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1
T R A N S F O R M I N G  T H E 

C L I M AT E  A N D  C U LT U R E 
O F  C A M P U S  C O M M U N I T I E S 

T H R O U G H  I N C L U S I V E 
C O N F L I C T  E X C E L L E N C E

Nancy Geist Giacomini and Jennifer Meyer Schrage

Peace Education is called transformative education because it seeks 
changes—in people’s mindsets, attitudes, values, and behaviors that, in the 

first place, have either created or exacerbated violent conflicts.

—Navarro-Castro & Nario-Galace (2010, p. 27)

Introduction

Campus staff meet hundreds of thousands of diverse new learners each year. 
We celebrate these students’ countless milestones and sit with them when 
they struggle to connect, achieve, and succeed on their chosen path, or the 
one chosen for them. We watch Sanford’s foundational student development 
theory of challenge and support play out in real time, moderated by the 
readiness of each student to learn in community with others. The experi-
ences that stick with us, and shape who we ourselves become as professionals 
in higher education, are the ones that challenge us too. We wrestle with sto-
ries like that of “Ms. UVA,” shared later in this chapter, stories that remind 
us of how quickly a beloved campus can turn on a student, or bravado can 
turn to shame and anger, and the toll it takes on students and families. We 
remember the students who come to campus, both physically and remotely, 
with existing trauma and food, housing, and tuition insecurities. Sometimes 
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8  responding to conflict on campus

the experiences of our students resonate and validate our own awareness. In 
other instances, they test our personal multicultural capacity and push us to 
become more aware, empathetic, and responsive across visible and invisible 
identities and lived experiences. 

Our professional lens is shaped by stories like that of the student who 
identifies as a first-generation college goer, alleged to have sexually assaulted 
another student. He will join his campus hearing remotely from the privacy 
of his car, because his parents do not speak English and don’t know, nor 
would they comprehend in translation, what their son is facing and why. 
Our professional resolve may be tested when engaging the first-year honors 
student identified on the autism spectrum in our conduct process. They are 
alleged to have plagiarized a paper and, unmoved by reassurances, changes 
their course of study and career trajectory, for fear that the path into the 
legal profession will forever be compromised by a disciplinary record that 
will outlive graduation. We consider the campus communities ripped apart 
by external agitators whose agenda is to inflame destructive student con-
flict. They are long gone by the time students face the aftermath of both 
a potential disciplinary and digitally archived social media record of their 
passionate response to provocation. We carry the story of the student who 
has not yet come out and sits with staff trying to find the words to recon-
cile the same-sex assault they experienced last weekend. Stories include the 
bewildered 17-year-old White partygoer who ignites a campus firestorm and 
fields social media attacks when her Halloween costume is called out as not 
only racist but also symbolic of a racist campus. She wore the same costume 
last year in high school and won a coveted prize. The stories we tell recount 
students whose addiction or anxiety or depression brings them to our offices, 
and those who come to us already distrustful of systems in place to police 
behavior on campus because they have been harmed by similar systems and 
people in the past. 

We represent these stories because they remind us that there is no sin-
gle common student experience nor one-size-fits-all approach to the roles 
and responsibilities we are privileged to fill. We are part of the integrated 
educational enterprise that is higher education, ambassadors for institutional 
missions that drive strategic long-term and everyday diversity and inclusion 
commitments in civil, learning-centered communities. Modeling what it 
means to advocate for just campus communities is a primary function of 
practice in higher education across units and at all levels of the institution. 

Thus, our premise is simple enough: Campuses that advance integrated 
and sustained systems and build the multicultural and conflict capacity of 
staff and students are better able to tailor campus responses that respect 
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transforming the climate and culture  9

diverse learners, foster healthy climates of learning, and shape constructive 
conflict cultures than those that do not. We know this based on the legacy 
of cultural storytelling, student development and identity theories revisited 
across chapters, and research, including that which challenges the notion 
that standardized systems that cater to the “average student” are equipped 
to recognize and be responsive to the unique and individual needs of all 
students, equitably. In his book The End of Average: How We Succeed in a 
World that Values Sameness (2015), Harvard educator Todd Rose reviews the 
science establishing that every single student is different and no one is aver-
age. Educational systems relying on a standardization paradigm fail on the 
mission of student learning.

A Framework for Inclusive Conflict Excellence

The conflict and conduct management pathways presented in this collabora-
tive work share a continuum in the spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 
2008) on theoretical foundations of restorative and social justice. Principles 
and values embedded in this practice model are expanded and enhanced 
through curated lenses of inclusive excellence and directly relate to one 
another within the scope of justice. 

At its core, conflict and conduct management is an exercise in hold-
ing the vision and trusting the process (with credit to a popular quote by 
an anonymous author). This idea is familiar to staff who sit with students 
in conflict and facilitate understanding, accountability, and constructive 
change. The process, wherever found along the spectrum model (Schrage 
& Thompson, 2008) and however it comes together as a system of conflict 
management and agent of change, must fundamentally be one of empower-
ment, capacity-building, restoration, transformation, and social justice if it 
is to indeed be trustworthy and embody what we have come to call inclusive 
conflict excellence. 

Fundamentally, conflict resolution is an act of hope and expression of 
trust; we believe that the present and future can be better than a conflicted 
and unjust past, and we, as relational individuals across identity affiliations, 
choose to invest in just communities and work for peace. In practice, people 
trust the process because we know that conflict yields change, and change 
is good and necessary for growth in all things. Coming together to find 
common ground makes space for understanding, empathy, shared solution- 
building, and mutual goal fulfillment necessary for sustainable communi-
ties to survive and thrive. In the absence of trust and hope, there can be 
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10  responding to conflict on campus

no sustainable agreement, no peace, and no constructive lasting change. 
We become mired in destructive cycles and intractable impasse. The Four 
Horsemen of the Apocalypse (Gottman, 1999) ride in as criticism, defen-
siveness, stonewalling, and contempt to signal that the end of a relationship 
is near, while Coleman (2014) sounds the alarm that “our greatest hope in 
working intractable conflicts is to find the means to avert them” (p. 739). 
Once we devolve into contempt it is hard to keep destructiveness, fear, hate, 
and violence at bay. When these things become entangled with the “us and 
them” culture(s) in which we identify, and shape our experience of climate, 
conflict resolution becomes a daunting climb up the metaphoric slope of 
“conflict as an iceberg.” With this footing, positions and people remain 
unmoved while potential danger and destruction lurks beneath the waterline. 

When these concepts are applied to higher education, across U.S. flag-
ship institutions, historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), state 
college networks, community colleges, trade schools, and online degree-
bearing platforms, together with all the other structured ways we learn, 
we recognize both the necessity and complexity of shaping and holding a 
shared vision of building capacity for inclusive conflict excellence. Inclusive 
conflict excellence borrows from the Association of American Colleges & 
Universities’ (AAC&U) central principle of “Making Excellence Inclusive,” 
unpacked into the four core principles of diversity, inclusion, equity and 
equity-mindedness (Williams et al., 2005). We introduce inclusive conflict 
excellence as a comprehensive new lens in our second edition of Reframing 
Campus Conflict to bring added meaning to the lenses of conflict and con-
duct practice, inclusive of but not limited to procedural, restorative, social, 
and transformative justice. It is a privilege and responsibility to introduce 
the collaborative work ahead. From the foreword and preface to our con-
cluding chapter, we are inspired by the company we keep while turning 
shared new lenses and diverse perspectives on higher education and stu-
dent life, with transferable in-person and online applications into K–12 
learning and organizational human resource management. 

In this chapter we consider the current and continuously shifting general 
campus climate informed by present and future U.S. student demographics 
and impacted by individual campus cultures as microcosms to the bigger pic-
ture of the United States today. This overview helps calibrate our assertions 
about the need and opportunity for more meaningful and inclusive conduct 
and conflict resolution applications. Our aim is to see with clarity the needs 
of student learners, today and into the future, who identify as campus com-
munity stakeholders and to drive advocacy for systemic change and respon-
sive innovation. Understanding the interplay between individual students 
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and their chosen campus communities lays the important foundation for 
this book, namely that the diversity of learners and the issues they navigate at 
once invites and demands just, creative, and educational responses in addi-
tion to the conscientious application of traditional procedural safeguards as 
found in campus disciplinary and conflict management processes. 

