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WHAT RACIAL EQUITY LEADERS ARE SAYING ABOUT
THE REJI PRACTITIONER HANDBOOK: VOLUME 2

“One of the most important contributions of The REJI Practitioner Handbook,

Volume 2 is that by insisting on authors who are practitioners, readers benefit directly
from their discussions on how they have incorporated equity-mindedness into their
practices and values (i.e., on the ground experience rather than theory). Their efforts
demonstrate that institutional actors — leaders, faculty, staff, board members — have
it within their power to take equity-minded action to eliminate racial inequality. This
book provides the inspiration and ideas to help readers achieve it.”

DR. ESTELA BENSIMON, nationally renowned equity-minded scholar, practitioner,
and leader in higher education.

“This handbook helps Predominantly White Institutions to see a path toward

racial justice and truly become a public good, not a “white good.” Using the many
frameworks offered from equity-mindedness to shared equity leadership, this
comprehensive set of resources guides campus practitioners toward their racial
justice goals. This work is more important than ever given the rising tide of political
interference in higher education aimed at dismantling diversity, equity, and inclusion
efforts. Chapter authors offer strategies for navigating this increasingly difficult
environment. For more, | encourage you to join the Racial Equity and Justice Institute
movement and become part of a community committed to change.”

DR. ADRIANNA KEZAR, director of the Pullias Center for Higher Education, the
world’s leading research center on student access and success in higher education.

“When the majority of postsecondary students in the United States are Students of
Color, efforts to advance racial justice within our education structures and systems
should be of the highest priority, especially if we are to realize the full promise of
higher education for all students. Volume 2 of the REJ/ Practitioner Handbook not
only provides the context for why racial equity and justice should be a shared goal for
all educators, but also outlines the process for doing so from those who are doing the
work every day. This handbook translates aspirational equity goals into practice —
moving the performative to reality.”

DR. TIA MCNAIR, Partner at Sova and co-author of From Equity Talk to Equity Walk
(2020) and Becoming a Student-Ready College (2016).

“When we envision a higher education system that creates space and success for
all students, particularly those historically excluded from that system, we can see
what success can look like, but the path to get there isn’t straightforward. The REJI
Practitioner Handbook, Volume 2, lays out an actionable and achievable path that
contributes to systemic change in restoring the promise of higher education.”

DR. YOLANDA WATSON SPIVA, president of Complete College America (CCA).
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FOREWORD

By Estela Mara Bensimon

If you are like me, you have likely wondered
what the difference is between a foreword,
a preface, or an introduction. The job of
the foreword author (in this case me) is to
persuade readers that this is a book they
should read and learn from. So, | will go
directly there and explain why you should

read this book.

First and foremost, this book is meant to
solve a problem. It offers a comprehensive
account of a multi-institutional initiative,

led by Bridgewater State University in
Massachusetts, meant to confront the
question, “Why is it that despite our good
intentions, our campuses continue to
perform poorly for large numbers of racially
minoritized students?” This seems like an
important question that must get asked all
the time, yet it is rarely asked by leaders,
campus practitioners, or researchers. Since
the 1960s, we in higher education have
falsely conceptualized race-based inequality
as originating within the students’ deficient
educational backgrounds. Thankfully, we
now understand that is not the case — this
inequity is a problem of institutional failure
toward students whose trajectory to college
has been a course full of impediments. In

trying to examine this issue more deeply,

this book is held together by the concept of
equity-mindedness, a concept | invented about
20 years ago and which the REJI’s leaders
embraced and made their own. One of the
principles of equity-mindedness is that racial
inequity is a problem of practice, not a problem

of racially minoritized students.

Because we have always framed the question
of minoritized academic performance within
students’ non-performance, higher education
has created “solutions” to remediate students,
to make them fit into white conceptions of
college readiness. These “solutions” are
typically compensatory and more problematic,
informed by white logics, which assumes that
the way things are done in higher education

are universally valuable and magically work for
everyone. Low transfer rates, for example, are
assumed to be caused by a lack of transfer
centers or students’ lack of clarity on what is
required to transfer. Campuses are filled with
various forms of student support programs, such
as transfer centers, with an orientation toward
solving problems — real or assumed. But what
if the actual problem to be solved is a product
of those programs? What if the solution is that
existing resources need to be more sensitive to
the knowledge and competencies needed by
minoritized students to understand the meaning
of transfer and how it happens? Yes, a transfer
center that provides basic information and
guidance on transfer makes sense. But if it is not
sensitive to students’ fears and anxieties, it will

not actually make transfer any easier.

In the early 2000s the Center for Urban
Education, which | founded and directed until
2020, pioneered the methods of practitioner

inquiry as a strategy of institutional change.
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As educational philosopher John Dewey

said, “We encounter problems, but until

we investigate, we cannot know why they
exist.” You can’t hope to create real solutions
without understanding that “why.” This most
certainly applies to problems of racial inequity.
Historically, the typical analysis of racial
inequities is based on the assumption that
some students lack the “right stuff.” This very
flawed viewpoint ignores the many conditions
that create racial inequity, among them
institutionalized racism; pedagogical methods
that are irrelevant and hostile to minoritized
students; hostile classrooms; neglect of how
students experience the classroom; and
predominantly White faculty and staff.

Over the years, we've created various inquiry
tools to support teams of faculty and staff by
encouraging them to ask “In what ways are
our practices failing to achieve success for
minoritized students?” Rather than blaming the
students, we focus on engaging institutional
actors as learners of their practices and

their role in reinforcing racialized practices
by interrogating artifacts that are meant to
support student learning. This approach was
quite effective in revealing the shortcomings
of everyday artifacts like syllabi. Practitioners
learned, for example, how syllabi language
created fear and rules took precedence over

creating welcoming learning environments.

Dr. Sabrina Gentlewarrior, the REJI’s convener,
discovered us early in our journey, and we
were fortunate to work with her to teach faculty
and others from various REJI campuses how to
implement our methods and advance equity-

mindedness as the superior model of change.
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Our model of institutional change honors
the expertise of practitioners — our mantra
has been “best practitioners rather than

best practices.” The book you are reading

is exemplary because the majority is written
by practitioners who gained experience in

the inquiry methods we created. Why is this
significant? Most books and scholarly articles
on institutional change/transformation rely
heavily on theories, going back to Taylorism in
the early 20™ century to more recent theories
that draw on culture, constructivism, and
critical perspectives. Making these theories
actionable is a significant challenge, mainly
because they do not provide the architectural
plan that is needed to study how things are
done on the ground — in classrooms and

on campuses. It’s all theoretical, viewing
institutions and change through generic
universalized models of organizational change
that are difficult to implement. Conversely, our
inquiry model puts common, ordinary practices

under interrogation.

One of the most important contributions of
this book is that by insisting on authors who
are practitioners, readers benefit directly
from their discussions on how they have
incorporated equity-mindedness into their

practices and values (i.e., on the ground

experience rather than theory). Throughout
this book, readers will find numerous
examples to illustrate the meaning and
practice of equity-mindedness. | underscore
this quality of the book because leaders,
practitioners, and policy-makers will often
say the words but rarely specify what equity-
mindedness means to them or how “they do
it.” The authors of this book explain what
works so that readers can learn by their
experience and create change themselves.




While a foreword may not be the appropriate
place to go into great detail about specific
content in a book, | want to spend time doing
so for the chapter titled Institutionalizing Racial
Equity on Campuses: The Role of Presidents

in Equity-Minded Systemic Change. The three
authors are Presidents Christine Mangino of
Queensborough Community College in New
York City; Frederick Clark of Bridgewater State
University in Massachusetts; and Karen Hynick,
Chief Executive Officer, Connecticut State

Community College, Quinebaug Valley.

| chose this chapter because it is rare for
presidents to engage equity at a practical
level. Yet, presidents’ and other leaders’
understanding of the theory and practices

of critical race inquiry is essential to its
adoption, so that it becomes the natural way
of doing ‘leadership.’ This is the mission of
REJI, to promulgate critical race inquiry as a
competency that is aspired to, valued, and
expected of leaders. Besides having been
written by current presidents, what | like about
this chapter is that it does not fall back to
leadership platitudes. The presidents share
experiences candidly and how they get “it”;
they are not parroting equity language as a form

of virtuous signaling.

The chapter is informed in part by questions
posed by Sheila Edwards Lange (2022),
Chancellor of the University of Washington,
Tacoma, who says that “presidents must be
able to answer key questions about racial equity
on their campuses.” | like these questions
because they reflect the critical inquiry
framework that | advocate. They are basic
questions that, if taken up by a president’s
cabinet or other group, can establish a baseline
for a racial equity audit.

1. “Who are the leaders for the work?

2. Does the campus lead with racial equity,
and how is that manifested in programs
and other activities?

3. Who is being held accountable for

advancing the work?

4. What does your governing board expect,

and how much are they engaged?

5. Is your campus community more liberal
than the town in which you are located,
and how will you address that in town-

gown relationships?”

For example, President Mangino of
Queensborough Community College says

the following: “l inherited a cabinet that was
89% White people even though our student
population is 11% White students.” Noticing
the racial composition of one’s cabinet is an
essential leadership practice to understand in
what ways the policies and practices advanced
by the cabinet may be racialized and blind to
racial inequity. Having a predominantly White
cabinet is not surprising, in part because
“whiteness” is not a characteristic that is
noticed or thought to be a problem. What

is uncommon is to notice it and name it, as
President Mangino did, using it as a catalyst
for transformation. In the chapter, she goes on
to say “through staff changes and new hires,
[my] executive team is now 78% people

of color.”

Forward §




Equity-mindedness consists of principles
and practices that are elaborated on in the
presidents’ chapter. Here are a few | selected
to highlight:

Equity-minded leaders understand that they
must acquire the funds of knowledge that
will enable them to exercise critically race-
conscious leadership at all times. Learning
was central to the agenda of these three
presidents. They started book clubs to jointly
read books that address race and racism

and demonstrate how to take equity-minded
action. Among those books mentioned were
From Equity Walk to Equity Talk (McNair et al.,
2020) and Caste (Wilkerson, 2023). Other titles
are available at the link provided by President
Christine Mangino: President’s Book Club

(cuny.edu).

Equity-minded leaders insist that all data
be disaggregated by race and ethnicity to
identify patterns of racialized outcomes.
Data are often a contentious issue on
campuses, rarely made available to faculty
members or for the specific purpose of
identifying patterns that point to racialization.
These presidents were not fearful of data
transparency, however, and found ways

to engage faculty in purposeful analysis.
They also understood that data could

prompt defensiveness. At Connecticut State
Community College Quinebaug Valley, faculty
members who led the data sessions used their
own data to put their colleagues at ease and
be able to see that they too had racialized

outcomes.
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Equity audits are valuable, revealing
activities that benefit institutions. The
campuses built on their new sensemaking skills
to conduct equity audits and their findings
were documented and shared with the campus
community. One of the most surprising aspects
of the audits was learning that a well-intended
scholarship program required students be full-
time. In reviewing the data on the program, the
participants at Connecticut State Community
College Quinebaug Valley learned that White
students were twice as likely to receive this
scholarship than Latine and Black students.
This inequality was corrected in 2023 with a
change in policy to allow part-time students

to participate. Data analysis enabled the

three campuses to ask questions that led them
to uncover inequities they did not know
existed even as they claimed to be pursuing

racial equity.

Learning from students is valuable.
Bridgewater State University formed a
Student Advisory Council for Racial Justice
and Equity, inviting students to apply to the
program. In the program, students receive
training in communication, equity practices,
and peer leadership. Often the experience of
minoritized students is commodified, and their
experiences are expected to be shared gratis.
At Bridgewater, students’ experiences as
minoritized in a predominantly white campus
are treated as valued assets that

merit compensation.


http://cuny.edu

CLOSING THOUGHTS

In highlighting some of the experiences and
reflections of three REJI presidents, my
intention in this foreword is to show equity-
mindedness as a leadership practice that can
enhance the experience of students, faculty,
and leaders. Higher education overall is a
racialized enterprise that we take for granted.
The inquiry methods advocated in this book
require open-minded approaches and the
investment of time and patience. Traditional
leadership models do not lend themselves
well to these methods, particularly with the
pressure to “scale up” and adopt reform
efforts quickly and efficiently. The REJI’s
work provides a model of change that is not a
reaction to this type of pressure but is instead
thoughtful and responsive to institutional
autonomy. Their efforts demonstrate that
institutional actors — leaders, faculty, staff,
board members — have it within their power
to take equity-minded action to eliminate
racial inequality. This book provides the
inspiration and ideas to help readers achieve
it as well.
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ACTUALIZING THE VISION OF
RACIAL JUSTICE IN HIGHER

EDUCATION: EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE

By Sabrina Gentlewarrior

Keywords: Equity-Mindedness, Systemic
Change; Racial Justice; Racial Equity; The
Racial Equity and Justice Institute

Take a few moments and imagine what your

campus will be like when it is racially just.

Racial justice “is a vision and transformation
of society to eliminate racial hierarchies

and advance collective liberation, where
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian Americans,
Native Hawaiians, and Pacific Islanders, in
particular, have the dignity, resources, power,
and self-determination to fully thrive” (Race
Forward, n.d.). In our current national context,
envisioning higher education as racially just is

revolutionary and revelatory.

When racial justice characterizes the academy,
students of all races and ethnicities will

have full access to higher education. Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian Americans, Native
Hawaiians, Pacific Islanders, and other
Students of Color will know they belong on our
campuses. Students of all races and ethnicities
will benefit from the fact that the curricular

and co-curricular learning opportunities, high
impact practices, scholarships, and other
institutional student success resources were
created with their assets, cultural wealth,
needs, and lived experiences in mind. Students

of Color will be served in and out of the
classroom by those who share their identities
— just as their White peers have long enjoyed.
Excellence will be available to and achieved
by students of all racial and ethnic identities
and parity will be present in student outcomes.
Post-graduation social mobility will be enjoyed
in equal measure by Students of Color, as well
as their White peers, allowing students of all
races and ethnicities as well as their families
and communities, greater opportunities to
flourish (Liera & Desir, 2023; Massachusetts
Department of Higher Education, 2022; McNair
et al., 2020; Yosso, 2005).

Imagining higher education as racially just is
both revolutionary and revelatory as doing so
gives us hope, helps sustain us, and makes
manifest the actions we must take so that
higher education is at long last a mechanism
for corrective racial justice (Adebiyi, 2021).
Working towards racial justice in higher
education helps the academy ensure it is
contributing to the public good (Drezner et
al., 2018). In addition, students learning in
racially and ethnically diverse classrooms are
more likely to gain the competencies needed
to succeed in our global and multi-racial
world (Association of American Colleges and
Universities, 2020). Finally, at a time when
many campuses are shuttering their doors
due to declining enroliments, supporting the
success of Students of Color helps to ensure
campuses will have the fiscal health from
tuition and fees, and alumni giving, that comes
only come when our institutions not only admit,
but retain and graduate Students of Color
(Mullin, 2020).

Actualizing the Vision of Racial Justice in Higher Education



This vision for transformation and the action

it inspires is sorely needed for we know

that education in the United States was

not created with Black, Indigenous, Latinx,
Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, Pacific
Islanders, and other Students of Color in mind
(Cabrera et al., 2017; Evatt-Young & Bryson,
2021; Hrabowski et al., 2020; Ramsey, n.d.).
The legacy of redlining continues to result

in racially marginalized K-12 students being
served by underfunded school districts (Lukes
& Cleveland, 2021). “Students of Color have
long been denied fair school funding because
their communities have been long denied fair
opportunities to build wealth due to systemic
racism” (Morgan, 2022, pp. 1, 5); COVID
exacerbated this impact (Fahle et al., 2023).
While corporal punishment is decreasing

in school districts across America, Black
children are still subjected to it at a rate two
times higher than their White peers (Startz,
2022). Black, Latinx and Indigenous students
continue to graduate from high school at
lower rates than do White students (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2023; U.S.
Department of Treasury 2023). Students of
Color, who do achieve the milestone of high
school graduation, are often tacitly or overtly
discouraged from seeking post-secondary
education (The Education Trust, 2019). Racially
marginalized students with intersectional
identities such as queer Students of Color
(Conron et al., 2023), Males of Color (The
Education Trust West, 2017) and Students

of Color living with disabilities (Buckles &
Ives-Rublee, 2022) often endure additional
systemic barriers as they seek to access higher

education.

When Students of Color arrive to our
campuses, they typically encounter messages
and actions that are explicitly racist and
discriminatory (Gallop & Lumina Foundation,
2023; Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021; Johnson,
2022; Kolodner, 2020; McNair et al., 2020).

At Predominately White Institutions, Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian Americans, Native
Hawaiians, Pacific Islanders, and other
Students of Color are typically not served

by faculty, staff, or senior leaders who share
their identities (Bensimon & Associates,

2022; Johnson, 2022; McNair et al., 2020;

Rall, et al., 2023). Curriculums often fail to
reflect their cultural wealth, histories and lived
experiences. After experiencing a lifetime

of societal messages questioning their
intelligence, Students of Color often fail to
benefit from counternarratives in the classroom
that enhance their academic belonging and
celebrate their presence (Artze-Vega et al.,
2023; Healey & Stroman, 2021; Johnson, 2022;
Yosso, 2005).

The racialized educational history of our nation
is so stark that it has been contended that it
was never created to be a public good, but
rather a “White good” (Justice, 2023). While
these failings have been long-standing in
higher education, we are acutely aware that
an organized counter offensive is underway
to dramatically escalate educational racism
through acts of condemnation, intimidation
(Abrams, 2023; Iftikar et al., 2022) and
legislation (Gupton, 2023; Lederman, 2023;
Schwartz, 2023; UCLA School of Law, 2023).
These efforts imperil student success efforts,
the work for racial equity, academic freedom,
and the mission of higher education (Abrams,
2023; Briscoe & Jones, 2024; Iftikar et al.,
2022).

Actualizing the Vision of Racial Justice in Higher Education
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TRANSFORMING HIGHER
EDUCATION THROUGH THE
PRACTICE OF EQUITY-MINDEDNESS

Imagining racially just campuses provides

the vision for our work; racial equity is the
process of achieving the vision (Race Forward,
n.d.). Racial equity has been defined as “a
process of eliminating racial disparities and
improving outcomes for everyone. It is the
intentional and continual practice of changing
policies, practices, systems, and structures by
prioritizing measurable change in the lives” of
Students of Color (Race Forward, n.d.).

Dr. Estela Bensimon and her colleagues at
the Center for Urban Education have offered
the framework of equity-mindedness as a
theory and practice for change for advancing
racial equity in higher education (Bensimon,
2024; Bensimon et al., 2016; Center for Urban
Education, 2020; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
McNair et al., 2015). Equity-mindedness

is comprised of five synergistic practices
engaged in by individuals and institutions that
advance racial equity on behalf of students.
Equity-minded practitioners engage in work
that is:

Evidence-Based: Equity-minded practitioners
ground their individual, departmental and
institutional decision-making in data that is
disaggregated by race and ethnicity. They
place emphasis on making meaning of that
data in order to understand disparate student
outcomes by race and ethnicity and use

that information to inform racially equitable
corrective action (Bensimon, 2024; Bensimon,
2020; Center for Urban Education, n.d.; Center
for Urban Education, 2020; Ching, 2023; Dowd
et al., 2018; McNair et al., 2020).

Race-Conscious: Equity-minded practitioners
name racism when it is present and prioritize
inquiry, language, and action intended to
eliminate racialized disparate outcomes
(Bensimon, 2024; Bensimon, 2020; Center for
Urban Education, n.d.; Ching, 2013; McNair

et al., 2020). Being race-conscious does not
prevent us from doing other types of equity
work, but grounding our work in racial equity
acknowledges the current and historical
legacies of racism and ensures that campuses
maintain focus on addressing racialized
disparate student outcomes which have largely
been ignored by higher education (McNair et
al., 2020).

Institutionally Focused: When racialized
disparate outcomes are found, equity-
minded practitioners put the responsibility for
change on the institution rather than blaming
racially minoritized students (Bensimon

et al., 2016; Massachusetts Department

of Higher Education, 2023). As campuses

and higher education system-level offices
assume responsibility for disparate racialized
outcomes in student belonging, retention,
participation in programs, service utilization,
grades, graduation, and post-graduation social
mobility and ask what they can do to enhance
their work and thereby create racial equity,
we transform “organizational processes and
policies that perpetuate structural racism”
(Liera & Desir, 2023) and all students succeed
at higher rates.

Systemically Aware: Equity-minded
practitioners are aware that when racialized
disparate outcomes occur, it is not because

of deficiencies in the students, but rather due

Actualizing the Vision of Racial Justice in Higher Education



to the historical and current impacts of racism
and the ways in which Students of Color have
not been centered in the educational design
or delivery processes in America (Bensimon,
2024; Cabrera et al., 2017). In an effort to
engage in corrective educational justice,
equity-minded practitioners center the assets,
needs and perspectives of Students of Color in
their efforts knowing that doing so will support
the success of all students (McNair et al.,
2020; Massachusetts Department of Higher
Education, 2022; Yosso, 2005).

Equity-Advancing: Equity-minded
practitioners know that it is not enough to
have the values of equitable student success.
Rather we must engage in measurable goals
intended to address disparities in student
success outcomes (Bensimon & Malcom,
2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; Kezar et al.,
2022; McNair et al., 2020). Equity-minded
practitioners prioritize ongoing inquiry (Ching,
2023) and accountability as we engage in

the work (Holcombe et al., 2022; Kezar et al.,
2022) with the knowledge that the work must
be ongoing and institution-wide (Liera & Desir,
2023).

THE RACIAL EQUITY AND
JUSTICE INSTITUTE

Building on the foundation of equity-minded
theory, research, and practice, the Racial
Equity and Justice Institute (REJI) is a learning
and action community of practice which as

of this writing in fall 2024 is comprised of 40
campuses and four higher education partner
organizations serving 166,000 students, nearly
60,000 of whom are Students of Color (see
https://reji-bsu.org/). Together we work to fulfill

our mission statement to engage in “hopeful,

Actualizing the Vision of Racial Justice in Higher Education 11

research and data-driven strategies to create

racially equitable change in higher education.”

The institute began in 2014 under the name
The Leading for Change Higher Education
Diversity Consortium and focused on data-
driven strategies to eliminate all equity gaps. In
2018, in recognition of the persistent racialized
inequities in higher education, the group
sharpened its focus and changed its name

to the Racial Equity and Justice Institute to
make explicit our commitment to make race-
conscious and equity-minded transformation
of higher education our primary objective
(Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021). The REJI
provides a range of resources to aid member
campuses and organizations in setting context-
specific racial equity goals and support as
they advance them in an effort to eliminate

disparate racialized student outcomes.



https://reji-bsu.org/

Since its inception, the REJI has provided a
core of resources to member campuses and
organizations including:

+ A yearly curriculum that provides
resources and a structure to aid campus
and organizational teams in building their
capacity to engage in racially equitable
change strategies.

The provision of video and print resources on
racially equitable practices.

Convenings with national equity-minded
scholars and racial equity practitioners
intended to enhance the equity-minded
competencies of our members.

A racial equity action planning process
model (adapted from Curran et al., 2016)
that aids members in identifying institutional
performance gaps (Bensimon & Spiva,
2022) across the institution, setting racially
equitable goals, and implementing and
assessing the goals.

Suggested accountability structures that
include the expectation that REJI teams
report out on the progress on their racial
equity action plans to their presidents at
the end of each semester; there is also
the expectation that the REJI team on
each campus or organization meet with
their senior leadership teams at the end of
every academic year to share on progress
made for racial equity goal advancement
and obstacles to the work so these can be
transparently addressed.

Work is currently underway to work with
nationally renowned racial equity scholars
to create equity-minded competency
development materials for key functional
areas in higher education; this information
will be made available to REJI member
campuses and organizations.

For information on how to join the REJI,

please contact us: https://reji-bsu.org/
contact/

When member campuses/organizations
identify emerging practices that show promise
in advancing racial equity, they share these
strategies freely. This led to the publication of
the first Racial Equity and Justice Practitioner
Handbook (Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021),

a free access peer-reviewed book offering a
compilation of data-informed racially equitable
practices from our members. Readers will find
emerging practices focused on engaging in
leadership practices intended to advance racial
equity on our campuses; campus professional
development opportunities intended to build
members’ racial equity competencies; how

to obtain and make equity-minded sense of
data; how to create academic excellence
through racially equitable practices; how to
center racial equity in student service provision
outside of the classroom; and how to engage
in racially just campus policing practices. The
practices shared in the first REJI handbook
focus on racially equitable practice at the
departmental or programmatic levels. Please
see the first REJI handbook at the link:
https://reji-bsu.org/handbook/.

ADVANCING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE IN HIGHER
EDUCATION

In order to “take equity-mindedness to the
next level” (Liera & Desir, 2023), campuses
must engage in equity-minded actions
campus-wide. Liera & Desir (2023) remind us
that “equity-mindedness has the potential

to structure organizational behavior, shape
policy development, and frame practitioner
and leader understandings of organizational
equity”. As we enter our 11 year, members
of the REJI have begun work in identifying
and implementing research and data-informed
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strategies to help create racially equitable

systemic change in higher education.

