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1

INTRODUCTION

A perfect storm is “a term used by meteorologists to describe, in the 
North Atlantic Ocean, the simultaneous effects of several weather 
systems in creating extremely violent conditions that threaten any 

vessels unfortunate enough to encounter them” (Moss, 2014, p. 23). Higher 
education as an institution is experiencing a set of specifi c challenges: chang-
ing demographics, varying perceptions of campus climate, shrinking oper-
ating budgets, and the voices of campus community members demanding 
changes to structural inequities (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2010; Veletsianos, Kimmons, & French, 2013). This convergence of events 
in this particular time in the history of education is a perfect storm of sorts. 
Recent local and national news outlets report stories about persons or groups 
with privileged identities unintentionally acting in ways that are hurtful and 
demeaning to marginalized groups (e.g., people of color, women, and the 
impoverished). For instance, a sorority at Penn State held a theme party where 
guests dressed-up as Mexican migrant workers complete with stereotypical 
slogans on signs. Photographs of the event were plastered on social media 
sites (Basu, 2012). These sorority members were primarily White women 
from affl uent economic backgrounds projecting on the experience of lower 
income Mexican migrant workers. The university recognized the offensive 
nature of this derogatory theme party and publicly denounced the behav-
ior. This news story highlights a lack of awareness of privileged identities, 
relational confl icts of individuals who experience the world from different 
power positions, and how cultural misunderstandings ultimately interfere 
with students’ educational experiences and outcomes. The objectifi cation of 
the migrant workers rendered them less than human. The sorority members 
behaved in such a way that dehumanized those who are Mexican and grew 
up as migrant farmers by trivializing their experience. Such conditions can 
fuel unhealthy organizations and damage relationships between community 
members. Ultimately, this example identifi es that both on an individual as 
well as at an institutional level there is a lack of fi delity with engaging Differ-
ence in productive ways. For the purposes of this book, “Difference is having 
dissimilar opinions, experiences, ideologies, epistemologies and/or construc-
tions of reality about self, society, and/or identity” (Watt, 2013, p. 6). How 
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2  INTRODUCTION

can institutions of higher education fi nd ways to gird up their community 
with the skills to engage Difference effectively in order to live within this 
perfect storm?

This book introduces a theoretical framework that assumes institutions 
of higher education are in a never-ending storm. The intention of the book 
is to suggest that colleges and universities must employ a set of strategies 
that are widely enacted on multiple levels of institutional practice in order 
to centralize the value of diversity and inclusion. Viewing individual and 
institutional change efforts through the lens of “diversity as a value” means 
to embrace social change efforts as a central and additive component versus 
episodic and required. These required initiatives primarily focus on the alter-
ing of marginalized groups to fi t with a dominant structure as “diversity as a 
good” posits (Watt, 2011). 

This book merges the ideas of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1970) and his idea of using education as a practice of freedom elaborated 
on by bell hooks (1994) to inform an approach to social change efforts on 
campus. A higher education institution that views multicultural initiatives 
as a practice of freedom enacts a process of deconstructing dehumanizing 
environments and reconstructing them for optimal inclusion. This process is 
a civic, political, and moral act (Giroux, 2010) that promotes change from 
inside an organization by transforming both how people situate themselves 
in the context of the Difference, how the environment values Difference, 
and how campus community members relate to one another. Focusing con-
structively on the process and the skills needed to face Difference can lead to 
positive community relations. This approach depends on the leadership of 
conscious scholar practitioners that intentionally and knowingly deconstruct 
and reconstruct environments to transform a campus community. The com-
munity transforms in ways that increase the possibility that its members can 
be more fully human while getting their education. Being human entails 
community members living within a welcoming environment where they 
are respected and freer of the physical or psychological burdens that defi ne 
a cultural reality that limits their capability to realize fully their identity and 
potential.

