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Executive Summary 

 Diversity initiatives currently exist in almost every college and university across the 

United States. Diversity programs are often tied to marketing and recruitment leading to a 

definition of diversity as something an institution can have, as in "diverse" students and faculty. 

Institutions also seem to see diversity as something that can be taught and incorporated into 

courses. Unfortunately, too often the goals of diversity are left vague or undefined completely 

leading to the incorporation of many distinct concepts and goals within "diversity." When 

diversity in an institution is not critically analyzed it may lead to a surface level celebration of 

difference while obscuring any real analysis of power, privilege, and inequality embedded in 

difference.  

 This paper uses qualitative research methods to analyze students' perceptions of how 

diversity is incorporated (or not) into core courses at the Humphrey School of Public Affairs. In 

this paper I will show how, in many cases, diversity at the Humphrey School has been divorced 

from critical thinking. This has led to a form of what Bell and Hartmann (2007) call "happy talk": 

using diversity as a way to avoid difficult conversations about inequality, power, and privilege. 

 Diversity at the Humphrey School is shaped by a national discourse of diversity. In this 

paper I will discuss how, through that discourse, differences are defined and come to be seen 

as important, how diversity translates into a celebration of multiculturalism, how diversity 

covers up oppression, and how diversity may, paradoxically, work against efforts to address 

past and current inequalities. I will show how in some cases diversity has further obscured the 

deep structural inequalities that our institutions have consistently failed to address. Diversity is 

not important for what it is, but for what it excludes. What is important is that the discourse of 

diversity does not require any real examination and discussion of the production of difference 

through relationships of power. 

 The Humphrey School is in an ideal position to critically analyze its own diversity 

initiatives in light of this research. The Humphrey School has invested resources in diversity 

strategic planning and has begun a critical conversation about redefining diversity in a context 

specific to the school and it's values. This recent activity creates an opportunity to reflect on 

diversity at the school. The Humphrey School has shown a clear commitment to this reflection 
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and introspection through holding conversations devoted to defining and setting clear goals 

and priorities for diversity. This paper exists within this environment as one part of a larger 

ongoing conversation at the school.  

 The stakes and potential consequences of this work should not be overlooked. In our 

diversity initiatives we should not be content to produce students who can work with "diverse" 

groups of people or who are cultural competent. Our goal should be to train students to think 

critically about underlying assumptions and dominant paradigms. We should be teaching 

students how to uncover structures of power and privilege in their work, and give them the 

courage to make those structures visible to others. What is at stake is not about celebrating 

multiculturalism, but about addressing systemic and structural inequalities in our society.  

 This paper will conclude with a series of recommendations to guide a critical 

conversation about diversity that is already ongoing at the Humphrey School. My most 

important recommendation is that the critical dialogue through which this paper emerged 

should be sustained and encouraged. In order to do this, I believe the Humphrey school must 

push back on the impulse to stay on the comfortable "happy" side of diversity. Staying on the 

happy side of diversity does not require students to think critically about where differences 

come from and the role diversity initiatives play in addressing or reinforcing structural 

inequalities in our society. This is why I propose that the Humphrey School think about diversity 

as an ongoing practice rather than something we assume we are already competent in or 

something we have. 
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Introduction  

 "Diversity" has become a catch-all word used by almost all universities and large 

businesses in the United States. Diversity in an institution is used as both something the 

institution may have, such as "diverse" students or faculty, or something the institution does, 

such as celebrating difference or incorporating 'different' viewpoints. For the former, 

"diversity" is often a euphemism for non-white people. When universities claim to be "diverse" 

they usually mean they have a significant proportion of non-white students and faculty. The 

latter use of "diversity" can also be seen as problematic, because "doing" diversity is often 

separated from the articulation or critical analysis of the goals of "diversity-action." In many 

cases the discourse of doing or incorporating diversity obscures any real analysis of power, 

privilege, and inequality embedded in difference. This discourse may instead reinforce systems 

of oppression.  

 These complications make any study of diversity within an institution challenging. Not 

only must a researcher pay attention to what is said and done, but, more importantly, she must 

understand and give weight to what is unsaid and undone. In the context of diversity discourse, 

what is not taught in our courses is just as important as what is taught, and what students do 

not talk about is just as important as what they do discuss. This paper will look at both the said 

and unsaid, and the done and undone, aspects of diversity at the Humphrey School of Public 

Affairs. Using qualitative research methods focused on students' perceptions of how diversity is 

incorporated (or not) into their core courses I will show how, in many cases, diversity at the 

Humphrey School has been divorced from critical thinking. This has led to a form of what Bell 

and Hartmann (2007) call "happy talk": using diversity as a way to avoid difficult conversations 

about inequality, power, and privilege.  

 Using critical discourse analysis, this paper draws on data from focus groups, informal 

conversations and interviews, and participant observations to understand how diversity is 

brought into core public policy coursework at the Humphrey School of Public Affairs. 

Throughout this paper I will argue that diversity is often incorporated into core courses in ways 

that are shallow and do not push towards critical analysis or thinking. The implications of this 
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can be serious because the silencing of critiques of assumptions and dominant paradigms 

reinforces the very structures of power and privilege that "diversity" seeks to address.  

 I recommend throughout this paper that the Humphrey School—faculty, students and 

staff— begin to think about diversity not as something we have or do, but rather something we 

must practice. A practice is something one must come to with humility and vulnerability 

because "practice," like practicing a sport or a musical instrument, implies a starting place of 

beginner and does not lead to an end goal of perfection, but rather improvement, reflection, 

and critical analysis. As policy students we are taught to make explicit our assumptions and 

question them as we develop problem statements and begin to shape policy solutions. This 

practice does not only belong in our policy analysis courses but should be deeply embedded 

into everything we do as students and as policy-activists. Our diversity-work should be no 

different. What I argue throughout this paper is that we should take our practices of critical 

policy analysis and apply them to our practice of "diversity".  

 This paper will first include a discussion of diversity critiques in the literature and build 

an understanding of "diversity discourse" in a national context. Next, I will situate the 

Humphrey School in this national context and consider how the faculty, administration, and 

students grapple with diversity discourse in their definitions of and goals for diversity. Third, I 

will provide a discussion of how "diversity without oppression" has been recreated in some 

classrooms at the Humphrey School.  I will end by providing recommendations for a reframing 

of diversity.   

Researcher Reflexivity 

 I will occasionally use "we" and "our" when I am asserting my position in this research. 

This is for two reasons: first, I want to "out" myself as an internal researcher. I want to be clear 

throughout this paper that I am a student at the Humphrey School and this research was 

conducted as an internal investigation rather than an objective observation done by an 

outsider. Second, I want to position myself in relation to my audience. This paper is written for 

the faculty member, administrator, or student who is deeply invested in the mission of 

promoting "diversity" and social justice at the Humphrey School. I position myself in the same 

camp, as someone who is also deeply committed to those same things. This paper is not an 
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external investigation into all the ways we are failing, but rather an internal paper asking that 

we consider the ways we may not be reaching our goals with the talk and actions we are 

currently taking or not taking. As a student who deeply values the lessons I have learned from 

the Humphrey School around inequality, relationships of power and privilege, and the 

construction of difference, I will be the first to acknowledge and thank the professors who have 

pushed me beyond surface level analysis and made me consider the invisible ways power 

works.1 As I believe this paper demonstrates, I have had the opportunity to pursue critical 

analysis of a concept most people consider inherently good and positive, and have felt nothing 

but support in doing so. As a white woman and a person who deeply believes in the mission 

and values espoused by the Humphrey School, my position affects both the ways I conducted 

research as well as the analysis. The process of uncovering invisible structures of power and 

privilege has encouraged me to reconsider experiences of privilege and marginalization in my 

own life. I believe my position as an engaged insider in this community makes me uniquely 

qualified to do this research and extend thoughtful and realistic recommendations. As an 

insider, I believe enough in the values and mission of the Humphrey School that I feel confident 

I can ask that we decide to have a higher standard for ourselves in regards to "diversity."  

A Note on Language 

 I do not provide a definition of diversity for this paper. The research in this paper shows 

that there is no one accepted definition of diversity, but there is a "linguistic umbrella" (Bell and 

Hartmann, 2007) that encompasses the many ways diversity is talked about, invoked, and acted 

upon in higher education. I refer to this "linguistic umbrella" as diversity discourse. I use the 

word discourse because "diversity" cannot be studied as a single concept, but must be 

considered as a complex set of concepts with different and often conflicting origins, goals, and 

outcomes. The varied uses of "diversity discourse" should be seen as situated within a political 

and social context that I will describe later in this paper. Another reason I do not provide a 

formal definition of diversity is because I found it important to allow the students in this 

research to define it in their own terms. In this paper context will show which aspects of the 

diversity umbrella students are referring to at different moments.  

                                                           
1
 A special thanks to my committee members Deborah Levison and Joe Soss as well as Debra Fitzpartick for pushing 

me to think critically about diversity (and many other subjects) during my time at the Humphrey School. 
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Methodology 

 This paper relied on qualitative data gathered over the course of the Spring 2013 

semester. The bulk of the research comes from eight focus groups and two informal 

conversations with students at the Humphrey School. This research was done in coordination 

with a working group of the Diversity Committee at the Humphrey School, made up of 

students, faculty and staff. The working group identified four sets of core courses in the 

Masters of Public Policy Program that could be studied for their "incorporation" of diversity into 

curriculum. These include: economics, quantitative analysis, management, and policy analysis. 

Every student receiving the Master's of Public Policy degree must take at least one course— in 

some cases up to 3 courses— in each category.2 Two focus groups of five to eight students were 

held for each category of courses. Students were randomly chosen for the focus groups from a 

list of all students who had completed the courses in the past three semesters.3 As indicated in 

Appendix B, among the 49 percent who responded, 20 percent were available to attend a focus 

group, while the others has legitimate conflicts such as class or work. Participants included 28 

males, 22 females, 11 international students, and 5 domestic students of color. This means that 

in relation to the overall student population, international students were slightly 

overrepresented and domestic students of color were slightly underrepresented in the focus 

groups.  

 The focus groups were student-led.4  As the protocol in Appendix A demonstrates, 

student participants were asked to define diversity as it related to the course’s curriculum and 

then asked to describe and evaluate how well diversity was incorporated into that specific 

course. In the end, students were asked to share their hopes and concerns for diversity 

initiatives at the school. All of the focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and coded for key 

themes. It is important to note that focus groups are not without limitations. I have listed some 

of the relevant limitations of focus groups in appendix D. Because of these limitations, this 

research should be seen as a starting point for future research using various other methods.  

