
Institutional leaders must understand 
how existing practices and structures 
include or exclude student voice 
before they can attempt to improve.

 How frequently do institutional 
leaders meet with the student body 
president or other members of the 
student government? Our research 
showed that meeting at least monthly 
had a positive impact on student voice. 

 What is discussed during these 
meetings? Include students in con-
versations. Our research showed that 
students have a pulse on top issues 
facing students and can provide valu-
able insights on decisions that will 
affect them. 

 How often do institutional leaders 
ask for student insights or opinions 
on decisions? Add a step where insti-
tutional leaders seek student input any 
time they make a decision. Build it 
into the regular processes so it doesn’t 
become a hassle. 

2.   Engage. The results of NCLC’s initial 
SVI research suggest that student 
leaders are savvy about where deci-
sions are being made at the leadership 
level. They recognize the importance 
of having meetings with institutional 
leaders and being able to participate 

12.2%

29.9%
31.0%

24.0%

2.9%

Not at all influential Somewhat influential

Moderately influential Very influential

Extremely influential

FIGURE 1. STUDENT BODY PRESIDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 

THEIR INFLUENCE TO EFFECT CHANGE

TABLE 1. STUDENT BODY PRESIDENTS’ PERCEIVED TOP ISSUES FOR STAKEHOLDERS

Students Student Leaders Institutional Leaders

1. Diversity 1. Diversity 1. Budget

2. Affordability 2. Dining 2. Diversity

3.  Student involvement/
success

3. Budget 3.  Student involvement/
success

4. Parking 4.  Student involvement/
success

4. Affordability

5. Dining 5. Affordability 5. Academics
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in discussions where decisions are 
being shaped. 

 How do institutional leaders engage 
students in decision making? Consider 
how institutional leaders are engaging 
students both formally and informally, 
and whether formal channels are well 
defined to transition from one student 
leader to the next.

 What can institutional leaders do to 
increase student engagement in deci-
sion making? Our research suggests 
student engagement is critical to stu-
dent voice. Institutional leaders should 
meet with student body presidents 
to discuss tangible ways to increase 
engagement in decision making.

3.   Elevate. A common critique from 
institutional leaders is that students 
are transient at institutions and 
lack proper training and knowledge 
to participate as full members in 
decision-making processes (Menon 
2005). Students will continue to 
cycle through institutions of higher 
education, but their experiences and 
struggles remain salient. One goal of 
elevating student voice is to transfer 
information from students to decision 
makers to inform better policy that 
addresses the issues facing students of 
all generations. 

 How can student voices be heard and 
incorporated despite this perceived 

challenge? Elevate the importance 
of student voice by discussing the 
changing role of student leaders with 
other institutional leaders.

 What steps are institutional leaders 
taking to provide students with the 
knowledge and experience required 
to participate in institutional deci-
sion making? Less than 50 percent 
of student body presidents in our 
study reported receiving training 
for their role, and only 21.7 percent 
agreed that the training was effective. 
Elevate student voice by training 
student leaders on the mechanics 
of decision making and providing 
appropriate context, just as you 
would any other leader.

Concluding Thoughts
“Student voice is where the students 
have an equal opportunity to not just be 
heard but for action to come from their 
request[s] and ideas.” 

—SVI survey respondent

Listening to students means more 
than just hearing them out. The SVI 
research suggests that student voice 
is connected to ongoing, genuine 
engagement. Institutions of higher 
education and those who lead them 
have a responsibility to make decisions 
that uphold the values and mission 
of the institution. Engaging students 

and elevating their voices is critical to 
achieving this goal. <

This article is based in part on NCLC’s 
Student Voice Index Report: A Study on 
Student Voice in Decision-Making at 
Institutions of Higher Education (Templeton, 
Smith, and MacCracken 2018). To read the 
full report and to see how your institution 
prioritizes student voice based on NCLC’s 
research, visit studentvoiceindex.org. 
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How do you create and sustain a class-
room that is conducive to the learning of 
a diverse group of students? Since 2006, 
the Students as Learners and Teachers 
(SaLT) program has supported students 
and faculty as they form pedagogical 
partnerships to address this question. 
Through classroom observation, dia-
logue, and reflection, undergraduate stu-
dents affirm faculty members’ already 
inclusive practices and catalyze shifts 
toward greater inclusivity. 

Program Design and Participants
SaLT positions undergraduate students 
as paid pedagogical consultants to 
faculty who teach at Bryn Mawr College, 
Haverford College, and nearby col-
leges. (Different kinds of colleges and 
universities around the world employ 
similar partnership initiatives, some 
based on the SaLT model and some 
with other foundations.) Students bring 
life experiences informed by their 
identities, insights from their varied 
classroom experiences, and capacity to 
pose questions to help faculty identify 
their assumptions about learning and 
students. Thus, students both offer and 
develop knowledge of learning and 
teaching (de Bie et al. 2019) through 
their semester-long (and sometimes 
longer) collaborations with faculty. The 
student consultants are not enrolled in 
the courses on which they focus but visit 
one class session per week. They take 
notes on classroom interactions and 
pedagogical practices, attending first 
to issues their faculty partners identify 

and then exploring areas of focus the 
partners generate together. 

Student consultants meet weekly with 
their faculty partners to affirm what is 
working well and note what might be 
revised to make classrooms and course-
work more inclusive of and responsive to 
a diverse group of students (Cook-Sather 
2015). Through attending an orientation, 
familiarizing themselves with extensive 
guidelines, and participating in weekly 
meetings with other student consultants 
and me in my role as director of the SaLT 
program, student consultants develop 
the language, confidence, empathy, and 
commitment to engage in constructive 
dialogue with their faculty partners. 
They also carry those capacities into 
all their teaching and learning relation-
ships as well as other areas of their lives 
(Brunson 2018; Colón García 2017; Cook-
Sather 2011, 2018a; Mejia 2019).

Of the 165 second-, third-, and 
fourth-year undergraduates who 
have participated in SaLT since its 
advent, ninety-eight self-identify as 
belonging to one or more of the fol-
lowing equity-seeking groups: African 
American, Asian American, Latinx, 
female, first-generation college student, 
low socioeconomic status, disabled, 
or queer. Student partners who are 
not from equity-seeking groups or are 
not majoring in the professor’s field of 
expertise can also draw on their experi-
ences to help develop more inclusive 
practices (Daviduke 2018). Student con-
sultants have partnered with more than 
240 faculty members, including faculty 

with many years of teaching experi-
ence, who choose to participate for the 
benefits of partnership but no financial 
compensation, and incoming faculty, 
who can participate in such partnerships 
and a pedagogy seminar in exchange 
for a reduced teaching load in their first 
year (Cook-Sather 2016). 

Program Development and 
Recommendations
A group of faculty, students, and admin-
istrators developed the SaLT program 
with the support of several grants from 
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. 
They launched the program in response 
to requests from faculty to make their 
classrooms more inclusive and the desire 
of administrators to support pedagogical 
reflection. Students from underrepre-
sented groups on campus participated in 
a focus group that helped conceptualize 
the program. They recommended that 
the first cohort of consultants be stu-
dents of color (Cook-Sather 2018b). 

Five faculty members (in chemistry, 
education, English, and psychology) and 
five student partners regularly reflected 
on their work together, and their reflec-
tions informed a set of interrelated 
recommendations for how faculty can 
develop inclusive, culturally responsive 
classrooms. These recommendations are 
not intended to be one-time, surefire 
strategies but rather starting points in 
a necessarily ongoing dialogue (Cook-
Sather and Agu 2013):

1.   Be explicit about aspects of 
pedagogical practices and classroom 
interactions that tend to remain 
implicit or assumed.
a.  Make your stance and pedagogical 

rationale explicit.
b.  Make expectations explicit, 

including both the professor’s and 
students’ expectations.

2.  Interact with students and build 
strong human relationships while 

[STUDENTS AS AGENTS OF CHANGE ON CAMPUS]
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working through the subject matter.
a.  Get to know students.
b.  Share your own experiences. 

3.  Increase the number of literal and 
conceptual spaces provided in a class.
a.  Provide various forums for 

participation.
b.  Use multiple, inclusive examples 

and illustrations. 

4.  Investigate silence and advocacy, 
including who speaks with and to 
whom, and why and how they speak.
a.  Analyze the role of silence in 

classrooms.
b.  Be allies and advocates to students 

from underrepresented groups.

Faculty and student partners 
continue to act on and refine these 
recommendations. For an extensive dis-
cussion of each of them, see Cook-Sather 
and Des-Ogugua (2018).

Expanding Projects
In addition to the pedagogical partner-
ships, other projects have emerged 
through SaLT both organically and as 
a result of further grant support. For 
example, faculty have redesigned entire 
courses in partnership with student 
consultants (Charkoudian et al. 2015). 
SaLT student consultants have col-
laborated with the offices of access and 
support services on both Bryn Mawr’s 
and Haverford’s campuses to learn from 
students about their accessibility needs 
and the support faculty require to meet 
those needs.

Supported by a grant from the Arthur 
Vining Davis Foundations through the 
Pennsylvania Consortium for the Liberal 
Arts, four SaLT student consultants 
participated in the 2018 annual meeting 
of the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities. The students attended 
nineteen sessions and drew on these and 
their experiences as pedagogical consul-
tants to develop a three-hour workshop 

for faculty and staff at 
Bryn Mawr, Haverford, 
and nearby colleges. 
This workshop inspired 
faculty participants 
to create additional 
forums to explore the 
issues raised, such as a 
summer journal club 
focused on reading 
research pertaining 
to accessibility and 
obstacles to inclusion.

A Lumina 
Foundation grant 
awarded to Haverford 
College has supported 
both a faculty pedagogy 
seminar and one-on-one student-faculty 
partnerships focused on working toward 
greater equity, inclusion, and belonging 
within and beyond classrooms. A donor 
gift to Haverford College has supported 
an entire department in its work with 
student consultants to make its intro-
ductory course sequence more inclusive.

Three Ways Pedagogical 
Partnerships Increase Inclusivity
This pedagogical partnership work 
affords student consultants three ways 
to increase inclusivity by supporting 
faculty in thinking critically about their 
pedagogy and revising their approaches 
when necessary. The first is through 
positioning students to bring their 
identities and lived experiences to bear 
on developing inclusive classrooms. 
The role of the “student consultant” 
itself complicates the institutional roles 
of student, instructor, and educational 
developer; positions students to mobilize 
their own cultural identities; and con-
tributes to the transformation of uni-
versities into more egalitarian learning 
communities (Cook-Sather et al. 2019). 
As one student consultant explained, “I 
think it might have been important for 
other students of color or underrepre-
sented groups to have seen me in this 

new and ‘high-level’ role with respect to 
the professor”—positioned as a partner 
whose “perspective was welcomed” and 
who “was valued as a driving force to 
change classroom dynamics” (Cook-
Sather and Agu 2013, 277).

