Equality Diversity and Inclusion Conference- Jones 



PAGE  
1
Equality Diversity and Inclusion Conference - Jones


Research Prospectus

Title of Proposed Paper: Diversity Leadership under Race-Neutrality: The Experience of Multicultural Administrators

Abstract 

 In the United States, multicultural administrators in higher education are responsible directing initiatives that foster greater diversity and inclusion in higher education . One such initiative is a program known as the Bridge program. Bridge programs have been in existence for over three decades, and are designed to help recruit and retain historically underrepresented racial populations into higher education. In recent years, these programs have been receiving more attention and monetary support from federal, state, and national organizations that seek to increase African American and Latino participation, particularly in the STEM fields (BEST, 2004; Matthews, 2011). However, there has also been backlash against race conscious policies, such as Affirmative Action, which has resulted in increased support for ‘race-neutral’ policies and practices that employ ‘color-blind’ philosophies and language (Coleman, Palmer, & Winnick, 2008; Office of Civil Rights, 2004). This has complicated the challenge of recruiting and retaining historically underrepresented racial minorities through diversity initiatives such as Bridge programs, which are supposed to target specific racial groups. This has understandably raised concerned about the sustainability and longevity of programs for racial minorities (Schmidt, 2009). Consequently, multicultural administrators in higher education must possess tacit knowledge about how to navigate these complex and evolving political policies in order to sustain diversity initiatives. Using a conceptual framework drawn from higher education, sociology, and policy theory, this phenomenological multi-case study will highlight the experience of these leaders. This study will highlight the role of multicultural administrators as diversity leaders by giving them a voice in the literature of diversity leadership in higher education. 

Statement of the Problem

Across the nation, African-Americans and Latinos are quickly becoming less “minority” in representation (Pear, 2005; Winslow, 2008). California, New York, and Texas are a few states where minority populations will, or will soon become the majority. By 2050, it is expected that nationally, African-Americans and, especially Latinos, will help push the total minority populations into the majority, representing over 54% of the population (CNN, 2008; Frey, 2011). However, while minorities have the greatest projected labor growth, the number of underrepresented minorities (African Americans, Latinos, and Native Americans) remains critically low in relation to their representation in the general population, especially within the STEM fields (Mohanty, 2010; NSF, 2008; U.S. Department of Labor Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). 

In the 1970’s and 1980’s, Bridge programs began to proliferate, many of them explicitly targeted minorities and women. Later, they expanded to include other underrepresented groups such as first generation college students, students from low socio-economic backgrounds, and regionally isolated populations, among others. Yet, attention to this weakened “pipeline” of future minority leaders, scholars, and workers comes at a time when discussion around issues of diversity and policy and practice are becoming increasingly more complex and contentious. Due to the controversy surrounding affirmative action, and the fallout from it’s use, higher education has been steadily making adjustments in order to shield itself from legal scrutiny while trying to increase diversity (Coleman, Palmer, Winnick, 2008; Office of Civil Rights, 2004). The topic outreach and support for minorities in higher education has become a very political issue (Maton, Hrabowski, III, & Özdemir, 2007; Schmidt, 2009). Consequently, most Bridge programs now employ race neutral language while maintaining their original goal to assist underrepresented groups, however it is unclear how multicultural administrators are tackling this challenge to meet their diversity and inclusion goals. 

Brief Literature Review

The long-standing racial equity agenda in higher education has been further 

complicated by the  backlash against Affirmative action. Racial preferences in higher education have changed dramatically in meaning and how it can be applied. Race conscious admissions policies and their rationale that diversity is a compelling interest of the state has led to the justification of race conscious programs and financial aid in higher education (Gurin, 2004; Mikshch, 2008).  While GSPPs have not been openly challenged in the high courts because it is largely unclear whether the rules of narrowly tailoring guidelines for qualifications applies in this realm, Supreme Court Justice Scalia did lay out a careful map of how future challenges to these programs can be initiated so that programs that specified racial preferences could be challenged (Gurin, 2004; Mikshch, 2008).  The federal government seems to strongly support the use of race-neutral policies and practices as a way to support minority students. The U.S. Department of Education clearly says that race-neutral policies should be used first and if and only if they do not address inequity and past discrimination should race be used (Coleman and Palmer, 2008; Marcus, 2008; Office of Civil Rights, 2004). 

As a result many state systems and universities are cutting race-based scholarships and programs that explicitly target based on race out of fear of legal challenges and bad publicity (Mikshch, 2008; Schmidt, 2004). This has included preparation programs designed to increase underrrepresented participation in particular fields, including Bridge programs. Bridge programs are programs designed to facilitate student transition into undergraduate study and can be situated within either two and four year institutions that range from selective and non-selective in admissions. According to Tierney and Venegas (2004) over 57% of all college preparatory programs are housed on college campuses. College preparatory, however, covers a wide range of programs, which include weekly after school tutoring and test prep to comprehensive services that support students through matriculation. Bridge programs, however, have an underlying philosophy about the role of institutions can play in supporting and nurturing student development and growth throughout their college experience. Within this study, Bridge programs will refer to outreach initiatives that seek to offer a comprehensive model of support through strategies such as mentoring, tutoring, exposure to research experiences, professional development, workshops, and coursework needed to progress and excel within fields of study and/or institution. Most Bridge programs have a residential summer component that lasts anywhere from two to ten weeks in which they require course work, attending workshops, and/or participating in research experiences. These activities are designed to help students acclimate to the institution (Matthews, 2010; Myers, 2003). 
The adoption of race neutral policies and practices which can include the elimination of state and institutional funding for minority programs could possibly severely undermine goals for diversity initiatives like Bridge programs (Orfield, Marin, Flores, and Garces; 2007). This would seem especially difficult for the multicultural administrators who are charged with increasing the participation and retention of historically underrepresented racial minorities (Howard-Hamilton, Phelps, and Torres, 1998; Scott and Kibler, 1998). In recent years, many Bridge programs have gone through dramatic changes in how they identify their target population, how they market what they are doing, and who they serve. New race neutral policies and strategies have expanded the definition of diversity and seek to increase inclusion beyond race (Siegel-Hawley & Frankenberg, 2011).  This is not always easy, especially when the original group for which the program was designed is still in need of assistance.  