It is past time to reframe the higher education dialogue in ways that 
remediate and transform structurally predetermined inequity and injus-
tice much like that found in the retributive orientations to justice that 
have shaped the foundations of traditional student conduct practice. We 
must recognize that the temptation to regress and rely on such authori-
tarian models for efficiently addressing behavior will be even greater in 
a higher education landscape destabilized by a struggling economy. We 
cannot do this relational community work with integrity if we sustain 
and advance missions of inclusive excellence in education with fruit from 
a poisoned tree. From this foundation, contributors expand the premise 
that traditional campus adjudication models and companion misconduct 
practices and policies informed by adjudication standards are not keeping 
pace with (a) stated individual and institutional core values; (b) tracked 
and reported diversity trends in our student bodies; (c) our own devel-
opmental convictions to balance student learning and development with 
justice not only in practice, training, and language but also within and 
throughout our systems; and (d) the necessity of nimble, inclusive, and 
responsive innovation and leadership in times of change. This was true 10 
years ago, and it is true today. 

When we introduced the first edition of Reframing Campus Conflict in 
2009 we expressed optimism in the increasingly evident paradigm shift away 
from legalese as reflected in revisions to the guidance of the model code 
(Stoner & Lowery, 2004) and rebranding of the leading professional associa-
tion from the Association for Student Judicial Affairs (ASJA) to the updated 
Association for Student Conduct Administration (ASCA). These changes 
marked what we viewed as a positive movement away from one-size-fits-all 
standardization and what many campus administrators were compelled to 
shape into quasi-courtroom proceedings in the name of due process (some-
thing the model code’s authors never intended), and toward embracing the 
more educational, collaborative, and inclusive approaches typically found in 
the language and processes of conflict resolution and restorative justice prin-
ciples and practices. 

There is evidence to buoy confidence that inroads have and continue to 
be made these past 10 years, expanding conduct and conflict-related prac-
tices across a range of options as found along the spectrum model (Schrage 
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12  responding to conflict on campus

& Thompson, 2008). Multiday mediation training remains popular and, in 
some cases, has been used to create skill modules for peers and residential 
staff to engage in community conflict. Diversity peer mentor roles, new in 
the last decade, have been added on many campuses to further institutional 
missions of diversity, equity, and inclusion. These staff draw uniquely on 
intergroup dialogue and facilitation skills to respond to and de-escalate con-
flict as communities come together to repair harm and restore trust while 
building greater multicultural capacity for improved campus climate. 

Structurally, many, even most, conduct offices have rebranded office 
nomenclature, policies, correspondence, and scripted protocol that act to 
balance rights, risks, and relationships. New too is the advent of chief diver-
sity, inclusion, equity, and human rights positions that incorporate conflict 
management principles aligned with diversity, inclusion, social justice, and 
inclusive excellence-related missions. Campuses now have dedicated coordi-
nators reporting to the highest levels of leadership and deputies responsible 
for proactive and reactive gender equity applications including protocol when 
sexual misconduct and harassment allegations and complaints are made. The 
people who fill these positions juggle to exhaustion facilitation, mediation, 
shuttle diplomacy, investigation, and adjudication practices within an unten-
able risk-management rubric. The toll of this work is just becoming clear as 
colleagues are stretched to the point of burnout, attrition, and termination 
from Title IX–related positions and the field altogether. 

Restorative justice has reached a new milestone in a long history with 
indigenous roots as a popular area of inquiry and practice in our ongo-
ing search for better ways to implement justice on campuses, seeking to 
transform or modulate a retributive orientation to conduct with one more 
suited to restoration, trust, and learning. By example, the University of 
Pennsylvania launched an associate director of restorative practices at Penn 
position to spearhead the university’s restorative mission under the direction 
of the Office of Student Conduct. Campus PRISM: Promoting Restorative 
Initiatives for Sexual Misconduct on College Campuses coordinated by the 
University of San Diego Center for Restorative Justice offers healing and 
accountability options and resources not found in traditional adjudication 
models in instances of reported sexual- and gender-based violence. 

Conflict coaching, while not always found by name or under a dedicated 
position, shows up in residential meetings with students experiencing con-
flict; in the protocol and language used for informal adjudication meetings; 
and by staff who provide complainant and respondent process guidance, 
including student sexual misconduct allegation investigations and resolution 
processes. Ombudsperson programs and related resources that endorse many 
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of the practices, principles, and skill sets along integrated conflict resolution 
models have been established and are on the rise to support students, faculty, 
and staff at higher rates than previously experienced. 

While sustained research is sparse, Katz and Kovack (2016) provide 
direct data related to applications of spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 
2008) pathways at 100 U.S. colleges and universities. 

During the 2013–2014 fall terms, graduate students at Nova Southeast-
ern University in Florida identified one hundred (100) higher education 
institutions with successful ADR practices, finding great variety in ser-
vices, location, staffing, funding, and populations served. The research 
. . . demonstrates wide use of ADR practices consistent with recommen-
dations from the Association of Conflict Resolution (ACR), the Interna-
tional Restorative Justice Association (IRJA), the Association of Student 
Conduct Administration (ASCA), the American Arbitration Association 
(AAA), globally-recognized experts in the field of conflict resolution, and 
is believed to be reflective of the current student affairs’ ADR climate in 
higher education settings. 

The research identified realistic alternative resolution pathways to 
facilitated dialogue and creative problem solving, proactively manage risk 
mitigation with equitable social justice best practices to promote diversity 
of cultures and perspectives, and apply restorative practices to maintain 
community health and standards. (Katz & Kovack, 2016, p. 5)

The paradigm continues to shift away from outdated adjudication-only 
models and will into the future. Still, the pendulum of change swings on a 
landscape that heaves across tension among risk management, student devel-
opment, and overall service delivery. Federal intervention has had dramatic 
and lasting implications for campus practitioners, risk managers, complain-
ants, and respondents caught up in original 2011 protocol guidance for 
investigating and adjudicating student sexual misconduct and harassment on 
campus. In turn, positions, offices, and cross-functional teams, spawned by 
a decade of interpretations related to the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter (Ali, 
2011) and reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Reauthorization 
Act (2013), have been left to wrestle with what to do next in the wake of 
policy rollbacks and new 2020 rulemaking under the current U.S. politi-
cal leadership. Bias response efforts in campus communities are weathering 
related upheaval as courts weigh in on the impact on individual freedoms 
and the right to free speech (FIRE, 2020). 

New ways of operationalizing justice via disciplinary systems on campus 
have had the consequence of added scrutiny and precedent-setting in the 
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courts. Due process standards, hazing response obligations, mental health 
protocol, and free speech violations represent just a few examples of evolv-
ing case law for educators to digest and apply. Case by case, it becomes clear 
that even the best of intentions and good-faith efforts on campus to resolve 
complex and often high-stakes interpersonal harms and code violations seem 
destined for review and re-litigation in the courts and in the court of public 
opinion as media coverage prompts onlookers to weigh in. In this climate 
educators engaged in campus conflict management work daily to reconcile 
the courage of their social justice convictions and the fear associated with 
risk management. It is an untenable position in which student development 
and cultural identity literature and cell phone contact lists that include the 
campus attorney and public affairs staff compete for priority attention. 

Still, it is because of, rather than despite, this context pulling educators 
toward the false security of standardization in conflict and conduct manage-
ment that we reaffirm our call to resist models and single-lens approaches 
that fail to balance all of the lenses of our work and see the full range of 
student needs. To this end, this chapter provides context for the collabo-
rative work to come, as contributors make the theory to practice case for 
institutionalizing a continuum of expanded process options represented in 
the spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 2008) approach to student 
conflict and conduct management. We continue to trust the process of 
conflict and change as we turn a contemporary lens of inclusive conflict 
excellence to bring added cohesion and focus to perspectives across learning 
and development, access and inclusion, community restoration, and rights 
and responsibilities considerations. Viewed together, these complimentary 
lenses provide clarity and help us to see students in new ways so that we can 
more effectively and constructively engage them as learners, from founda-
tions rooted in justice. 