The second way in which student 
consultants act as agents to increase 
inclusivity is by drawing on their 
experiences to recommend pedagogical 
approaches that are responsive to 
a greater diversity of students. One 
student consultant explained that, as 
an international student whose first 
language is not English, “I was able to 
use my experience as a student with 
certain needs . . . to advocate for others 
who might be in similar positions.” This 
student consultant reminded her faculty 
partners “that not all students feel as 
comfortable participating in traditional 
classroom settings or approaching 
professors for a variety of reasons.” She 
explained, “I advocated for more exer-
cises like the ones that empowered me to 
feel confident in my sense of place in the 
classroom.” 

Another student consultant, who 
belonged to a group traditionally 
underrepresented in the sciences, 
helped her faculty partner see the 
danger of an approach he had planned 

Manroocha Singh (left, Bryn Mawr College, class of 2018) and Jane Chandlee 
(assistant professor of linguistics, Haverford College) worked together for a 
full year through the Students as Learners and Teachers program. (Photo by 
Aaron Windhorst)
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to use—giving a difficult pretest to 
students enrolled in his STEM course 
without explaining why. His student 
consultant argued that this approach 
would exacerbate the “belonging 
uncertainty” (Cohen and Garcia 2008) 
many underrepresented students 
experience and undermine their confi-
dence. In response, the faculty member 
revised his approach. 

The third way in which student 
consultants can increase inclusivity 
is by making faculty aware of—and 
reinforcing—pedagogical practices 
they already use but may not recognize 
as fostering inclusivity. One faculty 
member noted pedagogical approaches 
she employed “in a conscious way but 
wouldn’t have thought of as culturally 
responsive” as well as other practices 
that were “unconscious.” When her 
student consultant pointed out how 
both kinds of practices contributed to 
greater inclusivity, this faculty member 
explained that she became “more con-
scious and deliberate in doing them” 
(Cook-Sather and Des-Ogugua 2018, 
605). Affirmation of existing practices 
is as important as revision; affirming 
good practices in one aspect of a course 
can build courage (Perez 2016) that helps 
faculty address a lack of inclusivity in 
other aspects. 

Conclusion
The power of positioning undergraduates 
as pedagogical consultants to faculty lies 
in dialogue and collaboration, making 
it more likely that differences of posi-
tion, perspective, and identity can foster 
insight and connection rather than 
further divisions (Cook-Sather 2015). 
Pedagogical partnerships affirm for 
students that they can, in their words, be 
“agent[s] of change within . . . classroom 
spaces” (Cook-Sather 2018a, 929) and that 
their perspectives can “drive important 
transformation in classrooms and in 
the student-teacher relationship” (Cook-
Sather and Agu 2013, 277–78). 

This work both constitutes and 
contributes to inclusivity. As one student 
partner, Ana Colón García (2017), has 
argued, “If we all engaged in partner-
ships through which we reflect and 
discuss how teaching and learning expe-
riences can include and value everyone, 
our campuses would become places of 
belonging.” 

For guidance on how to support this 
work, see Cook-Sather, Bovill, and Felten 
(2014) and Cook-Sather, Bahti, and Ntem 
(forthcoming). <
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In recent years, campus sexual assault 
has risen to the forefront of the national 
agenda, not only as a policy concern but 
also as a cultural shift in values toward 
the freedom to pursue one’s education 
without fear of violence. In 2011, the 
Obama administration issued its first set 
of guidelines to colleges and universi-
ties for dealing with issues of sexual 
misconduct, such as requiring campuses 
to provide more avenues for reporting 
and more resources for survivors. 
Motivated by renewed national interest 
and pervasive media coverage of sexual 
assault cases, students have since led 
advocacy efforts for more transparency, 
fairness, and inclusivity in how their 
campuses handle issues of sexual assault. 
As student advocates during our time 
at Vanderbilt University, we promoted 
collaborative activism, bringing together 
administrative figures and student 
representatives to pursue mutual goals of 
safety, dialogue, and justice. 

Sexual Assault on College Campuses
Throughout this article, we define 
sexual assault to include nonconsensual 
sexual intercourse and/or contact, 
sexual harassment, sexual exploitation, 
stalking, dating violence, and domestic 
violence. Under Title IX, schools must 
ensure that all students have equal 
access to education regardless of gender, 
sexual orientation, or gender identity. 
Sexual assault is a form of gender 
discrimination prohibited by Title IX. 
This view of sexual assault as an issue 

of gendered violence is informed by 
thirty years of statistical peer review of 
reporting data, which conservatively 
estimate that one in five women will 
experience sexual assault during her 
collegiate career (Koss, Gidycz, and 
Wisniewski 1987; Fedina, Holmes, and 
Backes 2016). Continued data collection 
and analysis indicate that women are 
vastly more likely to experience sexual 
assault than men and that, across all 
genders, members of the LGBTQI+ 
community are at higher risk than their 
non-LGBTQI+ counterparts (Walters, 
Chen, and Breiding 2013). Thus, if a 
school knows or reasonably should know 
about discrimination or violence that is 
creating a hostile environment for a stu-
dent based on gender, sexual orientation, 
or gender identity, Title IX requires the 
school to act to eliminate it, remedy the 
harm caused, and prevent its recurrence. 

In April 2011, the Department of 
Education issued a Dear Colleague 
Letter (DCL), which reminded colleges 
and universities nationwide of their 
obligations under Title IX. The DCL 
also set forth specific guidelines for 
colleges to follow in developing policies 
to address, prevent, and respond to 
instances of sexual assault. The depart-
ment made clear that if schools failed 
to comply with these guidelines, they 
would be placed under investigation 
and might lose their federal funding. In 
2014, the Obama administration reaf-
firmed its support for survivors when it 
released a list of fifty-five schools that 

faced civil rights investigations related to 
their handling of sexual assault reports. 
Vanderbilt University, our alma mater, 
was among the schools on the initial list. 

Vanderbilt’s inclusion on this list was 
one of two major events that brought 
sexual assault to the forefront of campus 
dialogue. The other was the horrific 
gang rape of a student by four football 
players in a campus dorm room during 
summer 2013. This event sent shock-
waves throughout campus and resulted 
in a series of highly publicized criminal 
trials and widespread media attention, 
which brought criticism of the ways in 
which Vanderbilt responded to issues of 
sexual assault. 

An Opportunity to Collaborate
Following the initial coverage of the 
2013 rape case, student groups and 
campus administrators at Vanderbilt 
began focusing more closely on issues 
of sexual assault. The university admin-
istration began allocating more time 
and resources to this issue, and in fall 
2014, the Project Safe Center for Sexual 
Misconduct Prevention and Response 
(PSC) opened as a stand-alone center 
committed to preventing sexual assault 
and other forms of power-based per-
sonal violence. Prior to 2014, Project Safe 
existed as a program under the auspices 
of the university’s Women’s Center. The 
opening of the PSC brought with it an 
increase in personnel solely dedicated to 
issues of sexual and interpersonal vio-
lence. The advocates at the PSC—namely 
Cara Tuttle Bell, Sirajah Raheem, Sarah 
Jordan Welch, Otis McGresham, and 
Sarah Watson—devoted substantial time 
and resources toward supporting student 
activists, counseling and directing us to 
helpful educational tools. 

In the midst of these shifting campus 
priorities, individual students had 
unprecedented opportunities before 
them. I (Kait) gained a seat on the 
student government’s Sexual Assault 
Task Force of 2014, which had a direct 

[STUDENTS AS AGENTS OF CHANGE ON CAMPUS]

Collaboration for Change: Building  
Alliances to Advocate for Sexual Assault 
Awareness and Prevention
 KAIT SPEAR, 2016 Graduate of Vanderbilt University; 2018 Master of Public Policy from the Johns 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

 ASHEEKA DESAI, 2016 Graduate of Vanderbilt University; 2019 Juris Doctor from the UCLA  
School of Law



12 ASSOCIATION OF AMERICAN COLLEGES & UNIVERSITIES

line to key stakeholders within the 
university administration. As the only 
activist on the task force, my opinions 
and expertise carried significant weight 
but were narrow compared with the 
vast experiences of the student body. 
Countless individuals and groups on 
campus were working on issues related 
to sexual assault, including Vandy 
Fems (Vanderbilt Feminists), Take 
Back the Night, Vandy Sex Ed, and 
Vanderbilt Students of Nonviolence. 
In order to better connect with those 
activists and establish continuity of 
advocacy from year to year, I lobbied 
the student government executive board 
to establish the task force as a standing 
committee. In 2015, I was appointed 
founding chair of the Vanderbilt Student 
Government’s Sexual Assault Awareness 
and Prevention Committee (VSAP). 
Asheeka, my coauthor and friend, was 
one of my first selections to the com-
mittee body.

Student Advocacy and Collaboration
VSAP brought student stakeholders 
together for the first time to produce 
policy guidance on sexual assault 
prevention and education. The key to 
VSAP’s success was the way in which we 
bridged the gap between administrators 
and students in their shared goal of 
reducing sexual misconduct on campus. 

Students met with key members of the 
administration at the time, including 
Dean of Students Mark Bandas, Provost 
Susan Wente, Vice Chancellor George 
C. Hill, Dean of the Commons Vanessa 
Beasley, and General Counsel Audrey 
Anderson. The committee also devel-
oped a close, trusting relationship with 
the PSC—a relationship that provided 

a key link between the students on the 
committee and university administra-
tion. It was through this link that the 
committee achieved several of its most 
important goals.

One of those goals was to change the 
reporting status of the PSC. Prior to fall 
2016, the PSC was not a confidential 
resource, meaning that students could 
not seek assistance there without being 
referred to the university’s Title IX 
coordinator. Recognizing the silencing 
effect this had on students, VSAP 
members and PSC staff made advocating 
for confidentiality a top priority. For 
several years, fragmented student groups 
and individuals had pushed for this 
important change, and PSC staff had 

persistently requested more 
flexibility in their reporting 
requirements, but the 
administration had made no 
changes to the policy. VSAP, 
however, used our newly 
minted collaborative energy 
to exert pressure on the 
university. It was only after 
several meetings involving 
VSAP members, PSC staff, 
and top university adminis-
trators—during which VSAP 
argued that the university 
could both maintain its 
reporting obligations under 

federal law and make the PSC a con-
fidential resource—that the university 
announced that the PSC would become 
a limited-confidential resource begin-
ning in fall 2016. This important change 
was the result of a joint effort between 
VSAP and the PSC, made possible by the 
collaboration and trust between the two 
groups. 

Our ability to achieve these policy 
changes was also rooted in the adminis-
tration’s positive response to the Student 
Perspective Report, which VSAP pro-
duced with a handful of other student 
contributors (Spear et al. 2016). The 
report used Vanderbilt’s campus climate 
statistics to highlight previously over-
looked opportunities to prevent sexual 
assault and support survivors. It also 
used best practices from peer universi-
ties and guidance from the White House 
to propose changes to existing policies 
and practices.

Within this report, VSAP recom-
mended that we contribute to the annual 
revision of the university’s Sexual 
Misconduct and Power-Based Personal 
Violence Policy, offering a thorough 
line-by-line critique. Beginning in the 
spring semester, the policy goes through 
a revision process involving multiple 
faculty and administrators, ultimately 
leading to an updated version for the 
following academic year. Although it 
is not highly advertised, students may 
share their comments and concerns with 
any of these parties. By more formally 
securing VSAP’s involvement in the 
process, the committee was able to 
systematically communicate and address 
concerns that we experienced or heard 
about on a day-to-day basis. 