Building on the work of Elrod et al. (2023),
equity-minded systemic change is defined as
efforts that advance equity-minded practice

in order to affect “multiple courses, programs,
colleges (or beyond) and results in changes to
policies, procedures, norms, cultures and/or
structures (organizational, curricular, fiscal)”
(p. 5.) In early 2023 a call was issued to
members of the REJI and national equity-
minded scholars who have served as workshop
facilitators for our membership in the past,
inviting submissions for the REJI’s second
handbook focused on equity-minded systemic
change strategies in higher education. All
submissions received peer review from the

REJI’s advisory group (https://reji-bsu.org/

leadership/) resulting in 17 chapters being
selected that are organized in three sections of
the handbook.

FACILITATING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE THROUGH
LEADERSHIP PRACTICES

The handbook begins by offering readers five
chapters focused on leadership practices
intended to advance equity-minded systemic
change in higher education. The first chapter
provides an overview of Shared Equity
Leadership (Kezar et al., 2021) and the ways
in which the practices in this model can be
used to advance racial equity work institution
wide. The next chapter offers a case study of
equity-minded leadership being engaged in
by a Board of Trustees at one of our member
campuses. The third chapter was authored by
three presidents who reflect on their leadership
and offer recommendations for advancing

equity-minded systemic change to other senior
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campus leaders. In the fourth chapter in this
section, a provost with experience as the chief
academic officer at three campuses shares
recommendations for advancing equity-minded
institutional change within that role. The
section concludes with a chapter written by
faculty members who offer recommendations
for faculty and administrators seeking to
advance faculty-led equity-minded systemic

change efforts.

CATALYZING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE THROUGH
TEACHING AND LEARNING
PRACTICES

The next section is comprised of seven
chapters written by faculty and academic
affairs administrators sharing strategies
intended to advance equity-minded systemic
change in the “most radical space of possibility
in the academy” — the classroom (hooks,
1994, p. 21). The first two chapters in this
section focus on equity-minded strategies to
support multilingual learners by building on the
linguistic and cultural wealth of the learners;
one of these chapters accomplishes this by
focusing directly on multilingual students, the
other describes an intensive project to prepare
teacher candidates to equitably serve diverse
and multilingual learners. The next chapter in
this section shares how to utilize “real talks”

in the classroom (Hernandez, 2021) in order

to advance equity-minded student success
campus-wide. A description of advancing
student success through the use of linked
course communities for students in a college
of math and science is the focus of the next
chapter; the authors’ impressive results in
closing institutional performance gaps are
shared. Two chapters focus on infusing racial
equity into high impact practices at two-

and-four-year campus settings. The section
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concludes with a chapter about efforts
underway to advance equity-minded systemic
change in a college of graduate studies.

FOSTERING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE THROUGH
INSTITUTIONAL OPERATIONAL
PRACTICES

The final section of the handbook is comprised
of chapters focused on operational practices
(AACRAO, n.d.) campuses are using to
advance equity-minded systemic change. The
section begins by offering readers an overview
of a curriculum for justice, equity, diversity,
and inclusion core competences being

utilized campus-wide at a graduate college

for health professionals; this curriculum is key
to advancing this institution’s commitment

to anti-racism and equity-mindedness.

In recognition that equity-mindedness is
evidence-based (Bensimon, 2020; Center for
Urban Education, n.d.), the second chapter in
this section describes efforts underway at a
four-year regional public campus to routinize
the use of the Center for Urban Education’s
(2020) equity-minded data tools by interested
faculty members. The next chapter shares with
readers the work being done by a community
college campus utilizing equity-minded data
and inquiry to inform a campus-wide equity-
minded operational plan. Readers are offered
detailed information about efforts to infuse
equity-mindedness into the academic program
review process at a community college in

the fourth chapter in this section. The final
chapter in the handbook utilizes Bensimon and
colleagues’ article “Five Principles for Enacting
Equity by Design” (2016) and applies its core
tenets to campus space design and utilization.

CONCLUSION

The work for racial equity in higher education
is only possible through committed individuals
and institutions working to end racialized
disparate outcomes in the academy. The
Racial Equity and Justice Institute celebrates
Dr. Estela Bensimon whose work in equity-
mindedness is foundational to our efforts; we
are deeply grateful to Dr. Bensimon for her
support of the REJI over the years and for the
forward she has written for this handbook.
Most of the chapters in the handbook are
authored by members of the REJI who are
practitioners and leaders for racial equity on
their campuses; the work being done by REJI
members is transforming their institutions.
Three of the chapters have been authored or
co-authored by national equity leaders who
are friends of the REJI; see the chapters in this
handbook by Kezar and Holcombe; Rall; and
Villarreal, Liera and Desir. Information about
the editors and authors can be found at the
end of the handbook.

The REJI recognizes that the context this work
occurs in matters. What will advance racial
equity on one campus will need to be modified
at another institution. This is especially true

in view of the legislative prohibitions severely
curtailing the explicit work for racial equity

in many states in America (Gupton, 2023;
Lederman, 2023; Schwartz, 2023; UCLA
School of Law, 2023). We look forward to
hearing and learning from readers as you adapt
these practices to your settings.

At the beginning of this chapter, you were
asked to create a vision of your campus when

it is racially just. The Racial Equity and Justice

Actualizing the Vision of Racial Justice in Higher Education



Institute members share this handbook with
the hope that the practices within it deepen
your vision for racial justice in the academy,
offer you actionable equity-minded systemic
change strategies to use in your work, and
inform our collective efforts to move from the
vision to the reality of racially just campuses
as we create institutions worthy of the

students we serve.

KEY RESOURCES

The first Racial Equity and Justice Institute
Practitioner Handbook (Gentlewarrior &
Paredes, 2021) can be accessed free at the

link: https://reji-bsu.org/handbook/

To learn more about the Racial Equity and
Justice Institute, including information on

membership: https://reji-bsu.org/

To view Dr. Estela Bensimon’s (2020)
overview of equity-mindedness provided to
the REJI, see Paying of Higher Education’s
Racial Debt: Infusing Racial Equity across
the Academy: https://reji-bsu.org/video-
library/ (see first video in the video library).
To contact Dr. Bensimon to explore how she
might be able to support the work for equity-
mindedness at your campus:
Bensimon@usc.edu

The Change Leadership Toolkit 2.0: A Guide
for Advancing Systemic Change in Higher
Education (Elrod et al., 2024) can be found at
the Pullias Center’s website: https://pullias.
usc.edu/download/change-leadership-
toolkit-a-guide-for-advancing-systemic-
change-in-higher-education/
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SECTION 1: LEADERSHIP PRACTICES

FACILITATING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE THROUGH
LEADERSHIP PRACTICES

By Luis Paredes and Sabrina Gentlewarrior

Equity-minded institutional leaders campus-
wide are key to the transformation of American
higher education (Carducci et al., 2024;
Holcombe et al., 2022; Johnson McPhail &
Beatty, 2021; Kezar et al., 2021). The leaders
who have authored the chapters in this section
of the handbook share recommendations to
support racial equity efforts in the academy

in order to eliminate long standing racialized
institutional performance gaps (Bensimon &
Spiva, 2022), support student success, and
meet our educational mandate. Aspirational
and pragmatic wisdom is woven throughout
these chapters offering readers a range of
strategies to advance equity-minded systemic
change on their campuses through leadership
practices.

The first chapter in this section Shared Equity
Leadership: Supporting Racially Equitable
Culture Change by noted equity scholars Kezar
and Holcombe provides an overview of the
Shared Equity Leadership (SEL) model as a
comprehensive approach to embedding racial
equity within higher education institutions. SEL
fosters collective commitment to racial equity
across all campus roles, including faculty, staff,
and administrators, ensuring that racial equity
becomes part of the daily practice and culture
of the institution rather than being relegated to
a specific office or position (Holcombe et al.,
2022; Kezar et al., 2021). The chapter highlights
the necessity of personal and organizational
transformation to achieve lasting culture
change, advocating for personal journeys
toward critical consciousness and establishing

Section 1 - Leadership Practices: Introduction

new institutional norms and structures
prioritizing racial equity.

From Intentions to Impact: Practical Lessons
for Boards of Trustees in Shaping and
Advancing Equity in Higher Education by Rall,
MacCormack, and Gentlewarrior focuses

on the crucial role of boards of trustees in
promoting racial equity within higher education
institutions. Rall et al., state: “At present, equity
is not a core tenet or focus of higher education
governing boards but the realities and demands
of higher education require that it should be.”
Readers of this chapter are introduced to the
Equitable Student Success Model, which aligns
board policies and practices with racial equity
(Rall et al., 2022). Through an in-depth case
study of a four-year public institution that is
working to embed racial equity into trustees’
core functions, the authors provide actionable
recommendations for racially equitable trustee
leadership. The chapter concludes with equity-
minded inquiry questions trustees can pose as
they work to catalyze racially equitable student
success and campus transformation.

Clark, Hynick and Mangino emphasize the
critical role of campus presidents/chief
executive officers in leading equity-minded
changes within higher education institutions.
The chapter Institutionalizing Racial Equity
on Campuses: The Role of Presidents in
Equity-minded Systemic Change provides

14 recommendations for senior leaders
intended to ensure that campus change efforts
emphasize the elimination of institutional
performance gaps (Bensimon & Spiva, 2022),
rather than blaming marginalized students for
racialized disparate outcomes. The authors
underscore that while campus transformation
requires shared equity leadership, presidents
have a unique role and responsibility to use
their positional power to drive systemic



changes and address racial inequities affecting
students, faculty, and staff.

The chapter Embracing Equity, Leading Equity:
The Role of the Provost in Higher Education
Equity Practices by Rodriguez provides
equity-minded strategies drawn from in-depth
experience in the role. Rodriguez emphasizes
that “an equity-minded provost operates

from a framework that prioritizes racial equity,
diversity, and social justice, seeking to create
an environment where every individual has

the resources and support needed to thrive.”
As such, provosts must lead with an equity-
centered approach to ensure institutions can
effectively serve diverse student populations
and address historical inequities. Through
detailed case studies, Rodriguez demonstrates
how equity-minded provosts can navigate
challenges, advocate for resources, and foster
a campus-wide commitment to racial equity,
ensuring that higher education remains a
pathway to economic and social mobility for all
students.

The central role of faculty in advancing equity-
minded systemic change in higher education

is focused on in the chapter by Villarreal, Liera,
and Desir titled Equity-Minded Organizations
and Faculty-Led Coalitional Change. The
authors remind readers that “Administrative

and faculty leaders who are interested in
transforming their universities into equity-
minded organizations must work to center racial
equity in the design of programs, policies, and
practices if they intend to create the enduring
structural change necessary to advance racial
equity in higher education (Liera & Desir, 2023).”
Through a case study of a faculty learning and
action community, the Better Together Learning
Community (BTLC), Villarreal, Liera, and Desir
illustrate how faculty-led initiatives can drive
racially equitable systemic change. The chapter

ends by providing readers with questions

to help inform in their daily practice as they
seek to advance equity-minded organizational
change campus-wide.

CONCLUSION

Leading for racial equity in American higher
education has always required courage and
fortitude (Anderson, 2019; Hill, 2023); this is
even more true in the face of the cultural and
legislative countervailing prohibitions to this
work (Charles, 2024; Harper, 2024). While it is a
challenging time, leadership approaches exist
to advance equity-minded systemic change
in higher education (Nellums, 2023; Seiki &
Strong, 2024).

The chapters in this section of the handbook
highlight strategies being engaged in by
leaders who reside in states where racial

equity work is not legislatively curtailed. It is
acknowledged that equity leaders in states with
anti-DEI legislation may need to adapt some of
practices as they advance racial equity.

Dowd and Bensimon (2015) discuss the
necessity of institutional leaders routinizing
equity-mindedness into their speech and
actions in order to advance racially equitable
systemic change. “Institutional leaders must
be in the forefront of these changes” (p. 167).
The chapters that follow provide readers

with practical and actionable equity-minded
strategies to aid them in leading for racial
equity.
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SHARED EQUITY LEADERSHIP

SUPPORTING RACIALLY
EQUITABLE CULTURE CHANGE

By Adrianna Kezar and Elizabeth Holcombe

Keywords: Shared Equity Leadership; Personal
and Organizational Transformation

INTRODUCTION

Shared Equity Leadership (SEL) is an approach
to diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) work
that creates collective commitment across
faculty, staff, and administrators for DEI work.
Rather than being siloed into an office of DEI or
a Chief Diversity Office, this approach embeds
equity-minded practice across all higher
education roles. It emerged from research on

a diverse set of campuses of all institutional
types that had made progress in ameliorating
equity gaps for students as well as meeting
other key DEI goals such as more diverse
hiring of faculty or improved campus climate.

The research project itself was inspired by
earlier studies that identified shared leadership
as an essential component to transformational
or culture change on campuses (Kezar, 2018).
Furthermore, SEL builds on work within the
student success movement demonstrating
that siloed programs and services to support
racially minoritized, low-income, and first-
generation students have not been successful
in supporting students’ success (Kezar, 2019).
Leaders in the work of equity-minded student
success describe how campuses have focused
on providing services or programs “on the
side” to support students from marginalized
backgrounds rather than changing the culture
of campus to better support students (Kezar,
2019; McNair et al., 2020). As a result, after

four decades of DEI efforts, there has been
minimal progress to improve retention and
graduation rates and close institutional
performance gaps (Bensimon & Spiva, 2022)
experienced by Students of Color and other
students from historically marginalized
groups (Kezar, 2019; Renn & Reason,

2021). Existing approaches have been
labeled “programmitis” and performatively
make campuses look as though they are
undergoing change without changing

the day-to-day operations, policies, and
practices that make up the system (Kezar,
2019). Instead, campuses need to participate
in efforts to engage in campus-wide, culture
change approaches, which in turn require
shared leadership for execution.

McNair and colleagues argue that challenges
to equitable student success are an
organizational and leadership issue. They
call on campus leaders to stop offering
programs to fix students, which adopts

a deficit view of students, and instead
examine the broken and problematic campus
organizational structures that impede student
success (McNair et al., 2016). Bensimon

and her colleagues argue that campuses
need approaches to disrupt their routines
and existing daily practices and policies

in order to move toward culture change
(Bensimon et al., 2005; Bensimon, Dowd,

& Witham, 2016). Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
McNair et al., 2020). Furthermore, Bensimon
et al. (2005) and others (Gentlewarrior &
Paredes, 2021; Johnson-McPhail & Beatty,
2021; Liera & Desir, 2023) argue that we
need a new practice model premised

in equity-advancing action that creates
culture change, not simply new programs
and services that maintain the status

quo of inequitable student outcomes.
Projects like the Equity Scorecard (Dowd &
Bensimon, 2015), Campus Diversity Initiative
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(2020), or Achieving the Dream (https://
achievingthedream.org/) provide tools for
campuses to undergo an inquiry and learning
process to redesign their policies and practices
and move toward culture change to better
support students from historically marginalized
groups. However, until the SEL project, there
has not been research about the type of
leadership that is necessary to address these
organizational and culture challenges and to
successfully engage in learning processes that
can lead to new cultures.

SHARED EQUITY LEADERSHIP

AS A SOLUTION FOR TODAY’S
ENVIRONMENT

At the time of this writing, in the early to
mid-2020s, DEI efforts in higher education
are under sustained attack from conservative
intellectuals and political leaders in
conservative states. More than 80 legislative
actions prohibiting various aspects of DEI
work, from trainings to DEI offices to diversity
hiring statements and practices, have been
introduced or passed in more than half of U.S.
states (Chronicle Staff, 2024).

One of the main reasons why DEI efforts are
particularly vulnerable on campuses across
the country right now is that they have not
become a normative practice ingrained within
campus culture (McNair et al., 2020). That

is, like many student success efforts, they
remain siloed and off to the side of regular
campus operations, whether through a Chief
Diversity Officer or DEI office. DEI efforts are
more vulnerable to attacks when they remain
outside our normal ways of conducting
business. Separate DEI positions or offices
are easy to identify and have become easy
targets for political attacks from conservative
politicians.

In SEL environments, by contrast, equity
becomes everyone’s work and not only the
work of a Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) or DEI
office. By becoming embedded in faculty,
administrative, and staff roles across campus,
the work is less of a target for cuts. Not only
does this approach shield DEI from cuts

but also ensures the work has the critical
mass of human resources necessary to truly
transform institutions into the equitable and
inclusive spaces we hope they can be. SEL
offers the organizational structures to broadly
distribute work and provides the planning and
accountability apparatus so that the work is
sustained over time, even as it is distributed
among many more people. In this way, equity
becomes embedded in day-to-day practice
and leads to culture change. Equity-oriented
work that is routinized as a best practice, such
as disaggregating data to look for equity gaps,
is much harder to label as problematic given it
is hard to grab headlines for following sound
administrative practice.

WHAT IS THE SHARED EQUITY
LEADERSHIP MODEL AND WHY
DOES IT WORK?

SEL emerged from our recent research of
leaders at eight colleges and universities

in the United States who were successfully
advancing their DEI goals. Conducted by

the American Council on Education (ACE)

and USC'’s Pullias Center, the idea for the
study originated from the broader question of
why campuses have generally made so little
progress on DEI goals in the past 40 years, as
reflected in ACE’s 2019 analysis of racial equity
outcomes across students, staff, and faculty
(Espinosa et al., 2019). The research team
wanted to identify campuses that were bucking
this trend and actually making progress on
closing equity gaps and other DEI goals. We
wondered, were there common characteristics
of leadership and organization at such
institutions that we could identify to help other
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campuses advance equity? What types of
approaches would allow leaders to truly make
progress toward culture change that embeds
DEI goals within the fabric of the institution?
Our study found that campuses that had made
substantial progress on their DEI goals — no
matter their institutional type and context
differences — shared a collaborative approach
that we refer to as Shared Equity Leadership
(SEL).

Shared Equity Leadership is a leadership
approach that scales DEI work and creates
culture change by connecting personal

and organizational transformation. We

define “leadership” in a non-positional way
that includes faculty, staff, students, and
community members, in addition to senior
administrators. SEL creates a critical mass
of faculty, staff and administrators who are
all committed to the work, capable of leading
the work, and supported through institutional
processes, policies and structures. The

goal of SEL is to create culture change that
embeds shared values and practices around
DEI into the core of an organization. SEL is a
collaborative process where leaders across
campus work together, contributing to a
change in organizational culture in which
equity becomes everyone’s work.

As noted above, SEL involves personal and
organizational transformation, which are
both essential for promoting lasting cultural
change. Personal transformation involves
the process of individuals understanding
the structural nature of inequity, deepening
their own personal commitment to equity,
and taking actions to create changes. By
organizational transformation, we mean that
an organization transforms its long-existing
norms, structures, processes, practices, and
policies that privilege certain groups over
others and maintain the inequitable status
quo. New structures that center equity help

instantiate new norms and values across the
organization. Personal and organizational
transformation reinforce each other. As more
leaders grow to be equity-minded and learn to
work collectively, the force for change toward
equity increases, which drives organizational
transformation. As organizations transform

to establish new policies and practices that
support equity work, individuals gain more
resources and opportunities to increase
understanding of systemic inequity, develop
capacity to create change, and feel supported
to do equity work.

The SEL model (Figure 1) entails three main
elements: (1) a personal journey toward critical
consciousness in which leaders solidify their
commitment to equity; (2) a set of values that
center equity and guide the work; and (3) a
set of practices that leaders enact collectively
to change inequitable structures (Kezar et al.,
2021). There are nine values and 17 practices.
However, every individual does not have to
actualize every value and practice. In fact,
among the leaders we interviewed, almost
none possessed skills in all areas. Rather,
groups of leaders together embodied all of
the values and enacted all of the practices.
By distributing leadership more broadly
throughout an organization, we can harness a
wider range of expertise or skills from diverse
individuals. With a wider range of skills,
experiences, knowledge, and perspectives,
we can enact more of the SEL values and
practices, which can create a broader and
deeper organizational change. In the following
sections, we briefly explore each element of
the SEL model. For more information, please
see Kezar et al. (2021).
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Figure 1: Shared Equity Leadership Model
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PERSONAL JOURNEY TOWARD
CRITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS

At the heart of SEL is the notion that leaders
must first turn inwards and do their own
personal work in order to then turn outwards
to transform their institutions — this is what
we call the personal journey towards critical
consciousness. In this process, leaders reflect
on their own identities and experiences, as
well as the broader structural and systemic
nature of inequities and how they fit within
those systems and structures. Personal work
means examining one’s understanding of
white supremacy, privilege, oppression, and
systemic racism and other forms of systemic
oppression that contribute to disparate
outcomes and experiences on our campuses.
Engaging in the personal journey helps make
the work authentic due to one’s growing
compassion and empathy related to these
issues. With that realization, diversity, equity
and inclusion (DEI) efforts become personal,
and leaders develop a greater sense of
responsibility and commitment to creating a
new and equitable structure.

In many DEI efforts to date, it has been left

up to individual discretion whether to opt

into personal development work. In SEL
environments, a network of leaders collaborate
to foster individual growth and development,
eliminating the need for individuals to opt in
and bear sole responsibility for their learning.
This personal journey development equips
leaders in acting authentically and promotes
equity without necessarily being labeled as
DEI training. For example, without doing this
personal journey work, leaders are often not
able to truly listen or interrogate data for racial
bias as they are not able to perceive systemic
inequity. Leaders who have not progressed on
their personal journey may not be able to (or
struggle) to sit with discomfort that comes with
hearing others trauma or support those who
are vulnerable as they engage in the work

for equity.

Our research points to several different
avenues to aid leaders in their personal
journey. Individual modeling and mentoring is
one strategy, wherein a leader takes another
person under their wing, posing questions
and recounting their own journey. Another
approach to personal journey work is forming
collective groups such as book clubs or
learning communities that are ongoing in
order to support personal journey work.

VALUES

The second element of the SEL model is
values, which are the beliefs and ideals
shared among leaders across campus. The
values represent a way of being, showing up,
and relating to others as a leader. Individual
leaders learn to embody the values of SEL
through their personal journey work as well
as through working with others who model
the values. Some of the SEL values may look
familiar from other approaches to leadership
such as courage or creativity. However,

many SEL values differ and emphasize
collaborative and relational processes, such
as transparency and comfort with discomfort.
They also delve into personal or emotional
aspects of leadership such as love and care,
humility, and vulnerability. Table 1 provides
detailed descriptions of all nine SEL values.
These values are essential to creating culture
change as they establish an environment

in which people develop trust and safety to
transform their daily practice. SEL values are
not something that political leaders advancing
the counteroffensive to diversity, equity and
inclusion in higher education can easily attack
— they are not tangible like budgets, trainings,
or programs. Further, the values themselves
are hard to make an argument against in
terms of being important for fostering a
supportive campus environment.
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SEL VALUES

Love and care

Comfort
with being
uncomfortable

Transparency

Creativity and
imagination

Courage

Accountability to
Self and Others

Humility

Vulnerability

Mutuality

Table 1: Descriptions of SEL Values.

DESCRIPTIONS

Leaders feel and display love and care for those with and for whom
they are working. They approach any relationship with a deep sense of
caring and compassion, even if they disagree or have had contrasting
experiences.

Equity work sometimes requires leaders to sit with the emotions and pains
of others — even when uncomfortable — rather than immediately jumping
to finding solutions. It is important for leaders to be comfortable with such
feelings of discomfort.

Transparency means that leaders are honest, clear, and open about
decision-making, successes, failures, and challenges of their work.

Creativity and imagination are necessary because there are no universally
agreed-upon ways of doing equity work and leaders must imagine new
possibilities.

Courage means standing up for equity even when it’s not popular or easy
and remaining dedicated in the face of resistance or skepticism.

Leaders must hold themselves accountable for doing the work, getting
results, learning about equity, challenging their preconceived notions,

and being willing to change their beliefs and practices as they continue to
learn and grow. Leaders must also be accountable to one another and the
community for doing the work.

Humility means admitting when one has done something wrong or when
something has not worked well. Leaders understand that they do not have
all the answers or solutions, their experience isn’t everyone’s experience,
and they have things to learn from other people.

Vulnerability means being able to open about difficult personal experiences
or being willing to risk exposing one’s true self, even without knowing
exactly how that will be received. Being vulnerable helps leaders build
connections, trust one another, and better understand others’ perspectives
and experiences.

Mutuality underpins all the other SEL values, emphasizing a shift away
from traditional egoistic notions of leadership focused on the individual
leader and instead embracing notions of leadership as a reciprocal and
collective process.
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PRACTICES

SEL practices represent new ways of acting that are oriented toward challenging inequities

and creating new structures and policies. We define practices as the ongoing, regular activities

that leaders perform both individually and collectively to advance a DEI agenda. We identified

16 practices and categorized them into six domains: the fundamental practice of centering the
needs of systematically marginalized communities, relational practices, communication practices,
developmental practices, practices challenging the status quo, and structural practices. Relational
and communication practices suggest effective ways of working with others and across differences.
Developmental practices build knowledge and skills, fostering individuals’ ability to engage in equity
work. Practices that challenge the status quo encourage leaders to call out the entrenched policies
and practices that reproduce inequities, while actively working to dismantle them. Structural practices
support leaders to implement concrete changes to organizational structures and culture. Table 2
presents all of the SEL practices. For full definitions and more detail on these practices, please see

Kezar et al. (2021).