Our invitation across these pages is to be open to the idea that seeing 
the world through multiple lenses and the eyes and experiences of students 
across identities is as important to this kaleidoscope of moving parts as fore-
casting admission numbers and crafting risk-averse policies. The more we 
buy into higher education as big business with a bottom line, the less we will 
find and live into our purpose as robust and inclusive student-centered edu-
cational enterprises. We must also commit to being vulnerable to a personal 
and professional journey that promotes stepping into the shoes of others 
and walking “with” as allies. Educators and practitioners; leaders and policy 
makers; online resource providers and standardized test makers; lawyers, 
students, and families alike are responsible for collaborative approaches to 
teaching, modeling, and administrating justice. To do this well, we need to 
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appreciate and be responsive to what it feels like to be part of today’s higher 
education student community while anticipating future student trends; and 
we need to genuinely care. Through lived personal and professional experi-
ences, contributors in upcoming chapters use application and assessment 
contributions, anecdotes, and case studies about the impact of our systems 
of justice on individuals and groups that share a campus tethered commu-
nity. Your own reflections, dialogue, and storytelling are encouraged, with 
new end-of-chapter questions to engage individually and with others and 
in common context to emerging opportunities for innovation in times of 
sudden change. 

Assessing Culture and Climate in U.S. 
Higher Education Communities

Internal and external campus stakeholders are increasingly aware of the often 
subtle and pervasive impact of campus culture and climate. Positive percep-
tions of culture and climate are marketed by admissions efforts in ways that 
attract prospective students and their families. Some look for exceptional 
school spirit and competitive sports as their cultural norm of choice. Others 
seek a campus culture and climate known for academic rigor and a competi-
tive institutional ranking. Cultures that perpetuate destructive norms (i.e., 
rape cultures, locker-room cultures, cheating cultures, etc.) are not as readily 
advertised, and are increasingly called out as antithetical to inclusive higher 
education missions. Campus climate surveys are widely used in the United 
States to gather data points and direct meaningful interventions related to 
common issues such as student alcohol and other drug use, sexual miscon-
duct rates, and mental health challenges. Individuals that share a campus 
community experience culture and climate in different ways and are both 
influenced by and exert influence on their shared community.

Culture

Culture, simply put, is the collective embodiment of stated and unstated 
norms, traditions, values, celebrations, stories, rules, and so forth that pro-
vide the glue that holds a group together. Common lexicon might reference a 
destructive “rape culture” to identify systemic misogyny and violence against 
women, or “locker-room culture” to describe a community that finds cohe-
siveness in language that discounts others. We identify with each other around 
these related cultural underpinnings to meet basic human needs including 
that of a sense of belonging. This need is so strong that members of a cultural 
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identity group may go along with a tradition, celebration, or act that would 
be non-normative or destructive outside the cultural circle so as not to risk 
exclusion. Staying silent about hazing and bigoted party themes feeds on this 
culturally instilled fear of exclusion, as do coercive acts of sexual assault. 

Maslow’s (1943) pioneering pyramid hierarchy, familiar to many, scaf-
folds needs from the ground up as physiological needs, safety, love and 
belonging, esteem, and self-actualization, in that order. So, in the context of 
campus culture, a student will not have the capacity to reach for higher-order 
needs related to confidence, relationship-building, intimacy, and multicul-
tural respect for others until and unless they feel secure in their physical well-
being. Self-actualization, in turn, depends on the fulfillment and stability 
of all other precursor needs. A working understanding of these foundations 
must be represented when discussions are being had and decisions are being 
made that relate to student food, housing, and economic/tuition insecurities. 
Maslow’s work reinforces the notion that people are essentially good as long 
as their fundamental needs for affection and security are met. Give people 
affection and security, and they will be affectionate and secure and behave 
accordingly. 

Trust is related to need fulfillment. It is a universal ingredient to the 
human condition in that we must trust and be trusted to survive as social 
beings in an interconnected world. A trustworthy individual is better posi-
tioned to serve community leadership and problem-solving roles as well as 
build sustained interpersonal relationships. Trustworthiness also extends into 
systems in ways that constructively or destructively impact expressions of 
climate and culture. 

We are witness to unprecedented modality change in communication as 
another driver of culture. One of the biggest generational differences is the 
ease with which we have access to resources and the ease with which resources 
have access to us. With a couple keystrokes, we have unlimited and unfil-
tered information as social media feeds us everything from breaking news 
to bystander videos, targeted solicitations, and the curated goings on of our 
friends, family, and colleagues. Online connections bring non-mainstream 
communities together too while peddling in the counterculture interests of 
extremism, strategic propaganda “memes” aimed at desensitization, sex traf-
ficking, pedophilia, porn, and violence. 

The social exclusion trend of “call-out culture” and “cancel culture” 
introduces another cultural phenomenon as social media is used to shut out 
and shut down a problematic or offensive idea, act, or actor and take away 
power. Communities have always found ways to turn their backs on their 
own, however hurtful; this is the silent treatment amplified. Some would say 
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it also works against the values imbedded in the ideals of student learning 
and development endorsed here. 

We write about reframing campus conflict through lenses of before and 
after the internet, social media, the relentless cycle of breaking news, and the 
advent of “fake news.” The digital native generation born after 1995 only 
knows the aftermath of what it is to live in community with others, modu-
lated by an online web. Students quite literally may not know how college 
worked before the internet as exemplified in an exchange that “went viral” 
in which the son expressed dismay that students had to walk across campus 
to read notes left on a professor’s door to know that a class was canceled or 
assignment changed. Cork boards and push pins as communication staples 
have been replaced in a culture of tweets, texts, and email (Abrahamson, 
October 1, 2019, personal communication). 

Communication and how we receive and share information have been 
fundamentally changed forever. This in turn changes our experience of con-
flict and conduct, the topics central to this work, which has an additional 
related impact on community, culture, and climate. We cannot assert an 
inclusive voice without representing the student experience of campus com-
munity as distinct from that of our own. 

Climate

While culture is the standard bearer in a community of people who iden-
tify with one another related to shared values, beliefs, and norms, climate is 
how we experience and feel about this shared community. Culture is often 
slow to change. Climate is mercurial. The intangible feel of a place can shift 
and properties change. This can occur gradually as our awareness of the com-
munity around us grows and perceptions change. Our experience of climate 
can also be abrupt, when an experience or new awareness jars our senses 
and calls into immediate question how we have come to trust a place and 
its people. In her publication Biased: Uncovering the Hidden Prejudice That 
Shapes What We See, Think, and Do, Eberhardt (2019) recounts the story of 
a student so in love with her University of Virginia campus community that 
she called herself “Ms. UVA.” That is until the night she witnessed White 
nationalists reciting anti-Semitic chants and carrying torches through her 
beloved campus quad on the eve of her senior year. In this moment, her 
experience of safety and community fundamentally changed. Her sense of 
identity was compromised and diminished to that of a Jew who did not 
belong; she removed a piece of jewelry that might identify this salient piece 
of her identity and sought safety in the home of a professor, struggling to 
make sense of what was unfolding before her eyes (Eberhardt, 2019). 
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This moving story is echoed in the sense of loss and unease experienced 
by those who identify as survivors of campus rape, acts of intolerance based 
on identity, violence, and other acts that challenge a sense of self, safety, 
and belonging in a community. Perceptions of harm and injustice can rock 
a sense of immediate and sustained well-being. Posttraumatic stress can 
persist a lifetime. Humans are resilient and relationships with people and 
places can be restored and transformed. Still, experiences shape climate and 
climate can become toxic based on trauma, new awareness, sustained expe-
riences, and even our unique orientations to justice and agency in conflict. 
The more people who share an experience of harm and trauma, the more 
toxic the overall climate; the more who enjoy a sense of positive belonging-
ness in a constructive community, the healthier the experience of climate 
might be said to be.