Coauthor Kait Spear (center) with Project Safe Center staff members 
Sarah Jordan Welch (left) and Cara Tuttle Bell during an event held at 
Vanderbilt University in response to the national epidemic of bullying 
specifically targeted at members of the LGBTQI+ community. (Photo 
courtesy of the Only Love Project)

Not only should students build strong alliances with one 
another, but university administrations should encourage 
and actively facilitate such partnerships.



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

13DIVERSITY & DEMOCRACY n  VOL. 22, NO. 1

The Student Perspective Report also 
recommended mandatory training for 
first-year students, to be produced in 
collaboration with Dean Beasley and 
her first-year programming office. The 
university had many sexual assault 
prevention programs, but not many 
offering support to students after an 
assault had occurred. Recognizing this 
programming deficit, VSAP designed a 
program that could be integrated with 
CommonVU, an existing set of trainings 
that occurs during first-year orientation. 
The program addressed these concerns 
and shed light on the largely opaque 
investigative process. The program 
also presented multiple points of view, 
including those of students’ friends, 
resident advisors, and professors. By 
the time we graduated, we had planned 
a pilot run of the program, which was 
implemented during the following fall 
semester.

A Safer, More Inclusive Campus
Although we have since graduated, the 
legacy of VSAP lives on at Vanderbilt. 
Now in its eighth semester of policy 
advocacy service, VSAP continues to 
provide student perspectives on the 
annual revision of the university’s sexual 
misconduct policy, hosts events to raise 
awareness of sexual assault issues, and 
brings together student advocates and 
administrators on issues of safety and 
freedom.

In the years since our 2016 com-
mencement, Vanderbilt has made 
significant strides in creating a safer and 
more inclusive campus for survivors of 
sexual assault. For example, in January 
2018, the university announced that the 
Equal Opportunity, Affirmative Action, 
and Disability Service (EAD) office 
would split into three separate offices: the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Office, 
the Student Access Services Office, 
and the Title IX Office. As a result, the 
university has hired additional staff 
dedicated to Title IX issues and now has 

greater capacity to 
investigate claims 
of sexual assault. 
Currently, the Title 
IX Office practices 
trauma-informed 
investigating, 
requiring staff to 
undergo training to 
make investigations 
less traumatic for all 
involved. Although 
the EAD’s split was 
not the direct result 
of VSAP’s work, 
increased student 
advocacy around 
issues of sexual 
assault over the past five years likely 
had a hand in pushing these important 
changes forward. 

A Call to Action
Building on the foundation of collab-
orative activism that VSAP prepared 
for us, we continue to recommend that 
students organize around issues of 
campus sexual assault in similar ways. 
Not only should students build strong 
alliances with one another, but univer-
sity administrations should encourage 
and actively facilitate such partner-
ships. Engaging students in the policies 
that directly affect them helps secure 
outcomes that will anticipate the needs 
of the population and ensure that solu-
tions are relevant to survivors. Students 
won’t engage with interventions that 
don’t center their perspectives and 
needs, which administrators working 
in isolation can’t possibly understand 
or effectively represent. 

Moreover, the potential for 
noncompliance-related funding 
losses and lawsuits is a factor that can 
motivate universities to become better 
environments for students, particularly 
women and members of the LGBTQI+ 
community. Students can leverage this 
motivation to advocate for change that 

both makes campuses safer and helps 
protect universities against issues of 
liability in the long run. In this way, 
the interests of students and admin-
istrators are deeply connected, and 
collaborative work between them is the 
most effective way to meet the needs of 
both parties. <
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The relationship between Black citizens 
and law enforcement officers in the 
United States has long been a topic of 
controversy and concern. Ever since 
slave patrols were first established in the 
Carolina colonies in 1704, law enforce-
ment officers have been instrumental 
in maintaining America’s social order 
through the systemic control of Blacks. 
Slave patrols were responsible for 
capturing runaway slaves, suppressing 
insubordination, and disciplining slaves 
who violated rules. After emancipation, 
slave patrols evolved into Southern 
police departments, which controlled 
freed slaves and enforced Jim Crow laws 
(Potter 1995). 

Modern interactions between Blacks 
and law enforcement officers reflect 
what has been historically acceptable. In 
American society, “criminality is viewed 
as an inherent Black characteristic” 
(Owusu-Bempah 2016, 29), and the 
criminalization of Blacks provides social 
justification for unfair treatment by 
police. The media reinforces stereotypes 
of Black people as inferior, violent, and 
undeserving of the privileges and secu-
rity granted to other populations (Dreier 
2005). This mindset is embedded in 
American culture and into the uncon-
scious biases of many individuals. 
Many prejudices that police officers 
may harbor and act upon stem from the 
views and attitudes of American society 
at large (Harris 2007). 

Within the last five years in the 
United States, there have been numerous 
high-profile cases of Black lives ended at 

the hands of law enforcement officers. 
Even the possibility of being subjected 
to police violence or unfair treatment 
places immense mental strain on 
Black people and adds to the obstacles 
they may face in higher education by 
reducing their mental bandwidth (avail-
able cognitive resources). Because of 
the constant stress of disconfirming 
stereotypes and avoiding racial pro-
filing and the subsequent possibility of 
police violence, Black college students 
can be hampered in succeeding aca-
demically and obtaining a college degree 
(Verschelden 2017).

To explore Black college students’ 
lived experiences with and perceptions 
of campus police (and law enforcement 
in general), we conducted surveys and 
focus groups at the University of Central 
Oklahoma (UCO), a large, public, 
four-year university and Predominantly 
White Institution with 13 percent of 
the population identifying as Black or 
multiracial (with one race being Black) 
during the time of the study. Black 
students’ responses may mirror the 
experiences of a larger population of 
Black people in the United States, bring 
attention to discrimination against 
all marginalized groups, and ignite 
social reform that demands an end to 
systemic oppression and police brutality 
nationwide.

Theoretical Framework
In our study, we used critical race theory 
(CRT) as the framework to conceptualize 
and explore Black college students’ lived 

experiences with and perceptions of 
law enforcement on and off campus. 
According to CRT, those in power 
maintain racial inequality in society, eco-
nomics, and law to preserve the interests 
of the White elite. CRT rejects the myth 
of colorblind meritocracy, which White 
elites have used to perpetuate this power 
structure and marginalize Black people 
(Lynn et al. 2002). 

CRT also relies on what theorists 
call “counter-storytelling,” which cre-
ates a counternarrative that challenges 
the status quo and uncovers unjust 
laws, policies, or systems (Delgado 
and Stefancic 2000). We used personal 
stories to empower Black students to 
counter the societal stereotypes that 
Blacks are violent and deserving of 
police brutality. We also sought to 
conceptualize how Black students’ inter-
actions with law enforcement officers 
inform their perceptions of themselves. 
In essence, our study provided a way to 
redefine the narrative of Black students 
by providing insights into their lived 
experiences with law enforcement and 
challenging the norms associated with 
modern-day policing. 

Data Collection and Methodology
In October and November 2017, we col-
lected data through a mixed-method 
process using surveys and focus groups. 
We distributed a survey to approximately 
two thousand students, both undergrad-
uate and graduate, at UCO who identi-
fied as Black or multiracial (with one of 
those races being Black). Approximately 
23 percent of those surveyed, or 460 
students, submitted responses. We 
identified common themes in the survey 
responses and used those themes to 
develop questions that we posed to two 
focus groups of five students each in 
January 2018. We asked them questions 
ranging from how they defined security 
on campus to how they envisioned the 
ideal relationship between Black people 
and police in society. Students also 
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described their interactions with and 
feelings toward campus police and law 
enforcement in general. In addition, 
we asked students to collectively think 
of ways to begin cultivating positive 
relationships between Black students and 
campus police. 

This communal, strategic approach 
is inspired by participatory action 
research (PAR). PAR is a research 
methodology that allows participants 
to explain their own experiences and 
arrive at their own conclusions. The 
purpose of PAR is to inform social 
issues and encourage the affected 
group to be the initiators of the change 
they would like to see (MacDonald 
2012). This method differs from the 
traditional research canon due to “its 
participatory character—cooperation 
between the researcher(s) and other 
participants in problem definition, 
choice of methods, data analysis, and 
use of findings” (Schwandt 2015, 229). It 
inverts the power structure of research, 
allowing marginalized groups—who are 
often unheard and may feel hopeless 
and forgotten—to explain their own 
experiences, discuss their concerns, and 
champion their own solutions. 

By focusing on Black students, we 
ensured that they could contribute to 
a conversation in which they are rarely 
invited to participate. The study allowed 
the students to validate their experiences 
and perspectives, create a counternar-
rative, and begin the process of their 
personal and communal liberation, 
ultimately acting as social change agents 
for themselves and others.

Though we initiated our research 
drawing upon PAR methodology, giving 
space for the participants to create 
their own collective response to their 
experiences, we were not able to begin 
implementing the focus groups’ sug-
gestions. Due to time constraints of our 
research, imposed by funding restric-
tions and the academic calendar, our 

research ended upon the completion of 
the 2017–18 school year. 

Limitations of the study include 
only surveying Black students at one 
university. We did not collect data 
on perceptions of law enforcement 
from non-Blacks to serve as a control 
group, nor did we collect data to better 
understand where student perceptions 
originated. 

Findings from the Survey
Of the 460 survey respondents, 
approximately 73 percent identified 
as female and 27 percent identified as 
male, representing the same gender 
breakdown as the population to which 
we distributed the survey. About 
19 percent of the respondents were 
freshmen, 20 percent were sophomores, 
22 percent were juniors, 26 percent 
were seniors, 12 percent were graduate 
students, and 1 percent listed their class 
status as “other.” 

In the survey, we asked Black students 
to rate the quality of their own personal 
interactions with campus law enforce-
ment (figure 1). Close to one-third of 
respondents rated their interactions as 
positive or very positive, more than one-
sixth indicated their interactions were 

negative or very negative, and about half 
described their interactions as neither 
positive nor negative. 

In addition, we asked students about 
interactions between students and 
campus law enforcement in general. 
Close to two-thirds of respondents 
agreed or strongly agreed with this 
statement: “In general, most students 
on campus are treated differently by 
law enforcement officials based on their 
racial appearance” (figure 2).

We also asked participants to choose 
a word to complete this sentence: 
“The presence of law enforcement on 
campus makes me feel _________” (very 
anxious, somewhat anxious, neither 
anxious nor assured, somewhat assured, 
very assured). Less than 27 percent of 
Black students felt somewhat or very 
assured by the presence of campus law 
enforcement, while nearly 34 percent felt 
somewhat or very anxious about their 
presence. About 40 percent felt neither 
anxious nor assured. 

A greater proportion of female 
than male students reported feeling 
somewhat or very anxious about the 
presence of campus police (about 
35 percent of female students versus 
about 30 percent of male students). 