                                                           
2
 These are required for every student unless they waive the course due to previous coursework in the same area. 

3
 Thanks to Stacey Grimes, Assistant to the Associate Dean, for creating the randomized list. 

4
 Thanks to Romilda Justilien, Katie Reed, Ali Abbas, Kate Noble, and Mark Gruen for moderating or taking notes at 

focus groups.  
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 After initial analysis of the focus groups, I held two informal "conversations" with 23 

students to discuss, critique, and analyze the findings. These conversations created an informal 

space where I could ask students about the tensions, gaps, and silences found in my initial 

analysis of the focus groups. In these conversations we delved deeper into how diversity is used 

in core courses, what the goals and priorities of students are in relation to diversity, and, finally, 

the implications of this for the Humphrey School. It is important to note that I actively targeted 

and recruited certain students for these conversations. All of the students who attended focus 

groups were invited to return, but I also invited students in leadership roles at the Humphrey 

School, and members of the Diversity Committee and its working groups. This created a space 

where some students present in the follow-up conversations had put more thought into 

"diversity" than others. The result was valuable for rich conversations that required students to 

explain the meanings and implications of their assumptions to their peers. In the focus groups 

underlying assumptions were often left unsaid, but in the conversations students were pushed 

(either by me or by each other) to critically consider how their ideas of diversity were 

constructed.  

 I use critical discourse analysis to analyze the qualitative data collected. Critical 

discourse analysis starts with the idea that all language exists within a social context, and that 

dominance, power, and inequalities in that context all shape language. Within critical discourse 

analysis, discourse is seen as a form of social practice that cannot be divorced from the 

"situations, institutions, and social structures which frame it" (Fairclough et al, 2011). This is not 

a one-way relationship, though: discourse is also seen as constitutive of those same social 

structures. Critical discourse analysis is not just reporting what was said. It also considers the 

context in which it was said, the meaning created by what was said or unsaid, and the way 

power is created and reproduced through the discourse. Fairclough and co-authors explain how 

power works through discourse: 

In a dialectical understanding, a particular configuration of the social world is implicated 
in a particular linguistic conceptualization of the world; in language, we do not simply 
name things but conceptualize things. Thus discursive practices may have major 
ideological effects: that is, they can help produce and reproduce unequal power 
relations between, (for instance) social classes, women and men, and ethnic groups, 
through the ways in which they represent things and position people. So discourse may, 
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for example, be racist, or sexist, and try to pass off assumptions (often falsifying ones) 
about any aspect of social life as mere common sense (Fairclough et al, 2011, p.358).  
 

It is important to note that people are usually unaware of the relations of power or the 

assumptions that exist in the discourse they use (Fairclough et al, 2011). This is the role of 

critical discourse analysis: to uncover and make apparent what lies beneath what is said.  

 Critical discourse analysis was chosen particularly because of how deeply diversity is 

embedded in discourse at the Humphrey School (as in many higher education institutions). My 

peers sometimes joke about "diversity burnout," and some of them stopped going to any event 

that had the word "diversity" in the title. For being so ubiquitous, the qualitative data suggests 

that the concept of diversity at the Humphrey School is filled with contradictions, tensions, and 

occasionally, resistance and frustration. In regards to diversity, what is talked about is not just 

talk but is creating and recreating meaning around difference and power.   

 

Diversity as Discourse: Developing a Framework 

 Diversity has become ubiquitous in U.S. higher education. Nearly every school has some 

sort of diversity action plan or initiative (Iverson, 2007), yet diversity is rife with tensions and 

contradictions. Diversity has been held up as an inherent and unquestionable good; this "happy 

talk"(Bell and Hartmann, 2007) has made it difficult for universities to critically analyze their 

initiatives and goals in light of the contradictions and tensions that emerge through diversity 

discourse. This section will begin with a short history of how contemporary notions of diversity 

emerged through Affirmative Action and then will apply critical diversity literature to build an 

understanding of contemporary diversity discourse. It is important to remember that "diversity 

discourse" has many competing concepts under its umbrella. These concepts have varying goals 

and outcomes. Therefore, diversity must be thought of not as single concept but as a set of 

politically and socially situated discourses.  

 Many diversity scholars trace the emergence of the term as it is used today to a 

Supreme Court case in 1978, Regents of the University of California v. Bakke. Alan Bakke found 

out he was denied admission to medical school when students from racial minority groups with 

lower test scores were admitted as part of an affirmative action program, and he sued the 
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University of California (Ford, 2006). The Supreme Court ruled in favor of Bakke; they decided 

the racial quota system was against the Equal Protection Clause (NCSL, 2012). The case did not, 

however, rule all affirmative action programs unconstitutional. While quota-based affirmative 

action programs were found unconstitutional, non-quota based programs were permissible if 

they were "designed to promote 'diversity'" (Ford, 2006). The Court decided that affirmative 

action could not be used to redress past societal discrimination, but promotion of institutional 

"diversity" was allowed.  

 In 2003, two Supreme Court cases involving affirmative action at the University of 

Michigan were decided. Two white Michigan residents denied admission in the school sued, 

claiming "reverse discrimination" on the basis of race (Morfin et al, 2006). The question at hand 

became: "Is diversity a compelling state interest that can justify the narrowly tailored use of 

race in the selection of applicants for admission to public institutions of higher education?" 

(Morfin et al, 2006).  In one case, Michigan was using a point system in which membership of a 

certain racial group was worth a certain number of points; this case was ruled against Michigan 

because the rigidity of the system failed to assess admissions criteria on an "individual basis to 

evaluate their potentially unique contribution to the freshman class" (Morfin et al, 2006). The 

other case, though, did not involve a point system and was ruled as consistent with the 

rationale for "diversity" in Bakke (GRATZ v. BOLLINGER, 2003). Morfin et al (2006) summarize 

the majority opinion:"The diversity standard attempts to reflect the diversity of population at 

large and prepares students for a diverse workforce." Additionally, the majority argued that 

there was a critical mass of "diversity" required for "the purpose of contributing to cross-racial 

understanding, breaking down racial stereotypes, and helping achieve overall better 

understanding of different races" (Morfin et al, 2006).  Despite the rulings in favor of diversity, 

white students remain over-represented in higher education (Morfin et al, 2006). The Supreme 

Court cases define the purpose of diversity not in relation to access to higher education for 

historically marginalized group, but to prepare students to work in a "diverse world."  

 Consideration of the Supreme Court use of diversity points to the first set some of the 

confusion around how diversity is used and what the goals of diversity are. Diversity is usually 

talked about (at the Humphrey School and broadly) as one of two things: either something that 
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exists or not, or as something that can be done/incorporated/practiced. Since "diversity" is 

used in these two different ways it is often confusing to separate which type of diversity is 

being discussed. I will discuss each type of diversity below.  

 The first type of diversity—something that can be had— is most often talked about in 

terms of recruitment and retention in higher education. This type of diversity is referred to as 

something an institution can be or that an institution has; for example, "the Humphrey School is 

very diverse" or "we have a very diverse faculty and student body." In this type of diversity, 

whiteness is often an implicit reference point. Saying "diverse students" is usually a euphemism 

for saying "non-white" or "non-Caucasian" students. Percentages of minorities are usually 

included on website and marketing materials, and images of student bodies usually include 

racially "diverse" students. This type of diversity is important to understand and question, but it 

will not be the focus of this paper. 

 The second type of diversity is much more broad. This is the type of diversity that 

institutions do. The word diversity, simply defined, means difference or inclusion of difference 

(from the Merriam-Webster definition). Institutions that say they “do diversity” usually mean 

they celebrate and include "difference" into what they do. After analyzing several articles on 

incorporating diversity into core public affairs courses from The Journal of Public Affairs 

Education, I have found that classroom "diversity" seems to mean incorporating, and being 

inclusive of, many different viewpoints into curricula and valuing and teaching 

"multiculturalism"(Villegas, 2002;  Rubaii-Barrett, 2006; Rice, 2004; Mayhew et al, 2005; Gayles 

and Kelly, 2007).  

 "Diversity" has many goals that are often left unstated. First, diversity in higher 

education is often situated in a deep commitment to equity and social justice (Ahmed, 2007). 

While the Supreme Court ruled that universities could not use race as an admissions criteria for 

the purpose of addressing past wrongs, this justification continues to be an important guiding 

principle for many practitioners of diversity. Additionally, addressing current inequalities and 

discrimination is a goal of many diversity programs (Ahmed, 2007). University diversity goals 

also seek to train culturally competent students. This goal stems from a recognition that the 

United States is becoming increasingly more demographically diverse, and graduates must have 
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the ability to work with people who are different from them in order to be successful. This goal 

is consistent with the Supreme Court's idea of an acceptable purpose for "diversity." Sometimes 

this goal is seen as an end in and of itself, and other times it is seen as an integral part of a 

social justice oriented mission. The idea is that learning to work with and respect difference will 

also contribute to minimizing current discrimination and inequality.  

 The above discussion on types and goals of diversity is very important to grounding this 

paper, but is not my main focus for understanding diversity discourse. What I am concerned 

with is how diversity works through institutions.  It is important to understand that there are 

different ways people talk about and use diversity, because the purpose or type of diversity is 

often left unexplained. The word diversity is too often used to simultaneously refer to all of 

these aspects at once without specifying the current specific purpose. Below I will consider the 

how of diversity; I will discuss how differences are defined and come to be seen as important, 

how diversity translates into a celebration of multiculturalism, how diversity covers up 

oppression, and how diversity may, paradoxically, work against efforts to address past and 

current inequalities.  

 If diversity is considered a celebration, toleration, or inclusion of difference then it 

becomes  important to consider the process through which differences are created and 

defined. It is easy to take these questions for granted, and indeed many do when it comes to 

diversity. We live in a country that has so much "difference" it seems too obvious to talk about. 

In terms of diversity, though, the creation and definition of difference must be understood 

through mechanisms of power. Bell and Hartmann (2007) point out what should be an obvious 

question: if diversity is the celebration of difference, then we must ask: difference from whom? 

Difference implies an invisible reference point against which difference can be defined. 

Often this reference point is whiteness. The act of defining non-white groups as different must 

then be seen as an act of power. Difference can be studied, valued, celebrated, and tolerated 

while whiteness remains unquestioned (Doane, 2003; Ford, 2006). Taken a step further, if we 

claim that students benefit and learn from exposure to different perspectives, we must 

consider who is doing and teaching and who is doing the benefitting. Thandeka (1999) critiques 

anti-racism policies that use people of color as the "saviors" to the "racist" white people. In this 
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paradigm, people who are considered "diverse" make white people more culturally competent 

by being present and by sharing their perspectives. Bell and Hartmann (2007) explain that 

diversity then "both asserts white normativity and treats whiteness as a bland or empty 

category to be filled up by people of color."   