Conflict Culture

An increasingly diverse student demographic (and family of stakeholders) 
with different lived and identity-based experiences, interpretations, and 
expectations naturally impacts how conflict and conduct is engaged in a 
community. Different communication patterns, expressions, and language 
can further exacerbate commonplace misunderstandings that often fuel con-
flict. We use the term conflict culture here to speak to the unique perceptions, 
stories, and response repertoire that an individual carries with them in con-
flict. The convergence of varying conflict cultures on campus also provides 
insight on climate. 

Social identity groups that enjoy a historical and long tradition of access 
to U.S. higher education (typically grouped as White male–identified peo-
ple of financial means) likely align with characteristics of the dominant U.S. 
conflict culture that places value on third-party decision-makers, compe-
tition, individual responsibility for choices, autonomy, and self-reliance 
(Pillay, 2006). These align with what anthropologist Edward T. Hall (1976) 
called low-context communication styles. That is, direct and verbal commu-
nication is emphasized, words maintain literal meaning, and messages are 
explicit. The dominant conception of identity in these populations is indi-
vidualistic, as labeled by Charles Hampden-Turner and Fons Trompenaars 
(2000). 

These Western-centric orientations are not universal. International stu-
dents and domestic underrepresented minority students may embrace very 
different conflict cultures that favor high-context communication styles; 
nonverbal, indirect communication; implicit messages; and context and 
implied meaning associated with a situation. Here, communitarianism is the 
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prevailing conception for self and identity. This means cooperation, defer-
ence toward elders, interdependence, and group harmony are considered the 
cultural norms (Pillay, 2006). 

Students are informed by a range of multidimensional rather than singu-
lar cultural and personal experiences. Further, personal circumstances, peer 
groups, role models and identity development during the college years stand 
to cause a student to adjust their situational approach to conflict over time, 
both in constructive and potentially destructive ways. Understanding the 
interconnected concepts of identity, conflict capacity, and discipline lends 
insight into the unique needs and interests of students in conflict while 
exposing areas of disconnection between students, discipline, and student 
conduct service models. For frame of reference, K–12 into juvenile and adult 
criminal justice system data exposes generally regarded disproportional rates 
of discipline, suspension, incarceration, and overall negative impacts on 
people of color. Stanford University research established that “on average, 
districts with larger Black-White achievement gaps have larger Black-White 
discipline gaps and vice versa” (Pearman et al., 2019, p. 15).  Their national 
sample of youth in third to eighth grade will comprise the potential campus 
students of tomorrow. This and other K–12 research provides relevant and 
important context for higher education, a field in which research related to 
discipline and identity is lacking. The authors of the Stanford study high-
lighted the promise of inclusive conflict excellence practices to address the 
disparate impact of traditional disciplinary practices:

A body of evidence is emerging on alternative disciplinary practices that 
can reduce the time students spend out of the learning environment. 
Schoolwide approaches like positive behavior interventions and supports 
as well as restorative justice practices have shown some promise at reduc-
ing the use of exclusionary discipline (Baker, 2008; Bradshaw et al., 2010; 
Gonzalez, 2015; Horner et al., 2009; Morrison, 2007). (p. 14) 

Similarly, the education think tank Fix School Discipline catalogs study after 
study that reveal that students of color are treated more harshly in traditional 
school discipline systems. It is notable that alternative restorative pathways 
continue to be validated as effective countermeasures against this bias in 
school disciplinary and juvenile justice systems because they shift the out-
come toward increased support, healing, education, and growth and away 
from harsh punitive sanctions (Davis, 2019). Pearman et al. (2019) also 
notice the contradictions inherent between governmental guidance related 
to education and justice and the research: 
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Despite growing attention to disparate discipline and the overuse of exclu-
sionary practices, the U.S. Department of Justice and the U.S. Department 
of Education recently rescinded so-called Obama-era discipline guidelines, 
which called for increased equity in discipline (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2014). Consequently, recent efforts by districts nationwide to imple-
ment policies designed to reduce the use of exclusionary discipline may 
soon wane (Steinberg & Lacoe, 2017). The results presented in this article 
should caution against such moves. While not a perfect one-to-one rela-
tionship, our results suggest that discipline gaps and achievement gaps are, 
in fact, parts of the “same coin” (Gregory et al., 2010). (p. 15) 

Beyond the lessons of K–12 discipline, Bryan Stevenson (2014), 
author of Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption, is a leading advo-
cate for systemic transformation based on widely regarded inequities in 
criminal justice. The idea of a school-to-prison pipeline is part of our com-
mon cultural frame of reference, and while direct research that examines 
racial disparity in student conduct systems is scarce in higher education, 
we can deduce that similar gaps and biases that influence both student 
discipline and criminal justice, including who gets reported for alleged 
misconduct and who does not, can be found in higher education. Being 
proactive rather than reactive demands this cohesive context across K–12 
and higher education as educators and families express similar and growing 
concerns related to student conduct, conflict, trauma, equity, and inclu-
sion on campus (Strauss, 2018).

Student experiences across conflict and conduct management in edu-
cation are unique based on how they identify with their personal conflict 
culture, level of self-awareness, stories, and personal development intersect-
ing with the climate and culture of their campus community. These fac-
tors directly affect how a student will experience, respect, comply with, and 
engage or not engage in conflict management and disciplinary processes. 
Even campus programs that have adopted developmental language and edu-
cational sanctions still structurally align with a retributive framework that 
often prompts defensiveness and distrust over accountability and learning. In 
these ways, common campus adjudication models still send a message that 
the discipline policy is in place to reign in or turn out a student whose power 
is subordinate to that of the institution. 

Higher education and the systems in place to protect individual rights, 
community civility, and institution liability represent a microcosm of the 
lived campus experience; what is experienced in higher education is inter-
connected with the national and global climate and culture and fluctuates 
accordingly. Political side-taking that divides people along cultural lines is 
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an important case in point. Those who share a more individualistic orienta-
tion to the world with shared values of competition, autonomy, and self-
reliance may find their people and expression along the right of the political 
spectrum. Those for which communitarianism resonates with collective val-
ues rooted in cooperation, deference, interdependence, and harmony likely 
gather along the left. Positioned in this way and hindered by distinct com-
munication pattern differences and a general inability to constructively com-
municate about values tests campus common ground and the community at 
large. And, while it is true that political degrees of divisiveness and related 
expressions of unrest are generational, what continues to be uncharted ter-
ritory is the speed with which a conflict can become a movement as calls to 
awareness and action drive tipping points and bolster coordinated move-
ments as found in #MeToo and Black Lives Matter. 

Who Are the Campus Learners of Today and 
Tomorrow and What Do They Need?

Understanding what we mean by culture, climate, and conflict helps cre-
ate a shared frame of reference to point us toward the other symbiotic parts 
that move together in communities composed of distinct learners. Who are 
our campus learners? Who will they be tomorrow? In what ways are they 
different and not so different from previous generational cohorts? When it 
comes to effective conflict engagement, what do they want and need individ-
ually, across identity groups, and collectively from higher education? Are we 
responsive and constructive in the immediate while moving the field forward 
with strategic efficacy and in ways that align authentically with missions that 
speak to education, diversity, inclusion, freedom of expression, civility, and 
productivity? 