FIGURE 1. BLACK STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THE QUALITY OF THEIR OWN PERSONAL 

INTERACTIONS WITH CAMPUS LAW ENFORCEMENT
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This discrepancy is interesting because 
the narrative surrounding police and 
Blacks is usually centered around 
Black men being anxious around law 
enforcement officers. In addition, a 
higher percentage of female than male 
students reported feeling somewhat or 
very assured (about 28 percent versus 
about 23 percent), and a greater share 
of male than female students reported 
feeling neither anxious nor assured by 
the presence of campus law enforcement 
(about 48 percent versus about 37 per-
cent). Further research might investigate 
whether women are consistently more 

aware of their environment than men or 
whether the presence of law enforcement 
increases the sense of potential danger 
that women face regularly.

We also learned that although nearly 
half of respondents had little to no per-
sonal contact with campus police, many 
still saw them as a threat to their safety. 
Out of the 181 respondents who indicated 
they had no contact with campus police, 
30 percent (fifty-four respondents) felt 
either very or somewhat anxious about 
the presence of these officers. This could 
imply that vicarious interactions with 
police (e.g., through the media, their 

peers’ stories, etc.) shape students’ per-
ceptions of campus police. 

Table 1 summarizes themes that 
emerged as we analyzed participants’ 
responses to open-ended survey ques-
tions about their perceptions of their 
Blackness, campus police, and law 
enforcement in general, categorized as 
positive, neutral, or negative. In general, 
Black students were either proud to be 
Black or hated being Black because of 
the unfair treatment of Black people. 
Some respondents used terms such as 
“Black pride” and “empowering” to 
describe their Blackness, while other 
students described being Black as  
“frustrating” and “uncomfortable”  
and said it made them feel “fearful.” 

In addition, many Black students 
described campus law enforcement as 
“untrustworthy,” “apathetic,” “overly 
aggressive,” and “bullies.” Most Black 
students tended to have a negative 
opinion of law enforcement in general; 
they viewed police officers as “untrust-
worthy” and “apathetic” and believed 
they used “excessive force.” However, 
some Black students viewed campus law 
enforcement as “helpful” and “reliable,” 
especially if the students had a relative 
or friend who was a law enforcement 
officer. No participant who indicated 
a close relationship with a law enforce-
ment officer perceived law enforcement 
to be negative. These results suggest that 
providing opportunities for students 
and campus law enforcement officers 
to come together could increase their 
familiarity with each other and the 
likelihood of positive interactions and 
perceptions. 

Findings from the Focus Groups
We conducted two focus groups with 
five students in each group. Within each 
focus group, students further explained 
their lived experiences with law enforce-
ment on campus and more generally. 
During these discussions, students iden-
tified common themes and problems 

TABLE 1. THEMES FROM STUDENT SURVEY RESPONSES
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FIGURE 2. BLACK STUDENTS’ RESPONSES TO THIS STATEMENT: “IN GENERAL, MOST STUDENTS ON 

CAMPUS ARE TREATED DIFFERENTLY BY LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICIALS BASED ON THEIR RACIAL 
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and suggested ways to improve relation-
ships between Black students and police.

In the first focus group, the students 
discussed incidents that they experi-
enced or witnessed regarding Blacks and 
their interactions with law enforcement. 
These experiences included inadequate 
communication, a lack of partnership 
between the two groups, and a lack 
of visibility of campus police officers. 
To address these issues, the students 
proposed that the university bring 
campus law enforcement officers to new 
student orientation week, especially 
the part designed to introduce students 
from diverse backgrounds to resources, 
services, and programs to help them 
succeed at UCO. This idea stemmed 
from the “coffee with a cop” events that 
some police departments use to engage 
with their surrounding communities. 
Bringing campus law enforcement to 
orientation would make the police more 
visible to the students and provide Black 
students with an opportunity to at least 
speak with an officer. According to the 
focus group participants, this approach 
could help Black students feel safer on 
campus, thus improving their mental 
bandwidth. 

The second focus group felt that 
protests are effective in highlighting 
injustices, but there is usually no 
follow-up action. They recommended 
having continuous meetings, forums, 
and conversations between students and 
campus police. The students wanted to 
create a policing week with events related 
to building trust between students and 
campus law enforcement officers. These 
events might include panel discussions 
with campus police, student hip-hop 
or spoken word poetry performances, 
exhibits of student artwork, a police-
hosted community event for the 
students, or student-led conversations 
in which students could freely talk 
with officers about their feelings and 
perceptions related to problems in law 
enforcement on campus and beyond. The 

week might end with a visit to a police 
station or the campus police office. 

The students felt that a policing week 
would force the two subcultures to learn 
about one another. The events would 
be created from the perspective of the 
students, enabling police to see policing 
issues from Black students’ point of view 
and encouraging officers to examine 
their biases. This week could be cospon-
sored by the Criminal Justice Club and 
organizations in the Office of Diversity 
and Inclusion, such as the Black 
Student Association and the National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People. The focus group partici-
pants believed that if the university held 
a policing week, students could finally 
share their stories without being perse-
cuted, which is vital to being viewed as a 
true member of society. 

Further Research Opportunities
Our research indicates that Black 
students have feelings of anxiety and 
fear related to law enforcement. Further 
research on this subject could include 
gathering data on participants’ feelings 
of achievement, belonging, and ability 
to succeed in order to deduce whether 
there is a correlation between student 
success and the reduced mental band-
width that the presence of law enforce-
ment may cause. 

Future research might also include 
the perspectives of White students, 
other students of color, or international 
students to get comparison views. We 
might also ask students to tell us about 
their interactions with campus law 
enforcement so we could better under-
stand their potential impact. Moreover, 
we might ask students who indicated 
they had negative interactions to tell 
us about different ways they cope with 
those experiences. 

Conclusion
Our results suggest that many Black 
students worry about the presence of 

police when they are on campus at a 
Predominantly White Institution, even 
if they have not personally had nega-
tive interactions with campus police. 
We can presume that having police on 
campus affects a Black student’s mental 
bandwidth, but it was beyond the scope 
of this study to collect evidence that 
this anxiety directly affected their 
overall college experience or success. We 
believe that creating more opportunities 
for Black students and campus police 
officers to interact, as our focus groups 
suggested, could potentially increase 
trust between both groups and reduce 
Black students’ anxiety and restore some 
of their mental bandwidth. <
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I love it when alumni come back to 
Johnson County Community College 
(JCCC) to say hello. Recently I had the 
chance to take Trent Brining, former 
president of JCCC’s Student Senate, to 
tour the college’s two-acre Open Petal 
Farm, where students learn sustainable 
agriculture skills while providing fresh 
produce to the college and surrounding 
community. Brining now works in the 
financial industry, but ten years ago, 
he was part of a group of students that 
created a “green fee,” officially known as 
the Sustainability Initiatives Fund (SIF). 
JCCC students pay one dollar per credit 
hour into this fund that, on average, 
has translated into $350,000 annually. 
The SIF supports a variety of sustain-
ability projects that have transformed 
the physical campus and the way that 
staff and faculty think and teach about 
sustainability. 

While many of the students who 
worked for the fund’s creation graduated 
before it was fully implemented, they left 
behind a mechanism that has rewarded 
their efforts. After I showed Brining the 
farm and told him about the various 
sustainability projects on campus (many 
of which I will describe below), he 
expressed pride in what he and his fellow 
students began. As he put it, “To know 
that something you helped start took 
flight and blossomed into something 
amazing is gratifying and inspiring. 
What we set out to do was create aware-
ness and give JCCC the ability to be at 
the forefront of sustainability initiatives, 
and clearly all of those goals have been 
met and far surpassed what we could 
have imagined possible at the time.”

Community colleges serve almost 
half the nation’s undergraduates. These 
students are living in a world where 
climate change, population pressures, 
and globalization are all reconfiguring 
the relationship between people and 
their planet. Across the world, students 
are mobilizing and demanding that 
their colleges address these issues that 
will critically affect their futures. With 
good reason, some frustrated students 
see a lack of action on climate change 
as a kind of intergenerational warfare. 
Hard choices deferred by Baby Boomers 
in positions of authority will yield a less 
resilient future for students as tempera-
tures climb, sea levels rise, and habitats 
vanish. This article tells the story of how 
students at JCCC enabled the growth of 
the sustainability movement at the col-
lege over the last decade.

The History of Sustainability at JCCC
Located in Overland Park, Kansas, JCCC 
is a suburban community college with 
a commuter student body of approxi-
mately eighteen thousand students 
taking for-credit courses and almost 
another nineteen thousand students 
taking continuing education courses. 
As of 2018, the college had twenty-three 
buildings with 1.9 million square feet of 
enclosed, conditioned (heated or cooled) 
space on its 245-acre campus. 

In 2008, Terry Calaway, then 
president of JCCC, signed the American 
College and University Presidents’ 
Climate Commitment. The following 
year, JCCC formally created the 
Center for Sustainability (CfS) with 
funding secured by then-Senator Sam 

Brownback through a congressionally 
directed project. I was appointed as CfS’s 
executive director. CfS is responsible for 
integrating sustainability into JCCC’s 
curriculum and daily operations, thereby 
transforming the physical campus into a 
living, learning laboratory. 

Before these events took place, 
student activists had organized around 
environmental issues. For example, 
in 2006, students asked the board of 
trustees to commit to embracing green 
building practices, and in 2008, students 
formed the Student Environmental 
Alliance as an advocacy and service 
club. But President Calaway’s com-
mitment and the activity in the CfS 
encouraged more student activism.

In 2009, students in an honors 
forum (an interdisciplinary capstone 
course in the honors program) took the 
next step. Cotaught by Eve Blobaum, 
sociology professor, and Patti Ward, 
then interim director of the Honors 
Program, the course focused on sustain-
ability broadly defined, and students in 
the class decided to make meaningful, 
sustainability-related changes on 
campus. Two student leaders of this 
effort, Erin Willard (pre-med) and 
Jessica Garden (nursing), met with me 
and shared a list of ideas that the class 
had developed, including a plastic water 
bottle ban and the creation of a green 
fee. I was impressed with the quality of 
the class’s research on how other colleges 
implemented these types of programs. 
The Honors students realized the impor-
tance of an independent funding stream 
for sustainability efforts and identified 
the green fee as the most significant item 
on their list. We collectively tweaked the 
proposal to include a student committee 
that would help determine how the 
funds would be allocated. 

The students quickly met with a 
supportive President Calaway, the 
Student Senate, and the college’s board 
of trustees. As president of the Student 
Senate, Brining became an enthusiastic 
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supporter of the idea, and the Senate 
voted unanimously to support it. In 
addition, student volunteers gathered 
thousands of supportive signatures 
from the general student body. Such 
broad student endorsement convinced 
the trustees that JCCC students cared 
so much about making their campus 
more sustainable that they would put 
their dollars to that end. In response, the 
board created the SIF, which went into 
effect in spring 2010.

Projects funded by the SIF are 
approved by the Student Sustainability 
Committee (SSC), which comprises 
students elected by designated student 
organizations, as well as at-large mem-
bers who apply for seats. Brining served 
in its first cohort. At present, the SSC 
has eleven members with CfS staff and 
faculty advisors providing guidance 
and oversight. Project proposals come 
from faculty, staff, and students. To 
ensure professional development for 
these students, the SIF funds a group 
of SSC members to attend the annual 
Association for the Advancement of 
Sustainability in Higher Education 
(AASHE) conference. At the confer-
ence, SSC members see best practices 
from higher education institutions of all 
types that they may implement back at 
JCCC. The SSC itself was recognized by 
AASHE with a Campus Achievement 
Award in 2017.