Table 2: SEL Practices

Foundational
Practice

Relational
Practices

Communication
Practices

Developmental
Practices

Practices that
Challenge the

Status Quo

Structural
Practices

Understanding | Building trust | Using language | Learning Diminishing Hiring diverse
and centering intentionally hierarchy leaders (or
students’ composing
needs diverse teams)
Cultivating Setting Helping others | Questioning Systemic
positive expectations learn decision-
relationships making
Welcoming Listening Modeling Disrupting Creating
disagreements rewards and
and tensions incentives
Welcoming

disagreements
and tensions

Next, we put these pieces of Shared Equity
Leadership together to show how a team or
leadership group collectively enacts them.
The composite case described next is drawn
from all the campuses in our study. Composite
cases, sometimes also known as composite
narratives, “combine events to make an
exemplar case” (Edwards, 2021, p. 2) and

use data from several examples “to tell a
single story” (Willis, 2019, p. 471). We signal
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specific elements of the SEL model in the
following example (personal journey, values,
and practices) by using parentheses and
italicizing the name of the particular element
of the model described. While we only provide
one example of a leader’s personal journey
toward critical consciousness for the sake of
space, it is important to note that all leaders
were engaged in this personal journey work in

different ways.
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SHARED EQUITY LEADERSHIP IN
ACTION: CASE EXAMPLE

Palms University has made significant
progress on their equity goals since they
began experimenting with a more shared
approach to equity leadership eight years

ago. Demographics of their faculty and staff
now more closely match those of their student
body, racial gaps in promotion and tenure rates
have been eliminated, student attainment gaps
by race and income status have narrowed
significantly, and campus racial climate
indicators have improved markedly. Further,
equity work has become embedded in campus
processes, procedures, and policies and equity
has become an accepted norm or value on
campus. Leaders at Palms University attribute
their success to their Shared Equity Leadership
approach.

The primary team leading around campus
equity goals at Palms is a group of senior
leaders informally known as the Action Team.
Convened by the university’s president,
Bianca, the Action Team is composed of the
eight members of the president’s cabinet, as
well as deans of the university’s six colleges,
the head of institutional research, and the
president of the faculty senate. An engineer
by training, Bianca held two prior presidencies
before landing at Palms. Bianca has a strong
commitment to equity and a passion for
transforming institutions to more effectively
serve racially minoritized students and those
from low-income backgrounds. She is a White
woman from a rural area of Kansas and was
the first in her family to attend college. Her
experiences as a first-generation college
student and as a female engineer strongly
shaped her commitment to equity, and nearly
all her public statements, speeches, and letters
reference diversity, equity, or inclusion in some
way (personal journey).

When Bianca started her presidency at Palms
in 2014, nearly all of the senior leaders were
White and about three-quarters of them were
male. Over her first three years Bianca was
able to make several new cabinet-level hires,
as well as replace half of the university’s
deans. She was able to fill nearly all of those
positions with People of Color to come
closer to racial parity, and she increased the
proportion of female leaders so there is now
gender parity among campus leadership
(structural practice: hiring diverse leaders).

The intentional and meaningful diversity of
the senior team has also influenced decisions
about structuring and organizing equity
leadership work at Palms University. The team
does not believe that hiring a chief diversity
officer or creating an Office of DEI is the right
way to execute the university’s equity goals,
as DEI and issues of social justice are deeply
ingrained in the ethos of the leadership team.
The team also wants everyone to feel like they
have an important and meaningful stake in
accomplishing the university’s equity goals
rather than siloing the work in one position or
office. Though their shared leadership model
is not the typical approach to DEI work, the
team feels that their approach is helping

them achieve their goals in a deeper and
more meaningful way (value: creativity and
innovation).

Bianca felt strongly that up-front work to build
trust among members of the Action Team was
critical for the team’s future success (relational
practice: building trust). She worked to build
that trust by first noting that she needed the
expertise of everyone in the room because

her perspective as president of the university
limited her from seeing all the issues and
barriers that students may face and all parts of
the operations in play (value: humility). She also
opened up and shared her own experiences
with equity work and as a woman in leadership
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positions and in predominantly male fields,
while also acknowledging the racial privileges
she has benefited from as a White woman
(value: vulnerability; developmental practice:
modeling). The entire group also attended a
two-day retreat during which they got to know
each other better and had formal professional
development sessions on how to share
leadership and what it means to be an equity
leader. Additionally, the Action Team brought
the Courageous Conversations About Race
training (https://courageousconversation.com/
about/) to campus for their own team-building
and also made it available to any other faculty
and staff who were interested (developmental
practices: learning and helping others learn).

As a result of the strong relationships the
team members have built, trust is high, and
members are willing to speak their minds and
challenge one another when they disagree
about something. For example, the provost
proposed a policy that would prevent students
from retaking a course that they had already
failed three times, noting that there was a small
group of students getting stuck trying to pass
the same courses and not being successful.
She brought data indicating that about 50
percent of students who fail a course the first
time pass it the second time, and another

30 percent pass after taking it the third time.
But almost no students passed after taking a
course and failing it three times. The provost
argued that it wasn’t right for the institution

to keep taking students’ money and letting
them continue to take the course with a very
limited chance of success. While most of the
team members agreed with the policy, the vice
president for student affairs (VPSA) advocated
strongly for not adopting the policy unless

it had a provision for providing academic
support after a first failure. The VPSA is often
the member of the team who challenges the
team to think about students who are being
negatively impacted by various policies and

problematizes existing ways of thinking and
operating (practices that challenge the status
quo: questioning, disrupting). Another member
of the team (the chief of staff) is more of a
consensus-builder and tried to get the VPSA
to change his mind and vote for the policy’s
adoption. The VPSA responded with, “I'm
going to vote against this policy and that’s
going to be okay. If one of us votes against
this policy that’s okay because we need this
kind of disagreement among ourselves to
hash out what is best for students” (relational
practice: welcoming disagreements and
tensions). Ultimately, while the policy at issue
was adopted, the VPSA and provost worked
together to expand their existing tutoring

and supplemental instruction programs to
specifically support students who had failed
and were retaking a course.

Various members of the Action Team are
officially responsible for different equity goals
laid out in the university’s strategic plan,

and the group works together to monitor
progress, hold each other accountable,

and make progress on the goals that cut
across divisions and departments (structural
practice: implementing new approaches to
accountability). In addition to the Action Team,
Palms has a variety of other cross-cutting

and collaborative structures to support their
DEI work. For example, the provost and vice
president for student affairs co-chair the
Council on Transformation, which provides a
monthly 2-hour space for campus stakeholders
to bring emergent equity issues for discussion,
processing, and problem-solving. For
example, this group raised the issue of Black
faculty attrition on campus. Palms had been
successful in hiring many Black faculty on the
tenure track with the use of generous research
start-up funding packages. However, once
this funding ran out after the first year or two,
these faculty struggled to continue to meet
their research obligations and often left for
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other institutions with more sustained financial
support for research. The Council worked with
the university’s advancement office to put
together a proposal that would better support
Black faculty members’ research programs

so they could earn tenure at Palms rather

than leaving for other campuses. Palms also
has other groups that work specifically on
issues related to community engagement and
pedagogy and teaching — all with an equity
lens front and center. In addition, there are

ad hoc or temporary groups that form as
problems or new projects arise and disband
when goals are accomplished, such as smaller
groups of leaders working to establish a new
social justice certificate program or figuring out
how to rework admissions policies to be test-
optional.

BUILDING INFRASTRUCTURE FOR
SHARED EQUITY LEADERSHIP

To help enact SEL, a few key aspects of
infrastructure help support its implementation.
We highlight the three most essential areas in
the second half of this chapter — organizing
the work, building capacity for the work,

and setting up an accountability system. If
responsibility for this work is to be distributed
among a much larger set of people, it needs
to be intentionally built into people’s roles and
responsibilities, shared goals must be set,

the work must be delegated and coordinated
appropriately, and structures must be put in
place to organize the work. First, we describe
different approaches for structuring the work
that we identified on campuses. These are
not the only ways to organize the work and
some campuses evolved from one structure to
another, so a campus does not need to stay
with a particular structure to be successful.
Second, campuses need to build capacity for
people to authentically engage in the work.
This capacity entails helping people on their
personal journeys, learning the new values,
practices and skillsets of shared leadership

and DEI. It also entails organizational capacity
building to support people as they learn and
grow by hiring in diverse leaders who may
already have ready skills, setting up new
structures to help people learn from each
other, or developing new communications
vehicles. Third, as the work is distributed and
many more people are responsible for the
work, new accountability systems need to be
established to ensure progress.

ORGANIZING THE WORK

In terms of organizing the work, we found four
structures that campuses used to distribute
leadership for DEI. These structures provide
an alternative to what have been the two
typical ways to organize this work: a Chief
Diversity Officer/DEI office or a DEI committee.
The Chief Diversity Officer (CDO) attempts

to incorporate DEI from the top-down, or
vertically (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013).
The trend in higher education to hire CDOs
took off in the early 2000s and has since
continued (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2007).
The other typical approach to organizing DEI
work has been creating structures that work
horizontally to promote the work, such as
diversity committees, commissions, and task
forces (Williams & Wade-Golden, 2013). These
popular practices bring together staff, faculty,
administrators, and students to generally
advise on DEl-related issues. These entities
may be located within a particular division or
department, the student government, faculty
senate, or appointed by the president. Both
traditional approaches to structuring DEI

work tend to silo the work, however, and

often lack the power and scope of influence
to enact meaningful change. Shared Equity
Leadership, by contrast, incorporates elements
of both vertical and horizontal organization to
distribute responsibility more fully across the
organization. We briefly describe each of the
four models for structuring SEL that we found
in our research. For more information on these
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structures, please see the report by Holcombe
et al. (2021) Organizing Shared Equity
Leadership. The report also provides a toolkit
with reflective questions for campus leaders
to consider as they develop new structures for
distributing the work.

HUB AND SPOKE MODEL

The first new way to organize the work we
term the Hub and Spoke Model (see Figure 2).
In this model, DEI work is led by a CDO or
equivalent executive-level position that reports
to the president, as well as staff in a DEI office
or division. This office serves also as a “hub”
for DEI work, connected to various “spokes” of
equity work across campus. The hub acts as a
centralized resource for practitioners across
campus and can include positions dedicated
full-time to professional development, project
or program management, data and analysis,
and more. These positions are formal, DEI-
specific roles. The hub also serves a
connecting function, identifying opportunities
for collaboration among practitioners doing
DEI work and facilitating those connections.

In this way, the Hub and Spoke Model helps
instantiate values around connection and
coordination rather than siloing and
independent pockets of DEI work. The
resources dedicated to the hub (both human
and financial) also emphasize the value the
institution places on enhancing and supporting
equity work.

Figure 2: Hub and Spoke Model
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HIGHLY STRUCTURED MODEL

The Highly Structured Model is the most
formally structured of the four we identified,
with a CDO who reports to the president, an
extensive staff and multiple reporting units
within the DEI division, and many layers of DEI
representatives throughout the divisions and
units of the university. The dense, complex
web of structures emanating from the DEI
division helps embed equity work throughout
the institution, while also leaving discretion and
autonomy to individual offices, departments,
or academic units for how they plan to achieve
equity goals.

Figure 3: Highly Structured Model
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In the Highly Structured Model, the central
DEI office is composed of several full-time
staff members who guide various aspects

of the work. There are also several units or
departments that report up into the CDO. The
Highly Structured Model also features a formal
horizontal DEI structure, with representatives
from each unit or division (“leads”) who are
responsible for leading DEI work within their
sphere of influence. This work is formally
coordinated by staff in the DEI office and
supported with resources (financial, time,
human). In addition to one-on-one meetings
with DEI office staff, DEI leads meet regularly
as a group to discuss challenges and
successes and build community around
equity work.
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BRIDGING MODEL

The Bridging Model represents a novel

form of structuring equity leadership that is
not built around the vertical structure of a
CDO, unlike the Hub and Spoke and Highly
Structured Models. Intentionally designed as
a distributed approach to equity work, this
model is led jointly by the university’s most
senior leaders (including the president); a
permanent council of ground-level faculty,
staff, and students responsible for helping the
institution meet its long-term equity goals; and
a person in a “bridge” or translator role who
connects the senior leadership and ground-
level leaders. This model promotes values of
coordination and communication across levels
of the organizational hierarchy as well as the
importance of collective responsibility at both
the senior and ground levels. The Bridging
Model also has some similarities to the Hub
and Spoke Model in that the bridge works to
map and connect existing work on campus;
however, the Bridging Model is distinct in that
there are additionally and intentionally two
groups of leaders at the top and the ground
level (the cabinet and the council) who are
formally tasked with equity responsibilities.

Figure 4: Bridging Model

BRIDGE

GROUND LEVEL
LEADERS

SENIOR TEAM

WOVEN MODEL

The last approach we labeled the Woven
Model - a fully embedded structure to organize
DEI work. While the Hub and Spoke, Highly
Structured, and Bridging Models all create new
offices, positions, or groups to structure their
DEIl work, the Woven Model instead structures
DEI work into people’s existing roles and
processes. Rather than having a formalized
position such as a CDO or a dedicated office
responsible for DEI work, this model embeds
DEIl into everyone’s work, weaving it into the
fabric of the institution as part of institutional
strategic plans and goals and into individuals’
roles. Leaders at campuses with a woven
structure described how the diversity of their
student body and their leadership, as well as
the strong commitment of campus leadership
to promoting equity and justice, meant that
the designation of a particular leader in charge
of DEI just would not make sense on their
campus. Instead, everyone in a leadership
role — ground-level, mid-level, and senior
leaders — is expected to pursue campus
equity goals as a part of their regular work.
Leaders all have DEI-specific responsibilities
that vary based on their position or role. This
approach does not mean that the work gets
overlooked, marginalized, or ignored. Rather,
prioritization of DEI is the normal, accepted
way of operating on campus and is enabled
by policies and practices that facilitate
collaboration and mission-focused work.
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CAPACITY BUILDING

In addition to structuring or organizing

the work, campuses also need to build
capacity for faculty, administrators and

staff to engage in the work. The SEL project
also has a report dedicated to capacity
building called “Capacity Building for Shared
Equity Leadership” (Holcombe et al., 2023).
Capacity building involves activities that
strengthen the knowledge, abilities, skills

and behavior of individuals, and improve
institutional structure and processes so that
the organization can efficiently meet its DEI
goals in a sustainable way. Capacity building
is an ongoing investment at multiple levels that
is meant to support and develop a repertoire
of knowledge, skills, and dispositions to
collectively lead equity-minded change efforts.
Capacity building is iterative and can build on
what already exists instead of starting from the
ground up.

Capacity building for SEL needs to happen

at the personal, collective and organizational
levels. Personal capacity building involves
individuals building the knowledge, skills,

and capabilities to do DEI work and to

share leadership. Strategies for building
personal capacity include professional
development, trainings, and workshops;

as well as coaching, mentoring, and peer
feedback. Collective capacity building helps
groups of leaders learn how to work together
effectively across differences and in solidarity.
Collective capacity-building strategies include
professional learning communities and
communities of practices, affinity groups (i.e.
like-minded groups often by identity or role
that can maximize learning based on their
shared characteristics), and healing circles (i.e.
groups based on a shared trauma due to race,
gender, sexual orientation or social class that
allow for people to obtain support and share
their stories and experiences).

Organizational capacity-building approaches
focus on changes to structures and processes
that support the goal of promoting equity by
making it everyone’s work. Campuses build
organizational capacity by creating cross-
cutting groups and structures (e.g., a group

of liaisons across every unit or college that
meets regularly dedicated to promoting equity);
hiring, onboarding, and promoting diverse
leaders; and incentivizing and rewarding the
work. Some capacity-building strategies bridge
multiple levels — for example, storytelling and
story circles can build both personal and
collective capacity as leaders gather to share
their personal experiences.

Organizational capacity building differs from
personal and collective capacity building in
that the focus is on developing new systems,
structures, and processes within which shared
equity leadership (SEL) work can occur, rather
than on the knowledge, skills, behaviors,

and dispositions of individuals and groups.
Because campuses have traditionally been
organized to support hierarchical leadership

— and in ways that decenter or even actively
undermine equity — changes to systems,
structures, and processes are necessary to
begin to dismantle these existing ways of
operating (Kezar et al., 2021). Campuses
need to create new structures both within and
across units to coordinate planning activities
and share information; hire, onboard, and
promote diverse leaders; and create new
incentives and rewards for equity work and for
shared leadership. These new structures all
build capacity for both DEI work and shared
leadership work.
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Our research identified that campuses spend
more time focused on individual capacity
building, rather than on organizational and
collective approaches, and more time on DEI
capacity building than on capacity building
for shared leadership. We strongly encourage

more planning and thought to capacity
building around shared leadership as well
as at the collective and organizational levels
to extend opportunity and promote more
inclusive processes and outcomes.

In addition to building capacity at different
levels of the organization, capacity must be
built in two different areas — DEI and shared
leadership — which are related but distinctive
skillsets. DEI skillsets are typically more
familiar to campuses but the work to build
shared leadership skills is often not well
understood. This distinction is important
because shared leadership capacity building
is concerned with working and leading
collaboratively, whereas capacity building for
DEIl is more focused on the knowledge, skills,
and critical consciousness necessary to fully
understand DEI, and to then make progress
toward DEl-related goals. Building capacity for
DEI means ensuring that leaders across the
organization are familiar and comfortable with
DEI principles and engaged on their personal
journey toward critical consciousness, and it
requires that equity-mindedness is embedded
in organizational processes and policies.
Building capacity for shared leadership
means ensuring that individuals have the
skills to navigate working collaboratively, that
experimentation with collective processes is
nurtured, and that organizational structures
support collaborative ways of working.

ACCOUNTABILITY

As campuses move towards more SEL
approaches, leaders need to rethink
accountability systems that can better support
these new and more collaborative forms

of work. Our report, Shared Responsibility
Means Shared Accountability, illustrates the
systemic changes campuses made in their
accountability systems as a result of
engaging in SEL (Kezar et al., 2022). The
report also contains reflective questions and
worksheets to guide leaders through this
rethinking process.

Key changes to accountability systems
include expanding the notion of who they were
accountable to, who was accountable, what
they were accountable for, and how they were
holding themselves accountable. SEL also
brings important nuance and tensions to the
work of accountability. Issues that leaders will
encounter along the way include: figuring out
how to share work and allow people space to
learn; ensuring the work is authentic; deciding
whether work should be mandated so that

all are formally accountable for DEI; and
being accountable for the right measures so
that progress is real and not performative. In
this section, we review a few key ways to be
rethinking accountability as you develop a
new system.

Culture of accountability: It is important

to understand that the SEL model itself
creates a new culture around accountability
that helps support your new accountability
system. Campuses in our study emphasized
accountability as a formal process but

spoke almost as often about accountability
as needing to be part of their culture. They
leaned on the values and practices in the SEL
model as a way to activate this new culture
that supported accountability. The values
emphasized in SEL around transparency, for
example, helped to support data sharing,

a focus on results, and holding each other
accountable for progress. The importance of
communication and setting expectations was
called upon to ensure ongoing conversations
about equitable outcomes and processes. It
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took courage and humility to acknowledge
and own institutional flaws, institutional
performance equity gaps, and mistakes

in the process of equity work. It also took
honesty, vulnerability, and comfort with being
uncomfortable to have the conversations with
campus leaders’ teams and community about
what did not go well, what role individual
leaders may have played in it, and what the
team should have done differently to reset the
approaches and goals.

Who is accountable: The first major change

to accountability systems is the idea of who
is accountable. Instead of a chief diversity
officer being the primary person who is
accountable, under SEL boards, senior
leadership, mid-level leaders such as deans,
department chairs, and unit/division heads,
and even ground-level leaders such as
faculty and staff are held accountable for
equity goals. Campuses underscored the
importance of involving boards; boards have
not traditionally prioritized equity nor had the
skillsets to guide or lead in this area, as they
often ascribe to a narrow, (primarily fiduciary)
definition of their responsibility and oversight
(Rall, 2021). Thus, one of the main changes
we saw at campuses engaged in SEL was
boards extending and including equity as a
key accountability metric. Boards may even
establish a subcommittee that explores equity
measures and regularly reviews campus work
on equity. The act of making boards a part of a
DEI accountability system itself was a pivotal
change. See the chapter by Rall, MacCormack
and Gentlewarrior (2024) in this handbook for
further exploration of the role of the board in
campus’ racial equity efforts.

What equity goals people are held accountable
for: In order to activate culture change and
hold each individual leader accountable for
that change, the areas for which people will

be held accountable expanded. Two key

areas emerged in rethinking accountability
metrics. First, culture change is a key goal

of SEL. Working toward culture change
moved campuses away from only thinking
about outcomes to also understanding the
importance of the environment in which those
outcomes occur — specifically the experience
of students and being held accountable for the
environment in which students are educated.
Therefore, simple retention and graduation
metrics were no longer acceptable, and
measures of students’ experience were being
assessed in multiple ways.

Second, campuses expressed a need for
more than institution-level metrics, moving

to include multi-level metrics at unit and
individual levels so accountability could be
tracked further down into the organization.
When accountability is primarily held by

a president at the institutional level, then

a set of institution-wide outcomes might

be sufficient. However, as responsibility is
distributed across more stakeholders, different
forms of accountability become necessary

to capture the work happening across the
institution. Behavioral and process measures
are notable examples of unit or individual-level
accountability. In terms of behavioral metrics,
leaders described behavioral expectations
(e.g. teamwork, facilitation, cross-functional
work, conflict management) that they had

of colleagues, which were reinforced in

hiring processes and orientation and then
included as an accountability measure in
performance evaluations. These expectations
and associated review processes establish

a set of norms that guide the type of culture
and environment campuses are trying to
create. Campuses are also holding themselves
accountable for equity-related results in a
range of operational processes ranging from
planning to hiring to professional development
to evaluation. Leaders describe the importance
of measuring the climate on campus as well
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as within different units/departments. Solely
looking at outcomes without any concern for
the quality of the experience was considered to
be inadequate.

Systems of accountability: Campuses are
establishing sophisticated systems to

hold leaders accountable (individually and
collectively), creating complex, iterative,

and multi-level plans and implementation
aimed at building a more robust system of
accountability to the multiple stakeholders
they currently report to. The means for
accountability were now valued as much as
the ends. Accountability systems became a
way to ensure that responsibility for the work
was truly embraced by leaders across campus
at all levels and across all units and that
campus constituents were making progress
on this work. Because SEL meant broader
distribution of responsibility for DEI, strategic
planning processes differed in that they often
listed specific offices and individuals as being
designated accountable for goals, and units
were often encouraged to develop their own
plans. Increasingly we saw a movement away
from a single strategic plan for the overall
institution to multiple plans with more detail
and specific accountability pieces assigned to
many different leaders.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE
BASED ON THE SHARED EQUITY
LEADERSHIP MODEL

As your campus moves forward to implement
SEL, we offer the following summary of
recommendations gleaned from this chapter
and our overall work on SEL.

Organizing the work — SEL will begin with a
team that can be expanded over time as the
team identifies who is conducting this work
formally and informally in various units and as
new people are recruited thereby expanding
the network. As a critical mass is identified,

then the group can begin to explore ways

to organize the work. This chapter offers up
multiple options for organizing the work so that
it can best support the campus’ DEI goals,
work and outcomes.

Building capacity for the work — As more
people are involved in DEI work, then people
need to be trained in order to support this
work authentically. This is most effectively
achieved by supporting personal, group

and organizational capacity building. We
underscore how important it is for the campus
to take responsibility to provide opportunities
for people to progress on their personal
journeys and to make this an organizational
commitment. Being able to learn and grow with
others is also instrumental to building a culture
that supports SEL. We saw that campuses
undervalue the organizational capacity building
of hiring new people, rewarding and awarding
people, ensuring access to data and training in
how to use it, messaging and communications
plans around SEL values and practices, and
building supportive infrastructure so we also
highlight the need for organizational capacity
building.

Creating an accountability system — After the
work has been expanded and organized and
capacity built, then the campus needs to
create an accountability system so that the
work progresses over time. Ideally this is a
system to monitor this as well as to support
and motivate people to be invested in the
work. Our reports provide all the details about
building a new accountability system that can
capture the work as it is conducted across
so many more people. The multilevel plans,
the distributed goals, and the broader use of
data are all in service of helping everyone to
see how they are contributing to the broader
institutional goals.
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KEY QUESTIONS IN SUPPORT OF
SHARED EQUITY LEADERSHIP

All of our SEL reports offer in-depth reflective
questions to guide this work; see the link to
these reports in the key resources section
below. Here we offer a few questions to prompt
your thinking and SEL action:

e How can we map who is conducting the
work of DEI as well as who should be
conducting the work of DEI as we move
forward?

* How can we connect the work to bridge
gaps and create synergies?

 What will our capacity building plan look
like?

¢ Who should be accountable? How will we
hold ourselves accountable? Who should
we be accountable to?