While systemic change in higher education is notoriously slow, the pace 
of life around us seems to have accelerated. In the United States we see this 
change of pace when children as young as 2 and 3 years of age are introduced 
into structured educational programs. Full day preschool and kindergarten 
with priorities in traditional learning over doing are increasingly in demand. 
Students are groomed into competitive sports early over intramural play. The 
differently competitive college admissions process is on the radars of students 
as young as elementary and middle school. High school students across gen-
erations share common experiences; they hold jobs, flirt with intimacy, suffer 
heartbreak, act impulsively, and experience the premature social lubrication 
of alcohol and other drugs. Developmental milestones do not change that 
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much over time. What is different for digital natives who have never known 
a world without high-speed internet is amplified access and exposure. Young 
people have easy access to everyone and everything anywhere and leave a 
digital record that will never be erased. Understanding students requires 
accounting for how significant it is to transform the modality of communi-
cation together with the unintended consequences of life modulated online. 
Being of a certain age requires that we check our own adult nostalgia. Neither 
must we pass judgment or cast our fear of the unknown onto the next gen-
eration as we face the realization that we have handed over a free and fully 
accessible digital marketplace to our children. Students are already reportedly 
fearful and stressed, and in record numbers. 

Like generations of the past, students are clearing developmental mile-
stones in step to the world around them. Responsiveness and constructive 
change to meet their needs in this context requires informed and inclusive 
strategy and vision over acting on the impulse of fear and aversion to risk. 
Inclusive excellence in turn demands that we know who makes up our com-
munity of learners both individually and generally and how we might best 
deliver on the promises made by higher education, while growing our col-
lective professional capacity to build relationships and administer just and 
trustworthy resolution processes across informal to formal options. 

Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education (WICHE) has 
collected longitudinal educational data for nearly 40 years, and the ninth 
edition of Knocking on the College Door (2016) includes updated trends and 
projections across data points about public and private school graduates who 
make up the pool of potential future campus learners. Understanding the stu-
dent population of tomorrow informs strategic planning today. Those plans 
must be cohesive with the institutional culture and mission to best position 
colleges and universities to attract and retain diverse learners. The plan must 
also rest on principles designed to disrupt bias and inequity. For educators 
and practitioners responsible for daily student interface on behalf of the 
institution, particularly in student conduct and conflict management, the 
numbers also inform organic applications with the lived experiences of every 
student. In short, having the big picture invites us to look further ahead of 
ourselves than the next meeting, crisis, and student break so that we might 
pause to breathe, look up, look around, and use what we know to move 
forward in more meaningful ways. Students deserve and demand respon-
sive sustained efforts that yield constructive outcomes while mitigating neg-
ligence that feeds destructive and ineffective cycles of conflict and conduct 
on campus. Breaking harmful and ineffective patterns to set us on a more 
constructive path begins by knowing who our students are and who they will 
be into the future. 
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U.S. research (inclusive of U.S. island territories of Guam and Puerto 
Rico for the first time) that spans the 2000 to 2023 academic years yields 
several generalized observations and forecasts (WICHE, 2016). Overall high 
school graduating classes have plateaued and are heading toward stagna-
tion. This means that high schools will continue to produce fewer graduates 
than the year before. Regionally, the South and West will enjoy growing 
numbers of high school graduates while the Midwest and Northeast will see 
declining numbers. Moreover, the racial and ethnic makeup of public high 
school graduates as a pool of potential college applicants will shift signifi-
cantly through 2030. Most notably, White public high school graduates will 
drop by as much as 13% while Hispanic public high school graduates are 
projected to increase a full 50% by 2025. Asian/Pacific Islander public high 
school graduates are anticipated to increase by 30% in a similar period while 
the number of Black graduates will gradually be reduced through the 2030s 
by about 6%. American Indian/Alaska Native graduates already making up 
just 1% of high school graduates will continue to decline to the thousands 
(WICHE, 2016). In short, 

the pending national plateau is largely fueled by a decline in the White 
student population and counterbalanced by growth in the number of non-
White public-school graduates—Hispanics and Asian/Pacific Islanders in 
particular. Overall, there will be consistent declines in the number of White 
public high school graduates and robust growth in the number of pub-
lic high school graduates of color (or, technically speaking, “non-White” 
graduates) in the coming years. (p. 1) 

Demographic shifts show up in other significant ways and across other 
meaningful analytic outlets. According to the Lumina Foundation (n.d.), a 
full 46% of students identify as first-generation college goers. As these num-
bers rise, majority White male college numbers decline. The U.S. Department 
of Education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016) estimates that 
by 2026, 57% of college students will be female. Adding to this shifting 
landscape is the continual increase in the number of college students who 
identify across gender and sexual orientations as LGBTQ+. According to 
a 2017 study sponsored by GLAAD (2019) (formerly the Gay & Lesbian 
Alliance Against Defamation), 20% of 18- to 34-year-olds openly identify as 
LGBTQ+ as compared to 12% of Gen Xers and 7% of baby boomers. 

Students who are supported in K–12 environments to achieve a free, 
appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment 
(LRE) have increased access to college. This approach is not only benefi-
cial but also required by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
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(IDEA) for children identified with special educational needs across disabil-
ity and gifted measures. Individualized education programs (IEP) and 504 
plans address achieving FAPE in LRE in the K–12 context. Physical campus 
adaptations that removed barriers for increased enrollment by students with 
mobility challenges in the 1990s are now coming of age as legal and ethical 
obligations for universal design for accessibility of digital learning materi-
als including content, online delivery systems, and technologies (Tobin & 
Behling, 2018).

Additional data on international student enrollments shows notable 
declines after several decades of steady gains (Redden, 2018). Grawe (2019) 
notes that enrollment dips since 2016 approach 10% and identifies fac-
tors that include political environment surrounding immigration, tighter 
student visa restrictions, and competition from other countries. While all 
these factors have an impact on college diversity numbers and campuses 
are said to be increasingly diversified, the students coming to campus are 
hailing from very homogenous neighborhoods and their first experience 
with engaging in abundant diversity may very well be freshmen orientation. 
K–12 educational communities remain remarkably segregated (Eberhardt, 
2019). The current and future implications of incoming students with lim-
ited intercultural engagement experience for campus conflict management 
remain significant. 

Inside Higher Ed (2019), in collaboration with Academic Partnerships, 
identifies additional demographic projections of significance for the next dec-
ade While public and private high school numbers are projected to decline 
with some regional differences of note, U.S. colleges and universities still 
enroll over 20 million students, compared to 12 million in 1980, for reasons 
that include the addition of “graduate and professional programs, part-time 
and online degrees to traditional undergraduate programs” (Inside Higher 
Ed., 2019, para. 3). Findings suggest that higher education is no longer strat-
ified meaningfully along “traditional and nontraditional” students as cam-
puses today cater increasingly to working adults, international students, and 
lifelong learners. 

In sum, forecasted change across student demographics presents the 
need for changing service models to support and be responsive to a new 
generation of learners. The nature of the relationship is further changing. 
Student learners and the families that may financially support them are also 
consumers and clients akin as much to a business model as one of education 
and development. In addition to providing diverse and responsive opportu-
nities for student education and development on the way to goals of profes-
sional satisfaction and sustainable pay, higher education is a money-making 
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industry. Tuition dollars drive about half of the public institution revenues 
(Woodhouse, 2015). And as the cost of college climbs, and student debt is at 
a critical high, the satisfaction and trust of educational consumers, including 
students and their families, wavers. 

This changing public perception of higher education further shapes 
the incoming student body, college experience, and overall climate of col-
lege life. Families are struggling with questions about how to fund the years 
needed to earn a marketable degree. While funding for higher education and 
reducing the student loan debt crisis continues to be a point of contention 
across U.S. political platforms, as many as half of Americans are said to be 
unsatisfied with the whole enterprise based in large part on perceived return 
on investment. Trade schools in turn are receiving renewed attention as a 
 postsecondary opportunity, as is the potential to earn high pay for hands-on 
work previously discounted by those on the track to college. It is also impor-
tant to consider the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated 
economic fallout on higher eduction.

Demographic-Driven Tensions

When students are cast as both a human resource and a profitable com-
modity, recruitment and retention become both economic and educational 
imperatives. Exploiting this imperative includes treating higher education 
like a political hot potato by U.S. presidential candidates, while wealthy par-
ents including actors Felicity Huffman and Lori Loughlin face sanctions after 
being investigated as part of Operation Varsity Blues for conspiring to pay for 
the privilege of a competitive admissions advantage for their children. This 
human resource/hot commodity tension in higher education impacts the 
changing climate and culture of campus communities, particularly around 
conflict management and behavioral accountability policies. How we antici-
pate and respond to this and other tensions shines light on our working 
commitment to the comprehensive, critical lens of inclusive excellence as 
educators, practitioners, and leaders in the field. 

