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IN FALL 2015, activism at the University of Missouri reignited a national 
discussion about diversity and inclusion in higher education. As we move into a new academic 
year, here are some preliminary tips on how to address racial discrimination in your community 
and engage with decision-makers around promising practices.  
 
These are suggestions informed by student input, research, and feedback from various experts. 
Not every idea may be applicable to your community, but the guide as a whole should provide a 
general roadmap for you in the year ahead. 
 
 
 
Tables of Contents: 
 

Driving a conversation on diversity and inclusion ................................ page 3 
Navigating a crisis ................................ page 4 
Institutionalizing improvements ................................ page 5 
Follow up and contact info ................................ page 6 

 

Photograph Daniel Brenner, The New York Times, Redux 
 



 

 
 

Driving a conversation on diversity and inclusion 
 

1. Get the facts – Become knowledgeable about what is happening on your campus. 
a. Track down existing research or statistics about your campus’ demographics 

and history of reports of racial discrimination. Your administration will have 
descriptive information about your student body, staff, and faculty. The institution 
is required to publically report a range of crime statistics annually. While some of 
this data may not tell the complete story, it will give some indication of the 
statistics your campus decision-makers are tracking and reviewing.  

b. Make sure you become familiar with existing campus policies and programs 
that relate to racial harassment and discrimination. Similarly, find out how the 
institution currently approaches enforcement of policies and implementation of 
resources.  

c. Spend time to better understand the effects of racial discrimination. Here is an 
article from New York Times Magazine looking at these issues from a clinical 
psychology perspective. 

 
2. Build your coalition - Engage student leaders from minority groups and other student 

communities. They should be key in developing these initiatives. Be sure to keep them 
plugged in throughout this work. Be sure to facilitate dialogue and foster a healthy 
relationship between students and administrators, not just student government. 

 
3. Seek input & stories - Collect stories from students affected by current policies and 

campus climate. As you find stories, gather those narratives in one place. This will be 
helpful when communicating student experiences to decision-makers or elevating good 
advocates in the media. Here are a few ways to do that: 

a. Host a town hall or forum and ask critical questions to gauge how students of all 
backgrounds feel about campus climate 

b. Gather concrete examples of marginalization that need to be brought up to 
university administrators immediately (e.g. letter drives, video interviews, etc.)  

 
4. Identify improvements - Collect feedback from students and other campus 

constituencies on how resources and programs can be improved. Identify opportunities 
for improvement in providing the resources necessary for a more inclusive campus 
climate. You should: 

a. Know the data related to diversity among students, faculty, and staff 
b. Evaluate existing resources for victims of hate crimes and assess current 

campus policies surrounding hate speech 
c. Conduct student surveys 
d. Understand current institutional budget priorities 
e. Engage with campus leaders regarding areas of interest 

 
5. Communicate your recommendations - Write up a list of recommendations in the form 

of a student government resolution, petition or a letter to university officials.  
a. Utilize op-eds and television/news media appearances to help move the 

advocacy process along 
b. Here is a list of previous student government and/or student-led demands: 

http://www.thedemands.org/ 
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Navigating a crisis 
 
When incidents of discrimination or activism occur on your campus, here are some things you 
can do to help your community move forward.  
 

1. Communicate with campus leadership regarding the incident 
a. Gather as much information as you can about what happened 
b. If possible, contextualize the incident with relevant statistics or other students’ 

stories 
 

2. Know the rules 
a. Be aware of campus policies towards demonstrations and protests 
b. Be knowledgeable of campus speech and relevant conduct codes 

 
3. Identify existing resources, including: 

a. Safe spaces and mental/emotional health resources 
b. Black/multicultural/social justice centers 
c. Counseling center 
d. Behavioral Health centers 

 
4. Facilitate intentional dialogue between campus activists and campus 

administration 
a. Serve as a bridge and make sure communication is flowing among those who 

are active in demonstrations and responsible for taking action 
b. Help activists understand institutional decision-making process 
c. Try to find opportunities for immediate progress while communicating clear long-

term goals 
 

5. Release a statement  
a. Acknowledge the problem exists 
b. Communicate sympathy for the victim/family/community 
c. Create awareness for the resources that exist on campus that provide spaces of 

healing 
d. Commit to creating a more inclusive community at your university 
e. List steps that you will take in order to do so 
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Institutionalizing improvements 
 
Institutions must be proactive in having conversations with their community. The following are 
recommendations on how universities can go about doing so.  
 