CONCLUSION

Campuses across the country are working to
implement shared equity leadership and it is
important to reach out to other campuses to
garner their experiences/lessons learned. Once
you start the journey it is critical that you share
your experience as well to help broaden the
collective effort of helping build campuses that
better support students, and faculty and staff
as well. Campuses find that the benefits go
beyond the improved environment for student
success as the values of SEL also improve
working relationships among groups that are
quite tenuous on many campuses. Faculty and
staff report so many benefits to this approach
that as a leader introducing this model you
can feel confident that you are supporting a
direction that will be positive and worth the
time and investment on behalf of equitable
systemic change on your campus.
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KEY RESOURCES

Website for the Shared Equity Leadership
Project includes all reports and toolkits —
https://pullias.usc.edu/project/shared-equity-

leadership/

Website for SEL Partner, American Council

on Education, includes same resources plus
webinars — https://www.acenet.edu/Research-
Insights/Pages/Diversity-Inclusion/Shared-
Equity-Leadership.aspx



https://pullias.usc.edu/project/shared-equity-leadership/
https://pullias.usc.edu/project/shared-equity-leadership/
https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/Diversity-Inclusion/Shared-Equity-Leadership.aspx
https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/Diversity-Inclusion/Shared-Equity-Leadership.aspx
https://www.acenet.edu/Research-Insights/Pages/Diversity-Inclusion/Shared-Equity-Leadership.aspx
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INTRODUCTION

Institutions in higher education are not racially
just. Racial inequity is embedded in the
academy’s policies, practices, structures, and
values (Bensimon, 2018). Thus, working to
ensure equitable opportunities and outcomes
will not passively occur. Creating systemic
change toward racially equitable campuses
requires that stakeholders institution-wide
intentionally and continuously collaborate

to acknowledge, deliberate, and address
historical and ongoing sources of inequity.
Among these stakeholders is one group that
is often left out of consideration but is of the
utmost importance for leading the strategic
direction of the campus. Boards of trustees
play a pivotal role in shaping the mission,
policies, and practices of colleges and
universities. However, too often institutional
goals related to diversity, equity, and inclusion
are not well aligned with the core work of these
boards (Morphew & Hartley, 2006).

Research that connects the role of governing
boards to racial equity is limited (Rall et al.,
2018). To address some of the most pressing
issues facing higher education, more work
focused on boards and equity in higher
education is needed (Morgan et al., 2022;
Rall et al., 2022a). While “...understanding
governance and researching governance

is essential to how we understand higher
education and so many of the issues that

we care about...” a focus on governance
without an equity lens is incomplete (Rall et
al., 2021, p. 406). For example, racial equity
and equitable student success are topics of
growing interest as racist actions are on the
rise in higher education (Ching et al., 2020;
Garces & Gordon da Cruz, 2017; Museus et
al., 2015). At present, equity is not a core
tenet or focus of higher education governing
boards but the realities and demands of higher
education require that it should be. Further,
we note that while many boards may indeed
support and desire equity-centered policies,
practices, and procedures, many do not know
how to initiate and integrate this critical work in
their governing (Rall, 2020). This uncertainty is
not foreign to educational leaders who wrestle
with how to best exercise the influence of their
leadership (Bess & Goldman, 2001).

We aim to ground readers in a clear
understanding of trustee governance roles
and responsibilities and to provide actionable
insights and strategies for engaging boards
of trustees in the pursuit of equity-minded
systemic change. By focusing on the unique
position and influence of trustees, we seek to
empower these individuals to play an active
role in dismantling systems of oppression
and fostering inclusive environments

within institutions. Through this chapter,

we invite readers to consider and embrace
the transformative potential of trustees’
engagement in advancing racial equity and
to welcome their role as catalysts for change
within higher education institutions.

We begin the chapter by discussing the
perspectives that guide our writing. We then
transition to a discussion of critical research
on board roles and responsibilities, racial
equity, governance, and systemic change. We
provide examples from one public institution,
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Bridgewater State University in southeastern
Massachusetts, to elucidate not simply the
imperative for racial equity in higher education
governance, but tangible approaches to
model “how” it can be done. This board’s
efforts offer an inside look into the strategies
and conditions that can foster a more routine
and constructive focus on equity in board
advocacy and accountability responsibilities in

terms of academic, policy, and fiduciary duties.

In concluding, we remind ourselves and our
readers that while this work is challenging, we
all have a key role to play in moving it forward.

POSITIONALITIES OF AUTHORS

In crafting this chapter, we combine a
unique blend of research expertise and
practical experience. As women committed
to advancing equity, we leverage our distinct
perspectives to provide readers with a

comprehensive exploration of this critical topic.

Dr. Rall is a Black tenured professor and
associate dean at a research-intensive
university. She is one of the preeminent higher
education scholars at the intersection of
trusteeship and equity. Dr. Rall’s perspective
is that of a scholar-practitioner who studies
governance and has helped create a model for
the board’s role in equitable student success.
She brings extensive research and expertise
on boards of trustees’ role in promoting
equity in higher education, as well as her
lived experience as a Black woman in higher
education. With a deep understanding of

the complexities and dynamics within these
governing bodies, Dr. Rall has conducted in-
depth studies, delving into the intricacies of
board governance and its impact on equity
initiatives. Through a rigorous analysis of
policies, practices, and structural barriers,
Dr. Rall has established a rich understanding
of the challenges and opportunities boards
face in shaping equitable outcomes. The
combination of perspective, expertise, and
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experiences Dr. Rall brings to this article is
that of a field-defining scholar in the need
for practices associated with centering racial
equity into the decision making of trustees in
higher education.

Dr. MacCormack is a White higher education
leader who has served as a chancellor, vice
chancellor for administration and finance,
dean, faculty member, and board member and
chair, at top institutions in the nation. She has
firsthand experience implementing equity-
focused strategies and initiatives. She writes
through the lens of a practitioner-scholar with
extensive expertise in leading institutional and
board-wide equity-minded transformation. The
combination of perspective, expertise, and
experiences Dr. MacCormack brings to this
article is that of an experienced senior higher
education administrator and board chair.

Dr. Gentlewarrior is a White, lesbian equity
educator, administrator, and practitioner-
scholar. She serves as the vice president

of student success, equity and diversity

at Bridgewater State University. She also
convenes and leads the Racial Equity and
Justice Institute (https://reji-bsu.org/) a higher
education consortium committed to data-
informed strategies intended to centralize
racial equity into the work of higher education,
thereby supporting the success of all students.
She has served as a principal investigator or
co-principal investigator on multiple externally
funded higher education equity projects
intended to advance the knowledge and
practice of equity-minded student success.
The combination of perspective, expertise,
and experiences Dr. Gentlewarrior brings to
this article is that of an equity-minded change
agent supporting and facilitating the work

of equity leaders on her campus and across
higher education as they advance equitable
practice.



https://reji-bsu.org/

46

Drs. MacCormack and Gentlewarrior reside
and work in Massachusetts and Dr. Rall is

in California. Both Dr. Gentlewarrior and Dr.
MacCormack endeavor to leverage their
White privilege to eliminate racial injustice
(Reason et al., 2005). Dr. Rall draws on not
only her scholarly knowledge, but experiences
as a Black woman in the academy as she
does this work. We have all held positions as
administrators in which we have encountered
our own struggles to center equity in decision-
making. The three of us are aware that our
approaches and efforts have been greatly
facilitated by the fact we live in progressive
states that are working to center equity in
education. We are cognizant that legislation
is pending or has passed in many states

in the U.S. prohibiting an explicit focus on
racial equity (Gupton, 2023; UCLA School

of Law, 2023). Throughout the chapter, we
give attention to offering some preliminary
recommendations to those working in states
that are not yet centering racial equity into
educational reforms.

The intersectionality of our identities and

our resultant experiences of privilege and
disenfranchisement informs our work as
equity-minded change agents. By combining
our areas of expertise, we aim to create a
chapter that bridges the gap between research
and practice. We enter into this writing with
diverse backgrounds but the singular goal of
centering equity. Our collaboration ensures
that theoretical frameworks are grounded

in the realities boards of trustees face. The
praxis-based lens we use also underscores
the complexities of translating intentions into
tangible impact. We hope that this integrated
approach strengthens the chapter’s rigor and
enhances its applicability for readers. We also
recognize that equity-centered trusteeship is
not a one-size-fits-all concept. It must take
root in an institutional context and culture.

Boards and the Equity Agenda

The case has been made that centering racial
equity is essential to fulfilling the mission of
higher education, supporting the success of
all students, and achieving fiscal stability in
this time of seismic change in the academy
(Bhopal, 2017; Garces & Gordon da Cruz,
2017; Johnson et al., 2019; Warikoo, 2016).
Tying their roles and responsibilities to the
institutional mission grants boards permission
to govern with equity in mind. An essential next
step is for boards to understand the business
imperative of equity-minded decision making.
The return on investment of improving access,
graduation rates, and other metrics across
backgrounds and identities should incentivize
boards to act. Doing so will require that higher
education institutions prioritize the well-being
and success of all students and become
equity-minded in our practices across the
institution (Bensimon, 2020; Gentlewarrior &
Paredes, 2021; McNair et al., 2020).

This chapter rests on the foundation of equity-
mindedness, a theory of practice and change
in higher education that is evidence-based
and race-conscious in the affirmative sense
(Bensimon, 2007; Bensimon & Malcom, 2012).
Campuses informed by equity-mindedness
assume responsibility for addressing disparate
racialized student outcomes as part of their
work to “pay off higher education’s racial debt”
(Bensimon, 2018; 2020). In order to move from
the lip service that too often characterizes
higher education’s approach to equitable
practice (Forte, 2020; Kolodner, 2020; Wynn, &
Ziff, 2022), equity-minded institutions engage
in sense-making to understand what can be
done to change campus policies and practices
in order to address and redress racialized
disparate outcomes (Ching, 2023). Equity-
minded leaders and campuses do the hard and
necessary work of moving from disaggregated
data to measurable goals intended to support
student success through racially equitable
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tenets and practices that transform how
institutions serve their students (Dowd &
Bensimon, 2015; Gentlewarrior & Paredes,
2021; McNair et al., 2020).

To accomplish this type of institution-wide
transformation, campuses must engage in
shared equity leadership (Kezar et al., 2021)
where campus members, whatever their rank
or role, and board members work together

to support the success of students through
racially equitable practices. This type of shared
equity leadership requires that leaders across
the institution move from equity-minded values
to equity-minded action with appropriate
support but also with accountability that
ensures that the work for equity on behalf of
our students advances in meaningful change
(Holcombe et al., 2022; Kezar et al., 2022).

Despite trustees’ significant role in governing
institutions, before five years ago, there was
little higher education research that mentioned
the role of trustee boards in maximizing racial
equity in our nation’s colleges and universities
(Brown et al., 2020; Commodore et al., 2022;
Rall et al., 2019, 2020; Rall et al., 2022a). Even
with the growing awareness and efforts in
these areas, some boards of higher education
have not prioritized equity as they should.

The Association of Governing Boards of
Universities and Colleges (AGB, n.d.) outlines
at least six reasons many boards have not yet
centered equity into their work:

1. Alignment: Some boards and board
members are simply not aligned with the
growing efforts for equity and improved
student outcomes on their own campuses.

2. Inclusivity: Some administrators have left
their boards out of the conversation for fear
that board engagement would slow or reduce
their efforts.

3. Value: Some are caught in the
misunderstood relationship of equity with
quality and fail to grasp the greater value of
inclusive excellence.

4. Involvement: Some boards and board
members are supportive of efforts to
achieve equity, inclusiveness, and equitable
student outcomes but see no reason for the
involvement of the board.

5. Interest: Some are simply uninterested.

6. Politics: Some shy away from engagement
due to local, regional, and state politics.
Without intentional effort, this rationale will be
used more in the months and years ahead due
to the growing counteroffensive to racial equity.

Regardless of the justification, the fact that
boards and racial equity are not a normal
pairing in higher education is problematic.

The Association of Governing Boards of
Universities and Colleges (AGB) has indicated
that governing and leading with equity is

more than an optional choice for boards. In
fact, a “board focus on student success for

all students is not only a moral imperative but
also a fiduciary duty and strategic imperative
directly related to institutional sustainability”
(AGB, n.d.). Boards should play an integral role
in student and institutional success (Morgan

et al., 2021a, 2021b; Rall et al., 2022b). They
“... are uniquely positioned to advance change
in ways that other institutional stakeholders
cannot ... they can illuminate the context,
ensure attention to the issues, hold institutions
accountable for progress, and contribute

their resources, insight, and wisdom” (Eckel

& Trower, 2016, p.4). Trustees can ensure

that racial equity is central to a campus’
institutional mission (Morgan et al., 2021; Rall
et al., 2022b). They can also use their roles and
authority to question the president, provost,
and other senior leaders about how racially
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equitable practices are being utilized and
institutionalized (Holcombe et al., 2022; Kezar
et al., 2022).

So, while trustees typically avoid getting
involved in the management and operational
functioning of a campus, they are key in
ensuring that senior leadership is adhering

to the strategic plan intended to advance

key institutional priorities (Rall et al., 2022a;
2022b). For example, one of the most
important functions of trustees is their role

in guiding the presidential selection process;
the importance of bringing an equity-minded
frame to their decision in selecting institutional
presidents and chancellors is paramount
(Bensimon & Associates, 2022). While boards
are now starting to be “part of the equity
conversation” (Rall et al., 2022a), the challenge
is to make words actionable. Many boards
have bought into the significance of the equity
agenda, but they simply do not know how to
advance equity work as part of their fiduciary
and other leadership duties (Krisberg, 2019;
Rall, 2020). Because “... governance work

is equity work too” (Morgan et al., 2023, p.
49), how do we help trustees “... shift the
internal environment ... [to] foster racially equal
outcomes; and transform campus cultures

to serve, validate, and empower minoritized
students?” (Ching, 2023, p. 814)

BOARDS AND EFFECTIVE SYSTEMIC
CHANGE PRACTICES

Effective systemic change practices play a
crucial role in the long-term success and
sustainability of higher education institutions.
A study conducted by AGB found that boards
that actively engage in systemic change
initiatives are better equipped to navigate
complex challenges and adapt to the evolving
needs of students, faculty, and society
(Brittingham & Page, 2023). These practices
allow boards to proactively respond to external
factors such as technological advancements,

changing demographics, and economic shifts,
ensuring that their institutions remain relevant
and competitive. Furthermore, effective
systemic change practices contribute to
institutional innovation and growth (Hrabowski,
2014; Kezar, 2018; Elrod, et al., 2023).

Diversity and inclusion are also key
considerations in effective systemic change
practices. Research has consistently shown
that diverse and inclusive institutions are
associated with improved student outcomes,
increased student engagement, and enhanced
institutional reputation (Dowd & Bensimon,
2015; Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021; McNair
et al., 2020). It is not enough, however, when
focusing on leadership for social justice to
focus on racial equity as an end; racial equity
in decision making should be viewed as a
means to that end (Bertrand & Rodela, 2018).
Concentrating solely on achieving equity

in decision making may not address the
underlying ingrained issues that perpetuate
injustice and inequality. Instead, racial equity
should be viewed as a tool or strategy to
advance the broader objective of social justice.
This perspective underscores the significance
of inclusive decision-making processes in
creating meaningful and sustainable change.
Centering equity in decision making serves to
dismantle oppressive systems. For example,
the American Council on Education (ACE)
highlights how boards of trustees can play

a critical role in promoting diversity and
inclusion by establishing policies, allocating
resources, and holding institutional leadership
accountable (Commodore, 2023).

A focus on governing boards necessarily “...
means a focus on chancellors, presidents,
provosts, faculty, and others who provide the
necessary expertise and guidance to board
members who are often without a background
in higher education and who typically only
engage with institutions episodically” (Rall &
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Morgan, forthcoming). Change is particularly
important for trustees with limited terms which
complicate their understanding of and ability to
partner with stakeholders to accomplish their
goals for the campus (Kezar, 2009). Though
boards are increasingly focused on meaningful
change (AGB, n.d.), the board cannot facilitate
this shift alone. Campus leaders, especially
the president or chancellor, must take an
active role in shaping the board’s decision-
making role towards equity, because as
volunteers from “outside” of academia, boards
must lean on the context-specific expertise

of higher education leaders (Rall & Morgan,
forthcoming).

The push for proactive change related to
producing equitable educational opportunities
and experiences for marginalized groups

can lose momentum for multiple reasons,
including those tied to campus leadership
(Dowd & Liera, 2018). Shifting attitudes and
beliefs to embrace new approaches, programs,
information, etc. makes change difficult
(Goldberg, 2001). If equity is the goal, trustees
must work to both initiate equity-centered
structures and expectations and establish
norms to elevate that aim (Bess & Goldman,
2001). We have to hold trustees accountable to
be both visionaries and implementers (Kezar,
2009) when it comes to racial equity work in
higher education. By embracing equity-minded
systemic change, boards can position their
institutions for success and meet the evolving
needs of students, faculty, and society in a
rapidly changing educational landscape.

DEFINING EQUITY-MINDED
SYSTEMIC CHANGE FOR THE BOARD
Postsecondary transformation requires
institutions to realign their structure, culture,
and business model to facilitate student
experiences that dramatically and equitably
improve outcomes and educational value
(Frontier Set, 2022). We are especially
interested in the board’s role in advancing
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equity of opportunity (e.g., college access) and
equity of outcomes (e.g., feelings of belonging,
retention, persistence, graduation, and post-
graduation social mobility) for Students of
Color and other marginalized groups. Boards
must undergo a fundamental reorientation,
recognizing that their role and responsibilities
extend far beyond mere procedural obligations,
necessitating a deep understanding and
unwavering commitment to their institutions
and society, thereby ensuring that they fulfill
their maximum potential as key student
success leaders (Rall & Morgan, forthcoming).

To provide a clear foundation for our
exploration, we will define equity-minded
systemic change and its impact on multiple
levels. This definition encompasses the
intentional dismantling of oppressive
systems and the proactive cultivation of
racially equitable practices and outcomes.
Furthermore, we will introduce the Equitable
Student Success (ESS) Model, which serves
as a framework for aligning board policies,
procedures, norms, cultures, and structures
with equity principles. We frame equitable
student success as:

The key transformational agenda for
higher education. Institutional and

sector transformation is about enabling
institutions to directly confront and
overcome all major threats to their efficacy
and their roles in advancing an ever-
progressing democratic society. Equitable
student success requires that everything
that can be done inside of and around an
institution to maximize the capability of
each and every student is what must be
done. This transformation at its most basic
level is about eliminating race, ethnicity,
and income as predictors of completion
and postgraduate success and ensuring an
affirming student experience (AGB, n.d.).




Racially equitable student success is the
responsibility of all campus stakeholders.
Effective boards intentionally support campus
actions for equity through board action and
decision making. For boards to prioritize
equitable student success they must be
structured and organized to elevate and
accelerate issues like equity (Rall & Morgan,
forthcoming). How boards move from equity
talk to equity walk (McNair et al., 2020), to
connect board roles and responsibilities on
paper to the board’s roles and responsibilities
in action needs to be delineated.

DEVELOPING AN EQUITY MODEL
FOR BOARDS

AGB received funding from the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation for a project to
conceptualize the role of boards in equitable
student success efforts. The strategic aim of
the project was “to normalize and outline the
board’s role in maximizing equitable student
success.” The project team was comprised
of Dr. Merrill Schwartz, Dr. Carlton Brown, Dr.
Demetri Morgan, and Dr. Raquel Rall (co-
author of this chapter). They engaged with
the literature, created an advisory group, and

reflected on the happenings that have recently
impacted higher education to get a sense

of what the role of the board is for equitable
student success. The resultant Equitable
Student Success Model (ESS) applies critical
Equity Student Success principles to the nine
common roles and responsibilities of trustees.

We outline here in three tables the nine
common roles and responsibilities of boards,
the eight Equitable Student Success Principles
that emerged from the research, and for
illustrative purposes, apply the principles to
the nine core trustee duties. Taken together
these tables provide a conceptual map of how
equity-mindedness facilitates the core work of
boards of trustees.

BOARD ROLES AND
RESPONSIBILITIES

There are typically nine commonly recognized
and long-held roles/responsibilities that boards
have in higher education (Abbott, 1970; AGB,
2022, Henderson, 1967; Kerr & Gade, 1989;
Larsen, 2001). Understanding these roles

and responsibilities is often the fundamental
structure of trustee orientations and training.
These nine roles are outlined in Table 1.

Table 1. Nine Common Roles/Responsibilities of Higher Education Boards

Boards are responsible for:

A WO N =

. Establishing, disseminating, and keeping current the mission of the institution.

. Selecting, supporting, and assessing the chief executive officer of the institution/system.

. Co-creating, approving, and monitoring the progress of the strategic plan.

. Ensuring the institution’s fiscal integrity, preserving, and protecting its assets for posterity,

and engaging directly in fundraising and philanthropy.

5. Ensuring the quality of education provided by the institution.

6. Safeguarding both the autonomy of the institution and the related tradition of academic
freedom requires that boards protect academic freedom.

7. Ensuring that the policies and processes of the institution remain current and are properly

implemented.

8. Engaging regularly with the institution’s major constituencies.

9. Ensuring that the board’s business is conducted in an exemplary fashion, that its governance
policies and practices are kept current, and that the performance of the board, its
committees, and its members are periodically assessed.
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These nine roles spell out how most trustees
are being asked to perform fundamental
advocacy and accountability duties across a
range of both public and private institutions of
higher education. A core tenet of governance
scholarship is that by being proficient and
effective in these nine roles, trustees’ work is
greatly facilitated.

EQUITABLE STUDENT SUCCESS
PRINCIPLES

The Equitable Student Success Model provides
key principles for trustees to consider as they
seek to infuse equity into their work. Table 2
offers readers an overview of these principles
and begins to detail how they intersect with the
nine core advocacy and accountability duties
of trustees just described.

Table 2. Eight Leadership Principles for Boards for Equitable Student Success (ESS)

Rationale

Leadership Principles

for ESS

Equitable student
success is possible

only with the intentional
collaboration of key
institutional stakeholders.

In colleges and universities, shared governance is a team
endeavor. Students, faculty, librarians, administrators,
communities, and boards must work together to make racial
equity the priority. Effective boards are knowledgeable about what
other stakeholders are doing with respect to racial equity efforts,
are open to influence, and intentionally support those efforts
through board action.

The board must work effectively with others and inspire their
commitment to racially equitable student success. Boards operate
at a unique policy and leadership level: they lead by example,
establish policies, set institutional priorities, determine goals and
metrics, and select the president. Boards are accountable for
institutional performance and success.

Equitable student
success efforts must be
data informed across the
institution.

Boards are ultimately accountable for racially equitable student
success in higher education and play a leading role in setting
mission and policies, establishing the tuition, and hiring the

chief executive. The roles and responsibilities of boards shape
institutions for years to come. No other stakeholder has the power
to inform long-term, systemic change in the same way.

The priorities of the board shape the direction of the institution.
Committing the board and institution to achieving racially
equitable student success means applying this expectation to the
work of the board and its committees, institutional leadership,
policies, budgets, strategic plan, communications, faculty,

staff, and students. This leadership should be transformational.
Equitable student success requires new approaches and
sustained effort to eliminate barriers and achieve goals.
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Leadership Principles

for ESS

Equitable student
success must be uniquely
overseen by the board

to address the culture,
climate, and aspirations
of each institution.

Equitable student
success requires the
board to examine its
policies and practices
through an equity lens.

Rationale

At its essence, racially equitable student success means
demographic and socioeconomic factors are no longer predictors
of student outcomes and experiences. A focus on racial equity
pushes beyond cookie-cutter approaches to access, retention,
student experiences, and other factors. Boards must help
stakeholders respond to the history, characteristics, and culture
of the campus and reflect institutional mission. What that means
will vary from one institution to another — from open admissions
colleges to research universities, from Tribal Colleges and
Universities (TCUs) to Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs). The legislative context surrounding racial equity work

in each state will also need to be considered and the approach to
equity work will need to be adapted accordingly.

Each board and institution will need to envision and support
racially equitable student success for its students through its
policies and resource allocation. Boards hold their institutions in
trust for future generations and determine the policies, resource
priorities, and strategic plans to achieve this goal. It will take new
approaches to protect the long-term stability and vitality of the
institution and its mission.

There are direct and indirect approaches to centering racial

equity in the role of the board. Boards must examine the policies,
practices, and procedures they have in place and assess their
own norms, habits, and actions with racial equity in mind. To
maximize outcomes for all students, transformation has to happen
within the board as well as the campus. Changing the composition
and structure of the board is important for a number of reasons.
Having a diverse board brings distinct perspectives to the table,
augments connections to community, and establishes new
relationships. The board is also representative of the institution.

Board orientation and training introduce new members to the
culture and values of the institution and provide continuing board
education for all members.