Our Physical Environment
SSC-funded projects have transformed 
JCCC’s campus. From early efforts such 
as planting fruit trees at the college’s 
Children’s Garden and building a green 
infrastructure stormwater manage-
ment project with fifty thousand native 
plants (using federal funding, with the 
SSC providing the college’s match) to 
the recent funding of a solar canopy 
parking structure that hosts solar panels 
while providing shade, the SSC makes 
students proud to be on a campus that 
visibly values sustainability. As one 

of the Honors 
students said 
after the SIF was 
created, “I’m glad 
that sustainability 
is part of this 
campus.” Positive 
responses on 
our recent Noel-
Levitz Student 
Satisfaction Survey 
bear that out, with 
students noting 
that they value 
JCCC’s renewable 
energy and recy-
cling efforts. 

SSC pilot 
projects demonstrated the viability 
of technologies later adopted by 
the college’s facilities staff at scale. 
Student-funded LED lighting upgrades 
in stairwells tested the technology suc-
cessfully and led to a systematic retrofit 
campaign across campus using college 
capital funds. A recent student-initiated 
and SSC-funded feasibility study con-
vinced current president Joe Sopcich’s 
administration of both the ethical and 
financial reasons for implementing a 
plan to produce 20 percent of the col-
lege’s energy from rooftop solar panels 
using college capital funds. These efforts 
blend into the college’s PowerSwitch pro-
gram that reduced overall energy usage 
by 25 percent since 2008 despite adding 
new buildings. JCCC has won regional 
and national sustainability awards from 
groups like the Mid-America Regional 
Council, the National Recycling 
Coalition, the American Association for 
Community Colleges, and the US Green 
Building Council. 

The SSC also supports student 
employment in sustainability work 
at JCCC. Depending on the semester, 
between five and seven student interns 
learn about materials management by 
managing the college’s recycling streams 
or about farming by supporting Open 

Petal Farm. Beyond earning a solid 
wage, these students learn what sustain-
ability means when theory meets reality. 
While not all interns find their career 
paths changed from this employment, 
many have changed majors and gone on 
to pursue sustainability-related graduate 
degrees or careers, including with the 
US Environmental Protection Agency 
and the Land Institute. The interns’ 
work to enhance campus recycling has 
helped JCCC boost its waste diversion 
rate (the percentage of waste kept out 
of landfills) from 18 percent to over 60 
percent. More than $180,000 of the rev-
enues from recycling has gone to student 
scholarships—a fact that is displayed on 
recycling bins across campus, encour-
aging students to recycle and support the 
funding of their fellow students. 

Learning about Sustainability
While transforming the physical 
campus matters, ultimately, com-
munity colleges are about learning. 
SSC funding supports faculty as they 
integrate sustainability concepts across 
the curriculum through Sunflower 
Project grants. Since 2013, more than 
thirty-two thousand JCCC students 
have taken courses with sustainability 
content, many of which were created 

JCCC student interns and recycling and waste minimization coordinator Krystal 
Anton (in blue) pose with compostable items from a zero waste all-staff breakfast.  
(Photo by  Susan McSpadden)
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or enhanced with Sunflower Project 
support. These courses range from 
general education classes like Spanish 
or Introductory Accounting to technical 
courses in solar installation. Entire 
programs like interior design, computer-
assisted design, and cosmetology have 
been revised through the Sunflower 
Project process. Students from various 
programs on campus have applied for 
SSC funding for sustainability projects 
related to their fields. For example, hor-
ticulture students received support to 
bring in speakers for their Horticulture 
Sciences Day, while nursing students 
spent a day with an expert on greening 
health care. SSC funding also supports 
the annual Epicenter Conference for 
college and high school students with 
themes like sustainable entrepreneur-
ship, sustainable design, climate change, 
and science communication. 

Cocurricular activities around sus-
tainability are also prominent at JCCC, 
and integration of the arts is especially 
noteworthy. In an SSC-funded student 
sustainability sculpture contest on 
campus, students have displayed almost 

twenty sculptures 
since 2011, featuring 
reused materials 
and messages about 
environmental issues. 
One piece, Tired Beast, 
ref lects the fatigue 
of industrial society 
and is made from 
discarded tire treads, 
while ZooPlastic 
Angler, an anglerfish 
made of plastic and 
other trash found 
on campus, brings 
attention to the Great 
Pacific Garbage Patch. 
SSC funding, in 
partnership with the 
JCCC Performing Arts 
Series, has supported 
public performances of 

BELLA GAIA, a live concert featuring 
NASA satellite imagery put to music, 
and DJ Spooky (Paul Miller), who sam-
ples sounds of the melting Arctic into 
hip-hop music. The SSC also supported 
remodeling the college’s performing 
arts spaces by reupholstering seats 
rather than replacing them, thereby 
reducing landfill waste. 

Beyond the SSC-funded projects, 
students at JCCC are involved in a 
variety of efforts. Environmental 
science students partner with local 
environmental groups in Stream Teams 
to assist with watershed restoration 
and stream cleanups. The college’s 
sustainable agriculture program offers 
students interested in urban agricul-
ture a chance to make a difference 
in the region’s food system. Finally, 
the Student Environmental Alliance 
continues to engage in education and 
activism on campus.

In 2015, four JCCC students 
shared these stories with the rest of 
the world when, along with students 
from the University of Kansas and the 
University of Oregon, they won a US 

State Department–sponsored contest 
and traveled to St. Petersburg, Russia. 
The students—Kait Bridges, Megan 
Gladbach, Kendyl McDougald, and 
Emily Reno—presented their qualita-
tive research at an exposition alongside 
other “Eco-Reps” from Russia and the 
United States. The group researched 
JCCC students’ awareness and views 
of the college’s sustainability achieve-
ments and created a brochure to raise 
awareness of those sustainability 
efforts. These students from a com-
munity college from Kansas more than 
held their own while talking about 
sustainability. 

Students Taking the Lead
As with Brining, I have had the pleasure 
of welcoming other student leaders 
of these efforts back to JCCC to see 
the results of their work. Willard has 
addressed the SSC that she helped create. 
Courtney Masterson, a member of the 
first SSC that funded the college’s green 
infrastructure stormwater project, is now 
a native plants expert and has consulted 
on how the college can best maintain that 
project. These students are proud of what 
their college has been able to do because 
of what they began. As Masterson put it, 
“The time I spent on the SSC provided 
exposure to leaders in environmental 
fields, opportunities to make real changes 
on campus, and the inspiration I needed 
to continue my education in conservation 
and ecology. . . . There’s no better place 
in the region [than JCCC] to learn about 
sustainability, our natural resources, and 
green energy.”

Students across the country and the 
world are demanding that their colleges 
address the challenges of climate change 
and global environmental stress. At 
JCCC, students themselves have taken 
the lead, and our administration and 
board of trustees over ten years (and 
two college presidencies) have been wise 
enough to let them. The positive results 
speak for themselves. < 

Student Edward Tajchman puts finishing touches on his sculpture ZooPlastic 
Angler, made from discarded items on campus. (Photo by Susan McSpadden)
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When a one-hour sit-in organized by 
three Black women students in support 
of Black Lives Matter on November 12, 
2015, exploded into a four-day occupa-
tion of the Amherst College Library, 
nearly two thousand students, staff, 
faculty, and administrators crowded 
together, transfixed by honest and 
painful testimonials from marginalized 
students. Quickly named the Amherst 
Uprising, the sit-in proved to be not only 
a transformative moment of reckoning 
for the campus but also a catalyst for 
significant individual, grassroots, and 
institutional changes and initiatives that 
are advancing equity and inclusion at 
Amherst to this day.

Over the previous decade, Amherst 
had successfully transformed the racial 
and socioeconomic composition of 
our student body. Forty-five percent 
of our US students are now students 
of color, and 28 percent of the class of 
2022 is eligible for federal Pell Grants 
for students from low-income back-
grounds. But the necessary overhaul 
of the institutional climate had lagged. 
Perhaps the default hypothesis was 
that a melting-pot effect would allow 
students from different demographics 
to succeed in the same ways as had past 
generations of (mostly White, straight, 
and until remarkably recently, male) 
Amherst students. However, by making 
public their stories of being current 
students at Amherst, these courageous 
persons of color and other marginal-
ized identities were pointing out the 
experimental design f law. More than 
that, they were trusting the faculty and 
administration to listen, learn, and 
partner with them to reimagine an 

Amherst that could truly embrace the 
diversity of all our students.

When it became obvious that some 
disciplinary areas (such as STEM) were 
less outwardly supportive of the protest 
than others, students wrote to every 
STEM department asking for their 
support. Possibly, STEM faculty were 
initially less involved in this movement 
because most of them are trained to 
see their disciplines as objective and 
removed from the human element. 
Issues of inclusion, therefore, may not 
seem central to their roles as educators 
and scientists. However, many STEM 
faculty experienced a critical turning 
point as they read the words of Louise 
Atadja, a Black neuroscience major. In a 
letter to STEM faculty, Louise wrote,

In the past few days, my fellow class-
mates have shared their stories, tears, 
and frustrations due to the racism 
they face every day at Amherst in 
academic and social settings. As both 
a woman and a student of color, I 
too have shared in their experiences 
of loneliness and isolation in a field 
devoid of mentors who have gone 
through similar experiences and 
could support me in the challenge 
of taking on a STEM major. . . . I 
felt compelled to write this letter 
because of my respect and love for the 
STEM field as well as the Amherst 
community.

In response to Louise’s letter and an 
email from a nonbinary queer student 
to all STEM department chairs, every 
STEM department wrote a letter of 
support for the sit-in, emphasizing the 

faculty’s commitment to student suc-
cess and a desire to work together to 
enact change.

Seeking to Understand Student 
Experiences
Wrestling with the tangle of my own 
intersecting identities and privilege as 
an upper-middle-class, biracial, lesbian 
biochemist and child of two professors, I 
felt compelled to respond to that “respect 
and love” for both STEM and Amherst 
that had motivated students to start 
this conversation. To gather a deeper 
understanding of student experiences in 
STEM, and to help students advance this 
initiative, I developed an anonymous 
survey asking students, “What would 
you like your STEM professors to know 
about your experience at Amherst?” 

