
Paula: Welcome to “It's More Than That.” 
 
Intro soundbite: As a woman in higher education, even with the power and privilege I have,  and 
I know it's great, I still daily confront what it means to be a woman in a higher education 
administrative space. 
 
Paula:  It's More Than That is a podcast by the University of Minnesota Duluth. I'm Paula 
Pederson. Often we don't understand the full story of someone's reality. Join me as we explore 
the complexities of the human experience this week on the show Lisa Erwin. Well, I want to 
welcome Dr. Lisa Erwin, Vice Chancellor of Student Life and dean of students at UMD to our 
Campus Climate podcast, so thanks so much for being here, Lisa. May I call you Lisa for this 
interview?  
Lisa: Please. 
Paula: Great. 
Lisa: You  may call me Lisa for this and every other time, and I'm so excited to be with you and 
honored and this is awesome. 
Paula: Cool. Well I'm excited to see where we go. We like to start with each of our guests with 
just a sense of who you are, where you came from what brought you to to Duluth, and where 
you call home and that kind of stuff. 
Lisa: It's funny you asked, I was recently in Buffalo New York for the frozen four and I visited 
one of my childhood homes, which was sort of staggering that I can remember the address first 
of all, I was five when I lived there. But so you know when you have those opportunities, you 
think about where you came from and what it all means. So I'm the oldest of four kids born to a 
middle-class but educated family. My dad started off in YMCAs and wound up at a university in 
an  intramural program, so in some ways the student life roots start back with my dad. My mom 
was a teacher she taught business education kinds of things and then went to work for Merrill 
Lynch. So education was always really important in my family. 
Paula: mm-hm  
Lisa: And they were really amazing parents. Oldest, I'm the daughter then two sons and a 
daughter  
Paula: So soon you were five when you moved from Buffalo? 
Lisa: Gosh, yeah, I moved a lot when I was a little kid. So I was born in Indiana we moved when 
I was two to New Jersey. We lived two different places in New Jersey and then wound up at 
Buffalo when I was five, and then when I was eight, we moved to western Pennsylvania near 
Pittsburgh where eventually that's what we call home. 
Paula:  Okay. 
Pittsburgh. I'm a Yinser.  
Paula: But what's that? 
Lisa: So in the south they say “y'all,” okay, in Pittsburgh we say “yins.” “Yin's going downtown.” 
Paula:  I have never heard that. 
Lisa: The other thing we in Pittsburgh is we, and maybe you've heard me fall into this, we don't 
end our sentences that are questions up, so normally you'd say, “Do you want to go get coffee?” 
We'd say “you wanna go get coffee.” 



Paula: Oh. Interesting. Because the second way sounded more like a directive than a question 
Lisa:  Isn’t that funny? And we don't mean it that way. “Yins want to go downtown.” 
Paula: I've not heard that come out of your mouth. 
Lisa: When I'm back home yeah this slips in a little bit.  
Paula: So that's what you call home. 
Lisa: Yep. 
Paula: How long have you been in Duluth and at UMD? 
Lisa:  I came to Duluth in 2011. 
Paula: Okay. 
Lisa: And that's kind of a fun story too, may I tell it? 
Paula: Please do, yeah, we have time  
Lisa: Mm-hmm. From an early point in my career, I wanted to be a senior student affairs officer. 
I worked for a woman who became my mentor and eventually and my boss, as a senior student 
affairs officer, and then the first senior student affairs officer I worked for, both were very 
inspirational folks to me and quite frankly goal 2 champions, social justice interested and 
champions. So I knew early on that I wanted to be in that kind of a role to see that big picture 
and be able to influence change on that level. So my first senior student affairs officer job was in 
Bemidji Minnesota. 
Paula: Okay 
Lisa: I was at Bemidji State University. So I'm a cancer survivor. That's a weird connection, all of 
this, 
but also I'm a cancer survivor. I had thyroid cancer in my job before I came to Bemidji State, and 
I went to see my endocrinologist for the last time to say I was moving to Minnesota and he said, 
“So am I!“ I said, “What?” He said, “I'm moving to Duluth Minnesota and I could still follow you, 
just drive over from Bemidji,” so that's how I started coming to Duluth Minnesota, is down 
Highway 2 and you know I fell almost instantly in love with the geography. It's kind of like 
Pittsburgh. 
Paula: Okay. 
Lisa: Hilly.  
Paula: Okay, we still have inclines in Pittsburgh. Remember those old photos of inclines that go 
up and down? But I just, um, just sort of fell in love with the community, so I started making my 
spouse come with me and wandered around up here eventually and then the job came open. 
Paula: Wow. 
Lisa: And I met Chancellor Black and Susana Pelayo Woodword and a bunch of other cool 
people. 
Paula: That is something 
Lisa:  It is a weird story.  
Paula: So how long were you at Bemidji? 
Lisa: Four years. 
Paula:  Four years, okay, so you've been here longer now. 
Lisa: Mm-hmm it was a great experience. It was my first real opportunity to engage with the 
American Indian community and so the American Indian Resource Center was part of my 
portfolio at Bemidji. So I got to hire a director and spend lots of time in that space. And they 