For example, a 2007 study conducted by the UCLA based Harvard Civil Rights Project, describe the politics, complexities of opening the formerly minority targeted Meyerhoff Program to students of all races (Maton, Hrabowski, III, and Özdemir, 2007). Their data pointed out that while these challenges can be overcome, it takes strong leadership and strategic planning to address the needs of the original population while expanding services to other groups. My research on programs that were once explicitly race-targeted but had since changed to operating under race-neutral policies revealed that the leaders of these programs found the task of increasing racial diversity through the use of these preparation programs challenging (Jones, 2002). Many of these leaders were concerned about how they would maintain and increase diversity and campus inclusiveness without specifically marketing and targeting groups for which the programs were originally intended. Therefore, how strongly an institution embraced diversity goals, and provides support to the leaders of these initiatives can impact how they function. Institutional backing in terms of senior administration advocacy and support is important to helping multicultural administrators feel safe and supported in their goals. Exactly how institutions are supporting (or not supporting) diversity initiatives and efforts given the race-neutral environment and backlash to Affirmative action is an on-going challenge. There has been very little study on the interaction between all of these macro-conditions and their effect on institutional context and leadership, but by shedding light on the experience of a multicultural administrator and their this study will help provide some insight.

Key Research Questions 

This study sought to gain insight about the experience of multicultural administrators who oversee Bridge program designed to recruit and retain historically underrepresented racial minorities. In order to understand the lived experience and challenges of these unique diversity leaders, the following research questions were developed: 


1. What is the experience of multicultural administrators who seek to increase and foster diversity in a predominantly white campus using race-neutral policies and practices? 

2.   What if any have been the external pressures that multicultural administrators have dealt with as the environment has shifted to race neutrality? 

3. Are there coping mechanisms that have proved effective and useful for multicultural administrators in this type of environment and have any of these mechanisms involved innovation? 

Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 

In examining how multicultural administrators operate within race neutral environments while addressing diversity issues the assumptions of intentionality and strategy are inherent. In order to carry out responsibilities and duties related to their roles as administrators assigned to increase and support diversity, a purposeful intent towards these aims must be present Kezar, 2008) . Therefore, in order to be successful towards these aims, the multicultural administrator must utilize a thoughtful strategy to achieve the desired results. This is probably particularly true in environments where race is not openly embraced or discussed and policies emphasizing race neutrality are prevalent. Therefore, the conceptual framework uses an examination of intentionality and strategic planning as components of the planning process of multicultural administrators. These components were then connected to the concept of innovation, as it is discussed within the literature on leadership.

Overview of Research Design and Methods
According to Maxwell, understanding participants’ perspective is “understanding their reality, how they make sense of this reality, and how it influences their behavior” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 34). In order to gain a better understanding of the experience of multicultural administrators as they try to enact diversity leadership under race-neutral policies I conducted qualitative phenomenological multi-case study using semi-structured interviews. The goal was to capture not only the experience of the multicultural administrator, but what meaning they made of their role as a diversity leader, and the challenges they face as they try to meet diversity goals under the constraints of race-neutrality. 

Brief Overview of Findings


The interviews reveal that the experience of multicultural administrators who seek to increase and foster diversity on predominantly white campuses under race neutrality is challenging. Many of the administrators expressed concern about how they would maintain and increase diversity and campus inclusiveness without specifically marketing and targeting to groups that are traditionally marginalized. Overall, they described the experience as one filled with heightened awareness of the social and political environment and how they and their work were perceived by senior level administrators and other offices on campus. 


All of the administrators described dealing with both political and budget constraints. The political constraints seem to weight significantly more in their decision making and ability to continue their role as facilitator for diversity at their institutions. Administrators describe both external political constraints of race neutrality within the state as well as internal institutional political constraints related to producing evidence of progress and effectiveness in addition to skepticism about racial programs. 

Tentative Questions for Roundtable Discussion

This reseach has yielded many unanswered questions and findings that could be used for future research and discussion. The most compelling include:

1. How does the positioning of the position of an multicultural administrator within an institution of higher education change how they can enact diversity leadership? In what ways are these diversity leaders constrained or enabled to work on behalf of underrepresented racial minorities? 
2. What opportunities and/or support does the institution offer multicultural administrators for reflection, assessment, and professional development?
3. In what ways do these leaders feel supported and/or marganalized by their work? How can institutions and funders better support these diversity leaders in light of the current and evolving definition of ‘diversity’?
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