The way the board structures and organizes its work in
committees focuses the attention of the board on what matters
most. Boards may choose to create a committee to elevate

and accelerate this work or reexamine the charges of existing
committees to embed this essential work in each one. The framing
of this committee will be in part determined by institutional
mission and context; possibilities include a committee focusing on
student success, racial equity, inclusive admissions, and retention,
etc. As the board works more effectively and efficiently to achieve
racially equitable student success, so will the institution.
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Leadership Principles Rationale

for ESS
Equitable student Concepts of racial equity and strategies for achieving equitable
success requires the student success are continuously evolving. Equitable student

success requires each board member to commit to continuing
education to stay abreast of changes in higher education,
demographics, terminology, challenges, and high-impact practices
to advance equity and student success. This should be an
ongoing focus in the work of the board and its committees. The
board should partner closely with the chief equity officer of the
institution as well as campus members engaged in equitable
student success in and out of the classroom. Leverage experts to
stay up to date on effective practices. Board members’ deepening
knowledge and understanding of equitable student success fuels
continued institutional growth.

board’s commitment to
continuous learning.

Like other sectors that commit to systemic change and ambitious
goals, higher education boards should expect to focus on issues
of racially equitable student success on a regular basis. Any
industry that seeks transformational change must commit to this
work for the long term; reimagining success for all students will
require such effort.

Equitable student Achieving racially equitable student success is a journey, not
success leverages a a destination. The iterative process requires training for both
process of continual the “sprint” and the “marathon” at the same time. It requires an
improvement. unwavering focus on equity-minded student success, attention

to the board and other stakeholders, agility, responsiveness, and
unwavering commitment. Trustees and other campus stakeholders
must be simultaneously aspirational and humble as they engage

in the work. The board is responsible for managing and educating
itself and allowing and enabling its administrative team to be a
part of its continuing education.

The board should be proactive and take responsibility for
assessing the board and its members. Simultaneously, the board
should hold the president, and other senior leaders accountable
for advancing racially equitable student success goals.
Incorporating the institution’s equity and inclusion goals and plans
in these evaluative processes is necessary for holding the board
accountable. Continual improvement means that the board will
not simply stop at assessment; the board will act in response to
evaluation findings, changing conditions, and new understandings
to more closely align its work with evolving equity goals.

(adapted from AGB, n.d., https://agb.org/student-success-initiatives/board-oversight-of-equitable-
student-success/leadership-principles/)
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CENTERING RACIAL EQUITY

INTO BOARD ROLES AND
RESPONSIBILITIES

The transformative power of these principles
becomes clear when we revisit the nine
common trustee roles and responsibilities
and look at them with the equitable student
success lens. If transforming institutions for
racially equitable student success is the goal,
then “these leadership principles can guide
the governing board in exercising consistent
oversight, inspiring change, and sustaining
this long-term effort” (AGB, n.d.). The next
critical step for higher education leaders is to

collaborate to apply these principles to their
everyday practices. This hands-on approach
will enable us to bridge the gap between
theory and practice, ultimately empowering
boards to fulfill their vital roles in creating

a truly equitable educational landscape for
students.

Table 3 outlines equity-centered board roles
and responsibilities. It also provides readers
with brief examples of some campuses where
trustees are informing their work with ESS
principles.

Table 3. Common Roles/Responsibilities of Higher Education Boards Using ESS Principles

Nine Board Roles/

Responsibilities

Establishing, disseminating,
and keeping current the
mission of the institution

Equity-Centered Board
Role/Responsibility

Boards represent

the values of higher
education (Scott,

2018). Higher education
trustees should ensure
that the institution’s
mission explicitly
includes a commitment
to racial equity, diversity,
and inclusion. They
should actively promote
and communicate

this commitment

to all stakeholders,
fostering an inclusive
environment that
supports the success of
all students, regardless
of their backgrounds or
identities.

Institutional Example

University of Louisville
Mission Statement:

The University of Louisville pursues
excellence and inclusiveness in its work
to educate and serve its community
through:

1. teaching diverse undergraduate,
graduate, and professional students
in order to develop engaged citizens,
leaders, and scholars;

2. practicing and applying research,
scholarship, and creative activity; and

3. providing engaged service and
outreach that improve the quality of life
for local and global communities. The
university is committed to achieving
preeminence as a premier anti-racist
metropolitan research university.

Vision Statement:

The University of Louisville will be
recognized as a great place to learn, a
great place to work, and a great place
in which to invest because we celebrate
diversity, foster equity, and strive for
inclusion.

Source: https://louisville.edu/about

Section 1 - Leadership Practices: From Intentions to Impact



https://louisville.edu/about

Nine Board Roles/

Responsibilities

Equity-Centered Board
Role/Responsibility

Institutional Example

Selecting, supporting, and

assessing the chief executive

officer of the institution/
system.

Boards should prioritize
the selection of leaders
who demonstrate a
deep understanding

of racial equity issues
and possess the skills
necessary to advance
equitable student
success. They should
provide ongoing support
to the CEO in their efforts
to foster an inclusive
and equitable campus
community. Regular
assessments of the
CEQ’s performance
should include an
evaluation of their
commitment and
actions towards
promoting equity.

Arizona Board of Regents

Example: CEO compensation
dependent on achieving equity goals

Sources:

https://www.azregents.
edu/news-releases/abor-
meetinghighlights-board-approves-
presidents % E2%80%99contracts-risk-

goals-asu-and

https://public.azregents.edu/News %20
Clips%20Docs/Pres. Cruz New_ Goals.

pdf

Co-creating, approving, and

monitoring the progress of
the strategic plan.

Strategic plans
developed by boards
should prominently
feature goals and
strategies that address
racialized institutional
performance equity gaps
and disparities in student
outcomes. Boards should
actively participate in

the co-creation of these
plans, ensuring that they
reflect the institution’s
commitment to equitable
student success. Regular
monitoring of progress
should include a focus on
the implementation and
impact of equity-related
initiatives.

Prairie View A&M and Texas A&M
System Board of Regents

Example: Comprehensive strategic plan
to address access and affordability

Sources:

Governing Board Best Practices

for College Affordability, https://
www.pvamu.edu/wpcontent/
uploads/2017/10/StrategicPlan Web.

pdf
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Nine Board Roles/

Responsibilities

Ensuring the institution’s
fiscal integrity, preserving,
and protecting its assets
for posterity, and engaging
directly in fundraising and
philanthropy.

Equity-Centered Board
Role/Responsibility

With an racial equity lens
boards should prioritize
resource allocation

and fundraising efforts
that support equitable
student success. This
includes directing
financial resources
towards scholarships,
support services, and
initiatives that address
systemic barriers

faced by marginalized
and underrepresented
students.

Institutional Example

Saint Mary’s College
Example:

Every new equity and inclusion initiative
receives funding or fundraising support
from board and advancement.

Source:

https://www.saintmarys.edu/inclusion-
and-equity

Ensuring the quality of
education provided by the
institution.

Boards must hold the
institution accountable
for providing a high-
quality education

that is accessible

and equitable for all
students. They should
request, review, and
assess data on student
outcomes, retention
rates, and graduation
rates disaggregated

by race/ethnicity and
other demographic
factors, taking proactive
measures to address
disparities and ensure
that students with a
diverse range of identities
have equal opportunities
to succeed.

Xavier University of Louisiana

Example: Xavier was ranked #4 in social
mobility and remains the top preparer of
Black students for medical school.

Xavier is “committed to admitting a
certain percentage of “at-risk” students
who exhibit the will to succeed.” Please
see rankings and distinctions page that
showcases Xavier as a national leader
in the sciences and liberal arts. https://
www.xula.edu/about/factsandfigures/
index.html

Sources:

* https://www.xula.edu
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Nine Board Roles/

Responsibilities

Equity-Centered Board
Role/Responsibility

Institutional Example

Safeguarding both the
autonomy of the institution
and the related tradition of

academic freedom requires
that boards protect academic

freedom.

It is critical that higher
education continue to be
characterized by diversity
of thought around all
manner of issues and
commitment to aiding
students in developing
competencies for critical
and inclusive dialogue.
There is nothing
contradictory in trustees
supporting academic
freedom and efforts to
diversify the curriculum,
promote inclusive

and racially equitable
pedagogical approaches,
and create a campus
environment that values
diverse perspectives and
experiences.

Brown University

Was one of the first institutions to
examine and make public its history
with slavery in this report and website.

Report: https://digitalpublications.
brown.edu/projects/first-readings-2020

Website: https://simmonscenter.brown.
edu/

Ensuring that the policies and
processes of the institution

remain current and are
properly implemented.

Boards must take
responsibility for shaping
an equitable campus
environment that
supports the success

of students. By aligning
institutional policies,
practices, and processes
with racial equity,

boards acknowledge
their role in providing
fair opportunities and
inclusive environments
for students, regardless
of their backgrounds.

University of Alaska

Example: The University of Alaska
Board of Regents committed to
addressing barriers to the success of
Alaska Native students and set new
reporting requirements and goals for the
system head and institutions.

Sources:

“The Board of Regents establishes
understanding and addressing racial
justice issues as a board priority. As

a first step, the board authorizes and
directs the university president to take
the necessary actions to collect data;
study and understand the university
climate and programming; and
identify the barriers, challenges, and
opportunities to improve participation
and outcomes for Alaska Native

and Indigenous students, faculty,

and staff.... This motion is effective
November 6, 2020.” Read the full
report. https://go.boarddocs.com/ak/
alaska/Board.nsf/files/C38QDU6G6257F/
$file/UA%20Alaska%20Native %20
Success%20-%20June%202021%20
BOR%20Report.pdf
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Nine Board Roles/ Equity-Centered Board Institutional Example

Responsibilities Role/Responsibility

Engaging regularly with Accordingly, boards Virginia Commonwealth University
the institution’s major should actively seek o

constituencies. input from and engage Example: The Virginia Commonwealth

University Board of Visitors established
a Committee on Commemorations

and Memorials to conduct extensive
listening sessions and examine and
make recommendations regarding
Confederate names and symbols on or
adjacent to campus, then took action to
decommission them.

with diverse student
populations, faculty, staff,
alumni, and community
partners. They should
create opportunities for
meaningful dialogue
and collaboration,
ensuring that the voices
of diverse communities
are heard and valued

in the decision-making

Sources: https://agb.org/trusteeship-
article/extraordinary-board-leadership/

processes.
Ensuring that the board’s Boards should regularly | Adler University

business is conducted in evaluate their governance

an exemplary fashion, that policies and practices Example: The Adler University Board of
its governance policies and | through a racial equity Trustees committed to diversity, equity,
practices are kept current, lens. They should assess | @nd inclusion (DEI) goals for student
and that the performance of | their own performance success and undertook changes to

the board, its committees, in advancing equitable board composition, orientation, and
and its members are student success and ongoing training in DEI to address its
periodically assessed. ensure that board own role in remedying structural racism.

members receive the
necessary training and
education to effectively https://agb.org/trusteeship-article/
fulfill their roles. Boards | extraordinary-board-leadership/

should strive to be
models of equity- https://www.adler.edu/2022/01/26/

centered governance, adler-university-board-of-trustees-
embodying the principles | N@med-recipient-of-2022-john-w-
they advocate for within | Nason-award-for-board-leadership-by-

Sources:

the institution. association-of-governing-boards/
As Table 3 illustrates, the board’s role in recognize that the principles it embodies
prioritizing racial equity is not a radical are not new. As stewards of the institution’s
departure from its existing responsibilities mission and values, the governing board has
but rather a nuanced framing that elevates long been responsible for promoting the best
the importance of what has always been interests of the institution and its stakeholders.
important — ensuring fairness, justice, and By actively incorporating an equity-minded
equal opportunities for all individuals within lens, the board critically examines policies,
the institution. While the concept of racial processes, and resource allocation to identify
equity may be receiving increased attention and dismantle systemic inequities. The
in recent years, the governing board must board plays a crucial role in ensuring that
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racial equity is at the forefront of institutional
priorities. It sets the tone, establishes policies,
and holds institutional leadership accountable
for advancing equity goals. This combined
framework for action has the power to be
transformative for institutions and for students.

THE EQUITY-MINDEDNESS
JOURNEY FOR BRIDGEWATER STATE
UNIVERSITY TRUSTEES: A CASE
STUDY

What follows is a case study of Bridgewater
State University (BSU) in Massachusetts and
the process we are engaged in to center
equity-mindedness into the work of the board
of trustees. Readers will note that the work has
been intensive, iterative, and transformative,
occurring over nine years. While every

campus will have a different journey as they
center equity-mindedness into the work of

the board of trustees, the case study that
follows provides an overview of the change
process used, trustee actions taken, questions
asked, and how equity-mindedness is being
integrated into regular trustee roles and
responsibilities. We connect the ongoing work
of BSU to the nine common trustee roles and
the Equitable Student Success (ESS) Model
(AGB, n.d.) that was just delineated. We also
summarize six emerging practices that are
intended to offer ideas for consideration for
trustees from multiple contexts.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Over the past decade, Bridgewater State
University has experienced a period of
extraordinary growth and transformation.
Total student enrollments have surged by
nearly 50%: Student of Color enrollment has
increased to 28.5% overall —a 70.7% increase
in 10 years. BSU is the 10" largest four-year
college or university — public or private —

in Massachusetts. Bridgewater graduates
nearly 2,500 students every year and has
more than 75,000 alumni worldwide. In 2015,
The Education Trust (2015) ranked BSU as
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a national leader in addressing institutional
performance gaps resulting in a decrease in
racialized student outcomes. Very recently, the
Chronicle of Higher Education (2021) ranked
BSU as ninth in the nation among institutions
in our mission class for six-year graduation
rates for undergraduate Black undergraduate
students who began their studies in 2013.

In Massachusetts, trustees for public
universities and community colleges are
appointed by the governor using nominations
from the institutions and the public at large.
They can be reappointed for a second five-
year term at the discretion of the governor.
Appointed trustees are successful leaders

in business and industry but typically do not
have higher education professional experience;
one of the trustees is an alumni member
elected by their peers. The boards also have
student trustees elected by students at each
campus for one-year terms who are voting
members. At the time of this writing, the board
of trustees (BOT) at BSU has 11 members,
seven are male, with three being Black males.
There are four female board members who
are all White. There are no Latinx members
although this is the fastest growing population
in Massachusetts. When this article was being
written, the Board Chair (Jean MacCormack)
was a White female with a history of senior
leadership in higher education.

BSU was established in 1840 by Horace Mann
as one of the first normal schools in America.
The work of the campus is imbued with the
ethos expressed by the institutional motto
“not to be ministered unto but to minister.”
And while educational equity is found in
BSU'’s institutional beginnings, the work was
catalyzed by President Adrian Tinsley (who
served from 1989-2002) and President Dana
Mohler-Faria (who served from 2002-2015).
Both took substantive steps to prioritize
diversity, inclusion, and student success at
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BSU. However, the current journey to equity-
mindedness for trustees at Bridgewater

State University began with the appointment
of President Frederick W. Clark in 2015.
Responding to the board’s call for a leader
committed to diversity and inclusion, during
his interview process, the president clearly
expressed his desire to lead an institution that
was committed to each student’s success. As
an alumnus of BSU, he was convinced that
the university had the will and the capability to
ensure that every student who entered could
persist, graduate, and go on to a successful
career and engaged citizenship through the
focused work and attention of everyone at
BSU.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS IS POSSIBLE
ONLY WITH THE INTENTIONAL
COLLABORATION OF KEY
INSTITUTIONAL STAKEHOLDERS.
Infused through his application process in
2015, Frederick Clark emphasized that he
would embrace and build upon the momentum
of the institution’s successful efforts to address
and eliminate institutional performance

gaps between Students of Color and White
students at BSU. He spoke with passion

and commitment about fully actualizing this
mission imperative and declared that the
focus of his presidency would be “supporting
the success of every student, one student at

a time — without exception.” Having been
educated during the search process about the
value of diversity and the necessity of ensuring
every student’s success, the board responded
positively to this catalyzing commitment

and selected him as the new president and
embraced his call to action. In addition,

the board became much more self-aware,
recognizing that its composition was not as
diverse as it needed to be.

In 2016, the president, the senior leadership
team and the board adopted, signed, and
published a values statement emanating from a
group of faculty leaders on campus.

Bridgewater State University reaffirms the
values of our community as a welcoming,
compassionate, and intellectually rigorous
learning, working, and living environment.
We reject all forms of bias, discrimination,
xenophobia, and violence. We commit
ourselves to actions that put into practice
our individual and institutional values of
diversity, inclusion, and equity (Bridgewater
State University, n.d.).

Did the board fully understand what this
meant in terms of realizing racial equity and
fully transforming themselves and the campus
for student success? No, not at that time;

but the board publicly embraced the values
and welcomed the challenge. The board did
integrate equitable student success into the
annual presidential evaluation process, and it
began to discuss equitable success as a key
part of BSU’s mission. These were important
first steps in the journey to normalize the work
for equity campus-wide as the “BSU way.”

As his first act in his role, President Clark
created the division of Student Success, Equity
and Diversity and appointed a vice president
to lead it. The creation of this division was
charged with collaborating with faculty,
librarians, and staff campus-wide on issues

of student success, diversity, and equity. It
was a notable structural change, that clearly
indicated that the president was prioritizing
the success of every student. Very often, this
work is assigned to campus affirmative action
or diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) offices
on campuses with no direct access to the
President and with a limited scope of authority
(Kezar, et al., 2022 ). This new structure
premised in collaboration across the institution
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put equity, diversity, and student success front
and center and made it clear that everyone
was needed to move this agenda forward
(Holcombe et al., 2022; Kezar & Posselt, 2020).
Further, this action signaled that resources
would be made available campus-wide to scale
the work for equity-minded student success
(Mullin, 2020), thereby taking an important step
towards institutionalizing these efforts (Elrod,
et al., 2023).

The president also asked the board chair to
create a board committee on student success
and diversity so that the board could be fully
aware of these efforts and be engaged and
ultimately supportive of the developing change
process. The board chair appointed trustees
to this committee who embraced diversity
and inclusion values and who he thought were
critical influencers on the board of trustees
(BOT). If changes were to be proposed to
achieve equitable student success, he wanted
to be sure that the trustees were aware,
informed, and ready to act. In a very clear
way, this new board committee prioritized
diversity and student success and made clear
these issues were part of trustees’ assigned
advocacy and accountability duties.

A foundational task in advancing the work
was ensuring that the campus had a shared
definition of what was meant by “student
success.” Some campus members were
worried that the emphasis on equity meant
lowering standards so all students could
succeed. Others felt it meant including diverse
perspectives in their curricula and teaching.
Some even worried that it meant becoming
less focused on the liberal arts and science
and becoming more vocational. Many thought
it was just about creating a welcoming and
inclusive community for diverse students.
Everyone thought they “knew” what student
success meant, but there was no real
actionable consensus.
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An inclusive and intensive process involving
hundreds of students, faculty, librarians,

staff, and trustees generated a clear,
collaborative definition of student success
that had implications for the work ahead.

If everyone really had a role in supporting
each student’s success, then mobilizing the
campus around a shared understanding was
critical. What is notable about BSU’s definition
of student success is that it includes more
measures focused on assessing institutional
performance serving students rather than

on those focused on individual student-level
outcomes (Bridgewater State University, 2017).
The campus clearly committed to deepening
its work to move from asking students to be
college ready to ensuring that as an institution
BSU is student ready (McNair, et al., 2016).

The process of establishing a shared

definition for student success built on the
campus’ existing commitment to educational
excellence, student success, and addressing
and closing disparate student outcomes. For
some years the campus had been engaging

in data-informed work in order to advance

the success of our students. The data
infrastructure at this time provided some clarity
as to needed next steps, but our data practices
of looking at all Students of Color in aggregate
and comparing their outcomes to White
students, for example, provided an incomplete
view of our institutional performance gaps and
the next necessary steps.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS EFFORTS MUST
BE DATA INFORMED ACROSS THE
INSTITUTION.

New questions began to be asked in

campus discussions: “Are there unexamined
institutional barriers to success for students
contributing to drop-out and stop-out rates
that BSU could rectify? What disparate
academic outcomes exist, and what do these
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patterns tell us about the campus’ performance
in serving specific groups of students? Since
the structure and norms of most higher
education institutions were originally developed
to serve affluent White males (Cabrera et al.,
2017; Evatt-Young & Bryson, 2021), what needs
to change in how we do business to ensure we
are meeting the needs of students from diverse
identities?”

When BSU started asking itself these questions,
it was clear that we needed to engage in

more data disaggregation in order to catalyze
equitable student success (Dowd et al., 2018;
McNair et al, 2021). Additionally, it became
apparent that data from all sources — financial,
student profile, financial aid, academic
outcomes, credit load, etc. — needed to be
better coordinated to get a full picture of what
was happening. Once we could see “what,”

we could delve into “why,” using inclusive,
transparent equity-minded sense-making and
action planning (Gentlewarrior & Paredes,
2021; McNair et al., 2020). These efforts were
greatly facilitated by institutional research staff
firmly committed to equitable student success
(McLaren-Poole, 2021).

Over time, BSU developed a statistical model
that is used for identifying students potentially
at risk for non-persistence (MclLaren-Poole,
2021). A range of data-informed student
success strategies were developed and are
being assessed to serve students including:
equity-minded teaching and learning strategies;
the expansion of open educational resources;
designing racially equitable high impact
practices; implementing summer bridge and
transition programs for students at risk for
non-persistence; addressing students’ financial
needs; creating strategies for ensuring we
listen to Students of Color about their campus
experiences and act on what we hear.

The faculty and staff engaged in these
initiatives presented their work to the trustees
and shared their successes and raised

issues that needed further attention. Trustees
engaged in equity-minded sense-making
(McNair et al., 2020) with these campus

equity leaders by asking questions such as:
“How does this differ from how we used to do
things? What students are being helped by this
work? What students are still not benefiting
from these practices? What changes in policies
and practices are occurring because of what
we are learning from this work?”

The data-informed discussions were important;
the questions asked about the data and its
meaning were central (Baxter, 2020). These
types of dialogues about student success

with faculty and staff and the trustees both
serves to educate the board members but also
telegraphs to the broader campus audience
that trustees know about and seek to use their
role to advance the work for equitable student
success.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS IS MISSION
CRITICAL AND STRATEGY-CENTRIC.
In an important step designed to institutionalize
the work, equitable student success became
the first goal in the BSU Strategic Plan finalized
in 2018. Through an inclusive and extensive
collaborative process, BSU institutionalized

its commitment to equitable student success
as a primary focus for campus-wide activities.
Clear objectives and measurable outcomes
were outlined. The trustees were engaged in
the process of plan development with many
other campus constituents. The trustees
enthusiastically approved the plan and set up
a regular schedule for reports on progress for
this and all the other goals. The preamble to
the strategic plan stated the following:
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Student success is the highest priority

at Bridgewater State University. As

the institution looks to 2027; its vision
centers on an interdivisional, university-
wide commitment to access, opportunity,
and diversity, building on demonstrated
success in reducing achievement gaps
over the past 10 years. Bridgewater will be
the leader in student success outcomes
in its mission class, advancing its goals
through data-driven decision making,
program review and strategic planning.
The institutional plan aligns resources
and decisions to eliminate gaps, create
pathways to degree completion, support
student wellness and provide access

to high-quality, affordable education”
(Bridgewater State University, 2018).

Readers interested in reviewing this plan will
note that while the institution clearly commits
to the work for equitable student success, the
language used (i.e. achievement gap) reflects
a deficit frame and that equity was largely
focused on in the final goal of the strategic
plan, which did not yet have clearly defined
goals to measure the institution’s work in

this area. As the institutional efforts have
progressed, these issues were addressed,
and one can see that in the next institutional
strategic plan that measurable racial equity
objectives are infused into each of the five
institutional strategic priorities (Bridgewater
State University, 2024).

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS IS
TRANSFORMATIONAL.
TRANSFORMATION REQUIRES
BOARD INVOLVEMENT.

The murders of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery,
and Breonna Taylor had a galvanizing effect
on the ongoing work across the nation and at
BSU. These tragic deaths followed by national
protests brought issues of racial justice and
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equity into sharp national and local focus.
Twenty of BSU’s Students of Color met with
President Clark just a few days after George
Floyd’s death and told him that while they felt
welcome at BSU and believed the campus
wants them to succeed, on matters of race
and equity “you need to do better” (Santiago
et al., 2021). While other presidents and
campuses at this time simply made statements
of support for racial justice and then pivoted to
focusing solely on pandemic-related concerns
(Misra et al., 2021), President Clark formed
the BSU Racial Justice Taskforce to assess
how BSU could continue to transform itself.
The taskforce, with 70 members from across
the campus and external communities, was
co-led by two senior campus leaders and

a trustee. Having trustee leadership for a
management task on campus was unusual,
but because BSU benefitted from having a
senior African American trustee with expertise
in this work who was willing to serve, we were
able to convey the trustees’ commitment

to understanding and sharing leadership
responsibility for these critical issues. The
taskforce’s charge was expansive: identify
obstacles to racial equity at BSU and offer
recommendations to aid the campus in
becoming more racially just.

The taskforce involved input from 1,000
additional members of the campus and made
72 major recommendations in the areas

of teaching and learning, student service
provision, campus policing, creating safe
processes for addressing racialized bias and
human resources practices (Bridgewater
State University, 2021). To ensure that the
work advances in measurable ways, the
Racial Justice Taskforce called for presidential
and trustee leadership to ensure that the
recommendations were implemented. Upon
receiving the taskforce report, President Clark
elevated the role of provost to include the
title and duties of executive vice president
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in order to aid in coordinating the progress

on the recommendations and to amplify the
importance of the academic enterprise in the
work of racial equity at BSU. This served as yet
another structural step toward institutionalizing
the importance of equity-minded practice
across Bridgewater State University.