have a beautiful space at Bemidji so that was a really great growth experience and learning 
experience for me. 
Paula: Wow, yeah, so we're gonna talk about campus climate and kind of how you see it at 
UMD, you know strengths, weaknesses, where we've come, where we should go, and then just 
kind of meander from there. 
Lisa: Okay  
Paula: I know you have a lot of hands and hats involved in the work so whatever is most 
poignant to you. 
Lisa: Okay. Well, maybe I'll start back with my family and share a little bit about my mother, who 
was just I think, was the most important influence early on in terms of the way I think about the 
world and the lens that I view other people, and she always said “walk a mile in the other 
person's shoes” and so that was really important and the next may be significant. I went to a 
pretty diverse school so that was helpful. But when I went to college my eyes got opened even 
wider, and in really wonderful ways. I became an RA. I was part of a very diverse staff and part 
of a curriculum for RAs that was really intentional about diversity equity and inclusion, so my 
eyes got wider, my interests got broader, my commitment started too deepen. It starts with my 
mother, continues with an RA. And then I was married and then not married any longer, and so 
when I thought about what next I thought about those RA days and that interest in social justice. 
I'm an economics major as an undergraduate. There's not a social justice work. I thought there 
was because I was taught in my freshman year by someone who taught it from a social justice 
perspective,  
Paula: Okay.  
Lisa: I learned that was unusual. 
Paula: Yeah, yeah. I think it is. 
Lisa: I progressed in my academic career, so when it came to time, when I'm a single mom, time 
to find something to do, I thought about those RA days and took on the Student Affairs master's 
program, which broadened my thinking even further because I had courses in different identities 
and the way students learn differently and how their identity shaped their college experience. So 
that was sort of my path to a commitment, a really deep commitment to social justice and 
inclusion. So I had experiences in each of my jobs along the way where I got to work on that as 
part of my responsibilities, but it's in that senior student affairs officer role where I really got to to 
really show commitment and and be a force for change.  
Paula: And with some power. 
Lisa: Exactly, yeah. The job here to me, beyond the geography, was so enticing because of the 
most, the recently passed or adopted strategic plan that centered Goal 2 in the work. So I guess 
why i'm starting this conversation about UMD campus climate from the perspective of how 
appealing that was to me, given this path I had had in my life, in my own personal commitment 
to social justice and inclusion. Not only would I have a supervisor in Chancellor Black who is 
deeply and committed and clear about that, but the resources here in terms of a school our size 
having a Multicultural Center and an Office of Diversity and Inclusion. The size that we have 
here at UMD is usually more than you'll see at a school with our enrollment. 
Paula: Okay. 



Lisa: That was wildly of interest to me, the space was was interesting to me, the fact  that there 
was this significant dedication to space, so I came here because of Goal 2.  
Paula: Wow, okay. 
Lisa: And in large part, yeah so it's been such an interesting eight years when I think about goal 
two and I think this is a campus that is committed and evolving. 
Paula: Yeah. 
Lisa: And it feels some days like we've taken a step back and then there are days where we feel 
like we ran a couple steps forward, and some days we're just inching along, but I'm so grateful 
to be in a place where it's really part of the conversation. And I think that's an important piece for 
us. We've made a ton of progress and I give such credit to Bilin Tsai and Susana 
Pelayo-Woodward 
Woodward because they were the human beings that took Chancellor Black’s vision that was 
expressed in Goal 2 and began to bring it to life, and I still maintain that our campus climate 
structure with a grassroots approach to campus climate teams that roll up to the place where 
they can all meet that rolls up to the campus ,or rolls sideways, I don't know that it's even up, 
right, but that's still brilliant to me and you and I and Susana and I are working on taking a look 
at how that structure is working but I still think the bones of that thing are really important and 
good, so I think that is impactful.  
Paula: yeah  
Lisa: As we have progressed these eight years we have spent time at the beginning, I think, 
focusing more on programs. What programs can we do, how can we have a program about X 
Y Z topic, and now I think there's some movement toward, “what systems can we change.” That 
seems to be the hardest work for us as a campus. 
Paula: Yeah but I think it's the hardest work in the work, yeah you know? 
Lisa: More rightly stated. 
Paula: Yeah, yeah like just shifting the the systems and structures that in their bones aren't 
inclusive, Lisa: Right. 
Paula: It’s a very hard thing to do,  
Lisa: And they're everywhere, yes, to your point, yes, yes very wise, yeah. 
Paula: And yet there has been some, across campus, some shifting of policies, procedures, 
awareness, structures. I think of health services as a beautiful example of a unit that has taken 
on multiple aspects of what and how they do it in a way to look at it from a more inclusive lens. 
so  
Lisa: And to pay that compliment back, many of that staff have gone through intercultural 
leadership development, so the program that you designed and built with some great colleagues 
is a part of why that happened. 
Paula:  Yeah yeah, thank you, mm-hmm, yeah it’s  been rewarding work.  
Lisa: As a member of the first cohort. 
Paula: Oh, that's right, yes, are you able to come to our ripple effects mapping?  
Lisa: When is it? 
Paula:  I don't remember but I sent an invite.  
Lisa: Okay, sure. 