We should not see labels of "diverse" or "different" as inherent or inevitable (Doane, 

2003). Instead, we should consider a process through which certain bodies are labeled different 

and become objects that can be had (or celebrated or included). As Ahmed (2007) writes, "This 

model of cultural diversity reifies difference as something that exists ‘in’ the bodies or culture 

of others, such that difference becomes a national property: if difference is something ‘they 

are’, then it is something we ‘can have’." To situate this process of defining difference within 

mechanisms of power does not mean those who support and advocate for diversity are 

inherently oppressors or racists. This is also not to argue that diversity initiatives are all bad. I 

simply wish to question the underlying assumptions within "diversity" to encourage critical 

thinking about the potential effects of these assumptions. When considering diversity 

initiatives, it is important to uncover these mechanisms of power and oppression not just in 

relation to whiteness and non-whiteness, but in other ways we define difference as well, such 

as "different" sexualities, genders, abilities, classes, and others. 

 Multiculturalism in education also emerges out of a commitment to celebrating 

difference and as a backlash against "the Eurocentric foundations of the American school 

curriculum" (McCarthy and Willis, 1995). Multicultural education was seen as a decolonization 

of school curricula and oppressive pedagogy (Jackson and Solis, 1995). As the name suggests, 

multicultural education seeks to recognize the right to culture and a tolerance (and celebration) 

of cultural difference in the classroom (Ford, 2006; Jackson and Solis, 1995).  

 Critics of multiculturalism caution that an over-emphasis on cultural difference may 

distract from real lived experiences of discrimination. In multiculturalism, as in the Bakke 

Supreme Court decision, culture is seen as what creates difference (Ford, 2006). The problem 

with using culture as the focal point for analysis is not that culture does not matter or even that 

cultural differences do not exist. The problem lies in equating racial differences and "cultural 

differences." Because everyone has culture and all cultures are seen as equally different and 
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valuable in multiculturalism, real experiences of racial inequality are ignored and reduced to 

"culture difference." Power is deeply rooted, albeit invisibly, in the practice of multiculturalism. 

The power to tolerate or be sensitive to "different" cultures implies a dominant culture able to 

define different cultures against itself, and a type of oppression cloaked in the language of 

tolerance of difference (Brown, 2009).  Anderson (1999) puts it well when she writes, "Like 

most euphemisms, terms such as 'multiculturalism' and 'diversity' have begun to blunt the 

imagination, since when they are associated with only culture, they ignore issues of justice, 

power and equity." When separated from power, Black culture is the same as Italian culture 

and any differences are reduced and assigned to culture rather than to social structure and 

power (Ford, 2006). This is not to argue that cultural differences do not exist or that they 

should not be celebrated or valued; the problem emerges when we stop at valuing culture and 

do not interrogate the process through which cultural differences replace racial differences. 

There are still very real structures of racism and other forms of discrimination in our society 

that create inequalities, and valuing "culture" does not force us to consider these inequalities.  

 The critics of multiculturalism point to one major contradiction within diversity 

discourse in which many of those who support diversity both acknowledge and celebrate 

difference while simultaneously claiming that those differences do not matter (Bonilla-Silva, 

2003). This is often done in color-blind rhetoric that claims race no longer matters, effectively 

shutting down discussion of the ways in which race does matter in our society (i.e. the ways 

racism is still very real). Ironically, it is only white people who have the luxury of being color-

blind because "white people need not wonder, for example, if their achievements will be seen 

as happening because of their race; they need not worry that if they fail, their failure will be 

used to judge their race. Indeed, most white people do not even think of themselves as raced 

subjects" (Anderson, 2003). Color-blindness and the claims that differences are valuable while 

also claiming differences do not matter point to the rhetorical twists that keep diversity in the 

space of "happy talk" and avoid any deeper more critical analysis. 

 In her qualitative research on practitioners of diversity in higher education in Australia, 

Sara Ahmed found that diversity language emerged from an "equity fatigue" (Ahmed, 2007). 

According to Ahmed, diversity initiatives directly replaced initiatives for equity and equality. 
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More importantly, diversity takes over because these other terms have failed (Ahmed, 2007). If 

diversity is replacing equality as the goal of higher education, we must evaluate whether 

diversity as the replacement for "equality" has, or can, achieve more "equal" opportunities.  

 Unfortunately, the transition from equality to diversity has further obscured the deep 

structural inequalities that our institutions have consistently failed to address. In fact, several 

critical diversity scholars claim one reason our institutions fail to address inequalities is because 

the discourse of diversity has obscured those inequalities; it is a mechanism through which 

power and privilege perpetuate inequalities (Bell et al, 2007; Anderson, 1999; Beaz, 2000). 

Diversity, as the celebration and incorporation of difference (in culture, perspectives, and 

bodies), can be divorced from inequality and therefore also divorced from structures of power 

and privilege that create inequalities (Bell et al, 2007; Anderson, 1999). In this quote, Anderson 

points out the damage that seeing diversity as exposure to "diverse" perspectives can cause. 

The language of multiculturalism and diversity emphasize difference and appreciation, 
and it has come to be expressed as including a range of 'voices.'... But true inclusion is 
more than 'voice'— it is access, rights, influence, power, and money— just to name a 
few. (Anderson, 1999, p.15).  

 

Bell and Hartmann (2007) found in their qualitative research that people "believe they 

should say something positive about diversity," but when pressed, they stumble over how to 

reconcile contradictions inherent in diversity. Respondents were often unable to reconcile their 

lived experiences of inequality with their belief in multiculturalism, and they often struggled to 

talk about diversity and inequality at the same time. Bell and Hartmann (2007) attribute this to 

a diversity discourse that has become "happy talk" used to gloss over inequalities. For Bell and 

Hartmann, diversity discourse is a "linguistic umbrella" that allows "... Americans to engage race 

on the surface but disavow and disguise its deeper structural roots and consequences. Indeed, 

what makes this diversity discourse so potent and problematic is precisely the way in which it 

appears to engage and even celebrate differences, yet does not grasp the social inequities that 

accompany them." Anderson appropriately calls this "linguistic umbrella" of diversity, "diversity 

without oppression" (Anderson, 1999). 

 There is value in having faculty and students who come from a variety of backgrounds, 

but rather than setting quotas or checking off "diversity" boxes, we should consider where the 
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"differences" come from and why, historically, these groups have been under-represented in 

academia. This is not to say that descriptive representation, or seeking out students and faculty 

from historically marginalized communities so that the make-up of the university matches that 

of larger society, should not also be a goal of a diversity initiative. I simply disagree with 

descriptive representation being seen as the only goal or as an ends rather than a means.  Dara 

Strolovitch (2008) makes a similar argument in her book; she takes issue with the way 

organizations see descriptive representation as their only goal, but she also argues there is 

value in this representation. This value, to her, comes from learning about power and privilege; 

to her, institutions do not benefit from some sort of inherent difference in diverse individuals 

due to culture or biology, but rather from their experience of marginalization. She writes, 

"without accepting that there are inherent and essential differences among groups or clearly 

delineated boundaries dividing them, we can appreciate that marginalization and 

discrimination foster different life experiences...for members of marginalized groups" 

(Strolovitch, 2008) To Strolovitch, who was writing about advocacy organizations, including the 

voices and experiences of members of marginalized groups may change what is on the 

advocacy agenda. Therefore, the representation itself is  a means of getting issues of 

marginalized groups on the agenda rather than an end in and of itself. I argue, similarly, if we 

simply stop at the goal of "harmoniously adding color to whiteness" (Bell and Hartmann, 2007), 

then we continue to perpetuate the institutional racism and structural inequality that makes 

quotas seem necessary. If we stop at valuing diversity, we also stop interrogating inequality, 

racism, and privilege. Diversity is not important for what it is, but for what it excludes. What is 

important is that the discourse of diversity does not require any real examination and 

discussion of the production of difference through relationships of power.  

 As discussed above, several very distinct concepts are included under the same 

"umbrella" of diversity. For example, a conversation about diversity at the Humphrey School 

may be about descriptive representation of minorities, systemic oppression of marginalized 

groups, or challenging assumptions and dominant paradigms in methodology. Throughout this 

research students and faculty moved fluidly from one concept to another all within the 

umbrella of diversity. One student may talk about challenging neo-classical economic 
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assumptions in the same conversation as a student who wants to include perspectives from 

historically marginalized groups in management case studies. When we put these distinct 

concepts under the same umbrella we give people an "out." For those who are uncomfortable 

talking about inequality, they can shift conversations by talking about a different part of 

"diversity." Professors who feel uncomfortable or unable to question the paradigms they are 

teaching are able to include case studies or examples from international communities and can 

feel like they have addressed "diversity." When left as a broad umbrella of concepts, people can 

choose which type of diversity makes them most comfortable. A consequence of this is that we 

may minimize or trivialize all of the concepts under the umbrella when they are each important 

and deserve adequate time and space in curricula.  

Diversity on the Ground: A Localized Context 

 The Hubert H. Humphrey School of Public Affairs was established in 1977 as a "living 

memorial" to former Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey. His presence can be felt on every 

floor of the school through photos, murals and quotes on the walls. The Humphrey School 

openly espouses a commitment to social justice and the common good.  This reflects the values 

and influence of the school's namesake. There are five masters degree programs at the 

Humphrey School including the Master of Public Policy, which accounts for 48 percent of the 

student population; a mid-career public affairs program, 24 percent; an urban and regional 

planning program, 12 percent; and an international development practice degree, 9 percent 

(Humphrey School website).  

 The mission of the Humphrey School includes an important insight into the way the 

school views diversity. The mission statement states that the Humphrey School: "inspires, 

educates, and supports innovative leaders to advance the common good in a diverse world."5 

Another indication of how the Humphrey School views diversity is the reporting of student 

demographics on the website. On the website there is a breakdown for student population by 

degree program, an average age, and the percent of minority and international students for the 

incoming class (16 and 14 percent respectively). A final contextual framing of the Humphrey 

School's commitment to diversity is the number of diversity-related events for faculty and staff. 

                                                           
5
 From the Humphrey School of Public Affairs website, http://www.hhh.umn.edu/about/ataglance.html 

http://www.hhh.umn.edu/about/ataglance.html
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In the Fall semester of 2012 there were an average of one diversity-related event per week.6 

These events are hosted by various sub-groups of the Diversity Committee as well as student-

led organizations. While there is no concrete data to show this, there seems to be a consensus 

among faculty and students that "diversity" has become the main buzzword at the school in the 

past couple of years. This recent activity creates an opportunity to reflect on diversity at the 

school. The Humphrey School has shown a clear commitment to this reflection and 

introspection through holding diversity strategic planning sessions with students and staff as 

well as conversations devoted to defining diversity and setting goals and priorities for diversity. 