In addition, understanding that trustees must
advocate for equity work and help bring it to
scale, members of the board have donated
funds to advance the work. One trustee
established an endowed fund and helped

to raise additional monies to scale effective
equitable student success initiatives at BSU.
Another trustee established a full scholarship

to support Students of Color attending BSU.
One trustee offered a matching challenge grant
that leveraged 100% participation by trustees in
annual fundraising. Trustees are clearly trying to
balance their advocacy and philanthropy roles
with their accountability responsibilities.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE STUDENT
SUCCESS MUST BE UNIQUELY
OVERSEEN BY THE BOARD TO
ADDRESS THE CULTURE, CLIMATE,
AND ASPIRATIONS OF EACH
INSTITUTION.

As trustees exercise accountability and
advocacy over all the key areas of the institution
— academic programs, student activities,
enrollment, administration and finance,
facilities and capital operations, alumni and
development, diversity and student success,
university safety and security — bringing an
equity-mindset to each of these committee
tasks was critical. As one of the clearest
demonstrations of equity-minded trustee
actions at BSU, a standing committee on
Racial Justice and Equity of the board was
established. This committee is comprised of
all the chairs of the other board committees.
This was done to convey that racial justice
and equity must be integrated into the work of

all the trustee committees — and the entire
campus. The Racial Justice and Equity Trustee
Committee receives reports on the progress
being made on taskforce recommendations. In
addition, every other committee reporting to
the board is expected to inform their work with
equity-minded practices and report on this in
their regular meetings as well.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS REQUIRES THE
BOARD TO EXAMINE ITS POLICIES
AND PRACTICES THROUGH AN
EQUITY LENS.

As the trustees have begun to bring equity-
mindedness to their committee chair roles,
trustee equity advocacy and accountability
roles are clearly reflected in the trustee
committee minutes and actions. For example,
in the Finance and Operations Committee
there are discussions of how BSU is offering
workshops for diverse contractors in how to
effectively compete for contracts with public
institutions. Massachusetts law requires that in
large contracts at least 8% of the work should
be awarded to eligible women and “minority”
vendors. Previously, trustees would be told it
was difficult to meet that goal because there
were not enough participating vendors that
met the criterion. Trustees began asking “why
is that”? And “what role does BSU have in
addressing this”? Campus leaders reached out
to minoritized vendors and got feedback that
their staff was small, the process to be eligible
was onerous, and the Commonwealth payment
schedule was difficult for them to manage
cash flow. The BSU staff took the initiative to
review the qualification process, streamline
where they could, provide support and training
workshop for vendors, do proactive notification
to vendors when a bid was posted, and to
suggest ways to facilitate faster payments.
The results immediately saw more active
participation of diverse vendors, and notable
progress in diversifying contracts awarded.
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Another example of trustee equity-minded
leadership focused on offering supportive
accountability around BSU’s goal of engaging
in equity-minded hiring practices. Trustee
questions about diversity of the pools and
about BSU outreach strategies to attract
candidates are common. Equity training for
all BSU employees participating in search
processes has been done. We are seeing
more diversity in our hiring outcomes. In the
Enroliment and Marketing Committee, the
trustees are asking about all the channels for
outreach to diverse students, and regularly see
disaggregated data about outcomes.

In the Academic and Student Affairs
Committee, as new programs are being
brought forward for approval, trustees are
asking about the recruitment profile for the
programs and how they will attract diverse
students and bring a diverse workforce to
future industries in Massachusetts who will
recruit from the programs. The provost has
reported on DEI workshops for faculty and
how curricula in existing programs might be
enhanced and has made presentations on a
new partnership with the Gardner Institute
to transform undergraduate students’ first
and second year experience from a frame of
equity-mindedness.

The trustees in all these committees regularly
ask: “Is there something more that we should
be doing? What additional resources might we
need? How can we institutionalize this effective
pilot program? How can we assist?”

Like most campuses across America, BSU is
exercising strategic fiscal stewardship in order
to meet the challenges in this post-COVID era.
BSU has been fortunate in that the campus’
racial equity and student success work has
garnered attention from an array of external
funders interested in supporting the campus’
work for equitable student success. This has

allowed campus members to advance the
equity-minded intervention of increasing the
availability of Open Educational Resources
(Davis Foundation). BSU is also engaged in a
partnership with Worcester State University
and Framingham State University in advancing
a five-year National Science Foundation
funded project focused on equity-minded
hiring and retention practices for STEM faculty.
The Lumina Foundation has supported the
REJI and the piloting of BSU’s Navigator
Program offering students who would

benefit from additional support and wholistic
mentoring in order to aid their success. The
Massachusetts Department of Education has
awarded BSU numerous grants in recent years
to scale the Racial Equity and Justice Institute
(REJI) and to further infuse racially equitable
practices into BSU’s student service provision.
Finally, an anonymous donor awarded BSU 1.6
million dollars to scale racial equity work.

Trustees are regularly informed about these
externally funded pilots, but also engage in
ongoing discussions about how effective
efforts can be institutionalized going into

the future. It is incumbent upon trustees to
be well-informed about externally funded
projects intended to advance equitable
student success. When these efforts are
successful, trustees have a specific role in
ensuring that institutional funds are brought
to bear to scale and ultimately institutionalize
the work. Appropriately resourcing this work
with internal and external resources is key in
order for equity-minded systemic change to be
sustained (Elrod, et al., 2023).

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS REQUIRES
THE BOARD’S COMMITMENT TO
CONTINUOUS LEARNING.

Progress on racial equity work has been
slow but steady. The work is challenging as
unexamined biases and assumptions among
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participants surfaced. From time-to-time
questions arise about the “quality” of incoming
students and whether BSU’s long-standing
commitment to educational excellence is being
watered down. Once again, the importance of
data was illustrated as it clearly showed that
not only did the admissions profile of BSU’s
students remain steady over the years, but
that those programs that utilize equity-minded
approaches in their work are reporting that
educational excellence has remained but is
now more equitably enjoyed (DeOliveira et al.,
2021; Shanahan, 2021; Willison et al., 2015;
Willison et al., 2016).

Training for the senior leadership team

and trustees was offered so a common
understanding and language could be
developed for talking about diversity, inclusion,
belonging and racial justice and equity. Books
from national thought leaders on these issues
were shared with trustees and discussed,

and speakers made in-person and Zoom
presentations for trustees and senior leaders.
Dr. Raquel Rall’s (2021) scholarship on the
importance of centering racial equity into the
work of trustees was introduced to BSU’s
president, cabinet and trustees and was
discussed and began to inform both trustee
thinking and the way we approached our work.

In 2019, the Massachusetts Department

of Higher Education (MA DHE) worked
collaboratively with public institutions of higher
education in the Commonwealth to conceive
of and launch the Equity Agenda. This bold
and transformative charge from our system
office made clear that “racial equity is the

top policy and performance priority for the
Department of Education” (MA DHE, 2019).
Representatives from all public institutions in
the state collaborated, at the request of the MA
DHE, in writing a vision for higher education
that provides a blueprint for undergraduate
education characterized by racially equitable

tenets and practices (MA DHE, 2022). This
then led to the MA DHE releasing the ambitious
but utterly attainable 10-year Strategic

Plan for Racial Equity which states that the
overriding objective of the plan is “eliminating
racial disparities in the Massachusetts Public
Higher Education System” (2023, p. 4).
Representatives from the MA DHE attended
numerous BSU board retreats and shared
guidance and support that helps to inform
BSU’s equity-minded efforts.

The BSU trustees also benefit from the Racial
Equity and Justice Institute (REJI). While BSU
is the founding institution and convener of the
REJI, the campus benefits immensely from
this active learning community as member
campuses identify effective practices and
share them freely. The REJI received its first
state appropriation in the 2023 Massachusetts
state budget to offer a four-session leadership
series for senior campus leaders and trustees
focused on enhancing their equity-minded
leadership competencies. More than 150
senior leaders participated in the virtual

series and the culminating in-person summit
where trustees were able to talk with trustees
from other campuses about their equity and
student success work and their challenges and
progress.

ESS PRINCIPLE: EQUITABLE
STUDENT SUCCESS LEVERAGES

A PROCESS OF CONTINUAL
IMPROVEMENT.

While the work of BSU'’s trustees is distinctly
more equity-minded than in the past, we are
mindful of the need for continual improvement.
For example, the BSU board is highly cohesive
and united in our equity efforts. However,

half of our members will be coming to the

end of their terms by mid-2024. While we are
confident that remaining trustees and senior
administrative leaders will continue this work,
BSU’s current efforts are still dependent on
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having equity-minded people in key roles.
What will happen when these individuals cycle
out of their roles?

Some of the questions we will need to answer
include: “How will BSU’s practices and policies
need to be refined to meet the realities of our
students’ lives? How can we ensure that the
campus is knowledgeable about and feels
supported by trustees’ equity-minded efforts?
How can trustees continue to engage in the
nine roles we are charged with in an equity-
minded manner?” Clearly, if we are going to
be able to answer these questions, we must
engage in continual improvement and change.

EMERGING BEST PRACTICES

FOR TRUSTEES

While we have much yet to learn, what follows
are six recommendations emanating from

Dr. Rall’s research and Bridgewater State
University’s experience to date that may be of
use to trustees in multiple contexts. As equity-
minded scholars and practitioners, we want to
stress that we believe that an explicit focus on
the realities of racism in the lives of Students
of Color is foundational to the work. However,
on campuses where speaking openly about the
realities of racism is not currently possible, the
work for equitable student success can and
must still be advanced.

In recognition that trustees in some states
must balance the needs of students with
legislation that makes centering racial equity
in their efforts more challenging, some
preliminary thoughts are also offered to these
colleagues; we are mindful, however, that
those working in these contexts — and the
students they serve — are the true experts on
how to advance the work in these spaces.

1. Aligning campus and trustee leadership is
critical to move racial equity forward.

e Shared leadership is critical

¢ A collaborative approach to ongoing
education and training is most productive

e Developing a shared language and
understanding of diversity, inclusion,
belonging, racial justice, equity and
student success is essential

e Making racial equity everyone’s
responsibility takes time

The impetus for racial equity work can come
from campus leadership or from trustees but
it must be aligned. Trustees are not campus
managers; their role is to advocate and

hold accountable in the nine key areas of
trustee responsibility (AGB, n.d.). However,

it is essential that they be in sync with the
president and the senior leadership team

if progress is going to be made. To do this
will require some assessment of the campus
along multiple domains. Are the president
and the chair of the board of trustees aligned
on an equity-minded agenda? Is the senior
leadership on board? What are the institutional
processes for racial equity being infused and
routinized in the work of the campus?

On the trustee side, it is important to keep

in mind that the roles are primarily volunteer
activity and that trustees will come from
various professional backgrounds with
various understanding and expertise. They

all start from different places in terms of their
understanding about how higher education
institutions work and certainly from different
perspectives on issues of racial equity and
student success. Trustee orientation needs

to introduce equity-mindedness as a key
concept right from the beginning. Professional
development on the topic needs to inform

as well as provide time for listening and
discussion. Assessing where you start from on
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equity-mindedness is key to determining the
pace and scope of what will be needed

to move trustee leadership forward on an
equity agenda.

If education and training is needed for trustees
and senior campus leadership, we recommend
doing this collaboratively to increase dialogue
on this shared agenda and to underscore

the different roles to be played — campus
management and implementation, and trustee
accountability and advocacy. We also found
the larger group made asking questions easier
and encouraged people to see themselves

as part of a working team. It also allowed

for getting a shared language on diversity,
inclusion, belongingness, racial justice and
equity and student success. This shared
understanding was essential for ongoing
communications.

On the campus side, do members across the
institution see equity-mindedness as their
responsibility? How do you empower and
support those with primary responsibility

to lead the work? How do they engage the
whole campus in the work? How do you make
racial equity and student success everyone’s
responsibility?

Be patient but push forward. For BSU this has
been a nine-year journey that is still in process.
We recognize that transforming our institutions
will be a continuous improvement journey.
Celebrate wins and acknowledge missteps, but
do not stop moving forward.

For colleagues in states that are facing
legislative prohibitions to equity-minded work
in higher education, readers are reminded that
one of the key tenets of equity-mindedness is
that institutions take responsibility to change if
our student success efforts fall short (McNair,
et. al., 2020). All trustees in every state can
and should use their roles to ensure that

their campuses change if they fail to serve all
students. Trustees should keep at the top of
their agendas active discussion about what
campuses are doing to advance student
success. Trustees in these contexts can ask:
“How do we define student success? How is
the institution’s responsibility in the success of
our students operationalized and assessed?”

2. Recognize that equity mindedness brings
major change to your institution.

¢ Acknowledge this change is necessary and
hard

e Ground your equity commitment in your
core mission

e Provide a clear value and practical rational
for embracing the work

e Be prepared for dialogue in your context

This work is difficult. It challenges a system
that has a long history of racial inequity, and it
does not change easily. Resistance, internally
and externally, will be present, even from
people of goodwill. It requires determination,
patience, and persistence. Linking the work to
the intuition’s history and mission is critical.
Be prepared to be clear on how it advances
your mission. In our case, we made a clear
connection to changing demographics to
underscore that if we want to serve the
students in Massachusetts who look to public
higher education as their pathway to success,
we had to be better prepared to ensure that
racially marginalized students could enroll,
persist, and graduate with a high level of
knowledge, competency and skill. We also
link it to our tradition of service to others, and
to our tradition of democratizing opportunity.
Each institution has to find this critical linkage
so that there is continuity of institutional
purpose in this important work.
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Trustees in all states can ensure that the
mission of the institution explicitly addresses
the mandate of serving all students. Goals
should be set, advanced, and assessed in
order to ensure that students from all identities
and lived experiences succeed. By doing so,
trustees in challenging institutional contexts
will be fulfilling the equity-minded tenet of
ensuring that equity-advancing goals are set
and advanced (McNair et al., 2020) —even if
they are not discussed in this manner. Trustees
can ask: “What are our students telling us

they need to succeed? And once we have that
information how are we making it actionable?”
Ensure that students from all social identities
are involved in these inquiry efforts.

3. Find a way to mobilize equity-minded
leadership both on campus and among
trustees.

e L everage catalyzing events, but do not wait
for them to begin the work

o Acknowledge things that need work
* Be as transparent as possible

e Communicate clearly the trustees’
commitment to equity

Higher education institutions are complex,
have a life and schedule that is predictable,
and have routines that roll on year after year.
We have found that it is important to have a
catalyzing event at some point to allow the
commitment to equity mindedness to be
clearly made visible by institutional leadership
and trustees. For BSU, the appointment of

a new president was that event. For other
institutions it could be a new strategic plan,

a large gift given to support change, an
external event that impacts equity, etc. Use
or create an occasion where everyone is
invited to the dialogue and to participate in
the change process. Open communication on
the issue and find a way to make the trustee
commitment clear. Trustees have different
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visibility levels on different campuses. On this
issue, they need to be visible and aligned with
the president and senior leadership team.

Trustees in all states can and should request
frequent interactions and discussions with
members across the institution to explore
opportunities for partnering with the campus
community in their student success efforts.
Trustees can ask: “What are our institutional
student success resources and strengths?
How can we scale these? How are we
encouraging refinement and change in those
areas or practices of the university that are
not effective in supporting the success of all
students? What resources are needed to make
these changes?”

4. Institutionalize your commitment
to equity.

e Create a clear structure for trustee
engagement and action on racial equity

e Link it to the way you normally do your
work

e Ground decision-making in data and
equity-minded sense-making

e Ensure you have robust, accurate data that
is disaggregated by race and ethnicity and
other identities

We feel strongly that this work will have
leadership champions. But we cannot rely
on these champions alone to move the work
forward. It is important to create roles and
structures that are not person specific, that
will remain when people change; these roles
and structures should embed the commitment
to equity into the working operations of

the trustees and the campus. We used our
trustee committee structure as the way to
embed equity-mindedness, accountability
and advocacy. We created new committees.
We linked the work of all committees to
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racial equity work making the chairs of all
other board committees the members of the
Racial Justice and Equity Committee. With
the president, we also institutionalized a
coordinated institutional research and data
structure and made disaggregating data a
way of doing business at BSU. We have asked
senior leaders to engage in active sense-
making activities in analyzing data and to
make those thought processes visible to the
trustees when data is presented. Trustees
who previously just received data reports
welcome this activity, and readily engage in
these meaning making conversations with
staff. These conversations also help staff and
trustees identify whether additional data and/or
action is needed.

In states facing legislative prohibitions to
openly conducting equity-minded work,
trustees should engage with campus members
in sense-making discussions about what is
working and for which students. All trustees
can fulfill the equity-minded work of asking for
data on a regular basis that is disaggregated
(McNair et al., 2020) along multiple student
identities. The racialized patterns in that data
will emerge even if these patterns cannot be
openly discussed. Trustees are encouraged
to ask questions such as: “What data is
available to us and what does it tell us about
which students we are effectively serving?
Which groups of students are not enjoying
the same benefits from the institution in terms
of involvement in high impact practices,
engagement with co-curricular activities,
retention, persistence, graduation, and post-
degree social mobility than their peers?”
Create structures that elevate student
success at the board level. Keep it at the

top of agendas and hold the campus — and
yourselves — accountable for the work.

5. Learn from others — you do not have to
reinvent the wheel.

e Borrow good ideas and practices
e Adapt practices to your context
e Share what you are doing with others

At BSU, we were fortunate to be doing this
work in partnership with 38 other institutions
through the Racial Equity and Justice Institute.
As a coalition, we invite the most prominent
racial equity leaders in the country to come
and share their insights and ideas with us. We
also gather books, articles, and research. We
share ideas and strategies with each other and
adapt them to meet our own needs. We have
visited other campuses to see work in action.
We have avoided actions that others had tried
and found not to be productive.

The Racial Equity and Justice Institute
provides a structure for creating campus-
specific racial equity action plans but does

not prescribe any strategy. It is also a group of
like-minded colleagues who are enthusiastic
about this important work. It is a diverse group
of colleagues who are not hesitant to challenge
each other’s racial biases and assumptions

in an honest, but helpful way. We recommend
that as you do this work, you find a viable
partnership, or consortium of colleagues that
can be a source of encouragement, ideas,
strategies, and experiences that will scaffold
your work.

In states where legislation prohibits the use of
fiscal resources to be spent on equity-related
matters or that limits openly engaging in this
work, trustees can still learn from free access
materials on equitable student success and
apply the information to your context. This
article ends with some key resources that may
be of use in these efforts.
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6. Recognize potential challenges.

e Structural change takes time
» Strategic change is key
» Staying the course is required

For trustees in all states and contexts,
changing structures does not happen
overnight. Boards of trustees are often
comprised of individuals with diverse
backgrounds, experiences, expertise, and
perspectives. These differences can lead to
conflicting agendas or competing priorities
when it comes to equity-centered work.
Board members may have varying levels of
awareness, understanding, or commitment to
equity. This divergence can create challenges
in building consensus, setting priorities,

and implementing effective strategies.
Overcoming these conflicts requires open
dialogue, education, and efforts to cultivate
shared values and goals. Getting all the
stakeholders on board takes time. And, even
once consensus is reached, change does not
manifest as quickly or as noticeably within the
bureaucratic higher education environment.

Significant structural change materializes over
time. In the context of higher education, where
historical systems and entrenched practices
can impede change, patience and persistence
are key. Board members must be prepared for
the long haul and understand that the journey
toward equity requires sustained effort and
commitment. Further, trustees may not see
the results of their efforts during their terms.
While progress may seem slow or incremental,
it is important for boards to remember that the
work of dismantling deeply rooted inequities

and reconfiguring structures is long-term work.

It involves challenging long-standing norms,
addressing power imbalances, and reshaping
institutional cultures and practices.

Change must be approached strategically to
allow for careful examination, assessment, and
adjustment along the way, ensuring that the
desired outcomes align with the institution’s
mission and values. Additionally, a deliberate
and steady approach to change helps build
trust and credibility. Demonstrating a long-term
commitment to the success of all students
sends a powerful message to the community
that the institution is invested in lasting
transformation, rather than pursuing superficial
or temporary fixes. This dedication fosters

a sense of confidence among stakeholders,
encouraging their active participation and
support for the board. Though the process
may be challenging and at times frustrating,

it is essential to remain steadfast in pursuing
equity. Reflecting on the progress made,
celebrating milestones, and learning from
setbacks can help sustain motivation and
drive.

CONCLUSION

This chapter serves as a roadmap for
empowering boards of trustees to advance
equity-minded systemic change in
partnership with the campuses they serve.
By centering racial equity and recognizing
the interconnectedness of fiduciary duties,
policies, procedures, norms, cultures, and
structures, boards can play a transformative
role in shaping organizations and institutions.
By examining the experiences and lessons
learned from Bridgewater State University, an
institution that has made significant strides
in centering racial equity in its governance,
readers gain valuable insights into actionable
strategies and effective practices that can

be adapted and implemented in their own
contexts.

As emphasized repeatedly in this chapter,
boards of trustees must have a clear action
plan that centers the most powerful tools
board wield — questions. Inquiry is critical
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for the board. “Who are our students? What
data do we have? What data do we need?
What does the data tell us about how we as a
campus need to improve to eliminate racialized
disparate outocmes? What patterns do we see
in which students we are serving and which
students we need to better serve? How will
our campus need to change to serve these
students?”

The work is not simple, but it is necessary and
worth it. Moving from intentions to impact,

to effectively aligning policies, procedures,
norms, cultures, and structures with racial
equity principles and practices in higher
education requires an inclusive, deliberate, and
comprehensive approach that will transform
our institutions and support our students. The
need for trustee leadership in this work is clear.
The outlook is one of hope and possibilities.

KEY RESOURCES:
e The Racial Equity & Justice Institute:
https://reji-bsu.org/

e The Equitable Student Success Framework
https://agb.org/student-success-initiatives/
board-oversight-of-equitable-student-
success/
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One of the core duties of presidents in higher
education is overseeing institutional processes
to ensure that students enrolled at their
institution succeed (Francis, 2019; Wyner,
2021). In view of the long-standing disparate
outcomes experienced by Students of Color

in higher education (Bensimon et al., 2016;
Dowd, & Bensimon, 2015; Gentlewarrior &
Paredes, 2021; Kim et al., 2024; McNair et

al., 2021), senior campus leaders will benefit
greatly by “making student success and equity
synonymous” (Knight, 2023, p. 195).

Equity-minded student success practice in
higher education is characterized by a theory
of inquiry and change that is: (a) evidence-
based; (b) race conscious - particularly

as it relates to factors influencing student
experience and outcomes; (c) committed to
putting the responsibility for needed change
on the institution instead of on students
experiencing disparate racialized outcomes;
(d) cognizant of the impact of historical

and current racism on campus members,
communities, and society; (€) and committed
to setting and advancing measurable racial
equity goals (Bensimon et al., 2016; Dowd, &
Bensimon, 2015; McNair et al., 2020).
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The model of shared equity leadership

(SEL) has offered research underscoring the
necessity for and process in support of all
members of the campus advancing equity
within their roles; readers are encouraged to
learn more about SEL by reading the chapter
titled Shared Equity Leadership Supporting
Racially Equitable Culture Change in this
handbook (Kezar & Holcombe, 2024). While
everyone on a campus has a role to play in
advancing equity (Holcombe et al., 2022;
Kezar et al., 2022), presidents “are responsible
for casting a vision of what transformational
change will lead to, how ... it will embrace
equity, and what accountability measures will
be in place for tracking achievements” (Knight,
2023; p. 187). Presidents/chancellors and
CEOs play a “critical role” in communicating
transparently and often about the campus’
commitment to racial and other forms of
equity; creating and implementing metric
driven accountability systems to ensure that
equity is advancing; and modelling the values
and behaviors of equity-driven leadership
(Holcombe et al., 2022, p. 34).

This chapter is a collaboration among two
presidents and a CEO, who functions as a
president, within an integrated public higher
education system who have been actively
involved in the Racial Equity and Justice
Institute (REJI) along with our campus-based
REJI teams. We bring to this collaboration
knowledge of our positionalities and the ways
in which these social identities influence our
work for equitable student success. We all
serve in New England, a part of the United
States that has not faced extensive legislative
effort to curtail the work for racial equity;

we recognize our peers leading campuses
with this type of legislation face additional
challenges as they do this work. Two of us
identify as female and one as male. We all

are White and benefit from the privilege that
racial identity is given in America (Centers for
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Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.; Dyer et
al., 2023; National Urban League, 2022) and in
American higher education (Carducci, Harper
& Kezar, 2024; Stead, 2023). We recognize
that our roles also afford us greater economic
rewards, power, and autonomy as compared
to many of our colleagues across higher
education engaged in the work for racial equity
who are not chief executives. We believe it is
our responsibility to use these multiple forms
of privilege to advance the work for equity
and the success of minoritized students and
communities.