A conscious scholar practitioner needs to manage this process with care 
in order for dialogue to result in participants taking action to change social 
inequity. This requires action on an organizational level that is “grounded in 
theory and research, informed by experiential knowledge, and motivated by per-
sonal values, political commitments, and ethical conduct” (McClintock, 2004, 
p. 393). Taking action as a conscious scholar practitioner involves deconstruct-
ing aspects of a challenge such as underlying meaning, historical context, and 
relational power. This deconstruction process extends practices that also call for 
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INTRODUCTION  3

reconstructing the environment intentionally to include in respectful ways expe-
riences of historically marginalized groups and non-dominant ways of being 
in the world. For the purposes of this book, conscious scholar practitioner is an 
umbrella term. Any faculty, administrator, or student affairs professional can 
develop and deploy the skills of a conscious scholar practitioner to manage these 
types of confl icts on campus. 

Conscious scholar practitioners may work to address these issues through 
their teaching, by providing programming, and/or through creating policy. 
The purpose of higher education is to not only to learn an academic disci-
pline and/or a trade, but also to develop personally (Knefelkamp, Widick, & 
Parker, 1978; Sanford, 1967). Therefore, the work of college administrators, 
staff, and student affairs practitioners along with faculty is to create effective, 
holistic learning environments that facilitate the development of college stu-
dents. The aim is to engage students in ways that prepare them to function as 
good citizens in society and to teach them how to engage Difference in ways 
that expand their capacity for making a positive contribution to the environ-
ments that they inhabit during and after college. 

Scholars in higher education increasingly emphasize that developing 
good citizens involves engaging college students in their community through 
the development of skills to interact in meaningful and responsible ways 
around Difference (people, ideas, identities, experiences, and so on) (Ravitch 
& Viteritti, 2001). As a result, many institutions are designing programs 
and policies to cultivate environments where college students can actively 
engage in social and political change. These types of diversity efforts have 
taken many forms over the years including curricular (i.e., culture and ethnic 
studies coursework) and co-curricular activities (i.e., service learning projects 
and Tunnel of Oppression). Many of these activities focus on raising aware-
ness with some focus on knowledge and skills. For the purposes of this book, 
“a multicultural initiative is any type of program and/or a set of strategies 
that promotes skill development to better manage difference on a personal, 
institutional, community, or societal level” (Watt, 2013, p. 7). This defi -
nition assumes that skill development for community members to engage 
Difference aims to prepare the individual with the stamina to participate in 
social change efforts. It also assumes in focusing on skill development, the 
goal of institutional efforts for diversity and inclusion is to shift and focus 
on a process for managing change versus simply imparting knowledge about 
cultural differences. 

Adopting a campus ethos that embraces Freire’s concept of education 
as a practice of freedom means that a campus behaves as an organization 
that fundamentally believes and operates as if teaching and learning is for all 
campus community members. This includes not only its students, but also 
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4  INTRODUCTION

its staff, administrators, student affairs practitioners, and faculty. Education 
as a practice of freedom in this context is process-focused, not outcomes-
focused. Shifting not only what we do (away from studying to embracing 
Difference), but also how we do it (outcomes- to process-focused) is using 
multicultural initiatives as a practice of freedom. By intentionally exploring 
Difference as a practice, an entire campus and/or segment of campus can 
take action together that deconstructs dominant culture and reconstructs 
environments where those with non-centralized identities can be more fully 
human in those spaces.

Many college campus administrators appoint individuals to do diver-
sity work without giving much thought to the required skills and expertise 
needed to design and facilitate successful multicultural initiatives. This lim-
ited focus can result in designating campus community members because of 
their passion about social activism and personal experience with managing 
social and political confl ict due to their own marginalized identities. Higher 
education institutions need to recognize that facilitating these types of initia-
tives includes both skill and scholarly expertise. 

Multicultural education is both a fi eld of study and a mode of prac-
tice. Banks and Banks (1995) defi ne multiculturalism as “a fi eld of study 
and an emerging discipline whose major aim is to create equal educational 
opportunities for students from diverse racial, ethnic, social-class, and cul-
tural groups” (p. xi). They extend their defi nition by defi ning multicultural 
education as a mode of practice. They state “we may defi ne multicultural 
education as a fi eld of study designed to increase educational equity for all 
students that incorporates, for this purpose, content, concepts, principles, 
theories, and paradigms from history, the social and behavioral sciences, 
and particularly from ethnic studies and women studies” (Banks & Banks, 
1995, p. xii). Ideally, a greater understanding that multicultural education 
is both a discipline and a practice will infl uence the hiring practices of the 
fi eld of higher education and student affairs. Minimally, campus admin-
istrators need to select intentionally campus community members to lead 
multicultural initiatives who practice being a conscious scholar practitioner. 
Whereas any campus staff, administrator, or student affairs professional can 
become a conscious scholar practitioner, they have to commit intentionally 
to self-explore as well as to learn the behaviors, disposition, and scholarship 
of the discipline. Conscious scholar practitioners understand the nuances of 
the theory, research, and practice needed to create effective learning experi-
ences for college students to engage Difference productively. Most impor-
tantly, they recognize that as conscious scholar practitioners that they are 
always in a process of becoming effective as they learn about Difference 
from self, others, and community rather than claiming to be all knowing 
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INTRODUCTION  5