This paper exists within this environment as one part of a larger ongoing conversation at the 

school.  

 The Humphrey School exists within several fields of discourse that shape values, 

priorities, and, in particular, diversity efforts at the school. Diversity discourse within the United 

States, higher education, the University of Minnesota, and public affairs schools all shape the 

way the Humphrey School positions diversity internally. These "outside" influences should not 

be overlooked, and, in many ways, the Humphrey School can be seen as a microcosm or 

reflection of national diversity debates. The Humphrey School also reinterprets and 

reconstructs its own version of diversity discourse unique to the school. This construction takes 

place in the way diversity is presented in school marketing and promotion materials, the values 

and priorities as displayed in the mission statement and core course curricula, and in the ways 

groups of students, faculty, and staff interpret these micro-discourses in their own work and 

interactions. This paper will focus on how national diversity discourses and debates are 

translated into a local context, and how they are transformed within this context to create the 

forms of diversity that emerged in the qualitative research discussed below.  

 The specific context of the Humphrey School requires a consideration of the particular 

components of the diversity "umbrella" that may be unique to this context. In addition to the 

traditional categories of diversity (race, sexual orientation, disability status, class status, etc.), 

the Humphrey School has other forms of diversity that emerge within the school. For example, 

as a professional school, there are many different disciplines and career goals. Faculty are 

                                                           
6
 From the Public Affairs Student Association event calendar, https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/humphrey-

pasa/calendar 

https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/humphrey-pasa/calendar
https://sites.google.com/a/umn.edu/humphrey-pasa/calendar
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trained in economics, sociology, political science, policy, management, and leadership among 

others. Students go into jobs in very different areas including international development, city 

management, advocacy, academia, and policy research at think tanks. Some students come to 

the Humphrey School seeking a career in social justice and public service, and other students 

study advanced policy analysis and hope to do statistical analysis for a think tank. These types 

of diversity were mentioned as both a strength and a challenge at the school. It is important to 

note that all these very distinct types of "diversity" exist under the same umbrella and are often 

talked about in the same sentence. The ability to shift between difference of experience due to 

area of study versus racial background can be problematic to understanding and teaching 

diversity.  

Focus Group Analysis 

 Boundaries are often not consciously defined or acknowledged until they are crossed. 

Imagine this scenario: two years ago, in a core course for the Masters of Public Policy program, 

the class was having a discussion based on a deep sense of shared identity among (most) 

students. This feeling of shared identity was attributed to generational similarities, but not all 

students felt included. One student in particular took this moment to challenge her classmates' 

assumptions. As a student of color, her experiences were different.  

 The scenario above was remembered and was rehashed by five separate people in four 

separate conversations over the course of my research. All of these students remember when 

the professor moved on with the conversation without acknowledging or engaging in a 

discussion around the comments of the student who spoke up. The discussion moved "online" 

in a virtual discussion, but when brought back into the classroom in the next session it was 

again dismissed by the professor.  For the students in my research this moment represented 

something important; it was pivotal to their internal engagement with diversity. One student 

called it a "wave of privilege" that washed over the classroom and shook her deeply. Another 

student who similarly felt marginalized by the sense of shared identity of her classmates left the 

class confused and in tears. It took her most of the next three semesters to unpack her reaction 

to and relationship with the "wave of privilege." Moments like these in qualitative research are 

important. The student who spoke up was not simply inserting her "perspective" or "opinion," 
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she crossed a line into something deeper. She questioned the implicit but unspoken (white) 

privilege deeply entrenched in the conversation. The reaction the professor and fellow students 

had to this moment indicates the presence of that unspoken boundary. The data show that this 

boundary is present in the ways students define, prioritize, and engage with "diversity" in their 

courses. Below, I point out the contradictions and tensions that exist in the ways students 

talked about diversity, and I will show how the impulse to stay on the comfortable "happy" side 

of diversity pushes against the desire to "go deeper" and break through constructed 

boundaries.  

Definitions of Diversity 

 In the focus groups the moderators encouraged students to think about diversity in their 

core courses in whatever way resonated most to them. The vast majority defined diversity in 

broad and abstract terms. To them, diversity was about incorporating "diverse perspectives" or 

"different voices and viewpoints." In some cases the "viewpoints" to be incorporated were 

described as "diverse" or "different," but in other cases they were described as "alternate" or 

"other." Alternate or other perspectives were talked about as being counter or alternative to 

the mainstream perspective they were being taught. A good example of this is when students in 

the focus group on economics asked to be offered other economics paradigms beyond the 

neoclassical perspective.  

 Those viewpoints that were talked about as diverse or different either referred to 

perspectives of people with different races, genders, sexual orientations or just simply 

perspectives that were different from those held by the student speaking. This student used 

socioeconomic class status as an example of the difference in perspectives he was looking for in 

an economics course: 

I think it means to incorporate a diversity of views on a subject in terms of how different cultural 
groups perceive economics and what it has meant to them and their history and of course what 
the dominant view of economics and what that has meant to them and their history, and 
different class perspectives as well, you know sort of the classical view of economics and how is 
the viewed different by... lower classes of people. 
 

While the student above referred to perspectives of different cultural groups, the next student 

quoted voiced a broader desire to grapple with multiple perspectives rather than one dominant 

way to looking at things: "[Diversity is] where you have a range of perspectives on certain topics 
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within the course so that you are not just seeing one side of addressing the issue but getting a 

whole range of different policy options or concepts for addressing certain topics." In all of the 

examples above, the perspectives that are brought into the course represent something 

different, which should push one to ask the question: "different from what/whom?" In the case 

of different cultural perspectives, the reference point seems to be a white, middle-class, 

Western/American, and, in some cases, male perspective. In the other examples, the reference 

points seem to be dominant discourses, as in the neoclassical economics example. What is 

important here is the construction of difference in relation to a reference point. Often the 

reference perspective is not talked about, but one is always implicated. 

 Other minor themes emerged from the focus groups around defining diversity. Students 

said incorporating diversity in a course was not just about bringing in other perspectives but 

also about creating a "safe space" where those perspectives could "come out" and students 

could feel comfortable. Some students saw diversity in terms of teaching styles, and recognition 

of the different ways students learn. Many students said bringing in diversity was about putting 

things into context and creating more opportunities for real world application of theories. The 

assumption behind this perspective was that the real world is inherently "diverse" so real world 

examples and applications will necessarily require grappling with diversity. Many students feel 

examples are simplified to make them easier to understand in class, but this shaves away much 

of the complexity and diversity that naturally exists outside the classroom.   

 Finally, in some cases there was a split between students defining diversity in terms of 

who was in the room (i.e. a "diverse" groups of students) versus the perspectives and ways of 

teaching that incorporated diversity. Those who defined diversity as the people in the class also 

often adopted a broad definition of who was considered "diverse," including political and 

religious beliefs, various "backgrounds," and geographical origins, in addition to the categories 

of diversity most widely used (race, class, gender, sexual orientation, disability). In fact, many 

students pushed back on a notion that there is often little diversity in the room, pointing out 

that a broader definition of diversity shows everyone is diverse and there is always diversity in 

the room. Many students pushed back on what they saw as narrow definitions of diversity that 

only included categories of race, class, gender, and disability. They wanted to see diversity as a 
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more all-encompassing concept. The main reason for this seemed to be a desire to find value in, 

and learning from, a broad range of differences.  

 For most students, the goal of incorporating diversity was to encourage critical thinking. 

The belief was when exposed to difference, students would be forced to push themselves to 

question their assumptions. Additionally, when professors force students to question 

underlying assumptions and dominant paradigms in methodologies or theories, the outcome is 

learning and practicing critical thinking.  

 Finally, despite the desire to broaden definitions of diversity to include all perspectives 

that are different or "diverse," when asked to provide specific examples of incorporation of 

diversity into their courses, students most often provided examples of racial others. Bell and 

Hartmann found the same phenomena in their qualitative research on diversity in which 

"respondents typically defined diversity in very general terms yet recounted experiences with 

and references to diversity that were far more specific and racially-inflected" (Bell and 

Hartmann, 2007). They concluded that "Race appeared frequently in our interviews— not as 

the linguistic trope for difference, but in the actual experiences and cultural categories that 

most people, regardless of race, have in mind when they talk about diversity" (Bell and 

Hartmann, 2007). In addition to "racially-inflected" examples of diversity, these same students 

framed these examples in terms of ethnicity and  culture rather than race. As discussed above 

in the diversity discourse section, culture and ethnicity are often easier ways to talk about race, 

because they avoid discussions of power and privilege: 

I argue here that allowing the concept of ethnicity to overshadow issues of race in social 
policy shifts public attention from 'uncomfortable' topics regarding racism to topics of 
cultural differences and ethnic identity. While cultural differences and ethnic identity are 
critical issues, they should not blind us to the persistent realities of race and racism. Losing 
this focus is something I call 'diversity without oppression'(Anderson, 1999).  
 

This will be discussed more in depth later, but it is important to note that in defining diversity 

and providing examples, students are drawing on and reproducing concepts recognized in 

diversity discourse. The contradictions of wanting to broaden definitions of diversity while 

simultaneously invoking the lived experience of racially-inflected examples, and the "happy 
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talk" of replacing culture and ethnicity for race, class, gender and disability demonstrate the 

power of diversity discourse.  

Skills Courses and Prioritizing Diversity 

 An area of conflict for students in the focus groups was whether or not diversity "fit" 

into the core courses. The variations of opinion fit into three distinct (although in some cases 

related) camps: first, diversity is (and should be) separate from their concrete "skills" courses; 

second, diversity should be a part of required curriculum but as its own course or in courses 

that teach "softer" skills; and third, diversity should be woven throughout every single course at 

the Humphrey School. It is difficult to quantify which of these opinions was dominant among 

students because of the back-and-forth nature of discussion around this particular topic. In the 

end, in several focus groups and conversations, students from the first two camps seemed to 

move over to the last group (at least in part) indicating that with a little more thought and 

discussion the third category gained more adherents.  

 One dominant theme within the discussion was over where diversity belongs. In both 

the focus groups and the conversations, diversity was not seen as a "skill" in the way 

multivariate regression analysis, microeconomic modeling, or concrete management skills are 

referred to as "skills." Students overwhelmingly saw skills as being something concrete that 

could be summed up on a resume. To many, diversity was either too soft, too intangible, or too 

broad to really be seen as a marketable skill. Even when students broke diversity into a more 

concrete narrow concept such as the ability to interact within "diverse" groups or to work with 

people who are "different" from them, diversity was still not put in the same category of more 

quantitative or marketable skills. There were some students who questioned the notion that 

diversity was not a "skill": "Is it part of the problem that most of us cannot see ability to work 

with diverse populations as a skill in the world? Is it something we consciously have to build?" 