Paula: Because we're at this place of beginning to look at what are those impacts beyond the 
individual employee, that we can, you know talk about as some kind of assessment type data, 
so yeah I'll make sure you get that, because we'd love to have you at that. You are also Title IX 
Coordinator, can you explain what exactly that entails?  
Lisa: Yeah sure. I love Title IX, I'll say that, and as a woman in higher education, even with the 
power and privilege I have, and I know it's great, I still daily confront what it means to be a 
woman in a higher education administrative space. And I'm still fighting some of the same 
battles that I have fought for 30 years. And then my role is a little different, yeah, but so it's really 
important to me personally as well as I think for our country. So Title IX, a little bit of 
background, was a law passed in 1972, so a long time ago, that essentially says, if you have an 
educational program, there can be no sex discrimination in that program. Can't discriminate on 
the basis of sex. And so initially it was thought of as an athletics law because at the time the 
opportunities available to girls and women, particularly in high school and college sports, were 
almost nil. And so some of the data tells us that it's been an enormous impact. But what people 
don't think about is this also dramatically changed the face of medicine. So, prior to 1972 5% or 
something like that of an incoming Medical School class was female now it’s half. In fact, it’s a 
little more than half. Law school has been similar, I think. Some of the STEM fields there's still 
some challenges,  
Paula: Yeah. 
Lisa: But it's been, to say that we can't discriminate on the basis of sex and education, it was a 
true game changer in so many ways.So in the early 2000s under the Clinton administration, I 
believe, they began to think about Title IX as also a prohibition against sexual harassment. 
14:56 
Paula: Okay. 
Lisa: So there was a number of regulations that came about because of that, and then under 
President Obama's administration they turned their attention to sexual misconduct and 
protecting trans student rights.  
Paula: It's an interesting evolution isn't it? 
Lisa: Isn't it? 
Paula: Yeah, like we need to not discriminate, you know there needs to not be sex 
discrimination so we can, and then you're talking about more women being in those programs 
and positions and then “oh we have a problem with harassment.” I mean that's telling, it's 
interesting, 
Lisa: It’s interesting. Yeah, so Title IX requires that there's somebody on the campus who's 
watching this. 
Paula: Okay  
Lisa: And someone that a campus community member can approach if they feel like they're 
experiencing discrimination of some sort whether that's access to a program promotion sexual 
harassment sexual misconduct. So I enjoy the coordinator role because it means that I have 
sort of oversight of the program. Training, making sure the right staff are in the right places, but 
I'm not on the ground and doing investigations or hearings or some of those. I love that aspect 
of overseeing the breadth and then making sure that it's working. That's a coordinator role. 
Paula:  Yeah. 