The responses were eye-opening, 
detailing anecdotes of race-, disability-, 
gender-, class-, and sexual orientation–
based experiences that occurred regularly 
in STEM classrooms, laboratories, and 
office hours and interfered with students’ 
ability to learn, often proving so dis-
couraging that they dropped their STEM 
ambitions altogether. These experiences 
reflected patterns well documented in the 
literature on marginalized individuals 

[CAMPUS  PRACTICE]

Being Human in STEM: Moving from  
Student Protest to Institutional Progress
 SHEILA JASWAL, Associate Professor of Chemistry at Amherst College

Sit-in co-organizer Lerato Teffo (left, demonstrating 
solidarity with the Concerned Student 1950 activists 
at the University of Missouri) comforts Mercedes 
MacAlpine, who sparked the outpouring of student 
narratives by sharing her painful experiences as a Black 
woman on campus. (Photo by Kaelan McCone)
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pursuing STEM careers (National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine 2016; Museus et al. 2011). 
Amherst students highlighted the paucity 
of concordant race and gender role 
models within STEM departments on 
campus (Price 2010). (For perspective, 
at that time, there was only one STEM 
professor who identified as Black). 
Moreover, many of the students empha-
sized that these demographic issues 
weren’t just about numbers—they mate-
rially affected the students’ confidence 
and engagement within the classroom 
(Crombie et al. 2003). Importantly, 
this was not just because marginalized 
students felt less connected to the STEM 
faculty members teaching them but also 
because the absence of visible STEM role 
models left them wondering whether 
they belonged in these spaces (Cech and 
Waidzunas 2011). Said simply: stereotype 
threat (Shapiro and Williams 2012) 
abounded.

The following three comments from 
the survey raised themes, which I have 
emphasized in bold, that seemed par-
ticularly important for considering how 
to move forward:

 “I found the lack of STEM faculty at 
the sit-in to be extremely problematic. 

I understand that 
professors have 
other things going 
on . . . but many 
of us students put 
aside our own 
needs—family 
events, homework, 
sleep—to attend. It’s 
not just about soli-
darity and support, 
though that is a 
large part of it. But 
just as importantly, 
it’s about learning 
about experiences 
of Amherst that are 
different from our 

own. Experiences that I believe some 
professors would not otherwise be 
aware of.”

 “In STEM classes there is this 
thing that happens where students 
are treated more as receptacles 
of information than people and 
sometimes there is not enough space 
for you to be both a student and a 
person, much less a POC [person 
of color]. Sometimes this idea of 
‘color-blindness’ takes place where 
a professor thinks that it is better to 
‘ignore’ the student’s identity but this 
is detrimental as it does not open 
avenues for the student to talk about 
how identifying as POC impacts 
their life as STEM students. And I 
think these are some of the reasons 
POC students feel more alienated and 
unwelcome and unfortunately leave 
these fields.”

 “Yes, science is impartial but before 
we are scientists we are humans and 
there are systemic changes that the 
STEM departments can make.”

Response: HSTEM 1.0
As I continued to talk with students 
about how to harness the momentum 
of this unique point in Amherst history, 
the theme of being human as scientists 

emerged from our conversations. At a lib-
eral arts institution, it seemed fitting that 
our response should take a combined 
humanistic and scientific approach. A 
group of students—including Louise 
Atadja and Sanyu Takirambudde, one 
of the women who had sparked the 
Amherst Uprising by co-organizing the 
original sit-in—approached me about 
collaborating with them to explore this 
topic in a more structured academic 
format. I eagerly signed on. 

In spring 2016, I supervised a student-
driven, student-centered independent 
study course that we titled Being Human 
in STEM (HSTEM). The aim of the 
course was simple: to understand how 
humanity and science intersect on our 
campus and beyond. Every Tuesday and 
Friday morning, ten of us stepped into 
a windowless basement statistics class-
room, charting our curriculum from 
class to class through brainstorming, 
participating in discussions, conducting 
research, creating action lists, checking 
in with each other on project progress, 
and planning and documenting our 
learning and projects on “the cloud.” 

Stories were always at the heart of 
this course. We began over dinner at 
my home, sharing our own narratives 
of navigating STEM with our diverse 
identities. In the subsequent weeks, we 
developed a trusting class dynamic that 
enabled us to learn from each other and 
our lived experiences. We then turned 
to the broader Amherst community, 
interviewing more than forty students, 
alumni, staff, and faculty about their 
encounters with STEM. We also com-
piled a history of Amherst’s resources for 
STEM students dating back to the 1970s 
when the college first began enrolling 
female students.

As the semester progressed, we 
searched for common threads within 
this collection of narratives, trying 
to paint an expansive picture of 
Amherst STEM as it stood in 2016. We 
didn’t want to keep these findings to 

The HSTEM Pioneers (the members of the original Being Human in STEM class) 
present their findings at the first Amherst Being Human in STEM community salon 
in 2016. (Photo by Sheila Jaswal)
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ourselves. Rather, we sought to package 
them in a way that allowed for action-
able reform from any member of our 
campus community. To that end, we 
surveyed the academic literature to 
understand how trends at Amherst 
were grounded in the larger national 
context of STEM inclusion and equity 
work. We also mapped the STEM 
resources at Amherst that catered to 
those who might feel marginalized. 
In the process, we compared our own 
landscape with those of our peer 
institutions, communicating with 
approximately twenty STEM depart-
ments about their programs supporting 
students. The resources we created 
during this watershed semester are 
available at the HSTEM website at 
http://www.beinghumaninstem.com. 

At the end of the semester, students 
presented this work at a community 
salon. More than seventy students, 
staff, and faculty participated in the 
event, and we felt like we had achieved 
our goal of beginning to build on the 
promise of the Amherst Uprising by 
bringing together a broad cross-section 
of our STEM community to discuss 
issues we had rarely broached indi-
vidually before, let alone as a class or 
department or across campus. 

As Sanyu explained, “Having the 
opportunity to lead a discussion . . . 
that included my current chemistry 
professor and my future physics pro-
fessor where we talked about race and 
gender in STEM really made me feel 
seen and appreciated as who I am, a 
Black female premedical student.”

Broadening the Reach of HSTEM
To share our results beyond Amherst, 
the students built the HSTEM website 
and were invited to Yale University that 
first semester in 2016 to lead a panel 
discussion as part of DiversiTeas, a 
series promoting diversity and inclu-
sion in STEM. The experience of being 
treated as experts by the audience of 

undergraduates, graduate students, 
postdoctoral fellows, and faculty from 
an Ivy League research university was 
validating and empowering for the 
students. They saw that their hard 
work in class had not only equipped 
them to lead our campus conversation 
but to influence the broader conversa-
tion around inclusion. The message 
of appreciation we received from the 
DiversiTeas student organizers also 
provided the first inkling that Being 
Human in STEM might offer a model 
that could be adapted in other institu-
tional settings: 

Because of your visit, our Physics 
Department has started its own 
course called Being Human in 
STEM, modeled on the course you 
and your students created. You’ve 
not only helped to spark meaningful 
discussions but you’ve also helped 
us to enact real change in our STEM 
classes. 

Since then, the HSTEM model has 
continued to spread. In spring 2019, 
Yale offered the HSTEM course for 
the third time, and during the 2019–20 
academic year, the University of Utah 
and Williams College will launch their 
first iterations of an HSTEM course. 
We have consulted with more than 
ten other higher education institu-
tions on developing HSTEM courses, 
ranging from small liberal arts colleges 
to public research universities. And, 
at our third annual HSTEM Summit 
in April 2019, students from HSTEM 
courses at Amherst and Yale and an 
allied student-developed course on 
Race and Gender in the Scientific 
Community at Brown University pre-
sented their research to attendees from 
at least eight institutions.

Amherst HSTEM 2.0 and Beyond
Our HSTEM course at Amherst has 
also continued to evolve. Over six 

successive iterations of the course, 
we have refined the course model, 
building on the foundation of sharing 
and collecting stories of being human 
in STEM while engaging in academic 
inquiry to better inform the campus 
conversation and develop further inter-
vention efforts. In addition, HSTEM 
students developed and piloted a two-
week intensive HSTEM course that 
may be easier for colleagues at other 
institutions to implement as a first step. 
Close to sixty students from twenty-
three majors have now participated in 
our course, along with cofacilitators, 
consultants, and support staff from 
across the college, including from 
the Amherst College Libraries, the 
Moss Quantitative Center, the Center 
for Teaching and Learning, and the 
biology, computer science, and math-
ematics and statistics departments. 
Key products developed by Amherst 
HSTEM students include the following: 
 
 a documentary about Being Human 

in STEM
 an HSTEM inclusive practices 

curricular handbook describing 
easy-to-implement inclusive practices 
and an extensive list of additional 
resources

 curricular guides for both the 
intensive and semester-long HSTEM 
courses, complete with references and 
instructional resources

 a STEM resources guide with links 
for academic and community sup-
ports and STEM internship and 
fellowship opportunities 

 a guide for students to support 
thriving in STEM while navigating 
mental health conditions

 workshop templates for discussing 
issues of diversity in STEM with col-
lege students, facilitating an inclusive 
STEM activity with elementary 
school students, and experimenting 
with Being Human in STEM on your 
own campus
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These products are available at  
http://www.beinghumaninstem.com.

Conclusions
The fact that HSTEM is student driven 
and student centered has been critical 
to the design and success of this work. 
HSTEM originated from a point of crisis 
but instead of reacting defensively, the 
community responded with intentional 
partnership. The power of this model 
comes from being responsive to the 
demands of the local context and itera-
tively informed by collaboration between 
students, faculty, and staff. While the 
implementation of HSTEM depends 
on the specifics of the campus climate, 
each campus remains connected to the 
larger context of inclusive work through 
actively engaging with the literature, 
best practices, and a network of other 
institutions engaged in similar enter-
prises. As such, HSTEM provides a flex-
ible model for any educational climate to 
increase inclusion through centering the 
human in STEM. 

This spring marks the end of an era 
for HSTEM at Amherst: the five seniors 
in our current course were in their first 
semester at Amherst when the Uprising 
occurred. As a testament to the com-
mitment of the student protesters who 
forced the campus reckoning through 

their courage 
and vulnerability 
three and a half 
years ago, Being 
Human in STEM 
has taken root 
and will con-
tinue to catalyze 
conversations, 
interventions, and 
progress related 
to diversity and 
inclusion beyond 
our HSTEM class 
and even beyond 
Amherst.
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As at many institutions, disability 
services at Miami University in 
Oxford, Ohio, historically followed a 
compliance-based model, providing 
legally mandated accommodations for 
students with disabilities but lacking 
a spirit of inclusion. A paradigm shift 
occurred in summer 2014 when the 
Office of Disability Resources moved 
under Miami University’s Student 
Life division. At the same time, Andy 
Zeisler, the office’s longtime director and 
coauthor of this article, began efforts to 
revive a dormant student organization 
for disability advocacy. Coauthor Megan 
Zahneis arrived on campus in fall 2015 
and, buoyed by Andy’s emphasis on stu-
dent voice, became a founding member 
and copresident of the Students with 
Disabilities Advisory Council (SDAC). 
SDAC advocates for the disability 
community on campus through con-
versations with fellow students, faculty 
members, and other stakeholders.

We and others involved in founding 
SDAC—including Dan Darkow, 
the group’s advisor and a former 
graduate student who is now a full-time 
accommodation coordinator at our uni-
versity—sought ways for students using 
disability services to provide feedback 
to the office and to build connections 
with each other. A third goal, spreading 
awareness of disability to the broader 
university community, emerged from 
early SDAC meetings.

Early Successes
To enhance communication between 
students with disabilities and 

instructors, who were often unsure 
of the best ways to assist them, SDAC 
founded its signature initiative, Coffee 
and Conversations. Held once a 
semester, the event features a panel of 
students sharing their experiences with 
disability on our campus with faculty. 
Its success encouraged SDAC to create a 
similar event for a student audience.