Even still, the consensus was that "diversity" was somehow different than a skill; this 

"difference" did not always translate into "less important" but I will get to that later in this 

paper.  

 "I think the main barrier is why we are actually here: We are here to gain certain skills 

and certain types of knowledge so that is our focus; our focus is not conversations about 
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diversity." This quote very well sums up the group of students who felt diversity should be 

separate from skills courses. In this group, diversity is seen—at worst—as a distraction, and— 

at best— as a soft skill that should not, or cannot, be incorporated into hard skills courses. It 

seems this opinion comes from several places. First, many students acknowledged that their 

ultimate goal for graduate school was to get a good job. To get this job they believed they 

needed concrete skills. These students want to learn to run regressions, evaluate programs, 

carry out cost-benefit analyses, and understand economic models; "diversity" is a harder thing 

to grasp or market. Second, diversity was also seen as something many students already felt 

competent in. Many students have backgrounds working with "diverse" communities, or 

believe this is the kind of skill they must learn through "real world" practice. Finally, they may 

also see "diversity" as something inherent in them or something external to them that does not 

need to be "worked on." These students expressed the belief that because they were 

compassionate, understanding people, they did not need to practice diversity. Others saw 

diversity as something that existed or not (i.e. there are people from many different 

backgrounds in their workplace or class, or not), and it was not something that was learned or 

practiced.  

 Stating that diversity should be separate from skills courses seemed to put students in a 

vulnerable position. As one student pointed out, the way we have framed diversity in the U.S. 

and at the Humphrey School in particular makes you seem like a "total jerk" if you are against 

diversity. These opinions often emerge due to the many understandings or contradictions 

inherent in "diversity discourse." We have built diversity up as something that cannot (or 

should not) be questioned or criticized, but the discourse also leaves us with vague and 

confused notions that are, indeed, hard to grasp much less  put on a resume.  

 The second group of opinions for where diversity should "fit" in the curriculum are those 

who believe diversity is important but perhaps does not "fit" into our core courses. These 

students felt there should be a required course about diversity, or there should be a training 

about diversity during student orientation. This group was split further into two groups: one 

that believed diversity did not fit into their other courses and should be pulled out on its own, 

because it was not seen as a skill or because their courses were too full of "basic" material, and 
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those who felt diversity was important enough that is should be given its own space rather than 

being added on an ad-hoc basis to other courses that may only have the time to engage with on 

a surface level. While these opinions are not mutually exclusive they were often held by 

different students.  

 Students with the third group of opinions on where diversity "fits" in curricula believed 

that diversity should be incorporated throughout every course at the Humphrey School. These 

students tended to hold a different view of diversity than the first group: they thought of 

diversity not as something we can have but as something that can be learned. This group often 

used diversity as a tool to facilitative critical thinking. They saw diversity as analyzing an issue 

from a multitude of different perspectives. This group tended to think that if "diversity" (either 

as different perspectives, critical thinking, or analyses of underlying power, privilege, and 

inequality) was not brought into a course then that course was incomplete. For example, one 

student viewed diversity as critically analyzing the underlying assumptions of a particular "skill": 

...but for me I am also here to learn skills and I think that by not... that I am being done 
a disservice when the weaknesses of the underlying assumptions of these skills are not 
made apparent, so the fact that we use willingness to pay to relate to consumer surplus 
to equal wellbeing inherently devalues the preferences of people who don't have 
money.. and if I do economic analysis and I don't know that then I am wiping out the 
needs of a huge portion of the population. 
 

This student felt that  a class without this version of diversity was incomplete. This next student 

viewed "diversity" as the way the world was and, therefore, all courses needed to address 

diversity otherwise they were simply teaching theories without application to the real world. "I 

think that you know, when you are setting up a regression, you start with theory of course, 

right? And so that is sort of your basic model for how the world works and if you don't have a 

diverse perspective on how the world works then you are going to have a subpar theory." Many 

of these students tended to see diversity as important to everything else they were learning, 

but not all saw diversity as a concept that could (or should) exist on its own. For some of these 

students, "diversity" was only valuable as it applied to their "skills" courses. Others saw 

diversity as the main, essential concept they sought to learn in graduate school.  

 As mentioned earlier, in some of the focus groups and both of the informal 

conversations, while students grappled with where diversity fit in their education, many 
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students who were originally in one of the first groups moved to the second group over the 

course of the discussion. We did not explicitly try to reach consensus in our conversation, but as 

students sought to challenge each other and find areas of agreement, some would shift 

positions.  

 Through the informal conversations, it became clear that many students recruited to 

come saw diversity as an emerging priority. This was either because their definition of diversity 

changed and, it turned out, their priorities encompassed this new conception of diversity, or 

because they realized while in school that diversity was important and therefore should be a 

higher priority for them. One student described the process below: 

 
When I came to the Humphrey I don't think diversity was high on my priority list... well [I did realize] 
you know, I need to learn how to work with people who are different from me, but I really was 
looking for much more specific qualitative and quantitative research methods. I think that the more 
time I spend here the more I realize that it is actually a very real and concrete thing I need to learn 
better how to do. 
 

Many more students went through a similar conversion over the course of the conversations. 

 Finally, this is also a good place to reiterate how difficult it can be in conversations 

about diversity to "out oneself" as someone who does not highly value or prioritize it. I have 

reflected on the possibility that these conversations seemed to shift because students realized 

their opinions were beginning to look bad in front of their peers who were very pro-diversity. 

Conversations about diversity often make students feel afraid to say something wrong; saying 

something critical of diversity can often be seen as saying something insensitive to "minority 

groups" or potentially racist. It is, therefore, impossible to estimate the extent to which 

diversity is a priority, but the question for the Humphrey School to answer is: should it be? And 

how? 

Tokenism and shallow engagement with diversity  

 Given the discussion above, the question remains: how is diversity being incorporated in 

core courses at the Humphrey now? According to students, this depends on the class, their 

personal expectations and goals, and what type of diversity we are talking about. But, for 

students who did want exposure to diversity in some form or another, the consensus was that 

the core courses were not meeting students expectations. Students overwhelmingly saw 
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diversity as lacking in most of their courses. What type of diversity was lacking, though? There 

was a lot of variation among students answering this question. Students felt diversity was 

lacking on several levels. These included: incorporation of different "perspectives" based on 

identity, critical analysis of underlying assumptions, skills for working with diverse groups, and 

exposure to practical applications of concepts. Depending on their definition of and goals for 

diversity, students felt certain types of and goals for diversity were more important than others. 

Many of the same students who broadly defined diversity as "incorporating different 

perspectives" also felt professors were incorporating "perspectives" shallowly. Students pushed 

back on simply including an international case study, or an in-class example from an African 

American neighborhood. Similarly, when assumptions were questioned or methodologies were 

critiqued, students felt this was done as an aside and not a discussion of central importance to 

the course. In sum, even in the courses where "diversity" was addressed, it was done only 

partially or shallowly. Many students felt that in order to do diversity well it needs to be given 

time and space, otherwise it is "glossed over." 

 If diversity is incorporated shallowly, then what does it mean to deeply incorporate 

diversity? There were some hints to this in the focus groups, but it was largely left unanswered. 

One student mentioned that they not only wanted to hear perspectives from historically 

marginalized groups, but they wanted those voices to be central to the example or case study. 

For many students, being exposed to diverse perspectives was the end goal of diversity, but 

professors did not meaningfully bring in those perspectives. Students in the focus groups felt 

professors either did not address diversity or did so shallowly, but these same students also 

expressed  a shallow view of diversity that often did not move beyond perspectives or "giving 

voice."  

 Contradictorily, when "diverse" perspectives were brought into the classroom, students 

often seemed confused about whether that was "tokenizing" those views. In an article for the 

American Sociological Review, Catherine Turco (2010) defines the experience of tokenization 

for minorities as that of "heightened performance pressures, social isolation, and stereotyping 

as a result of their numerical rarity." Turco expands on this traditional definition of tokenization 

by adding that this experience is not a result of numerical rarity alone, but also a product of a 
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low social status in the larger society and is contingent on the particular cultural context of the 

institution in question. Turco explains that individuals acquire certain cultural resources over 

their lives based on their social positioning in society. These cultural resources are then 

interpreted and valued differently in different institutions. For example, the students in this 

research either subconsciously or consciously categorized individuals as having a legitimate  

claim to "diversity" or not. In a school where most people seem to have a liberal political 

ideology, African-Americans may be seen as having valued cultural resources whereas a 

Republican perspective may be de-valued. In the research, students often created hierarchies 

as they spoke about certain students who were "more diverse." The final component in Turco's 

explanation of tokenism is the existence of social schema, or stereotypes, associated with 

certain marginalized groups. These schema are applied to individual members of that group as 

expectations regarding their behavior. When African-American students are tokenized, they 

often feel pressure to speak on behalf of their entire racial group; their successes or mistakes 

are often attributed to their race; and they are subjected to stereotypes based on race much 

more than white students.  

 Students in the research felt acutely aware of tokenism and many spoke about 

tokenization as the main downside or negative consequence to celebrating diversity. But, when 

I unpacked the hierarchies of diversity created by students and considered whose perspectives 

were valued and in what ways, it was clear tokenism was happening. In much of the research, 

the students who were considered most diverse (i.e. racial others, GLBT students, international 

students or students with disabilities) were seen as having perspectives that came directly from 

those identities whereas white students were talked about as having diverse perspectives that 

come from their particular upbringing, life experiences, or geographic origin within the US. In 

other words, white students were able to have perspectives that came from experience or 

education rather than from something inherent in their identity. Students did not value 

whiteness as a place from which perspectives could or should emerge, but whiteness gave 

them the (unacknowledged and unspoken) privilege to formulate their own perspectives rather 

than having perspectives attached to their identity as white. 
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 Among students there was a strong sense of not wanting to make generalizations, but 

there was no explanation of what it would look like to consider or bring in "diverse 

perspectives" that would not be tokenism. This confusing issue for many students seemed to 

also point to a desire for a deeper discussion of diversity. Tokenization was seen as a result of 

engaging with diversity in a shallow way, so perhaps if diversity were engaged on a deeper level 

then tokenizing may become less of a problem. These tensions point to a level of "diversity" 

that is desired but not being reached by either the students or faculty. 

Going Deeper 

 Up until this point, I have focused primarily on what was said in the focus groups, but as 

I began analyzing and journaling about the focus groups I became disturbed by what was not 

said and the implications of that silence. In particular, there were two silences that were most 

concerning. First, I struggled with the reported shallow engagement with diversity on the part 

of professors, and with the mirroring of that shallow engagement with diversity in the focus 

groups of students. I wanted to understand what was deeper than incorporating 

"perspectives;" was it simply about critical thinking, and, if so, critical thinking about what? 