and instead focus on being experts in facilitating process to traverse these 
unpredictable “storms.”

Currently, the research and theory of multicultural education is widely 
dispersed in the literature. This edited book introduces a structured approach, 
and refers to as well as applies the relevant theoretical frameworks, research, 
and practices surrounding diversity initiatives in post-secondary education. 
Within these chapters, the authors introduce individual and organization 
skills needed to manage Difference effectively. The guiding principles and 
practical strategies presented in this book intend to inform conscious scholar 
practitioners whether they are academics, student affairs professionals, or 
administrators on college campuses.

Through sharing examples of multicultural initiatives, theory, and 
research as well as the refl ections of facilitators of successful multicultural 
initiatives, the authors bring together expertise in the emergent fi eld of mul-
ticulturalism and diversity. There are four parts and each part addresses an 
overarching question. The content of Part One addresses the question: What 
are some useful guiding principles used by conscious scholar practitioners to design 
transformative multicultural initiatives? The chapters in Part Two respond to 
the question: What techniques do conscious scholar practitioners use to develop a 
multicultural initiative that will lead to a successful outcome? Part Three exam-
ines the question: What are examples of the varying types of multicultural ini-
tiatives in the fi eld of higher education and student affairs? The authors in Part 
Four ponder the question: How do conscious scholar practitioners face the chal-
lenges that arise from the convergence of identity, power, and privilege that are 
inherent to multicultural initiatives and campus organizational change? 

Part One, Guiding Principles for Transformative Multicultural Initiatives, 
includes three opening chapters written by Sherry K. Watt. Chapter 1 defi nes 
multicultural initiatives as a practice of freedom and broadens the language 
to include not only programs, but also policies and practices on campuses. 
In addition, the chapter frames the underlying motivations of multicultural 
initiatives by introducing the “diversity as a value” versus “diversity as a 
good” lens. Chapter 2 introduces a shift in the purpose and intent of mul-
ticultural initiatives as well as a framework for applying scholarly “content, 
concepts, paradigms, and theories” (Bank & Banks, 1995, p. xii) relevant 
to multicultural education, and introduces the authentic, action-oriented, 
framing for environmental shifts (AAFES) method. The AAFES method is a 
process-oriented approach that uses the principles of education as a practice 
of freedom to disrupt social oppression in environmental settings. Finally, 
the chapter defi nes and describes behaviors and dispositions as well as frames 
the fundamental elements of transformational multicultural initiatives used 
by conscious scholar practitioners. In Chapter 3, Sherry K. Watt introduces a 
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6  INTRODUCTION

re-articulation of the privileged identity exploration (PIE) model (Watt, 2007) 
and explores how the ability to identify defensive reactions contributes con-
structively to the process of deconstructing and reconstructing environments 
for inclusion.

Part Two, Designing Multicultural Initiatives: Effective Strategies, provides 
a conscious scholar practitioner with some fundamental tools to use when 
creating a multicultural initiative. In Chapter 4, Cindy Ann Kilgo and Rich-
ard Barajas review the basic components of a multicultural initiative such as 
defi ning the problem, reviewing relevant literature, clarifying a rationale, set-
ting goals and learning objectives, selecting a theoretical/philosophical frame, 
developing a strategy for action, and understanding your target population. 
Lacretia Johnson Flash authors Chapter 5. In this chapter, she explores the 
organizational context in which multicultural initiatives exist. This chapter 
highlights change strategies from an organizational perspective building from 
her multicultural competence in student affairs organizations (MCSAO) ques-
tionnaire (Flash, 2010). In the last chapter in this part, Chapter 6, Wayne 
Jacobson discusses strategies for how to prepare an evaluation plan to assess 
the effectiveness of a multicultural initiative. This chapter provides a ration-
ale for the utility of terminology of distinguishing evaluation from assess-
ment as it relates to these types of initiatives. 