Another major SDAC initiative was 
the renovation of a classroom according 
to principles of universal design (The 
Centre for Excellence in Universal 
Design, n.d.), intended to serve as a 
blueprint for accessible spaces across 
campus. Andy advised Megan and other 
SDAC members as they applied for and 
received a grant from Miami University 
to purchase accessible furniture and 
assistive technologies for this classroom. 
SDAC has also created a peer-to-peer 
mentorship program and hosted dis-
ability awareness events.

A Space for Disability Culture
In December 2017, Andy’s office received 
a major financial gift and was renamed 
the J. Scott and Susan MacDonald Miller 
Center for Student Disability Services. 
The Millers’ gift to students is earmarked 
for support “above and beyond” compli-
ance, allowing the Miller Center staff to 
engage with students in new ways and 
financially support SDAC’s work.

The timing of the Millers’ gift coin-
cided with SDAC’s ongoing efforts to 
celebrate disability as a form of diversity 
on an institutional level and establish 
a dedicated space for disability culture 
on campus. The Miller Center became 

a place for students with disabilities to 
find community, host meetings and 
social gatherings, and tap into institu-
tional resources. The center offers free 
printing and coffee for students and wel-
comes visitors with artwork from local 
disabled artists and disability-specific 
literature, films, and documentaries. 

Both the Miller Center and SDAC 
work closely with Miami University’s 
Disability Studies Program on program-
ming for students with disabilities and 
allies. SDAC members serve as guest 
speakers and teaching assistants in dis-
ability studies courses, while the Miller 
Center collaborates with university 
donors Tom and Helen Welling, who 
endow a distinguished scholar position 
within the Disability Studies Program 
and an annual Disability Awareness 
Lecture Series in honor of their late 
daughter, Kate.

SDAC and the Miller Center are 
proud to affirm the lives and identities 
of students with disabilities as integral 
parts of both our university community 
and society. <
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Beyond Accommodations: Celebrating 
Student Voice and Disability Culture
 ANDY ZEISLER, Director of the Miller Center for Student Disability Services at Miami University

 MEGAN ZAHNEIS, Undergraduate Student in Journalism, Interactive Media Studies, and Disability 
Studies at Miami University

The Miller Center partners with the  Disability Studies 
Program to host events like the Kate Welling Distinguished 
Scholar reception. (Photo by Andy Zeisler)
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On the first day of October in 1964, 
Jack Weinberg was arrested on Sproul 
Plaza at the University of California–
Berkeley. A graduate student studying 
mathematics, Weinberg was protesting 
the university’s recent ban on political 
activism and expression. His public 
detainment and ensuing demonstrations 
led to what became known as the free 
speech movement—a powerful symbol 
of large-scale, student-organized civil 
disobedience. More than seven thou-
sand individuals took a stand against 
the censorship of political expression 
at Berkeley. By borrowing tactics from 
the civil rights movement and bringing 
them onto a college campus, students 
made their voices heard in a tangible, 
effective way. 

Berkeley became synonymous with 
free speech and inspired Americans 
across the nation to side with its youth. 
This event directly paved the way for 
other mass demonstrations, including 
protests against the Vietnam War. 
Berkeley students’ demand for freedom 
of speech enabled future generations to 
be drivers of change and use their voices 
for constructive discourse. 

More than fifty years later, that 
mission is alive and strong at Berkeley 
today, embodied in our organization, 
BridgeUSA. Initially founded by two 
students from the University of Notre 
Dame and the University of Colorado 
Boulder in 2016, BridgeUSA launched 
one of its first and most active chapters 
at Berkeley in 2017. Students from more 
than twenty-four universities across the 
country have shown immense interest 
in BridgeUSA’s work, with many taking 
the initiative to start their own chapters. 

The Bridge mission is rather simple: 
we believe that “good governance starts 
with constructive political discussion” 
and we champion the “Bridge Mindset”: 
a “commitment to ideological diversity” 
through “promoting constructive and 
responsible discourse” and “supporting 
a solution-oriented political culture” 
(BridgeUSA, n.d.). With constant com-
munication between chapters across 
the country, we are able to organize 
large-scale events and learn from each 
other, simultaneously developing inno-
vative ideas and acknowledging our 
mistakes. As a young nonprofit, we are 

entirely student run and student driven, 
doing our best to introduce the Bridge 
Mindset not only to our student peers 
but also into the national conversation. 

Building Bridges in a Polarized 
Climate
With such a rich history of activism, 
it is easy to imagine why so many 
students are engaged in political 
expression at Berkeley. A vast range 
of speakers, including counterculture 
pioneers like free speech movement 
leader Mario Savio and civil rights 
icon Martin Luther King Jr., have given 
monumental speeches at the heart of 
our campus. 

However, during my freshman year 
at Berkeley in 2017, a group on campus 
invited political provocateur Milo 
Yiannopoulos to speak. Opposition 
to letting him speak was so strong 
that protests resulted in rioting, heavy 
police intervention, and hundreds 
of thousands of dollars in destroyed 
property. To be fair, much of the 
violence was instigated by outsiders, 
as a paramilitary group infiltrated 
the initially peaceful protest looking 
for trouble. While there was plenty of 
blame to go around for this disastrous 
event, many students felt that this was 
ultimately the culmination of years 
of toxic polarization and destructive 
political culture. 

It is no secret that Berkeley is seen 
as a liberal stronghold in the United 
States, but many students felt that the 
press, government officials, and others 
made unfair generalizations and issued 
targeted attacks that misrepresented 
Berkeley as a place where students 
were unwilling to encounter different 
viewpoints. We felt that Berkeley 
exemplified the best of our country— 
a melting pot bubbling with the free 
exchange of ideas and perspectives, 
filled with individuals unafraid to chal-
lenge their own beliefs. Thus came the 
birth of Bridge at Berkeley. 

[PERSPECTIVE]

Bridging the Political Divide
 ISAAC HUANG, President of BridgeUSA, Berkeley; Undergraduate Student in Molecular and  
Cell Biology at the University of California–Berkeley

Free speech movement leader Mario Savio speaking 
from the top of a police car at the University of 
California–Berkeley on October 1, 1964. (Photo by Steve 
Marcus, courtesy of UC Berkeley, the Bancroft Library)
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A Civil Exchange of Ideas
So what do we do to achieve our mis-
sion? To start, we must extend our 
invitation to discuss important issues 
to everyone. As long as the engagement 
remains civil, all people, regardless of 
their backgrounds, beliefs, or affili-
ations, are welcome to attend any of 
the numerous events we host each 
semester. We truly believe that the only 
way to defeat bad ideas is to acknowl-
edge them and offer better ideas in 
return. To accomplish this, we strive 
to provide a space where ideas can be 
exchanged and challenged without 
personal attacks or ridicule. We have 
invited many groups and speakers 
including professors, independent 
organizations, media representatives, 
government officials, and students 
themselves to engage in respectful, 
constructive discussion where partici-
pants leave better informed than when 
they came.

For instance, we recently organized 
and hosted an event sponsored by the 
Village Square, a group that describes 
itself as “a nervy bunch of liberals and 
conservatives who believe that dialogue 
and disagreement make for a good con-
versation, a good country, and a good 
time” (Village Square, n.d.). We invited 
a pair of speakers that are also unlikely 
friends: John is a genderfluid queer 
advocate while Heather is a conserva-
tive Christian. They taught us how to 
reconcile fundamental differences in 
belief and work together to overcome 
barriers and societal pressures. Their 
“treasonous friendship” is something 
that we could all aspire to attain. 

BridgeUSA’s goal is not to prove 
any side wrong but rather to learn 
to work together toward solutions 
and foster dialogue. We have covered 
subjects ranging from political cor-
rectness to environmental justice to 
the polarization of democracies. Our 
events are often sparked by the relevant 
political discussions of the day, such 

as Supreme Court Justice Brett M. 
Kavanaugh’s contentious nomination 
and the Supreme Court’s defense of the 
Masterpiece Cakeshop’s refusal to serve 
a gay couple. Wherever public interest 
turns, Bridge is willing to follow. 

Moving Forward Together
Our organization at Berkeley does 
some great work with genuine inten-
tions of building communication and 
improving campus dialogue. Our 
diverse team of directors and officers 
reflects our commitment to ideological 
diversity, representing viewpoints 
from across the political spectrum as 
well as different races, origins, and 
backgrounds. The diversity of our 
leadership is one of our greatest assets, 
allowing us to consider perspectives we 
might otherwise neglect. 

Our team actively reaches out to 
student groups on campus to coordi-
nate discussions. We recently launched 
a campaign to get every student group 
on campus to sign the Bridge Pledge 
(see https://bridgeusa.org/petition), 
affirming community support for our 
shared ideals of engaging constructively 

across ideological lines to find solu-
tions to issues that affect us all.

Our movement is free from hidden 
agendas and external influences. We 
truly believe that all students should 
exercise their voice regardless of precon-
ceived notions, political affiliations, or 
academic disciplines. Jack Weinberg, for 
instance, was a mathematician and not 
a political science student, yet he shared 
our view that all students should have 
the opportunity to express themselves. 
I myself was inspired to join Bridge as a 
molecular and cell biology major. 

Labels only divide us. Let us 
remember that we share this country 
and planet and that it is our collective 
responsibility to secure our future. 
There is an optimistic saying about 
today’s students becoming the leaders 
of tomorrow. While I appreciate the 
sentiment, I would make a slight 
correction: our students are leading 
America today. <

R E F E R E N C E S

BRIDGEUSA. n.d. “Our Purpose.” https://bridgeusa.
org/our-purpose.

VILLAGE SQUARE. n.d. “About Us.” https://tlh. 
villagesquare.us/blog/about/.

BridgeUSA, Berkeley, invited two former US Representatives from Florida—Democrat Patrick Murphy (holding the 
microphone) and Republican David Jolly (seated on stage)—to campus to discuss the need for bipartisanship and 
constructive political discourse in the United States. (Photo courtesy of BridgeUSA)
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Today’s college campuses in the United 
States bring together a more diverse set 
of students than ever. As such, they offer 
an unparalleled opportunity for students 
to engage in discussion, experiencing 
other perspectives and developing their 
own points of view. At the same time, 
there is growing recognition of the 
importance of fostering student voice, 
empowering students to express their 
opinions and perspectives in and out of 
the classroom and giving students the 
tools to take an active part in their own 
learning (Toshalis and Nakkula 2012). 
Scholarship on student voice is grounded 
in the belief that students have sub-
stantial knowledge about their learning 
needs and that institutions must use and 
promote this knowledge by positioning 
students as active, critical, and positive 
contributors to all aspects of student life. 

Student voice is a central tenet of the 
Global Learning for Global Citizenship 
initiative at Florida International 
University (FIU), a public urban 
research university and Hispanic-
Serving Institution located in the global 
crossroads of Miami, with a population 
of more than fifty-seven thousand 
students. Global Learning for Global 
Citizenship requires all FIU under-
graduates to take a minimum of two 
global learning courses and participate 
in multiple global learning cocurricular 
activities prior to graduation. We define 
global learning as the process of diverse 
people collaboratively analyzing and 
addressing complex issues that tran-
scend borders of all kinds (Landorf, 
Doscher, and Hardrick 2018). Global 
learning courses and activities must 
meet three graduation-level student 

outcomes: global awareness, 
global perspective, and global 
engagement.