What was the unspoken deeper level of diversity? Second, race was almost never explicitly 

mentioned in any of the focus groups. It was much more common for ethnicity and culture to 

be invoked than race. This was confusing for three reasons. First, in the literature about 

diversity, race is important: race is one of the main social divisions in the U.S, and diversity is 

often used as a euphemism for race. Second, race clearly matters to the Humphrey School. The 

Humphrey School reports percentages of students who are "minorities" and international 

students in its demographic breakdown on the main website. While "minority" does not only 

refer to non-white groups, the reference point through which "minority" status is defined is 

white or Caucasian groups. Third, race clearly mattered to students when they talked about 

diversity. While race was almost never mentioned directly, specific examples of exposure to 

diversity almost always involved a racial other.  

 As it turned out, both of these glaring silences (what it means to go deeper with 

diversity, and why race was not mentioned) brought me to the same conclusion: diversity in 

some core courses at the Humphrey School has become what Margaret L Anderson calls 
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"diversity without oppression" or what Bell and Hartmann call "happy talk". Diversity at the 

Humphrey School is all too often about looking at difference as a fact and a social good without 

examining the social structures of power, privilege, and inequality that define and shape these 

differences. Simply being exposed to different perspectives does nothing to interrogate the 

systemic oppression of the people whose perspectives supposedly we desire to hear. Race 

cannot exist without power, but when we consider all "perspectives" as equal we ignore power 

(Anderson, 1999).  

 In the focus groups and conversations, when asked directly why race was not 

mentioned, students had several responses. First, that diversity is not, and should not, be all 

about race. One student pushed back on the idea that race should be held above other 

"diversities": "Why don't we talk about race? Because it is too limiting, for some people that is 

not what they want to talk about, that is not their personal experience of life that race is a 

problem, it is something else. So if you say we just want to talk about race then you have 

already limited the discussion." This student, and others like him, believed considering diversity 

to be more inclusive was important; they included a long laundry list of things that should be 

included in diversity such as culture, ethnicity, ideology, sexuality, disability and background.  

 Second, students felt uncomfortable talking about race. Some students claimed they, or 

their peers, did not have the vocabulary to talk about race competently. They were afraid they 

would say something and be labeled a racist. In interviews completed by a working group of the 

Humphrey School's Diversity Committee in 2012, professors gave a similar reason for not 

incorporating "diversity" into their courses; they felt students lacked the skills and vocabulary 

to have deep conversations about diversity (Diversity Committee Report, 2012). One student 

pushed back on this notion, arguing that the ability and vocabulary to talk about race should be 

taught more intentionally: "If they think we are not good at econ they are going to make us go 

to TA office hours, you know, if they think we can't talk about race they should make us talk 

about it. I just think they are placing blame on the students and it is not like just a student issue. 

I think it is a faculty and staff issue as well." 
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 Finally, a small number of students felt talking about race did not go far enough. Not 

talking about race was troubling to these students because then the power through which 

racial categories are created is ignored.  

Is race a problem,...or is it the power structures that marginalize people belonging to a 
certain race [that] is the problem, or the history that a certain race has for over 250 
years that still lingers [that] is the problem. What are conversations about race? It is 
about its history its power dynamics and the privileges that are skewed towards it. If 
that is the framework we are going to talk about diversity in, then race is culture, class, 
gender, all becomes part of that conversation rather than race being diversity, rather 
than gender being diversity. 
 

This student points out that if we move from understanding race to understanding racism, then 

we are getting to the core of diversity: power and privilege. If we begin to grapple with power 

and privilege then we are not only talking about race and racism, but we also begin talking 

about how other categories of difference are created (i.e. class, sex, gender), and how 

discrimination is perpetuated.  If our focus is on power then we do not need to create a long list 

of identities that should be included in diversity; we can focus instead on the power through 

which difference is defined. Another student elaborated on this idea: 

Conversations about diversity are more strong when they are about power, prosperity 
and privilege than when they are about identities as we see them. Relationships 
between groups that are driven by power, by prosperity and privilege make 
conversations about diversity what they are, and so how can there be any conversations 
of public policy if they're not about power and privilege and prosperity? How can any 
one of us say that's not our agenda? It is our agenda, and it is part of every course and if 
it is not then the course is incomplete. 
 

As these two students explained, the agenda for diversity is incomplete if the focus is on 

difference alone and not power and privilege. It is for this same reason that Anderson claims it 

is a mistake to erase race and replace it with culture and ethnicity, because race "makes the 

analysis of power central to our thinking" (Anderson, 1999). The same is true for analyzing 

sexism, classism, and other forms of discrimination; if we choose to look at class background 

and gender simply as identities that carry with them certain dispositions and cultures then we 

fail to recognize the power inherent in construction of the "difference." 
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Practicing Diversity: A Reframing 

 This research used the phrase "incorporating diversity"  to talk about the place diversity 

has in the classroom. This phrase makes the assumption that diversity is out there somewhere 

in the universe and can be picked up and brought into a classroom. I have come to realize that 

this is not the best way of thinking about diversity. The language of "incorporation" indicates 

that all a professor has to do is find "diversity," and put it into the syllabus. It also assumes that 

all students need to do is be passive actors in their "exposure" to diversity. This way of thinking 

about diversity takes away any emphasis on the extremely challenging internal work that both 

professors and students should go through as they practice diversity. If we focus only on 

exposure to difference we are failing to question, again, who is considered "different" and who 

benefits most from this exposure. This is why I propose thinking about diversity as a practice 

rather than something we assume we are already competent in or something we have. Because 

practice does not assume competence, humility and vulnerability are a necessary component to 

practice.  I recommend the Humphrey School reframe diversity as an ongoing and collective 

practice. This reframing will also inform and shape the rest of my recommendations.7  

Specific Recommendations:  

 If multiculturalism in the classroom ignores systematic inequalities and glosses over the 

real impacts of racism; if "giving voice" and including "diverse" perspectives tokenizes students 

and ignores multiple and intersecting identities and voices; and if celebrating "difference" fails 

to interrogate whiteness and privilege as a reference point; then where do we go from here? 

Asking professors to add discussions of "power" and "privilege" is too abstract and vague of a 

recommendation. Simply adding mentions of power and privilege into the current classroom 

structure may lead to further shallow engagement with these concepts. Instead, I recommend 

that professors consider a paradigm shift within their classrooms that matches the paradigm 

shift recommended above; I recommend professors "practice" diversity in the classroom. I give 

some recommendations for thinking about this shift below, but would like to note that I have 

not studied pedagogy and am limited to the minimal literature I have read on deeply engaging 

with diversity as well as piecing together recommendations from student comments. It is also 

                                                           
7
 This section is informed by Daryl Smith's analogy of technology and diversity in Diversity's Promise for Higher 

Education (2009) 
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important to note that some professors may already be teaching courses within this paradigm. 

These professors will be good models for how this can be done within the Humphrey School.  

 Finally, I believe it is important to recognize that professors at the Humphrey School are 

experts in their field; they are trained in labor economics or international development, and are 

expected to teach these concepts to students. Asking these same professors to be aware of, 

and take responsibility for, addressing structural inequalities, power, and privilege within the 

subject matter is asking for something incredibly difficult. Institutions of higher education are 

built on a model of expertise that rewards a deep understanding of a particular subject matter, 

but places little or no accountability on applying that subject matter to inequality and social 

change in the "real world." Often this creates an environment where professors see themselves 

as responsible for teaching one piece of the puzzle, but not responsible for fitting that piece 

into the larger puzzle or even making sure that the right priorities and values are going into the 

entire puzzle in the first place. Perhaps it would be valuable to incentivize ongoing collaboration 

across fields with different ways of knowing. Our economics professors have a lot of learn from 

our political science professors and vice versa. 

 Course Specific Mission. I recommend that professors embrace a mission for their 

courses that matches a greater mission of the Humphrey School: to create leaders with a 

commitment to social justice. I believe all of our courses, even economics and statistics courses, 

should have social justice as part of the mission and goals of the course. Every course should be 

explicit about how the course subject matter relates to inequality in our society. Courses at the 

Humphrey School should move beyond discussing whether or not racism, sexism, or bigotry 

exist, but focus on how power works through policies to perpetuate inequalities.  

 Safe Spaces for Uncomfortable Discussion. Professors should seek to create a  space in 

their classroom for difficult discussions to emerge. In our practice of diversity, comfort should 

not be a priority. As one student put it, they want to feel safe and uncomfortable at the same 

time when having conversations around diversity. Some students felt diversity discussions were 

not going deep enough if people did not feel uncomfortable at some point. A conscious effort 

needs to be made to create the type of space where students feel safe enough to delve into 
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uncomfortable discussions. One student made the analogy to riding a bike, claiming the 

Humphrey School should be a place where we can all put on our training wheels: 

I think to do anything well, to learn anything, and I don't think we are good at this yet, but to learn 
how to do anything you have to screw up a few times-- to learn how to ride a bike you are going to 
fall down along the way, but here you are talking about a class on race or something where maybe 
as sympathetic as you can try to be, I am very self aware, but I am probably going to say something 
that however innocent or well intentioned might just be wrong, and so falling down in this case is 
scary because you might, somebody might think you are racist. Somebody might, this is a student 
body where everyone values getting that nuance and nobody wants to admit that they don't. So I 
think there is a big barrier there, but what a great place where you could put on the training wheels. 

 

Difficult discussions should not, however, be seen as an end in and of themselves. 

 While importance should be given to dialogue, it should not be seen as a panacea. 

When students and professors enter a classroom they come as members of a larger society, 

and they carry with them the stereotypes, divisions, and categories that exist in that society. 

Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) explains how she came to realize that "acting as if" her classroom 

was a safe space did not erase the ways in which oppression was reproduced in the classroom: 

I expected that we would be able to ensure all members a safe space to speak, equal 
opportunity to speak, and equal power in influencing decision making...It was only at 
the end of the semester that I and the students recognized that we had given this myth 
the power to divert out attention and classroom practices away from what we needed 
to be doing. Acting as if our classroom were a safe space in which democratic dialogue 
was possible and happening did not make it so. If we were to respond to our context 
and the social identities of the people in our classroom in ways that did not reproduce 
the oppressive formations we were trying to work against, we needed classroom 
practices that confronted the power dynamics inside and outside our classroom that 
made democratic dialogue impossible (Ellsworth, 1989). 
 