As noted by Sheila Edwards Lange (2022),
Chancellor of the University of Washington
Tacoma, presidents must be able to answer
key questions about racial equity on their
campuses:

Who are the leaders for the work? Does the
campus lead with racial equity, and how

is that manifested in programs and other
activities? Who is being held accountable
for advancing the work? What does your
governing board expect, and how much are
they engaged? Is your campus community
more liberal than the town in which you are
located, and how will you address that in
town-gown relationships?

By sharing how we are attempting to answer
these questions, we hope that the practices
offered in the three case studies that follow

will serve as a source of affirmation for those
already engaged in equity-minded leadership
on their campuses. For others some of these
ideas may be new and offer potential strategies
on behalf of the students you are charged to
serve. We will conclude this chapter with joint
recommendations for advancing equity-minded
systemic change during the course of your
presidency.

CENTERING A CULTURE OF EQUITY
AND CARE AT QUEENSBOROUGH
COMMUNITY COLLEGE

By Christine Mangino, President,
Queensborough Community College

Queensborough Community College is one of
seven community colleges within the larger
City University of New York system, comprising
25 colleges and schools. Located in Queens,
our campus, formerly a 37-acre golf course,
offers a park-like setting with beautiful trees
and green spaces in our urban borough.
Known as “The World’s Borough” Queens is
recognized as the most diverse county in the
United States, with a population of two million,
where 47% were born outside the U.S. and
more than 130 languages are spoken.

Our college serves more than 10,000

students in degree programs with additional
enrollments through continuing education and
workforce development, all of whom represent
the borough of Queens. Our degree and
certificate students identify as 1% American
Indian or Native American, 29% Asian or
Pacific Islander, 31% Black, 28% Hispanic,
and 11% White. Unusual for a community
college, 70% of our faculty hold a doctorate
or terminal degree and 71% of our students
transfer to four-year colleges upon graduation.
Our student population is diverse in various
aspects, including 76% take care of family
members while pursuing their degree, 38%
report a household income under $30,000,
32% are over the age of 24, 34% attend

part time and 40% are the first in their family
to attend college. Recognizing that degree
obtainment not only impacts our students, but
also transforms their families’ lives (Association
of American Colleges and Universities 2020),
we play a significant part in CUNY’s role as an
engine of economic mobility.
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FOSTERING A CARING COMMUNITY

The framework of shared equity leadership
reminds us that in order to transform our
institutions on behalf of the students we
serve, key values must be actualized on our
campuses including love and care (Kezar

& Holcombe, 2024; Kezar et al., 2022). In

an effort to cultivate a sense of community
and a culture of care for students and those
that serve them, | prioritize actions that
communicate to our campus members they
are valued. For example, | have a beautiful
and large balcony outside my office that few
people have visited, so we have been holding
gatherings, weather permitting, on the balcony
for various groups. To ensure everyone feels
recognized, I’ve been sending handwritten
birthday cards to each colleague’s home.
Additionally, we’re launching a coffee klatch
a couple of times a month, providing a space
with complimentary coffee for colleagues

to drop by and connect across offices.
Complementing our efforts, our picturesque
campus now features strategically placed
Adirondack chairs. These additions not only
enhance the beauty of our surroundings but
also create inviting spaces for students to
relax between classes. The positive response
to these seating areas underscores the
importance of fostering a sense of community
and inclusivity on our campus.

As part of a broader culture of care initiative,
we have instituted a monthly Cares Award,
inviting nominations for colleagues who

have gone the extra mile to assist a student.
Recipients of this award receive recognition
through a brief bio on our website, a
specialized Cares Award badge for their email
signature and a sign to display on their desk.
Furthermore, awardees are given the choice of
having lunch with me or receiving a gift card for
the purchase of QCC swag. This recognition
program aims to celebrate and appreciate the
outstanding efforts of individuals contributing
to the well-being of our community.
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PLACING EQUITY AT THE CORE

However, as important as these actions have
been it must be acknowledged that minoritized
students, faculty and staff rarely feel they are
prioritized or fully cared for on our campuses
(Bensimon, 2020; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021; McNair

et al., 2020). | assumed the presidency in
August 2020, amidst the pandemic and in
the aftershock of the brutal murder of George
Floyd. During my first several weeks on
campus and my virtual listening tours with
various constituents totaling more than 500
members of our campus, two themes emerged:
the first was the systemic racism on campus
and the other was the deep-rooted trauma
that many were experiencing. Tears were not
uncommon in the Zoom rooms. It quickly
became clear that the campus needed to
engage in practices to share the labor — both
emotional (Vigil et al., 2023) and instrumental
— that is associated with the equity-minded
work being done on campus.

One of the first things | needed to foster

was honest conversations around the
racialized disparate outcomes experienced by
Students of Color attending our campus and
acknowledge the very real pain and fear that
racially minoritized faculty and staff on campus
experienced. These conversations were key to
the creation of the campus’ inaugural five-year
Strategic Plan. Equity was intentionally placed
at the core of this plan in order to address the
needs of students, faculty, and staff. Key to
this strategic planning process was looking

at who was being served by our campus, and
determining if anyone was being left out of our
success efforts. We frequently discussed that
students must navigate bureaucratic hoops

to apply to college, complete the FAFSA, and
register for classes. They come to our campus
with the intent to graduate. When they don’t
graduate, we need to ask ourselves, what
barriers have we placed in the students’ way
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and how do we dismantle those barriers? How
do we become student ready (McNair et al.,
2016)?

Following Bensimon, Dowd, and Witham’s Five
Principles for Enacting Equity (2016), instead of
blaming students, we examined our practices
to see how we are failing Students of Color.
The resultant awarenesses were reflected as
measurable commitments in our Strategic Plan.

To hold ourselves accountable to equity, one

of our working agreements as a cabinet is to
always ask ourselves, “Who are we centering

in this conversation?” Anyone can ask the
question at any time and there have been times
where we have had to catch ourselves because
we are speaking from a place of power and
positionality looking out for the “college” rather

than our colleagues or students. This follows the

liberatory design thinking principle of ensuring
that bias and power are checked before taking
action (Culiver et al., 2021).

INFORMING WORK WITH
EQUITY-MINDED DATA

The initial steps toward implementing our
strategic plan and transforming the campus
culture included disseminating disaggregated
data by race and gender. The college has a
very talented Institutional Research Office
and a wealth of data, but the data was not
being shared in a meaningful way across

the campus. | established a cabinet-level
position for Equity, Inclusion and Belonging.
This colleague began sharing data across
campus relating to institutional performance
gaps in retention, persistence and graduation
experienced by Students of Color and helped
colleagues understand the data from an
equity lens. My active participation in these
initiatives underscored my commitment to
the work. Climate surveys were administered
across stakeholder groups. Some of the data

is stark and demands honest reflection and
action. Data revealed, for example, that our
Black male students were more likely to see
themselves reflected in our public safety and
buildings and grounds colleagues than in the
classroom or administration.

PRIORITIZING STUDENT BELONGING

The literature makes clear that Students of
Color typically report feeling they do not
belong on our campuses; the emotional and
cognitive resources these students must
expend to try and navigate our campuses too
often decreases the energy they can expend
on student success related endeavors (Artze-
Vega et al., 2023; Healey and Stroman, 2021;
Johnson, 2022). The sense that they neither
belong nor matter can decrease the ability

of Students of Color to fully succeed in the
classroom (Artze-Vega et al., 2023; Strayhorn,
2012). Feeling that one belongs is integrally
tied to flourishing and success (Pichére &
Cadiat, 2015). Creating an environment where
everyone felt they belonged became a priority
of my campus leadership.

The journey toward creating a sense of
belonging involved truly listening to all of

our community members, tailoring support

for diverse needs, and taking the time to
implement and communicate the work
happening. For our Black students we held
our first Sankofa celebration last year. The
event ended with a Kente Cloth Ceremony.
Graduates and their guests crossed the stage
and received a Kente stole to wear during
commencement. Based on a REJI project

that discovered we had a couple of boutique
programs that supported our Black and
Hispanic male students but that they had little
impact because of their isolation, we opened a
Male Resource Center, with a full-time director,
peer and faculty mentors; the high visibility
center offers rich programming to create
community and support student success. For
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the past two years, we raised a Juneteenth flag
with our Black Faculty and Staff Association.

We created flags that say “Welcome!” in the
nine most spoken languages on campus
(Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, Creole, English,
Korean, Mandarin, Spanish and Urdu) and
they fly in the center of campus. A Global
Awareness Series has significantly enriched
our understanding of the diverse backgrounds
and identities within our student body.

For instance, among our Asian students,

we discovered connections to 60 different
countries of birth, while Black students
showed ties to 71 countries. White students
represented 58 countries, Native Americans
had connections to four countries, and
Hispanic/Latine students showcased diverse
backgrounds spanning 38 countries.

To support Muslim students and employees,
we established a Wudu station after realizing
that students needed a dedicated place to
wash before prayer, rather than using public
bathrooms. Additionally, to honor the needs of
female students and accommodate religious
practices, we installed a second door for the
mediation room. We are currently working

on having a selection of Halal foods in our
cafeteria.

The LGBTQIA+ community is celebrated
through the raising of the Pride Flag. | join a
cohort of QCC colleagues and students each
year in the Queens Pride Parade. So that we
can enhance our competencies to advance
equity for this community we offer Safe Zone
training on a regular basis. | attended our first
offering and have added the ally banner in my
email signature. We have added the location
of the gender-neutral restrooms on our college
map and have recently converted additional
bathrooms based on recent data that revealed
10% of our students identify as non-cis-
gender.
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Heritage month celebrations were initiated

to create informal gatherings with colleagues
across campus. In an effort to institutionalize
support for events intended to build an ethos
of belonging and care, a Mosaic Fund was
established, enabling colleagues to request
funding.

INVESTING IN CONTINUOUS LEARNING

During my first semester at the college, |
initiated a book club as a means to foster
community and enable colleagues to

get to know me better. | offer two books

each semester and anyone can sign up to
participate. To support inclusivity, we choose
books with a deliberate focus on works that
align with my commitment to equity and the
expansion of conversations around race. In the
inaugural semester, we read From Equity Walk
to Equity Talk (McNair et al., 2020) and for the
current semester I’'ve chosen Caste (Wilkerson,
2023). The complete list of book selections can
be found at the link: https://www.gcc.cuny.
edu/president/pbc.html.

In our commitment to enhance both teaching
and learning and ensuring the retention of

our Faculty of Color, we established a faculty
fellow for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.

Over the past three years, this initiative has
yielded significant outcomes, including the
development of anti-racist guidelines designed
to prompt faculty to reexamine their curriculum
and pedagogy through a more inclusive lens
(Smith, 2023). Additionally, we implemented

a mentoring program tailored specifically for
Faculty of Color, with a special emphasis on
supporting untenured faculty. The Association
of College and University Educators’ semester
and year-long programs focused on Inclusive
Teaching and Equitable Learning as well as the
program titled Fostering a Sense of Belonging
are offered by our faculty fellow. Notably, 143
colleagues have successfully completed these
programs, earning badges as a testament to
their commitment to our students.
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COMMITTING TO THE LONG-TERM WORK
OF EQUITY-MINDED SYSTEMIC CHANGE

Implementing this work demands time,
resources, and patience. Following the initial
year of implementation, there were concerns
expressed across campus regarding the
perceived lack of visible changes and the
continued prevalence of racism. Recognizing
the need for broader support, we identified
additional colleagues who could assist

us in our daily efforts and in building the
necessary structures to sustain these
initiatives. Furthermore, we understood the
importance of ongoing communication,
consistently articulating the progress of our
work and emphasizing how it aligns with and
contributes to our strategic plan. This ensures
transparency and helps maintain a collective
understanding of the purpose and impact of
our initiatives.

Two years into our strategic plan, positive
progress is evident. Institutional performance
gaps are closing in student outcomes. One-
year retention rates for Black men who began
as first-time full-time freshmen increased from
47.4% in fall 2020 to 55.4% in fall 2022. For
Hispanic/Latine men, the one-year retention
rates increased from 50.6% to 58.5% for

the same cohort years. For both groups we
have seen higher rates in fall 2022 compared
to rates before the pandemic. It should also
be noted that | inherited a cabinet that was
89% White people even though our student
population is 11% White students; through
staff changes and new hires, our executive
team is now 78% People of Color, which

is much closer to reflecting our student
population.

Throughout our efforts, it’s crucial to
acknowledge that the impact is contingent
on those who we actively engage. Despite
significant participation in various events
among large segments of our population, it

is important to recognize that not everyone

on campus is involved in our equity efforts.

As we persist in this work, a vital aspect

is identifying strategies and activities that
broaden participation, along with a continuous
commitment to recognizing who might be
excluded. It is evident, for example, that not
every office has thoroughly examined potential
barriers to equitable student success. Thus,
our journey continues, and there remains work
to be done in ensuring inclusivity and breaking
down barriers for all.

ADVANCING EQUITY STATE AND
CAMPUS-WIDE

By Karen Hynick, Chief Executive Officer,
Connecticut State Community College,
Quinebaug Valley

Higher education leadership must be rooted

in the advocacy and advancement of the
students and communities we serve. To
effectively lead, one must be informed by
disaggregated data and must have the courage
to shine a light on and expose inequities when
they exist (Holcombe et al., 2022; Johnson-
McPhail & Beatty, 2021). Leading is not an
individual activity; it requires collaboration,
research, buy in, shared vision, assessment,
and constant adaptation from the entire
campus (Kezar, & Holcombe, 2024). Systemic
racism is not a new phenomenon in higher
education and eradicating it will require
intentionality and an ongoing laser focus on
accountability and action. This section of the
chapter will share ongoing work occurring
state-wide in Connecticut State Community
College (CT State) and the campus-specific
work occurring at Connecticut State
Community College-Quinebaug Valley Campus
(CT State-Quinebaug Valley) which | am
privileged to lead as chief executive officer.
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CONNECTICUT STATE
COMMUNITY COLLEGE

In July 2023, Connecticut State Community
College officially became the largest
community college in New England, merging
the 12 legacy state community colleges into
one statewide institution with 22 locations. This
act resulted in Quinebaug Valley Community
College going from an independently
accredited institution to become a campus of
the statewide college. This significant transition
in our history was more than seven years in the
making with a goal of improving efficiencies
and service to and outcomes of our students.

Recognizing the importance of diversity, equity,
and inclusion, Connecticut State Community
College embedded The Office of Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion (ODEI) to lead and
support college-wide initiatives focused on

the recruitment and well-being of a diverse
faculty, staff, and student body while fostering
an inclusive and equitable community at
Connecticut State Community College. The
inaugural vice president of Diversity, Equity
and Inclusion serves on the president’s cabinet
and is a direct report to the president of the
college.

Creating systemic change is a multifaceted
endeavor, requiring true intentionality, equity
minded leadership, and a multi-year timeline,
with many checkpoints along the way to
ensure continuous institutional progress is
being assessed and areas of continuous
improvement are routinely identified (Dowd &
Elmore, 2020; Dowd et al., 2018; McNair et
al., 2020). At CT State, part of our institutional
practice to create systemic change and
prioritize our focus areas includes the use

of leadership action teams, which are a
subgroup of our president’s cabinet and
including members of our leadership council.
One of the leadership action teams advises
and oversees diversity, equity, and inclusion
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initiatives college wide. Five of the 12 campus
chief executive officers; the vice president of
diversity, equity and inclusion; the associate
vice president of finance; and the associate
vice president of academic operations serve
on this group. We meet monthly and provide
guidance and assessment of where the college
needs to focus attention and resources related
to DEI. This group was instrumental in utilizing
the Seven Strategic Pillars of Equity that the
Connecticut State Community College and
Connecticut State Colleges and Universities
(CSCU) use to hold us accountable. These
guidelines include focusing on equity in
recruitment, hiring, and talent development;
using a model of collective leadership;
committing to being accountable to the
communities we serve; investing in learning
around cultural competencies; innovating
through the use of disaggregated data focused
on supporting equitable student success;
advocating for inclusion and equity in practices
and policies; and assessing and reflecting

“to ensure that all established policies and
practices are anti-racist, close existing equity
gaps, and support social mobility ... to
improve student outcomes particularly for low-
income and racially minoritized populations”
(Connecticut State, n.d.).

In our inaugural year, the group prioritized
launching our climate survey, scheduled for
April 2024, to establish baseline data and to
identify areas for continuous improvement and
to give our students’ and employees’ voice in
our progress and in our culture. Once the study
is conducted and the data is gleaned, it will
be analyzed collegewide and disaggregated
by campus. Training and professional
development will be co-planned by our
campus and collegewide diversity, equity and
inclusion committees and be a priority focus
for next year.
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Using these principles along with the
engagement of our campus and collegewide
communities, our Transitional Strategic Plan
was crafted and prioritizes three goals where
diversity, equity and inclusion are embedded
in our aspirations and measured in our
benchmarks of accountability:

* Provide students an accessible high quality
and affordable educational experience.

¢ Achieve equity in student outcomes and
workforce cultural representation.

e Strengthen internal community and
external community relations.

CONNECTICUT STATE COMMUNITY
COLLEGE-QUINEBAUG CAMPUS

As one of the 12 legacy community colleges,
Connecticut State Community College-
Quinebaug Valley Campus (CT State-
Quinebaug Valley) is located in the quiet corner
of Northeastern Connecticut and has proudly
served the population of Windham County
since 1971. With its primary campus situated in
Danielson, Connecticut, and a satellite location
that was recently reopened in May 2023 in
Willimantic, Connecticut, the college is the only
public open access post-secondary institution
in the region.

Windham County is both the least populated
and poorest county in the state of Connecticut.
The county is 86.5% White, 2% Black/
African American, 9% Hispanic, and 2.5%
Multiracial. CT State-Quinebaug Valley serves
a more diverse population than resides in
their service area. Seventy percent of our
students are White, 17% Hispanic, 4% Black/
African American, 4% Multiracial, 1.5% Asian,
and 3% unspecified. Our employees identify
as 74% White, 4% Hispanic, 2.5% Black/
African American, 0.5% Multiracial, and 15%
unspecified.

In a rural area, our campus has historically
served as our region’s cultural center, offering
a variety of programming to build cultural
competency and creating a safe venue for
building understanding and appreciation of one
another’s backgrounds and experiences across
our community. The people in our region are
proud, hard-working people who like every
corner of America represent a range of political
thought, lived experiences and perspectives.
Our college, like our community, represents a
continuum of understanding related to matters
of race, equity and justice and is a work in
progress.

CT State-Quinebaug Valley has long been
engaged in numerous diversity, equity, and
inclusion initiatives to promote student
success and improve our student outcomes
for all segments of our student population. In
2021, our college joined the Racial Equity and
Justice Institute (REJI) to elevate our training
of our faculty, staff, and administrators and to
plan our next steps on how to continuously
improve our work to address systemic

racism and strengthen our equity outcomes.
When the college joined the REJI, we were

an independently accredited institution and
integrated this work with our existing Student
Success Council. During our first year, 20
faculty and staff participated in trainings
offered through our membership in REJI. As

a small campus, this equates to 20% of our
full-time employees going through training.
The importance of this was creating a critical
mass of employees engaged in equity-minded
competency development and action planning.
This would prove pivotal for our efforts. After
examining our disaggregated institutional data,
the campus’ REJI team identified four goals
that they believed would begin to move the
needle in our work.

Section 1 - Leadership Practices: Institutionalizing Racial Equity on Campuses



FACILITATING LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY
OF FACULTY AND STAFF IN ORDER TO
SUPPORT STUDENTS

First, we focused on providing access to a free
conversational Spanish course for interested
employees to increase their competency and
fluency with the language. In large part the team
identified this need based on our Willimantic
satellite site. Our Willimantic campus has a
sizeable Spanish speaking population and

only a few of our faculty and staff are bilingual
which can be a challenge for our Willimantic
student population. We were aware that

having additional campus members that could
converse in students’ primary language would
increase their sense of belonging and potentially
foster their success (Castro, & Calzada, 2022).
This opportunity was offered over the lunch
hour and six of our colleagues participated in
this class and gained additional fluency. We
anticipate working to continue this practice

as it is simply too new to draw significant
conclusions from this workshop, but faculty and
staff who participated self-report their belief
that their additional fluency in Spanish is helpful
to their connection with our Spanish speaking
students and helps them to be more effective
servicing students’ needs.

ENGAGING IN EQUITY-MINDED DATA-
DRIVEN SENSE-MAKING AND CHANGE

Second, our team led a book club opportunity
for 14 faculty and staff to read and dialogue
on the book From Equity Talk to Equity Walk:
Expanding Practitioner Knowledge for Racial
Justice in Higher Education (McNair et al.,
2020). These dialogues led to our institutional
researcher offering a monthly brown bag lunch
series on our institutional data for interested
colleagues to familiarize themselves with our
campus data.

The book discussion and the trainings led to
the faculty co-chair recommending that our

faculty members be offered access to examine
their own course level data. Following this
recommendation, three faculty members
worked with our institutional researcher to
view and analyze their own course level data
related to student outcomes based on race.
Based on the positive response from our REJI
and Student Success Council on the training,
the team developed a follow-up data driven
professional development session for all full-
time faculty. The faculty chair of our REJI and
Student Success Council and another brave
faculty member of our team, led the training
using their own disaggregated course level
data on student outcomes. They walked their
colleagues through how to review the data
and their reflections and conclusions they saw
from an individual faculty perspective and the
questions of continuous improvement that it
led them to ask themselves. At this training, all
full-time faculty then were provided with their
course level data to review, disaggregated by
sub populations aligned to the populations
covered in our Equity Audit Report. Our
faculty were given time to individually and
collectively reflect on their own outcomes and
the additional questions the data asked them
to ponder as it related to equity.

CONDUCTING AN EQUITY AUDIT AND
STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

Understanding the importance of campus
accountability, our team focused efforts on
creating our first Equity Audit Report and
chose to disseminate the findings during
our opening day all staff meeting in August
2022. This comprehensive report included

a review of our data on key performance
indicators for both student outcomes and for
employee outcomes disaggregated by race,
first generation status, gender, age, income
level and disability. This information was
gathered to establish a baseline to begin to
track subsequent years’ data for reasons of
accountability and continuous improvement.
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Our equity audit in 2022 gave us a much
clearer understanding of who our students

are — allowing us to be better equipped

to serve them. Thirty-three percent of our
students are first generation students, 58%

of our Hispanic students are first generation
versus 28% of our White students. Sixty-five
percent of our students are part time students
including 68% of our Hispanic students, and
76% of our Black and Asian students. This was
particularly important to note, as the Pledge

to Advance Connecticut (PACT) program was
designed as the state’s tuition-free college
program as a last dollar in program, initially
required students to be full time to receive

the PACT scholarship. Our data showed that
19.5% of our students in 2022 were PACT
recipients, 21% of White students received
PACT versus 10.5% of Black students, 12.9%
of Hispanic students and 4.8% of Asian
students. Fortunately, in 2023, the Connecticut
legislature reviewed similar trend data among
all of the community college campuses and
listened to the collective feedback from local
communities and adjusted the requirements for
PACT to open access to students who attend
part time.

The equity audit also revealed key student
success milestones where there were identified
institutional performance gaps (Bensimon

& Spiva, 2022). For instance, 37% of our
students pass a college level math course in
their first year, yet this is true for only 25% of
our Hispanic students. When we reviewed the
data regarding passing a college level English
class in the first year, 48% of our students
pass college English in the first year, whereas
32% of Hispanic students do. Clearly, the
campus needs to improve on behalf of our
students. This information led us to look to
implement embedded tutors into our courses
to help improve student success rates. We will
be monitoring the effectiveness of our efforts
going forward.

Together, we engaged in our Equity Audit
Report and the college-wide equity-minded
sense-making. The results helped us
understand (a) what our baseline was, (b) how
we were performing, (c) to identify students
we were not yet fully serving. From this work,
the college has continued to monitor progress
related to our equity audit findings and are
planning to share our data again in the opening
days of 2024-2025 with a similar type of
training.

As leaders we must acknowledge the
historical, social, and economic context that
systemic racism has had on Students of

Color attending our campuses. We must use
our voice and influence to define the issue of
inequities both implicit and explicit and identify
how to change the current frame, identify

what needs to be done, who needs to do it
and the value of changing. For this reason, |
named the murders of Black and Brown people
and the rising discrimination and hate crimes
targeting the Asian American and Pacific
Islander communities in my preamble to the
campus’ strategic plan for years 2022-2027.
Doing so, signaled to campus members and
all campus constituents that read our strategic
plan that the campus is committed to equity-
minded institutional transformation (Rodriguez,
& Escobar, 2023). The plan includes a
commitment that the campus will “embrace
equity and antiracism as a framework and
cultivate a sense of belonging” which was

a new focus guiding our work (https://gvcc.
edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/26jan2022
strateqgic-plan 22 27.pdf).

PRIORITIZING EQUITABLE STUDENT
SUCCESS IN OUR BUDGET DECISION-
MAKING PROCESS

Like many colleges, CT State as a whole and
CT State-Quinebaug Valley individually are
dealing with challenging fiscal climates with
declining enrollment, inflation, and changes
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to state funding, As a result, we must balance
these challenges with understanding the
importance of prioritizing budget resources
for additional wrap around student support
services to help better address the unique
needs of the multiple populations that

we serve, including expanding access to
embedded tutoring in courses with high DFWI
rates, holistic advising, expansion of access
to our food pantry, and strengthening our
academic and student alert system. Research
has long shown the importance of these
student success practices for our populations.