Student Voice and Global 
Learning for Global 
Citizenship
Global Learning for Global 
Citizenship began as our 
university’s quality enhance-
ment plan (QEP), which is 
required by the Southern 
Association of Colleges and 
Schools Commission on 
Colleges (SACSCOC) as a 
condition of reaccredita-
tion. Students have played 
a crucial role in all areas of 

Global Learning for Global Citizenship 
since its development began in 2008. 
For example, when SACSCOC repre-
sentatives cautioned against using the 
term “global citizenship” in the title 
of the initiative, students pushed back, 
insisting it was an appropriate moniker 
for their goals. In particular, they talked 
about developing global consciousness 
and an understanding that well-being 
transcends geographic borders (Landorf 
and Doscher 2013). Student voice has 
been fundamental to decisions about 
the initiative’s terms, reach, assessment, 
communication and improvement strat-
egies, and expansion. 

Since Global Learning for Global 
Citizenship was implemented in 2010, 
the Office of Global Learning Initiatives 
has overseen the development or revi-
sion of more than 225 courses and 
five hundred activities. Students have 
driven much of this expansion, asking 
for global learning when it has not been 
present in their courses and taking own-
ership of much of the global learning in 
the cocurriculum. 

GlobeMed at FIU
A perfect example of the primacy 
and success of student voice in global 
learning is the FIU chapter of the 
student organization GlobeMed, which 
brings college students and local 
community organizations together to 
improve the health of people living in 
poverty around the world. For more 
than five years, the FIU GlobeMed 
chapter has partnered continuously 
with Escuela de La Calle (EDELAC), an 
organization that supports vulnerable 
children in the city of Quetzaltenango, 
known locally as Xela, in Guatemala. 
Members of FIU’s GlobeMed chapter 
have worked with community members 
to be part of the solutions to health 
problems, collaborating on projects 
ranging from installing water filtration 
systems to conducting workshops on 
reproductive education. 

[PERSPECTIVE]

Empowering Student Voice through 
Global Learning in the Curriculum and 
Cocurriculum
 HILARY LANDORF, Associate Professor of International and Intercultural Education and  
Executive Director of the Office of Global Learning Initiatives at Florida International University

GlobeMed Grassroots On-site Work (GROW) student interns from 
Florida International University with their partners from Escuela de la 
Calle (EDELAC) (left and second from right) in Quetzaltenango (Xela), 
Guatemala, in 2016. (Photo courtesy of Jasmine Engram)
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The founder of the FIU chapter, 
then undergraduate student Camila 
Uzcategui, tells her story on pages 30–31. 
She describes how GlobeMed empow-
ered her to use her voice and passion for 
the benefit of the community. Her initial 
idea of becoming a doctor grew into a 
broader ambition to develop biomedical 
devices and biomaterials so she could 
have even more of an impact on health 
care delivery in developing countries. 

Camila is not alone. Many of FIU’s 
GlobeMed alumni have been vocal about 
the organization’s transformative effects 
on their personal and professional lives. 
Of the twenty-two FIU alumni who 
have served as GlobeMed officers, more 
than half have gone on to study or work 
in professions directly related to social 
justice and equity issues. 

For example, Niki Franco, FIU’s 
GlobeMed copresident in 2015–16, cur-
rently serves as the civic engagement 
community organizer for the PowerU 
Center for Social Change in Miami, 
working to empower the local com-
munity to have a say in the Miami-Dade 
County Public Schools budget process. 
In an email to Camila, Niki wrote,

During my time with GlobeMed at 
FIU, I developed key leadership skills, 
was transformed in the practice of 
the work we were doing, and began 
to sharpen the lens from which I 
understood the world. I didn’t know 
it then, but most of what I was doing 
with GlobeMed was a form of com-
munity organizing. . . . Thanks to my 
years with GlobeMed, I always try to 
relate to people in a collective way, 
seeking to build partnerships and 
collaboration.

And in an email to me, GlobeMed 
alumna Cortney Zamor wrote,

Having been born and raised in 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti, my eyes have 
been open to the vast inequality 

that exists. Nevertheless, GlobeMed 
exposed me to the numerous ways 
one can make a difference, and 
I set about to find ways to address 
the prodigious imbalance in the 
world. This year I am completing [a 
master of science degree] in Social 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship at 
the London School of Economics. 
Through this master’s degree, I seek 
to start my own social venture that 
will confront the challenges that 
impede the Haitian people from pros-
pering. In essence, my involvement 
in GlobeMed shaped my outlook and 
has fostered my instinctive need to 
help those around me with whatever 
means I have.

FIU’s GlobeMed chapter has also 
provided a model for other FIU student 
organizations focused on global health 
such as Miami Medical Team and 
Medical Missions Abroad. Student-led 
organizations such as these challenge 
students both within the organizations 
and campus-wide to enact positive 
change by having the courage to raise 
their voices, the ability to listen to and 
collaborate with diverse teams, and the 

determination to follow through on their 
visions and goals. 

FIU GlobeMed alumna Andrea 
Mirabel said it best: 

My involvement in GlobeMed 
greatly influenced me. I was chal-
lenged to think differently and 
question everything. As chapter 
copresident, I gained the leadership 
experience to navigate future roles 
and lead a team of amazing students 
who are doing great things to get us 
to a better world. <
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GlobeMed GROW interns from Florida International University assisted with a healthy living workshop for 
twenty mothers of children at EDELAC in 2016. (Photo courtesy of Jasmine Engram)
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I grew up observing people, with their 
differing appearances, languages, suc-
cesses, and struggles. I was born in 
Valencia, Venezuela, and immigrated 
to the United States at age eight. The 
transition between cultures led me to 
develop a sensitivity concerning social 
issues and an appreciation for solidarity 
and community. 

I always knew I wanted to work 
in health care. I enrolled at Florida 
International University (FIU) in 
2012 as a biology major with the aim 
of becoming a medical doctor. This 
seemed like the most direct way to 
make a positive impact on the people 
and communities I loved. However, 
my experiences with global learning at 
FIU—especially with the student orga-
nization GlobeMed—transformed my 
personal and professional goals as well 
as my approach to life. 

A Global Perspective
Through FIU’s Global Learning for 
Global Citizenship initiative, all 
undergraduate students are required to 
take global learning courses and par-
ticipate in global learning cocurricular 
activities. Courses such as Medical 
Anthropology and Anthropology of 
Globalization gave me a global perspec-
tive, helping me understand the features 
of and interconnections among health 
care systems around the world and 
serving as a call to action to contribute 
to others’ well-being. These courses also 
made me aware of how global health 
educational programs may do more 
harm than good. Students in some 
programs have been allowed to take 

responsibility for patients in developing 
countries without the proper expertise 
or training. These students have written 
prescriptions for inappropriate doses 
of medication, dispensed medications 
in pop-up clinics with no follow-up to 
monitor side effects or complications, 
and missed diagnoses of deadly diseases 
(Evert 2018). Having learned about these 
unintended consequences, I was wary 
of joining organizations that employ the 
“brigade model,” focusing on a Western 
standard of care and reinforcing the 
perception that health care can only be 
successful when administered by out-
siders (Rassiwala et al. 2013). 

In March 2013, Eric Feldman, pro-
gram manager in FIU’s Office of Global 
Learning Initiatives, sent an email to 
global learning students about a student 
club called GlobeMed. The subject line 
read, “Interested in Global Health and 
Social Justice? Here’s a chance to found 
a new chapter at FIU and in your life!” 
I was encouraged when I read that 
GlobeMed aimed to “strengthen the 
movement for global health equity by 
empowering students and communi-
ties to work together to improve the 
health of all people around the world” 
(GlobeMed, n.d.). When I learned the 
organization was started by undergradu-
ates, I was determined to be part of it. 
With Eric’s encouragement, I applied to 
establish a chapter of GlobeMed at FIU. 

I believe that when students work 
together with access to appropriate 
resources, our idealism, energy, and 
determination can lead to positive 
change. I loved GlobeMed’s mission 
and the way it carries it out—by pairing 

universities with grassroots community 
organizations in developing coun tries to 
design and implement health improve-
ment projects. 

GlobeMed in Guatemala
In summer 2013, we began our part-
nership with Escuela de La Calle 
(EDELAC), a Guatemalan organization 
run by indigenous people, dedicated to 
improving the lives of at-risk children 
from K’iche’, Mam, and Q’anjob’al eth-
nicities in the city of Quetzaltenango, 
known locally as Xela (pronounced 
SHAY-la). I recruited members and 
assembled the student executive board 
for the FIU GlobeMed chapter. We held 
biweekly conference calls with our part-
ners at EDELAC to discuss global health 
and social justice issues and to plan 
our collaborative project: starting and 
equipping a free health clinic in Xela. At 
FIU, we created a budget, developed a 
timeline, and raised funds for the clinic.

Of course, when three other 
GlobeMed members and I arrived in 
Xela in summer 2014, it was like the 
scales fell from our eyes. Situated over 
7,500 feet above sea level and surrounded 
by mountains, Xela has very poor water 
access. Because people have to travel so 
far to get water, many rely on contami-
nated water and contract diseases such 
as giardia and dysentery. Seeing this 
situation firsthand, we met with our 
local partners and collaborated on an 
action plan. 

Since the clinic had a successful first 
year and was adequately equipped, we 
agreed that instead of continuing to 
raise funds for it, we would focus on 
a preventative health program for the 
following year. We collaborated with the 
clinic to put on a series of workshops to 
investigate gaps in community members’ 
health knowledge and disseminate effec-
tive strategies for disease prevention. We 
engaged with the larger Xela community 
to recruit experts to host the workshops 

[PERSPECTIVE]

Global Learning as My Call to Action for 
Social Justice
 CAMILA UZCATEGUI, 2016 Graduate of Florida International University; Doctoral Candidate in 
Materials Science and Engineering at the University of Colorado Boulder 
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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 twelve 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 

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

and contact sponsors to provide necessi-
ties such as toothbrushes. 

The feedback and our evaluation 
both showed that the workshops 
succeeded in educating community 
members, but access to water was 
still a challenge. The next year, with 
EDELAC’s help, we raised funds for 
water filtration systems for ninety 
families as well as vitamins for 150 
children. GlobeMed has now partnered 
with EDELAC for more than five years, 
working on projects ranging from 
reproductive education to solar panel 
installation.

My Professional Path
Because of my experiences with 
GlobeMed, instead of going to medical 
school after I graduated in 2016, I chose 
to pursue a PhD in materials science 
and engineering with a focus on bioma-
terials. My goal is to work with others 
to develop low-cost medical devices 
that can have an immediate impact on 
people’s well-being in developing coun-
tries. I currently work on 3D printing 
for tissue engineering, and I believe 
that my involvement in GlobeMed has 
contextualized the broader impacts of 
my work. I hope to continue using this 

knowledge to become a more valuable 
part of the scientific, medical, and global 
community. <
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