Professors and students cannot ignore the reality that power dynamics exist within classrooms, 

and dialogues among students will often reflect those power dynamics. There is value in 

dialogue, but other forms of reflection, expression, and communication around diversity must 

also be considered.  

 Call on Experts. I recommend professors think about ways they can and should step 

back and let others teach. Many students in my research mentioned that they did not have an 

expectation that their professor should be an expert in everything they teach. Rather, students 

requested that when there is a topic the professor feels he or she cannot address but is 
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important to the course, that this professor should bring in a guest speaker, an informative 

video, or a provocative reading that the professor and students can work through together. If 

certain professors feel unable to address privilege in their course matter, they should find 

another way to introduce it. Part of this recommendation could be the creation of partnerships 

between professors with different strengths and interests, who could work together to guest 

lecture or brainstorm reading and activities for the other's course. When having discussions 

about race, class, sexual orientation, disability, and other categories of difference, students who 

identify with one or more of these categories are often looked to as experts of this identity who 

are in a position to educate the class. One benefit of bringing in speakers, readings, or videos 

that express a range of viewpoints is that students do not feel responsible for educating the 

class but can represent themselves without the burden of speaking on behalf of others who 

share this viewpoint or identity (Ellsworth, 1989).  

 A Sustained Encounter. I would urge professors to not think of "diversity" as something 

that can be turned on or off, but rather as what Ellsworth would call a "sustained encounter 

with currently oppressive formations and power relations that refuse to be theorized away or 

fully transcend in a utopian resolution" (Ellsworth, 1989). Important in Ellsworth's "sustained 

encounter" is that she recognizes that there is no "utopian resolution" to the formations of 

power that exist. I recommend that practicing diversity be seen as a similar sort of sustained 

encounter that faces difficult and painful issues throughout the course, but does not always 

simplify these issues into a packaged solution. These ongoing opportunities for critical thinking 

throughout the course should also seek to connect power and privilege to concrete examples 

that students may encounter outside the Humphrey School.  

 Complexity of Identity. Related to all of the recommendations above, I would urge 

professors and students to either begin or continue to recognize that everyone represents 

multiple and overlapping identities. These identities may conflict within one person. Many of us 

are comprised of both oppressed and privileged identities, and when we speak, our thoughts 

almost always represent only a small part of our complex identities. In the focus groups and 

conversations, many students felt challenged by their inability to understand and represent the 

complexities of their own identities.  
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 Transparency in Practicing Diversity. Another recommendation students had for their 

professors was to transparently show students their particular practices of diversity. Students in 

all eight of the focus groups were quick to point out that their professors could be 

"incorporating diversity" in other ways that were just not visible or obvious to students. Some 

students found it to be a very powerful, and in some cases transformative, experience when 

their professors were explicit about their strategies for "incorporating" or "addressing" 

diversity. For example, one professor spent time in class to explain to his students why he does 

blind grading and why that is an important way to combat implicit bias. The student who told 

this story felt that was a lesson that has stuck with him. Other students also recognized that 

professors probably spend a lot of time thinking about diversity and how diversity matters in 

their courses. Those lessons professors have learned over the years can also contribute to the 

ongoing practice of students learning about diversity. This emerged as a very easy thing 

professors can do to aid the practice of diversity in their classrooms. 

 Keep Talking. The Humphrey School community has, in recent semesters, expressed a 

strong commitment to the value of "diversity" through strategic planning sessions, 

conversations aimed at adopting a unique definition of diversity, and discussions around 

adopting performance measures related to diversity in the classroom. I would urge the 

administration to continue these conversations and to further push critical analysis of diversity 

at the Humphrey School. The research in this report shows that there are many ways diversity 

practice can be improved at the Humphrey School, but many students and professors involved 

expressed a strong commitment to the values within the school's commitments to diversity. I 

have several recommendations for the larger community and administration of the Humphrey 

School, but the most important recommendation is that the critical dialogue through which this 

paper emerged should be sustained and encouraged. 

 Support for Faculty. I would also urge the Humphrey School administration to provide 

support for faculty in their practice of diversity. The resources included in this paper in 

Appendix C can be made available in a "diversity library" and suggestions should be taken from 

professors for resources that have informed their practice. Opportunities for trainings and 

lunch meetings through which diversity can be engaged more deeply should continue. And the 
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administration should consider new ways of measuring progress in diversity. I hope that the 

school can move beyond counting "diverse" students to more qualitative ways of assessing 

students' abilities to deeply engage diversity topics.  

 Training for Students. The Humphrey School administration sets priorities of the school, 

and I would argue that critical thinking and engaging with structural inequality, power, and 

privilege should be held up as values and priorities for the school. I recommend that a core 

course or required training be offered to students that deconstructs many of the issues laid out 

in this paper. Students come to the Humphrey with varying levels of preparation in diversity. 

This course would give students a common vocabulary to facilitate discussions around diversity. 

The paradigm shift suggested above should reframe diversity as a marketable skill: not only 

diversity as the ability to work with diverse groups or as cultural competence, but also, the 

ability to recognize complex relationships of power and privilege, or to deconstruct oppressive 

implications of policies, should be seen as a skill Humphrey Students both feel comfortable and 

proud to market to future employers.  

 Be clear about what falls under the "diversity umbrella." My final recommendation is 

that the Humphrey School community continue to grapple with how the school should define 

and decide goals for diversity. Diversity discourse, I believe, has distracted from a deeper 

engagement with inequality in our society, and institutions like the Humphrey School must 

consider the extent to which they want to reframe diversity. If the Humphrey School is able to 

get to the "core of diversity" as one student put it, then perhaps diversity can still be used to 

describe the difficult conversations around power and privilege that must be tied to any 

discussion of diversity. I would, however, encourage administration and faculty to consider 

whether the use of "diversity" is getting to the desired outcomes. As one student put it, if 

diversity isn't getting us to deeper discussions of power and privilege then we need to drop our 

commitment to it and get down to what really matters. Inherent in the name, diversity implies 

a commitment to difference without any necessary mention of the power that creates 

difference. I recommend that the Humphrey School be clear about what falls under the 

umbrella of diversity and differentiate the priorities within the umbrella. When holding events 

or requiring diversity be brought into curricula, the school should be clear about which aspects 
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of the diversity umbrella they are referring to and why. We should pull out and explicitly name 

what is important so it cannot be avoided or glossed over.  

"Diversity without Oppression" at the Humphrey School: What is at Stake? 

 Amy Hanauer, the Executive Director for Policy Matters Ohio, wrote a persuasive piece 

in the Huffington Post business section about how and why "diversity matters." She began her 

piece explaining the moment she realized diversity mattered. With a " freshly-minted Master's 

degree" she presented a " carefully crafted plan" for a new policy and was shocked when an 

African American organizer called her out: "Why do you always want to make the black man 

clean up your mess?" Hanauer went on to explain her naiveté: "I still laugh at the memory of 

my 20-something self, blindsided by the realization that someone with a background nothing 

like mine might interpret our idea so differently." Her team made changes to the policy and the 

African American woman became not only a supporter but, a sort of mentor and friend. 

Hanhauer goes on the explain how valuable it is for her board and staff to be diverse and have 

diverse perspectives (Hanauer, 2013).  

 The "blindsided" feeling is exactly what the Humphrey School seeks to prevent in the 

first place.  An important component of the mission of the Humphrey School is to prepare 

students to work in a diverse world. This seems to be educating students to feel comfortable 

around difference ("cultural competence") and also  to be adept at including and considering 

multiple perspectives. This is a worthy goal. I personally have learned and grown from 

experiences with people different from myself in many ways. I think the more "difference" 

present in an institution, the more opportunities there are for students to question their own 

assumptions or beliefs. But, while this goal is a positive one, it does not go nearly far enough. It 

is an individual goal that may benefit certain people more than others and will do nothing to 

help address systematic inequalities as a result of ingrained structures of power and privilege. 

Often it is implied that only white people need to learn to be culturally competent, and that 

people of color are expected to be the "saviors" who educate white people (Thandeka, 1999). 

White people are seen as inherently racist and in need of being educated. In this scenario they 

unlearn racism through exposure with racial others. But, in prioritizing cultural competence or 

working with "diverse" individuals, we may limit our focus to improving the work and 
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interactions of mostly white students. This turns "diversity" into something that can be 

consumed, and we must consider who is doing the consuming and who is turned into a 

commodity that can be consumed. Finally, this individual level response does nothing to 

interrogate systems of oppression present in our institutions and policies.  

 I believe it is entirely possible, and in fact likely, that a progressive, social-justice-minded 

Humphrey graduate will create, implement, manage, or evaluate policies and programs that at 

their core reproduce institutional racism (or other forms of discrimination). Humphrey students 

will not be exempt from entering and perpetuating systems of inequality simply because they 

are culturally competent or know how to work with and manage diverse teams. What is at 

stake is the creation of another generation of policy creators and analysts who fail to notice, 

much less critique, the subtle ways power works to reinforce racism, classism, sexism, and 

structural inequality. I argue this is likely because of the subtle way racism currently works in 

our society: it pervades our institutions, policies, and frames. It roots itself deep in our 

discourse and language of equality, color-blindness, and multiculturalism. It is perpetuated 

through the actions and language of people who would be "blindsided" if the effects of this 

power and privilege became apparent. What the Humphrey School needs to do is train students 

who have practiced critical thinking and questioning dominant paradigms and assumptions in 

every example in every course. It needs to prepare students for whom thinking critically is a 

second nature. It needs to prepare students who are proficient in the language of power and 

privilege, are able to uncover these in their work, and have the courage to draw attention to 

them.  

 Separating diversity from critical thinking and allowing for the celebration of and 

learning from difference while obscuring power is potentially dangerous. As I mentioned above, 

one critique of my recommendations that may emerge is that conversations about power and 

privilege do not belong in economics or empirical analyses courses, or that economics or 

statistics professors are not trained to facilitate such discussions. The problem with this critique 

is that it assumes students only learn from what is explicitly taught in the classroom or included 

on the syllabus. What professors choose not to teach also teaches. Silence is an important 

lesson. If we do not critique underlying assumptions within our core courses then we are 
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learning it is okay to maintain the status quo. If we do not discuss power in the classroom then 

we are either teaching that it is not there or that it is not important; neither of these is true. If 

we are to be agents of social change we will need economics professors (or statistics, or 

management, or policy analysis professors) to learn how to grapple with "diversity" deeply and 

meaningfully, and we will need students who will encourage their professors to take those 

steps. If students practice critical thinking informed by studies of power and privilege at every 

possible moment in their time at the Humphrey School, then perhaps this practice will become 

ingrained and translate into their careers. This should be the goal of the Humphrey School's 

"diversity" initiatives.   
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Appendix A: Diversity Committee Focus Group Protocol: 

 

 Facilitator will ensure food is at every focus group. Plates, forks, knives, cups, water and 

coffee will be made available. 