1. Institute a statement of values - Check to see if your university has a statement of 
values. Such statements create a set of standards to which your community can be held 
accountable. If you do not have one, create one. If your university does have a 
statement of values, consider refining it with the help of diverse communities on campus. 
Ensure the student code of conduct reflects these community standards.  

a. Colorado State University has established values that emphasize 
“inclusiveness and diversity.”  

 
2. Diversify institutional leadership and faculty - The leadership of a university should 

reflect the constituents. 
a. At the University of Southern California, students requested that the university 

take active measures to increase faculty diversity in a resolution put forth by 
their Undergraduate Student Government.  

b. Princeton, in response to student demands, developed a Trustee Ad Hoc 
Committee on Diversity that is committed to increase faculty diversity on 
campus by creating reports and recommendations to campus.  

 
3. Demonstrate leadership - Administrators set the precedent for how the university 

should respond to future incidents of racial harassment. As the student leader, you have 
responsibility to ensure institutional leaders are prioritizing inclusivity. 

a. Implement a campus climate survey to gauge the needs of the student body.  
b. In response to campus protests and student concerns about completion, UC 

Berkeley announced their African American Initiative to improve climate for 
black students — this initiative included a $20 million endowed scholarship fund 
and concrete steps to increase retention and recruitment of black 
undergraduates.  

 
4. Increase cultural competency - Cultural competency is essential to institutions 

because institutions prepare students for the workforce. As the workforce becomes more 
diverse, it is critical that students are fully prepared to work with individuals from different 
cultures. Work with your campus leadership and student community to assess how 
cultural competency and diversity is incorporated in your educational curriculum. For 
example, at UCLA, students and faculty worked together to institute a diversity 
requirement. Here are a couple of questions to ask your institution’s leadership:  

a. Is there a diversity requirement or something similar to it?  
b. Do these courses sufficiently educate the academic community on cultural 

competency?  
 

5. Hate speech vs. free speech – Although restricting a student’s’ right of expression may 
seem challenging, these are teachable moments in which universities can reaffirm their 
deeply held values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. One person may have a right to 
freedom of speech, but that does not restrict the institution from condemning hateful 
speech as incompatible with the community’s values.  
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http://catalog.colostate.edu/general-catalog/welcome/mission-values/
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http://newsroom.ucla.edu/releases/faculty-approve-undergraduate-diversity-requirement-for-ucla-college


 

6. Support student-led efforts - Universities are rich with individuals who are experts in 
matters of diversity, equity, and inclusion. Communities of color, marginalized groups, 
academics, and more have the knowledge and experiences to speak powerfully on 
these issues. It is important that institutions of higher education listen and support these 
student-led initiatives to create a more inclusive campus.  

 
7. Address complaints of racial harassment in a timely manner - While it is important 

to have all of the facts before responding to the university community, responding to 
issues of racial discrimination in a timely manner underscores an institution's 
commitment to its own values. It reinforces that racial harassment is unacceptable in 
higher education and it is not consistent with the guidelines set for the university 
community. It is also important for the university to evaluate and investigate the situation. 
Subsequently, putting forth concrete steps to end such harassment will help create trust 
during a time of trauma. Sitting down with the university administration and establishing 
a process by which university leadership should respond to racial harassment is one 
way to solve this issue. Student leaders should be proactive and collaborate in 
supporting the campus response. 

 
 
Follow up:  
 
If you need help, have questions, or want to offer additional resources, please reach out to us at 
policy@nationalcampusleaders.org or visit our website at www.nationalcampusleaders.org.  
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