Perceptions also reflect a polarized United States as middle ground 
yields right or left across conservative and progressive values. In this climate, 
institutional missions and innovative action items meant to further goals of 
diversity and inclusion and to support underserved students are being chal-
lenged, and socially progressive legislation is being rolled back. Bias response 
initiatives have been tested against the right to freedom of expression. The 
push for transparent sexual misconduct reporting mandates and meaningful 
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protocol has run afoul of critics who question data suggesting sexual assault 
is a campus epidemic, and fear the needs of complainants are eroding the due 
process rights of respondents. Social justice curriculums are misconstrued to 
have a liberal agenda. At the same time, the nation and many parts of our 
shared world grow more polarized, creating the conditions for intense con-
flict and escalating violence. 

Tension on campus reflects our shared national and global community 
and is expressed across several seemingly conflicting positions. Elements of 
conflict in the following list include interdependent parties, seemingly incom-
patible goals, and perceived scarce resources (Wilmot & Hocker, 2001).

1. Human resource versus hot commodity: What do we believe and how 
do we navigate in a field where students are both human resources 
in development, entrusted to our care, and sought-after consumers 
of big-ticket education? And how do we navigate all the coincidental 
costs of housing, texts, activities, meals, and general merchandise in 
a competitive marketplace with declining numbers? How does this 
friction framed as capitalism and socialism show up today and what 
are the related costs? 

2. Care management versus risk management: Informal care reports, bias 
incident notifications, and formal allegation numbers are skyrocket-
ing according to anecdotal reports by national colleagues across our 
campus communities; this is a “see something, say something” culture 
that promotes mandatory reporting and third-party evaluation and 
action (and record-keeping), often over direct and constructive inter-
personal intervention. What are the unintended consequences of a 
good intention gone awry in terms of striking a balance between indi-
vidual rights and community interests, trust, interpersonal relation-
ships, constructive empowerment, conflict resolution, multicultural 
capacity-building, overall student development, and staff burnout 
and expendability? 

3. Equity versus privilege: Campuses are organic microcosms intercon-
nected with the climate and culture of the world at large. They are 
also generational incubators for the exchange of new ideas; freedom 
of expression; innovative change; civic engagement; and the transfer 
of shared knowledge, traditions, and norms to future leaders, doers, 
and scholars. How do we reconcile the tension created by a legacy of 
higher education rooted in explicit bigotry, initially offering the privi-
lege of access primarily to White, cisgender, straight, male–identified 
students of financial means? How do we repair a flawed institutional 
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foundation complicit in perpetuating power centers and pushing to  
the margins all other social identity groups? How do we account for 
a corrupt history of racial segregation that includes communities 
actively fighting to keep Black and White children apart and expelling 
students of color without due process or rationale for the transgres-
sion of sitting at a “Whites Only” counter? How do we move forward 
together in communities where vestiges of privilege and hierarchy and 
demands for equity and a democratic process systemically coexist? 

4. Inclusion versus exclusion: Higher education might be said to be more 
inclusive and accessible than ever before. Targeted grants, outreach, 
and support for underserved up-and-coming scholars has grown, 
extended and nonconsecutive lifelong learning is overtaking the 
four-years-and-done paradigm, and community colleges and online 
degree-bearing platforms have brought learning to the learner. Stu-
dents of color and those who identify as female, transgender, and 
non-gender binary have further tipped the enrollment scale away 
from majority White, male-identified students of the past and into 
the foreseeable future. How are these gains being tested in a polar-
ized country wrestling across this inclusion/exclusion dichotomy 
at our borders and through immigration policy and in our polling 
places, gerrymandering, and election processes? How do belief sys-
tems about the value of individual merit versus the law of averages 
in who we let in and keep out serve or compromise inclusive mis-
sions? Does a resurgent push across the globe for building barriers 
and boundaries and increased us/them nationalism threaten to undo 
active globalism practices and the existential need for biodiversity? 
How do weapons of mass destruction rights and the eco-crisis alarm 
stand to impact future generations regardless of where we call home? 
How have these new realities introduced a sense of vulnerability 
and mortality into what is often perceived as the happiest time of a 
young person’s life? 

5. Learning and restoration versus control and retribution: Higher educa-
tion and student life programs are in an unenviable position. What do 
we fundamentally believe about students as human resources and prof-
itable commodities and the nature of balancing care and risk, equity 
and privilege, inclusion and exclusion in real time as we engage them 
in the learning and development we promise to deliver on when they 
buy into our institutional brand? Are colleges and universities in the  
business of building inclusive capacity for student development and 
education and culturally sensitive community responsiveness and 
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 restoration? If so, why do institutionalized systems, both new and 
dated, operate from an orientation to justice as control and pun-
ishment and act in ways that often prioritize risk management over 
individual care in real and perceived ways? Is it enough to mitigate 
structurally punitive conduct practices and record retention that car-
ries the ultimate risk of community exclusion and may compromise 
graduate and career aspirations with amnesty, sanctioned educational 
reflection papers, and developmental protocol for informal adjudica-
tion? If risk-averse control is the antithesis of inclusive learning, what 
do we do?

Campus Response Systems and Inclusive Conflict Excellence

Taken all together, the developmental milestones of each generation are 
modulated by the existing climate and culture while navigating the path 
to adulthood through a world in a state of flux. The heightened and persis-
tent state of alarm, escalated conflict, aggressiveness, and global uncertainty 
fueled by unlimited online access has taken its toll and is changing how 
students show up in our offices to engage conflict, conduct, and crises. The 
nature of change itself has not strayed from cycles of forming, storming, 
norming, and performing, as first introduced in the 1960s by psychologist 
Bruce Tuckman (1996). Conflict is a natural prompt and companion of 
change, and constructive conflict engagement is necessary for innovation. 
Still, this cycle is witnessed differently than ever before. Stress and trauma 
can be exacerbated through firsthand and secondhand proximity to reports 
of bias and hate crimes, bystander videos, and violence in the world around 
us. As we continue to navigate the unintended consequences of unfiltered 
24/7 reporting, students are not only “woke” to injustice differently than 
a generation ago but also showing related signs of anxiety and depression 
in record numbers. This generation, connected as they are, may be more 
exposed to injustice and inclined to activism; still, they are no less suscep-
tible to battle fatigue and hopelessness than anyone else navigating a toxic 
climate and uncertain future.

Added to this mix are new cultural norms. Changing definitions of con-
sent, sexuality, gender, masculinity, and cultural appropriation test our shared 
common frames of reference, invite missteps, prompt backlash, and make 
impactful and just responses to harm ever more challenging. Consider sev-
eral cases in point. The first involves changing norms related to how we 
define sexual misconduct. In this new landscape, young people today might 
well identify their first sexual experience in ways that align with an evolving 
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understanding of coercion and sexual assault. A generation ago the same 
experience was set to the musical duet of “Baby It’s Cold Outside.” New 
lyrics of the perennial favorite have since been introduced that recognize the 
role of coercion and incapacitation in sexual misconduct. As Maya Angelou 
is known to have observed “When we know better, we do better.” If only 
that were reliably true, particularly when it comes to extending basic agency 
and respect across identities. Take Black Face as another cultural case in 
point. Donning Black Face paint has always been demeaning and destruc-
tive. Still, old photos periodically surface popular White leaders and enter-
tainers who once thought it appropriate to include Black Face as a costume. 

Sensational headlines, prompted by student-related conduct and conflict 
that travels with shifting awareness, indicate a new tipping point for cultural 
norms, and greater multicultural capacity and IQ places institutional response 
under the microscope. What we see magnified under the glass is conflict and 
conduct management systems under duress and often ill-equipped to meet 
and keep up with a changing demand. Turning an inclusive lens on the cul-
ture, climate, and context of the student experience of today and into the 
future lends itself to innovation, change, and the ability to manage many 
truths and lived experiences at the same time. 