 Pens, notepads, and name cards will be at every seat.  

 Participants are invited to grab food and take a seat.  

 Facilitator should encourage small talk with and between participants before starting. 

 Before beginning note taker will start recording and check throughout. 

 Once everyone has food and is seated facilitator will begin 

 

FACILITATOR: 

Welcome! Thank you for agreeing to be a part of this conversation. My name is 

_______________ and ___________ will also be here taking notes. We are working with the 

Humphrey School's Diversity Committee to address diversity in the core M.P.P courses at the 

Humphrey School. We would like to incorporate student voices into an effort to evaluate and 

improve the curriculum and classroom teaching as it relates to diversity.  

 

You have been asked to participate in the discussion on ______________ (particular course). 

You were randomly selected from a list of students who have taken this course in the last 3 

semesters.  I will ask you questions about diversity in this class specifically.  

 

[FACILITATOR is speaking slowly, pausing between phrases. ] 

For the purpose of this conversation I will not provide a formal definition of diversity. This is 

because I don't want to limit our conversation to any particular conception of diversity. Rather, 

I would ask that you consider what diversity means to you in the context of this class and the 

particular question or discussion at hand.  (Pause.) To get you thinking, one definition may 

include diversity as serving students of color and underrepresented groups, persons with 

disabilities, women, people of various gender and sexual identities, people with certain 

religious beliefs, and students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. I would also urge 
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you to consider diversity beyond categories of difference, to think about relationships of power 

and privilege, ways of understanding  and learning, and political affiliations. Basically, I want 

you to be free to think about diversity in a way that resonates with you, and to be as specific as 

possible about how you are thinking about diversity.   

 

This conversation is really focused on what happens in the classroom and what is in the 

curriculum in MPP core courses. While recruitment, retention, and the climate at the 

Humphrey in general are all important considerations for diversity, that is not the point of this 

discussion.  Please save those comments for another time. 

 

Diversity is obviously a very complicated concept with a lot of dimensions. We hope to explore 

as many dimensions as possible. Please keep this in mind as we move through the conversation.  

There will be some questions that ask for only one dimension of the issue, but we hope to cover 

as many different perspectives as possible by the end. 

 

A few more points to make: This focus group will be recorded. Your names will not be used in 

any reports or papers, although quotes may be used possibly with information to help readers 

understand your standpoint such as gender. I ask all of you to respect other participants by not 

sharing anything said in this room. If you do talk about this focus group outside of this room, 

absolutely  do not use any names. This session will take about an hour and 15 minutes and will 

not have any formal breaks. 

 

My goal for this time is to have an informal conversation. There are no right or wrong answers. I 

will pose questions from time to time, but I would encourage you to talk with one another and 

build off of, or disagree with, what another person has said. Please be respectful and do not 

interrupt anyone. Because we have a limited amount of time I may interrupt at different points 

— just so we can get through all of our questions. 
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Okay. Let's start by going around the circle.  Please say two things:  (1)  your name and  (2) what 

it means to you to incorporate diversity in a course.  — using an example is fine. You can 

answer for any course,  not just the one you are here to talk about please keep answers to one 

minute.  

 

[Group goes around] 

 

1. Okay, now we are going to talk about this course specifically.  Think about  [give name of 

course] Were there any places in this course where diversity was particularly relevant, 

or any places where diversity was absent?  Please take a minute to jot down your 

answers, then we will ask everyone to share. 

 

PROMPT:  

 Please give an example. 

 How is this different from what you expected? 

 What worked/didn't work in this scenario? 

 

2. Now please take a step back from this specific course, and think about (fill in course)s in 

general.  For you, what does it mean to incorporate diversity into a _________ (specific 

course) course?  

 Please write down your answers and then we will share. 

 You can make a list or write down some key words. 

 Go around and share your responses, keep responses to 1 minute 

 

PROMPT:  

 What responses surprised you in this activity? 

 Was this activity challenging/what was challenging? 

 What were the most important answers from this activity? 
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3. Now, please use your lists and thoughts from the last question to evaluate this class 

specifically:  

 first we would like you to think about what happens outside of class, for 

example, readings, assignments, etc.: did this class meet your expectations in 

addressing diversity in the curriculum and course readings? 

 okay, now we want to know about what happens inside the classroom: this 

would include class discussion, group work, lecture, etc. Did this class meet your 

expectations in addressing diversity within the classroom? 

  

 PROMPT:  

 How could ______ be improved? 

 What effect did this have on the class? 

 What made this work well/not work well? 

 How is this different than your expectations? 

 

4. We realize that in these core courses there are a lot of goals and a lot of things that 

need to be accomplished. The Humphrey School is putting a lot of energy into 

understanding and addressing diversity in the classroom. What concerns, if any, do you 

have about incorporating diversity into this course? 

 

PROMPT:  

 What would you recommend be done to address this concern? 

 

Okay, that wraps up the questions from me. I am going to ask ____________ (note taker) to 

give us a quick summary of our conversation. 

 

[note taker summary] 

 

Was there anything important anyone would like to add? What have we missed? 
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Thank you for your time. We hope to have a report on these focus groups by the end of the 

semester. If you have any questions after leaving please do not hesitate to contact me or 

Deborah Levison And I just want to leave you with a final reminder: if you talk about this focus 

group outside this room, please maintain the confidentiality of other students. 

 
Ongoing probes for facilitators: 
 

 Can you say more about that? 

 What do you mean by that? 

 How did this affect your (learning, class participation, etc)? 

 Please give an example. 
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Appendix B: Focus group participants: 

Class Economics 
Empirical 
Analysis Management 

Policy 
Analysis 

Overall 
averages 

Total 
attended 14 15 12 10 12.75 

Total 
emailed 45 120 54 63 70.5 

Legitimate 
declines 14 30 20 16 20 

Never 
responded 14 90 20 34 39.5 

Didn't 
show up 3 1 2 3 2.25 

Response 
rate 31% 12% 22% 16% 20% 

Response 
rate 
without 
legitimate 
declines 62% 35% 59% 41% 49% 

 

Participants Economics 
Empirical 
Analysis Management 

Policy 
Analysis 

Overall 
totals 

Male 8 8 8 4 28 

Female 5 7 4 6 22 

International 
student 3 4 1 3 11 

Domestic 
student of 
color 1 2 1 1 5 

 

  



46 
 

Appendix C: Suggested Resources for Practicing Diversity 

 A powerful chapter in a book on how diversity initiatives may reinforce structures of 
oppression: 

Andersen, Margaret L. "The Fiction of" Diversity without Oppression." Critical ethnicity: 
countering the waves of identity politics (1999): 5. 

 A short but persuasive article on the contradictions in "diversity" talk:  

Baez, Benjamin. "Diversity and Its Contradictions." Academe 86.5 (2000): 43-47. 

 An article using qualitative methods to show how diversity becomes "happy talk" 
through ambiguities and contradictions. Bell and Hartmann show how problemmatic 
diversity can be when separated from "inequality": 

Bell, Joyce M., and Douglas Hartmann. "Diversity in everyday discourse: The cultural 
ambiguities and consequences of “happy talk”." American Sociological Review 72.6 
(2007): 895-914. 

 A powerful article on how policy documents on diversity often recreate racism through 
language used. The Humphrey School's strategic plan should be considered using the 
recommendations from this article: 

Iverson, S. V. D. "Camouflaging Power and Privilege: A Critical Race Analysis of University 
Diversity Policies." Educational Administration Quarterly 43.5 (2007): 586-611. 
Web. 

 A recommendation from the University of Minnesota's Office of Equity and Diversity, 
Smith uses an analogy of the way universities  have invested in technology as a lesson 
for how they should invest in diversity: 

Smith, Daryl G. Diversity's Promise for Higher Education: Making it Work. Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2009. Web. 

 A powerful letter written by a former Macalester College student to his former school: 

Vidal Soto, Daniel. "An Open Letter to Macalester College: Addressing Racism." The Mac 
Weekly. (April, 2013). http://themacweekly.com/2013/04/an-open-letter-to-
macalester-college-addressing-racism/ 

 A Huffington Post article written by a policy professional on the importance of diversity: 

http://themacweekly.com/2013/04/an-open-letter-to-macalester-college-addressing-racism/
http://themacweekly.com/2013/04/an-open-letter-to-macalester-college-addressing-racism/
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Hanauer, Amy. "A Labor Leader and a Banker Walk into a Board Room." The Huffington 
Post. (March, 2013).  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amy-hanauer/a-labor-
leader-and-a-bank_b_2940916.html 

  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amy-hanauer/a-labor-leader-and-a-bank_b_2940916.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/amy-hanauer/a-labor-leader-and-a-bank_b_2940916.html


48 
 

Appendix D: Limitations of Focus Groups 

  According to Richard Krueger and Mary Ann Casey (2008) one limitation of focus groups 

is that people tend to "intellectualize." This means people give answers that make them 

sound more thoughtful and reflective than they were or are in reality. When people are 

asked to describe their response to something they will usually describe their reaction as 

much more thought out than it probably was. Additionally, people in focus groups will 

sometimes make answers up so as to not sound ignorant or to make themselves look 

better in a group (Krueger and Casey, 2008). This may be important when it comes to a 

concept like diversity that is seen as always positive and desired; if someone did not 

consider diversity a priority, he or she may lie in order to not look bad in front of a group. 

Finally, Krueger and Casey (2008) explain that "dominant individuals" may take over the 

conversation and skew the results. In conversations about diversity this is especially 

important to keep in mind: focus groups may mirror the power relationships that diversity 

initiatives seek to address. Those from marginalized backgrounds with viewpoints different 

from dominant groups may feel further silenced or marginalized in focus groups. 

Moderators in this research took steps to bring out voices from quieter participants 

through a variety of strategies, but other methods are needed to complement focus groups 

to make sure non-dominant voices are heard.  

 In addition to the limitations Krueger and Casey describe, I noticed that the focus group 

participants in this research tended to agree with one another very frequently. Rarely if 

ever did participants disagree with what a prior speaker had said. This may come from a 

"Minnesota nice" culture where it is not polite to disagree, but it can be very problematic 

when dissenting viewpoints are silenced. To avoid this, moderators asked different people 

to speak first rather than allowing the extroverts or quick thinkers to always respond right 

away thus setting the tone of responses. Moderators also asked questions like: "does 

everyone agree with this statement?" or "does anyone have anything different to say?" or 

they may even have called on a quiet person to ask his or her opinion. While the tendency 

to always agree can be minimized with these strategies, it was still present in several of the 

focus groups in this research.  
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