In a time of significant budget challenges,

CT State prioritized having mental health
counseling on campus; while this will help

all students, we are mindful of the mental
health concerns experienced by Students

of Color due to systemic racism (Mathews,
2023). Through a philanthropic donation of
the building to the state, CT State Quinebaug
Valley reopened its downtown Willimantic
campus with plans to expand full programs
to this community, beginning with practical
nursing, slated to launch in spring 2025. As
this campus and its curricular and student
support resources are developed, we are
guided by the knowledge that 40% of the
Willimantic community is Hispanic. CT
State-QV is expanding resources to support
students and community members served

by this campus in a culturally affirming and
linguistically proficient manner premised in the

cultural wealth of these students (Yosso, 2005).

CHARTING OUR NEXT STEPS

From a statewide college perspective, we

will be revisiting a number of our policies and
procedures through a racial equity lens and
making changes based on this equity-minded
audit. In addition, in the next year, our campus
will focus our efforts to expand programming
to include a symposium series on Courageous
Conversations, launch student focus groups
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to garner a deeper understanding and context
needed to better understand the necessary
elements to support students experiencing

the impact of our institutional performance
gaps, update our progress regarding our equity
audit baseline data, and provide additional
professional development for faculty and staff
to understand and act on equity-oriented data.
We look forward to our ongoing efforts at the
campus and state-wide levels as we engage in
this work on behalf of the students we serve.

ADVANCING EQUITABLE STUDENT
SUCCESS AT BRIDGEWATER STATE
UNIVERSITY THROUGH EQUITY-
MINDED PRACTICE

By Frederick Clark, President, Bridgewater
State University

“Supporting the success of every student -
without exception” is both the aspiration of
Bridgewater State University (BSU) and the
ethos of my presidency. As a first-generation
student from a modest income family, it was
my good fortune to attend and graduate from
Bridgewater State University and 32 years
later to become its 12t president. BSU, the
10" largest institution of higher education in
Massachusetts, is proud to be a state and
national leader for providing all of our students
with an exceptional education at an affordable
price, leading to their social mobility (https://
www.bridgew.edu/Wall-Street-Journal-Best-
College) as they create the lives and careers of
their choosing.

In fall 2023, BSU had a total enrollment of
9,550. Students of Color comprised 28% of
our student enrollment, with Black and Latine/
Hispanic students comprising 9% of our
student body each. LGBTQIA+ students, our
fastest growing student group on campus, are
14% of our student body. Pell-eligible students
comprise 31% of our enrollment. We are proud
that 47% of our students are first in their family
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to enroll at a four-year campus; seeing these
students graduate with multiple generations of
their families in attendance at graduation day is
a highlight for our whole institution.

I know from my own experience about the
transformative role of a liberal arts education.
Over the years, this has been confirmed in
conversations with hundreds of students

and their families, and countless employers

in our region who confirm that a liberal arts
education, like that provided at Bridgewater
State University, prepares students for our
knowledge-based job market (Finley, 2021;
Kumar, et al., 2022), to be lifelong learners
and to contribute to democracy (Association
of American Colleges and Universities,

2020). At this time of growing political
polarization, the role of a liberal arts education
in aiding students in developing skills for

civic engagement and discourse, building
competencies for thriving in our diverse and
global world and developing the sensibilities
and critical thinking abilities key to democracy
cannot be overstated (Association of American
Colleges and Universities, 2020).

By its very nature, a liberal education frees
the mind from past dispositions, producing
independent thinkers who seek the truth
unfettered by dogma, ideology, and
preconceptions. Yet it also has the capacity
to foster civility, promote dialogue across
difference, and contest anti-intellectualism,
producing citizens who are less susceptible
to manipulation and prejudice and

more disposed to civic and democratic
engagement (Pasquerella, 2020).

Despite the importance of a liberal arts
college education to the success and social
mobility of our graduates, their families, and
to our country, it is well known that higher
education has a long history of overseeing
disparate outcomes for the Students of

Color that we serve (Bensimon & Felix, 2019;
Gentlewarrior & Paredes, 2021; McNair, et al.,
2020). While this is due to a range of factors,
chief among them is the legacy of current and
historical racism borne by Students of Color
attending our campuses (Bensimon, 2020).

It is incumbent upon those of us leading
campuses to prioritize equity-minded practices
across our institutions. Doing so will ensure
that all students succeed at higher rates while
addressing the racialized disparate outcomes
that too often characterize the academy
(Bensimon & Felix, 2019; Massachusetts
Department of Higher Education, 2022;
Taliaferro & Launius, 2023). As Gilda Barabino,
President of Olin College of Engineering, an
institutional member of the Racial Equity and
Justice Institute, has stated, “higher education
must do its part to bend the arc” of the “moral
universe toward justice” (2020).

Following best practices in this area, from

the beginning of my presidency, | made clear
that BSU was committed to the success of

all students. Numerous conversations and
convenings occurred immediately that focused
on examining if BSU was indeed “student
ready” (McNair et al., 2016) and serving all
students equitably. The campus knew that

we were building on a strong foundation
established by my predecessors and the
faculty, librarians, and staff who had been
focused on student success for decades. BSU
faculty, librarians, and staff have long engaged
in innovative work with our students that
demonstrated time and again that educational
excellence combined with support and care
results in the success of our students. A few
months into my presidency, The Education
Trust (2015) named BSU as a leader in our
mission class for closing racial institutional
performance gaps and increasing Student of
Color graduation rates.
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As the early years of my presidency went by,
advancing student success and being student
ready (McNair et al., 2016) were the overriding
themes in the campus narrative. A range

of pedagogical innovations were launched
and assessed by our faculty and librarians.
BSU’s Undergraduate Research Program was
recognized as a national leader for offering
educational excellence and equity (https://
www.bridgew.edu/news-events/bsu-top-tier-
undergraduate-research). Staff in multiple
departments were assessing and refining

their service provision models to ensure we
were meeting the needs of our students.

The Division of Student Success, Equity

and Diversity was established to collaborate
with campus members on identifying and
implementing data-informed, equity-minded
strategies intended to support all students and
eliminate equity gaps. Our campus climate
survey in 2018 indicated that Students of Color
felt slightly more welcome at BSU than their
White peers. Due to the hard work of many, |
felt progress was being made to support the
success of all students, while emphasizing the
elimination of institutional performance gaps
leading to disparate student outcomes.

PRIORITIZING A COMPREHENSIVE
RACIAL EQUITY AUDIT

But in 2020, after the brutal murder of George
Floyd, 20 of our Students of Color and recent
Alumni of Color met with me and said, “we
know BSU loves us, but do better.” | began to
understand that Students of Color at BSU still
did not feel they truly belonged. | knew that

a proactive and action-oriented institutional
response to this heartfelt request by our
students and alumni was needed (Pifer et

al., 2023; Rodriguez & Escobar, 2023). Four
days after that meeting with students and
alumni, | established the Special Presidential
Task Force on Racial Justice. The charge

of the 70-member group, comprised of
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students, faculty, staff, administrators, alumni
and community members was expansive:

to complete a comprehensive racial equity
audit of our practices at Bridgewater State
University. Over the next year, the task force
members engaged in inclusive conversation
with 1,000 additional members of our campus
community; they looked at our disaggregated
data; they audited our practices in the major
functional areas of our campus (Santiago

et al., 2021). Their work was fearless and
comprehensive resulting in a 451-page
document, listing 72 recommendations for
racially equitable transformation focusing

on key institutional areas and practices. It
provided a blueprint to aid us to “do better.”
(Bridgewater State University, 2021).

Overall, the task force report indicates that
while explicit racism as Bridgewater State
University is contrary to our institutional
ethos, as a microcosm of America, it does
occur. However, the findings indicate that far
more prevalent were university practices and
processes that were race neutral and that
did not address the disparate outcomes or
experiences steeped in current and historical
racism that play out in the lives of racially
diverse students and employees at BSU.
Further, it was clear from the task force
report is that while BSU had individuals and
departments engaged in exemplary racially
equitable work, the effort needed to be more
fully infused into the work of our campus and
institutionalized into our structures. What
follows is a brief description of some of the
actions BSU is engaged in to deepen our
racially equitable work for systemic change.

LISTENING TO AND BELIEVING
STUDENTS OF COLOR

One of the recommendations in the Racial
Justice Taskforce (2021) report was that we
needed to “amplify the voices of ALANA/
BIPOC students and make actionable what is
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learned” (p. 35). Students of Color are experts
on their experiences and uniquely qualified

to offer leadership and expertise regarding
campuses’ racially equitable institutional
change efforts. Further, partnering with
Students of Color in transformation efforts
helps to mitigate the deficit mindset too often
applied to them in higher education (Taylor &
Ambriz, 2022).

As part of our work to implement the Racial
Justice Taskforce recommendations, BSU
initiated a Student Advisory Council for Racial
Justice and Equity. Students apply for this
position by sharing their experience advancing
racial equity and justice. Members of this
group are offered training in communication,
equity practices and peer leadership. These
students offer feedback and information that is
shared on a regular basis with BSU leadership
and the faculty/librarian and staff Racial
Justice and Equity Council members.

In addition, in recognition that racially
minoritized students are subjected to racism

in society and too often on our campuses,

at my request, BSU established the ongoing
program “Speak Your Piece” that provides
regular opportunities for students to share their
experiences with racial justice or injustice at
BSU and beyond. Supported by equity-minded
faculty and staff but led by members of the
Student Racial Justice and Equity Advisory
Council, these once monthly meetings are
advertised widely to all students at BSU.
Mindful of the feedback that students want to
be heard and supported but not feel on display
as they share their experiences, a few equity-
minded faculty, librarians and staff are at every
session; additional employees are invited to
the sessions at students’ request. Informed

by the core tenets of equity-mindedness
(Bensimon, 2020; Dowd & Bensimon, 2015;
McNair et al., 2020), emphasis is placed

on hearing students’ experiences around

racism, placing the responsibility for change
on the institution, and setting and advancing
goals intended to aid BSU in achieving our
institutional commitment and strategic priority
to be a leader in equitable student support and
success.

Every session provides students with an
opportunity to have honest and in-depth
conversations about their experiences at

BSU around race and racism. Students are
offered the opportunity to make requests and
suggestions about how BSU could improve
around the issue under discussion. The
conversation then turns to the faculty and staff
in the room to share what is already occurring
around that specific issue or what could occur
and on what timetable. For example, Students
of Color on campuses frequently share their
feeling that after making reports to the Equal
Opportunity and Affirmative Action office on
campus, that nothing happens as a result

of that report (Hernandez-Reyes, n.d.). This
issue was shared repeatedly at Speak your
Piece Sessions. As a result, BSU’s Director of
Affirmative Action attended a session of this
group and shared in-depth information about
the Affirmative Action and Equal Opportunity
investigation process, the law relating to
investigations, and steps taken if cases are
deemed discrimination or bias. While students
understandably continue to wish they could
receive detailed information after making a
report to the Affirmative Action Office, they
now understand the processes followed and
the laws that are applied to investigations. Now
when students new to the group attend and
bring up this concern, it is their peers that are
empowered with information who share what
occurs during an investigation process.

Other issues brought up by students, however,
bring to light areas where BSU needs to
improve. For example, students have pointed
out several key departments who do not have

Section 1 - Leadership Practices: Institutionalizing Racial Equity on Campuses



employees reflective of the racial and ethnic
diversity of our student body. Information

was shared with the students about steps
occurring to enhance BSU’s equity-minded
hiring processes. In addition, this feedback
was offered to these departments; in the last
year, students report that they have seen
progress in this area. Another issue pointed
out by students is that more collaboration was
needed to occur between some student-facing
service provision offices with the Lewis and
Gaines Center for Inclusion and Equity, the
department charged with intercultural student
success. That feedback has been shared and
collaborations on behalf of students have
deepened.

Recently | was invited to a Speak Your

Piece session so students could ask me
questions and we could engage in an in-
depth discussion. They asked me to share my
definition of racial justice at BSU. | started my
comments much like | started this section of
the chapter. | told them that | honestly thought
BSU was doing well in the area of racial
justice until those 20 students and alumni told
me that BSU needed to “do better.” | talked
about the Racial Justice Taskforce and the
recommendations we are advancing from that
process. | emphasized that racial equity and
justice and their success was a priority of my
presidency. When | paused, they asked, “how
can we partner with you?” | was humbled by
the students’ honesty about how BSU needs
to continue our work, but also their willingness
to work with us to ensure that BSU honors all
students in the fullness of all of their identities
in all that we do.

Finally, in a stellar demonstration of leadership,
the Student Government Association reviewed
their process of reviewing funding requests
from student groups from an equity lens. They
also are prioritizing issues of racial equity in
their funding and advocacy efforts on campus.

INSTITUTIONALIZING SHARED
EQUITY LEADERSHIP

While grateful for the leadership demonstrated
by our students, we are mindful that the
responsibility for institutional change falls to
those with formalized power and positions.
Great effort and intentionality are being
exercised to both advance racial equity work
now and create institutionalized structures
embedding this work into the fabric of

our institutional culture for the future. This
commitment to shared equity leadership
(Holcombe, et al, 2022: Kezar & Holcombe,
2024) and systemic equity-minded change is
being demonstrated in ways large and small.

Part of our shared equity-leadership practice

is the understanding that continual learning

in racially equitable practice is normal and
necessary. Virtually every week opportunities
are available to campus members for facilitated
workshops or conversations focused on racial
justice and equity-mindedness; for those
preferring self-directed studies, resources have
been curated and made available as well. The
ongoing resources offered by the Racial Equity
and Justice Institute to learn from national
equity leaders and from our peers in the
consortium have also advanced our practice.

Like many campuses across America, BSU
has heavily utilized the foundational text From
Equity Walk to Equity Talk (McNair, Bensimon,
Malcom-Piqueux, 2020) to inform our thinking.
The book posed several key questions that
have greatly refined our work at BSU:

e In what ways could this practice, program
or policy disadvantage minoritized
students?

e Who, by race and ethnicity, is most likely
to benefit from this practice, program or
policy? Why?
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o How did the architects of this practice,
program or policy take racial equity into
account?

e Who, by race and ethnicity might not meet
the criteria that determine who qualifies to
be hired, to be accepted into an honors
program, or to receive promised program
benefits? (p. 45).

By pausing in our work and asking equity-
minded questions such as these of ourselves,
looking at our disaggregated data, and
accepting institutional responsibility for what
we found, racially equitable practices are being
implemented in an array of areas.

Faculty and staff are using equity-minded
inquiry as they consider how to infuse
equitable practices into the design, student
recruitment, program implementation and
assessment of our high impact practices.
Classroom practices, curricular design,

and faculty/librarian scholarship reflect

the diversity of thought and perspectives
appropriate for a campus engaged in the
liberal arts (AAC&U, 2020); and within that
diversity of perspective is a growing and
vibrant interest and engagement in inclusive
excellence and equitable practices. An array
of policies and practices have been reviewed
with an equity lens and refined to ensure they
support equitable student success. Numerous
academic departments have begun or scaled
their diversity, equity and inclusion committees
in the last several years. These committees,
emanating from and led by faculty, provide

a setting where, among their peers, faculty
can engage in activities ranging from looking
at departmental and course data through an
equity lens, to discussing student feedback,
to planning curricular innovations. Through
faculty leadership, courses and curriculum
are being revitalized or created informed by
diversity, equity, inclusion content and tenets.
As these changes are made, the credo of

academic excellence through equity is borne
out. It must be said clearly and often that
faculty and librarians are key to an institution’s
equity-minded systemic change (Liera, 2020;
MA Department of Higher Education, 2023).

Using McNair’s et al. (2020) questions shared
earlier, equity has now been integrated into
and institutionalized within BSU’s Enterprise
Risk Management (ERM) process. By so doing,
we are openly identifying racism as a risk to
our students, employees, and institution, and
engaging in equity-minded discussions and
action planning during our ERM meetings to
determine if equity-minded practices would
decrease risks in key areas. These same
questions inspired BSU to create equity-
minded processes for thinking about our
utilization of current space and the renovations
of buildings. See the chapter by Karen Jason
(2024) in this volume.

Student service provision departments have
engaged in racial equity audits of their work
with students using the tools offered by the
Center for Urban Education (n.d.). When
racialized practices are discovered, they are
changed. Data is regularly disaggregated

by race and ethnicity to identify disparate
outcomes; if found, plans of action are put into
place to transform our institutional practices
in these areas (Dowd et al., 2018; Dowd &
Elmore, 2020; lvie, 2020).

Equity-minded inquiry also led to the
development of BSU’s Navigator Program,
adapted from the model created by the
University of South Florida. Students identified
through predictive analytics as at risk for
nonpersistence are offered a professional
staff person for their entire time at BSU who
provides wholistic mentoring and support.
The service provision model is informed by
equity-minded practices and then applied
to all students served by the model. Due to
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the realities of systemic racism, Students

of Color are overrepresented in the cohort
served by Navigators. Navigators aid students
in becoming comfortable with the campus
setting, demystifying and decoding campus
resources and processes, and helping students
know they truly belong and are a valued part of
the BSU community. Navigators also identify
potential institutional obstacles to student
success and share it with campus partners so
they can consider making student-centered
and equity-minded changes. While early in the
program’s implementation, preliminary data
indicates that this personalized support and
care is correlated with student persistence.

ENSURING MEANINGFUL ACCOUNTABILITY

Soon after receiving the Racial Justice
Taskforce Report, the chair of the board of
trustees and | made a joint recommendation
that the trustees develop a standing committee
of the board focused on racial equity and
justice. We felt it was essential to ensure

that the board be charged with holding the
entire campus responsible for advancing not
only the taskforce recommendations, but for
infusing equity-minded practices into our work
generally. As Dr. Raquel Rall (2021) has pointed
out, without board involvement, it is far more
difficult to ensure that equity is advanced in

a comprehensive and campus-wide manner.
After reading and digesting the Racial Justice
Taskforce recommendations, there was a
consensus on campus that our work would

be greatly enhanced by having “results-based
accountability” (Bernabei, 2017) which board
involvement would help provide. Readers are
encouraged to benefit from the chapter in this
handbook dedicated to the topic of equity-
minded work of boards of trustees, including
Bridgewater State University’s work in this area
to learn more (Rall et al., 2024).

In order to institutionalize equity-mindedness
at BSU, | work directly with the vice presidents
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to ensure that equity-minded practices
characterize their work. As our efforts mature
and our competencies grow, with the support
from the board, we are deepening our efforts
to ensure that our racial equity efforts are
measurable and having the intended effect.
This work is shared in formalized reports to
the board of trustees, and the employee and
student Racial Justice and Equity Councils;
regular updates are provided to the entire
campus community using a variety of campus-
wide communication mechanisms including

a regular e-publication titled Action: Racial
Justice and Equity at Bridgewater State
University (see https://www.bridgew.edu/the-
university/action-racial-justice-equity). Readers
are encouraged to examine this publication
not only to see additional practices BSU is
engaging in, but the way we are intentionally
working to create community as we do so.

BSU’s new strategic plan has infused equity-
minded practices into each of our five strategic
priorities (Bridgewater State University, 2023).
The unique contributions and commitments

of the Racial Equity and Justice Institute in
advancing racial equity on campus and nation-
wide are delineated in the fifth goal of this
plan. BSU uses a nested design of strategic
planning; all divisions are in the process of
creating plans based on the institutional one,
and departments will then create strategic
plans based on the institutional and divisional
ones. The expectation is that measurable,
equity-advancing goals will continue to be

set and advanced across the institution. The
strategic planning process provides campus-
wide involvement, shared equity-minded
leadership, and mutual accountability that

will aid us in keeping out commitments to our
students and each other.

In addition to receiving support and counsel
from the board, | am also fortunate to benefit
from the Massachusetts Department of Higher
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Education’s Equity Agenda that has identified
the elimination of disparate outcomes for
Students of Color the overarching policy and
practice priority for the public institutions

in the state (Massachusetts Department of
Higher Education, 2019). As such, part of my
performance evaluation each year, as well

as every leader of public higher education
institutions in Massachusetts, must include
detailed information about how the campus
is advancing the Equity Agenda under our
leadership.

BRIDGEWATER STATE UNIVERSITY’S
EQUITY-MINDED SYSTEMIC CHANGE
CONTINUES

Bridgewater State University’s work for

racial equity is far from done. However, our
efforts are beginning to show early results.
Equity-minded inquiry is becoming more the
norm. Institutionalized structures ensuring
the identification of racialized institutional
performance gaps (Bensimon & Spiva, 2022),
and the advancement and assessment of
racial equity goals are being created and
utilized. Shared equity leadership and mutual
results-oriented accountability are evident
campus-wide.

Students of Color tell us that they see our
progress and want to partner with us in our
work. But they also report experiences that tell
us we are not yet a campus fully characterized
by racially just practices. Our students asked
us to “do better” (Santiago et al., 2021). We do
our work for equity-minded systemic change
with this as our motivation and mandate.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR
PRESIDENTS SEEKING TO ADVANCE
EQUITY-MINDED SYSTEMIC CHANGE
This chapter has underscored the fact that
presidents are uniquely situated to advance
the work for racial equity campus-wide (Kezar
et al., 2022). “Long-term, consistent leadership

from a president, [chief executive officer], or
chancellor allows transformational change to
begin, gain the support and resources needed
to happen, and stay focused on [equitable]
student success throughout the years of
change” (Knight, 2023, p. 189). In order to lead
in this way, presidents, chief executive officers,
and chancellors must be aspirational on behalf
of the students they serve, and humble in

the knowledge that they must be involved in

a “personal journey” focused on developing
the values, knowledge and skills to both

lead change and participate in shared equity
leadership (Kezar & Holcombe, 2024; Kezar, et
al., 2022).

The recommendations below from our three
campuses illustrate some foundational
practices that we offer to campus leaders
seeking to lead for equity-minded systemic
change.

1. Make equitable student success a top
priority of your presidency.

2. Create an ethos of community and care for
all on your campus.

3. Acknowledge that due to historical and
current oppression, additional belonging
work is necessary to demonstrate in real
ways that racially minoritized students,
faculty, and staff are valued, celebrated
and belong on your campus.

4. When racialized harm occurs at your
institution or beyond, quickly name it, learn
from it, and create strategies to address
harm associated with this racialized
incident. Intentionally describe how the
campus is addressing the situation and
advancing equitable change.
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10.

11

12.

13.

14.

. Prioritize strategies intended to listen to

and make actionable what you hear from
Students of Color about their experiences
on your campus.

. Engage in a fearless and inclusive racial

equity audit that includes all the major
functions of the campus.

. Utilize equity-minded data, sense-making

and action planning as the foundation of
the decision-making processes on your
campus.

. Normalize continuous learning and

improvement as the campus engages in
equity-minded change.

. Develop the practices and structures

of shared equity leadership at your
campuses.

Engage your Board of Trustees in the work
of equity-mindedness.

. Ensure multiple mechanisms for

accountability for progress towards
institutional racial equity.

Infuse equity-mindedness throughout
your strategic plan; ensure that clear and
measurable goals are set to help drive
progress.

Prioritize equitable student success in your
budget decision-making process.

Create institutional structures that will
continue after the end of your presidency
ensuring that racial equity is a key part of
your legacy.
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CONCLUSION

While we believe that every president has the
responsibility to advance equitable student
success (Kezar et al., 2022; Massachusetts
Department of Higher Education, 2019),

the methods used will differ based on a

wide array of contextual factors. We also
understand with the complex stressors that
presidents must manage, and in view of the
growing backlash to diversity, inclusion and
equity in higher education, this work can be
difficult to advance. At this time, “leadership
competences will be tested. The senior
leadership and management must remain
consistent and recognize the institution’s
capacity for change. It’s important to manage
the equity transformation in a way that is
nimble and flexible” (Johnson-McPhail &
Beatty, 2021, p. 81).

As this chapter illustrates, however, the
practice of equity-mindedness provides
campus leaders with tenets to guide their
work (Dowd & Bensimon, 2015; McNair et al.,
2020). Equity-minded presidential leadership
is in alignment with most campus mission
statements and will help to ensure that you
meet the needs of the diverse students
attending your campuses (Gentlewarrior &
Paredes, 2021). The success of our students
will in turn help to ensure the fiscal health

of our campuses due to increased student
retention and persistence (Mullin, 2020).
Finally, advancing equity-minded practices
campus-wide will help us to actualize higher
education’s role in advancing civil discourse,
critical thinking, democracy — and justice
(Association of American Colleges and
Universities, 2020; Bensimon, 2020; McNair et
al., 2020; Pasquerella, 2020).




We close with the words of two experienced
equity-minded presidents whose sentiment we
heartily endorse:

The change and drive toward an equity
centered institution will never stop (p. 77).
... Leaders of the equity agenda have to be
ready for the long haul. The culture of an
institution takes a long time to penetrate,
but, with strong collaborative leadership
Skills, it can be accomplished (Johnson
McPhail & Beatty, 2021, p. 86).
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