Considering the current and anticipated future context and campus cli-
mate and seeing our students and our work through the lens of inclusive 
conflict excellence we begin to see the broad needs on campus, and the call 
to calibrate an expanded menu of integrated conflict management is cru-
cial. The spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 2008) approach is more 
relevant than ever as it offers multiple pathways for adaptable conflict man-
agement to address the multitude of complex incidents occurring in higher 
education today.

We bring concepts of community, climate, and culture to the fore 
in order to move with integrity into impactful theory to practice applications 
of the spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 2008). Expanding a range  
of options to resolve and manage student conduct and conflict that align 
across a foundation of restorative and social justice is a systemic and capacity- 
building goal. Enhancing procedural justice to include social, restorative, 
and transformative justice lenses brings purpose into alignment in ways that 
reconcile a changing campus demographic. Framing all through the lens 
of inclusive conflict excellence has the added capacity to lift us from the 
legacy of education as exclusive and to fully appreciate that improving diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion is fundamental to achieving overall institutional 
excellence. 
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The premise and promise of a fuller spectrum model (Schrage & 
Thompson, 2008) approach with multiple resolution pathways includes the 
belief that every person counts and each perspective matters. If we believe 
this, then it is necessary to link conflict resolution with values and prac-
tices that support procedural justice obligations while also embracing social, 
restorative, and transformative justice. Inclusive conflict management is jus-
tice in action; justice shapes peace. The paradox of recognizing inclusion as 
the intersection of legal compliance, competitive advantage, and the moral 
right thing to do makes this work so challenging and compelling. 

Aligning Multiple Lenses With Inclusive Conflict Excellence

Inclusive conflict excellence brings together in a shared frame the social, 
restorative, transformative, and procedural justice “lenses” necessary for 
effective conflict and conduct management. A myopic focus through any 
one of these lenses blurs perspective. Institutions and their people lose their 
way and are left with less-than-ideal conduct and conflict outcomes when 
practices and policies are out of alignment with the purpose and aims of the 
educational mission. Focusing student conflict and conduct practices is pur-
poseful work. Unless we tailor codes, policies, and processes and lead the field 
with a shared and inclusive purpose, we will continue to drift until someone, 
or some new case, shifts our focus. 

The Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) 
asserts inclusive excellence as their guiding principle to challenge higher 
education to recognize diversity, equity, and inclusion as mission-critical 
to “achieve excellence in learning, teaching, student development, insti-
tutional functioning, and engagement in local and global communities” 
(AAC&U, n.d., para. 2). The principle asserts that institutions will never 
reach full potential until they adapt and evolve to include the full array 
of voices of all communities on campus. AAC&U challenges our profes-
sion to recognize that “the action of making excellence inclusive requires 
that we uncover inequities in student success, identify effective educational 
practices, and build such practices organically for sustained institutional 
change” (para. 3).

Making conflict and conduct management inclusive means seeing 
the work through not only the traditional procedural justice (and risk- 
management) paradigm but also the lenses of social, restorative, and trans-
formative justice. Figure 1.1 illustrates concepts framed on inclusive conflict 
excellence intersecting with justice lenses. The following lenses are examined 
in depth in the chapters that follow. 
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Social justice: The lens of social justice is enhanced and not dimin-
ished or replaced as we center inclusive conflict excellence. Here, we 
make a collaborative and sustained investment in the foundational 
and evolving theories and models that inform how we understand 
identity and identity expression and their impact on individuals and 
community as they experience belonging. We continue to assert that 
accounting for power, privilege, and oppression dynamics is critical 
to effective conduct and conflict management process. When we do 
this we can strategically and responsively build more inclusive and 
equitable individual and systemic access to justice. 

Procedural justice: Here, we attend to meaningful due process pro-
tections relevant to systems of education and the unique relation-
ships among learner and institution, individual rights, institutional 
compliance, and risk management; these priorities must be inter-
preted in ways that honor core values such as safety, fairness, equity, 
and free speech. 

Restorative justice: This lens enhances an investment in civility 
and community development. It embodies truth, accountability, 

Figure 1.1. The lenses of inclusive conflict excellence.

Note. Developed by N. Giacomini and J. Schrage with M. Thompson.
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atonement, and reconciliation in instances both trending and his-
toric that call on us to repair harm and rebuild trust in order to move 
forward together. Through this lens, solutions are authored by the 
voices of those affected by the conflict (including responsible and 
targeted parties and impacted bystanders) rather than solely by the 
institution.

Transformative justice: In our search for applied justice in ways that 
mitigate exploitation or discourage a default to systems that perpet-
uate privilege and oppression, we find calls for transformation and 
transformative justice. Transformation is the living embodiment of 
education, student learning, and development over punishment and 
control, where people are equitably empowered and given agency to 
shape and inform their own resolutions and responses to conflict, 
conduct, and the companion process of change.

The lenses of this model assert a holistic commitment to student learning 
and development across identities, equally value the collaborative necessity 
of tending to both results and relationships, and demonstrate a multipartial 
ethic of care with the capacity to notice and account for bias in our relation-
ships and systems. Taken together, they actively work against bias, exploita-
tion, and carelessness in the name of justice, inclusion, and excellence. 

Nurturing a collaborative vision through lenses that support inclusive 
conflict excellence are responsive to the well-being of a shared community 
and institutional mission while meeting the needs of a diverse and com-
plex community of learners. Applying these lenses to campus incidents of 
conflict and conduct can further tailor approaches to conflict and conduct 
resolution in ways that fit the individual culture and climate of each institu-
tion. At the close of this chapter, we provide a scorecard for the application 
of the lenses for stakeholders to consider while furthering inclusive conflict 
excellence across the spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 2008) path-
ways. In short, inclusive conflict excellence centered with justice honors the 
purpose of student conduct and conflict practice. Each is interconnected, 
and together they honor and value the purpose of student development and 
education across identities. 

Conclusion

In 2017, AAC&U, with support from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation 
and Newman’s Own Foundation, launched the Truth, Racial Healing & 
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Transformation (TRHT) Campus Centers. AAC&U distributed initial 
grants to 10 college campuses, and the effort focused on increasing the capac-
ity of the next generation of leaders to build equitable communities by dis-
mantling the false belief in a hierarchy of human value that fuels systemic 
and structural racism. The number of TRHT Campus Centers now includes 
partnerships with 25 higher education institutions. The effort intentionally 
distinguished the TRHT acronym from associated traditional and visible 
conflict resolution processes:

Across the world, truth and reconciliation commissions are well known, 
having been implemented more than forty times. But TRHT is focusing 
less on reconciliation and much more on healing and transformation. To 
reconcile connotes the restoration of friendly relations—“reuniting” or 
“bringing together again” after conflict. But the United States needs trans-
formation. The collective national consciousness was formed by belief in 
racial hierarchy, a belief that has dominated the educational, economic, 
social, and legal discourse for centuries. (Christopher, 2016, para. 23)

Our advocacy for inclusive conflict excellence in higher education 
makes a similar case for transformation and truth-telling about higher 
education. It invites shifting the paradigm away from a retributive, puni-
tive model of campus justice that carries the threat of exclusion and is the 
antithesis of inclusive excellence. Adding reflection papers and educational 
sanctions if coincidental to a standardized sanction rubric misses the point. 
Transforming higher education demands leadership and a comprehensive 
tested strategic approach that centers inclusion in ways that are fully respon-
sive to a changing campus demographic and an always shifting cultural land-
scape. Foundations and structures that do not support inclusive excellence 
and justice must come down, symbolically and literally, to clear the way for 
a sustainable future of inclusive excellence. 