In Part Three, Scholarly Examples of Multicultural Initiatives in Teaching, 
Higher Education Administration, and Student Affairs Practice, the authors 
not only present their programs, but also offer a critical view of their expe-
rience. In Chapter 7, John P. Dugan and Daviree Velázquez resituate lead-
ership development as grounded in transformative multiculturalism. The 
authors examine three core principles associated with the use of a trans-
formative multicultural approach in a credit-bearing, leadership course: (a) 
infusion of conversations across difference; (b) diversifi cation of content and 
interrogation of dominant narratives; and (c) cultivation of students’ capac-
ities for critical perspectives. The exploration of each of these principles 
includes practical examples of how they translate to specifi c course content 
and activities. Paulette Granberry Russell and Melissa McDaniels in Chap-
ter 8 examine the implementation of new policies and aligning procedures 
related to diversity and inclusion from the perspective a Chief Diversity 
Offi cer and a strategic partner and program director of a fi ve-year National 
Science Foundation project. The authors discuss the lessons learned from 
initiating change at an institutional level. In Chapter 9, Kathy Obear and 
Shelly Kerr review the central components of a multi-year, systemic change 
process in a student affairs division at a large, public institution designed 
to develop the organizational infrastructure and internal capacity of staff to 
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INTRODUCTION  7

create inclusive campus environments. The chapter outlines specifi c steps 
taken by the division’s Multicultural Organizational Development Imple-
mentation Team to build the foundation for leadership and staff, and offers 
suggestions on how to design and implement a similar systemic change pro-
cess in other student affairs divisions. In Chapter 10, Sherri Edvalson Erkel 
discusses how students talk about race as informed by a research project. 
The project offers an example of how to intentionally explore race through 
dialogue and raise awareness on campuses in the aftermath of challeng-
ing racial incidents. In Chapter 11, Bridget Turner Kelly and Joy Gaston 
 Gayles take a closer look at the uses of power within multicultural initiatives 
within classroom environments. The authors refl ect on their experiences as 
teachers of a course on social issues as well as research they have conducted 
that explores student responses. The intent of this chapter is to discuss the 
dynamics of power within classroom environments. This chapter concludes 
with suggestions for practical strategies for dealing with power dynamics 
and ways to interrupt systems of domination. Chapter 12 concludes this 
part and Lucy A. LePeau offers insight into partnerships between academic 
affairs and student affairs that aim to promote diversity and inclusion as 
a means to social change. The author examines how campus community 
members view “the way we do things here” and how it can determine the 
progress the campus environment makes toward its goals of managing Dif-
ference more effectively. 

The authors in Part Four, Conscious Scholar Practitioners’ Refl ections on 
Identity, Power, and Privilege, provide refl ections on challenging aspects of 
implementing multicultural initiatives. In Chapter 13, John A. Mueller and 
Craig S. Pickett discuss the role of identity in the process of designing and 
implementing multicultural initiatives. In particular, they unpack the poli-
tics of identity inherent in doing this work through exploring the concepts of 
multiple and intersecting identities. This chapter closes with recommenda-
tions for negotiating the politics of identity within multicultural initiatives. 
In Chapter 14, Mary F. Howard-Hamilton shares personal refl ections on 
toxic environments within higher education organizations and in particular, 
the psychologically violent assaults on marginalized multicultural scholars in 
the academy. Jodi L. Linley and Sherry K. Watt share refl ections on the vari-
ous ways racism manifests in higher education settings using the metaphor of 
the proverbial lion in Chapter 15. In Chapter 16, Ellen E. Fairchild refl ects 
on the struggles of teaching about power, privilege, and oppression to college 
students in the current generation. Finally, in Chapter 17 Tracy L. Robinson-
Wood, long-time mentor and friend to Sherry K. Watt, responds critically to 
this conceptual and practical approach to multicultural initiatives.
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