Demands for transforming systems rather than building on top of faulty 
ones also aligns with calls for criminal justice reform and racial reparation to 
account for a harmful racist American legacy because we cannot move for-
ward together as a diverse and united nation until we understand our shared 
past. The removal of historic confederate statues through agreement or force 
and renaming structures to untangle from a troubling legacy are campus-
based examples. Cries for renaming popular national and collegiate sports 
teams is another. These considerations express the value of inclusive conflict 
excellence and across the lenses of justice. 

This balance of lenses honors the critical civil rights activism of six 
Black Alabama State University students acting in concert with other Black 
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students across the south. Their actions and subsequent college expulsion 
paved the way to procedural justice in student conduct practice long before 
the present generation of students was born. In the landmark decision of 
Dixon v. Alabama State Board of Education (1961) the court held that the 
college violated the rights of these students when it expelled them without 
notice, a hearing, or a rationale for the action. The students were simply cast 
out for participating in civil rights demonstrations, including the peaceful 
expression of civil disobedience when they refused to be turned away from a 
Whites-only lunch counter. 

We name this landmark case and honor the contributions of these stu-
dents to remind us that higher education practice is the work of human 
rights, inclusive justice, and equity. What we do today connects us to the 
legacy of six students of color (together with less storied activists and allies) 
who refused to give up their seats at a “Whites Only” counter. The deep 
roots and educational heritage of privilege, injustice, and inequity must keep 
us humble and ever vigilant as allies and educators. The contributions in 
this second edition of Reframing Campus Conflict remain relevant because the 
work of inclusive excellence and social justice in the present day and into the 
future is not done. Mighty change is incremental, and it must be sustained 
over time to move communities forward. As Cloke and Goldsmith (2011) 
assert in the butterfly effect as borrowed from physics, “Every tiny effort at 
[constructive] resolution ripples outward to produce a subtle, yet cumula-
tively positive effect on a local level in our families and workplaces, and on a 
global scale in the cultures and attitudes of people toward their conflicts and 
the resolution process” (p. 8). In this way, our anniversary edition is both a 
celebration of small steps toward change and a renewed call to act and make 
a difference. When the task seems too great, and the days too long, we take 
heart in remembering the impact of students and their allies who dare to stir 
change by claiming their right to belong, to be safe, to be respected, and to 
have a voice in the dialogue of justice and change.

Summary

This chapter introduces context for the theory to practice ideas presented 
in the remainder of this publication. With an understanding of the land-
scape, shifting demographics, and diverse needs of incoming students, the 
importance of the spectrum model (Schrage & Thompson, 2008) approach 
to conflict and conduct management as a viable and relevant solution to 
current campus issues is made clear. This chapter also introduces the term 
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inclusive conflict excellence as a concept to illustrate the importance of balanc-
ing restorative, social, transformative, and procedural justice considerations 
in responding to conflict on today’s campuses. 

Questions for Reflection and Dialogue

Climate surveys are common and necessary on today’s campuses. Here, we 
suggest conducting an informal assessment to get a read on how your insti-
tutional student conduct program attracts and serves students fairly while 
facilitating an inclusive mission of learning and development for every 
student. 

1. Review the statistical breakdown of the student population on your 
campus based on social group identities. Next, compare the numbers 
of disciplinary cases for the past semester or quarter based on the type 
of incident, severity of sanction, and social identity of the student 
alleged to have violated policy. Look too at those seeking services as 
a complainant in such cases. What do the statistics suggest to you? Is 
there a student identity overrepresented or underrepresented as com-
pared to the general campus population? Who is using your services, 
and who is not? Where do service gaps exist?

2. Consider reports and complaints of alleged sexual misconduct or 
harassment. How many complainants and identified harmed  parties 
completed a formal resolution process and what happened? How 
many students, if they had the choice, opted out of pursuing or par-
ticipating in formal investigation and adjudication processes? 

3. How many hate or bias incidents reported on campus this past year 
went unaddressed based on freedom of expression considerations? 

4. Of those cases referred for adjudication, how many might have been 
better managed and resolved in a less formal conflict resolution pro-
cess like mediation, conflict coaching, or a restorative conference or 
circle? For those institutions that have systemic conflict resolution 
options, who is accessing them and who is not? Why? 

5. Consider the visible diversity represented by the first three people a 
student with an issue will meet as they enter the office. What might 
be the initial impact of that first impression, particularly for a student 
who feels apprehensive, underrepresented, defensive, or harmed in 
some way?
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6. Assess the training received by staff and students responsible for some 
aspect of the conduct program. How much experiential time and 
resources are spent addressing bias and building multicultural capac-
ity beyond “diversity awareness”? Does your campus include training 
and dialogue related to campus, regional, and national demographic 
and campus climate trends?

7. Work through a policy change initiative or conflict/conduct-related 
case study (real or imagined) with your team using the Inclusive Con-
flict Excellence Decision Matrix presented in the next section. Later, 
you might apply the matrix across spectrum pathways introduced in 
Part Two of this book to test for the appropriateness of each process 
option related to individual cases. 

Inclusive Conflict Excellence Decision Matrix Exercise

The Inclusive Conflict Excellence Decision Matrix (Table 1.1) is useful as a 
dialogue and decision-making tool to help institutions process cases, conduct 
system reviews, and facilitate dialogue around policy initiatives. To use the 
decision matrix, review the left-hand column that lists potential resolution 
pathways. Pathways are arranged from least to most formal. Scores that range 
from a 5 (fully align) to a 1 (extreme deficit) are determined by viewing indi-
vidual pathways across each lens to ascertain how fully you feel the pathway 
fits each lens. Record that score in the box that intersects for each pathway 
and lens. Once the matrix is complete, tally each line in the far right column. 
The higher the final score, the more fully aligned the interest may be con-
sidered as an approach that honors each lens and achieves inclusive conflict 
excellence. Lower overall matrix scores indicate areas of continued tension 
and create opportunities to search for “third truths” in reconciling conflicting 
interests. A useful prompt across the matrix might be: “When considering 
this incident, how fully does this pathway support and represent the ideals 
found within this individual lens?” Repeat for each pathway and each lens. 
An example of a complete decision matrix is shown in Table 1.2.

Case pathway example: You are the dean of students at your col-
lege. Reports show that cases of COVID-19 are on the rise. Your 
city begins to realize that cases of COVID-19 are surfacing locally. 
Within a 48-hour period, the campus leadership determines that it 
is necessary to move courses online and sends messages to students 
encouraging them to return home as soon as possible. These mes-
sages emphasize the need for social distancing and are reinforced by 
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TABLE 1.1 
Decision Matrix for Inclusive Conflict Excellence

Policy or 
Pathway 
Question

Transformative 
justice

Agency, 
education, 

development, 
and learning

Social justice

Access, 
inclusion, 
truth, and 

multi-
partiality

Restorative 
justice

Community, 
healing, 

reconciliation, 
and 

collaboration

Procedural 
justice

Due process, 
rights, fairness, 

and risk 
management

Total

Pathway 
or Policy 
Option #1

Score Score Score Score Total

Pathway 
or Policy 
Option #2

Add more 
rows to 
consider 
more options

Note. Developed by J.M. Schrage

the county health department issuing specific orders for social dis-
tancing. In the midst of this shifting landscape, students are slowly 
coming to terms with the implications of the situation. Despite cam-
pus messaging efforts, a fraternity decides to proceed with plans for 
hosting a large St. Patrick’s Day event (their most popular party of 
the year). Campus and community stakeholders report the event to 
the dean of students’ office and ask for immediate action. To inform 
your decision on next steps, you decide to use the decision matrix 
as a tool for your staff ’s discussion on how to handle the complaint.

Policy example: The 2011 Dear Colleague Letter guided schools to 
move away from a clear and convincing standard of evidence in 
favor of a preponderance of evidence standard (more likely than 
not) to weigh evidence in cases of sexual misconduct. This guidance 
has since been rolled back and future direction is unclear. Invested 
stakeholder units from across campus (attorneys, student affairs, 
Title IX office, etc.) may use the decision matrix to guide a discus-
sion of the ideal standard of evidence option for their campus. They 
would list each potential option along the left-hand column of the 
matrix and score across the lenses (see Table 1.2). 
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