Lisa:  So that's my role there, and we've made a lot of progress in that regard as well, I think, the 
last several years. 
Paula:  The mandatory sexual assault trainings and a lot of that is coming under that purview 
right?  
Lisa: Mmhmm. 
Paula: okay  
Lisa: Yeah, the trainings the mandatory online trainings, were...we were doing training here for 
years before that was mandated and so we recognized really early on that faculty and staff 
needed more information, so again, Susana Pelayo-Woodward is a great partner in that work as 
is Katie Jackson, who's our Student Conduct director and other folks. 
Paula: Mmhm. Yeah okay. 
Lisa:  It's an interesting time for many reasons, if I could just go on a little bit about it. I think the 
country made tremendous project progress under President Obama. I think he had a lot of 
things right because essentially it was a call to action and a sort of a shake up. The Obama 
administration had heard from scores of students, especially, who said universities are not 
handling this well, and we're hurt and we need help and so they wrote some regulation, some 
guidance rather, that said, it kind of shook higher ed and said you need to do this better, and 
you know what? Schools got in line and things got better for students, and we began to see 
more students report, and we began to see more people able to handle those reports and know 
what to do if they got a report, which is awesome, and then I think the work to clarify that trans 
students and trans people are protected by Title IX was if it's fundamentally one of the most 
important things that happened in the administration, you know, clarified that trans people 
shouldn't be discriminated against. Now under this current administration that all has been rolled 
back, the trans protections, and so I'm concerned about that and hope for a better day again 
where some of this can be codified. 
Paula:  Is that anything that we as an institution can have regardless of what the policy, the 
government policy is? 
Lisa: Yes, because it's actually protected in our state law. Okay so there are many state 
protections and as a public institution we can follow that state law. I think it's most concerning 
for states who don't have the state law. 
Paula: Okay  
Lisa: So there are many of us who wish for a clarification that the federal law protects LGBTQ 
people. 
Paula:  Mm-hmm, clearly yeah the state law does so. 
Lisa:  Minnesota's progressive in that regard, yeah. 
Paula: Just curious it doesn't even have to be campus climate related but this question came to 
my mind when I was driving in thinking about this conversation with you. What keeps you up at 
night? 
Lisa:  You know, I think about a 40, almost 40, year career which is staggering to me I can't 
believe I'm that old. When I first started in student affairs work we were most concerned about 
substance abuse, alcohol abuse, some drug abuse perhaps, but what has happened to our 
students in terms of their mental well-being is really on my plate daily and definitely keeps me 
up at night. And I think there are some interesting cultural and identity pieces related to that, and 



of what we know about supporting people from different identities when they encounter these 
challenges. A full third, actually it's more than a third, of our students, through our data gathering 
we've learned that a full third, a little bit more than a third, of our students have one or more 
diagnoses so think about that when you're walking around campus, that one out of every three 
students you have is more slightly struggling, with anxiety being the most prevalent followed by 
depression. Now it won't surprise anybody when you say those terms I think we all work with 
students who struggle in that regard. We have you know a fair percentage of our students who 
aren't managing their stress successfully so I'm trying to think a lot about why this is happening. 
Why are we seeing this increase? And I have to tell you that I think technology could be a really 
big reason. 
Paula:  Hmm  
Lisa: I think students, this fear of missing out, FOMO, is a thing and, you know, twenty years 
ago you would not have seen earbuds in every student that you encounter in the hallway. So if a 
student is walking alone chances are they have earbuds, maybe if they're walking with 
somebody they have earbuds. Their ability to work through things is through technology. They 
text each other, they Facebook message each other, that is contributing to anxiety. And I think 
in little significant ways. The other thing about technology is that it feeds into this conversation 
we were having about civility and bullying and that it's become easier to hide behind some kind 
of social media. 
Paula: Mm-hmm 
Lisa:  Even as yourself and behave in ways you wouldn't if you were speaking to that person 
face to face, so I'm just I'm really trying to think a lot about what is contributing to this. I also 
think we'll never have enough counselors. 
Paula: Yeah. 
Lisa: You've heard me say that, Paula. So I want to see the campus, and I think campus climate 
is a part of this, think more about well-being. Faculty, staff, student well-being and how building 
community can contribute to well-being. Eating well, sleeping well, recreating well, all contribute 
to well-being. So as I think about mental health, that's sort of where my head is right now. We're 
gonna spend some time in our directors group this summer talking about well-being in that full 
sense of the word.  
Paula: Mm-hmm. 
Lisa: Career, personal health, climate, all identity, all of that, in ways that we might help students 
make connections between their routine, their habits of life and their well-being, because I don't 
think that's obvious to students in all cases. 
Paula:  I think even as a non-student, as an aging person, I feel like I'm losing, I'm losing 
perspective and track of that. Like I have to go on a Courage and Renewal retreat to to have 
permission and opportunity to go back to a place of not being plugged in and not multitasking so 
much and that. So I think that's an interesting phenomenon too that we have staff and faculty 
who it's new or - it's not how we grew up necessarily, but we're getting swept up in it - and need 
to kind of figure that out and and it's something that I think many faculty are under-prepared for 
and unprepared for is dealing with not only  the changing demographics of students but mental 
health concerns  
Lisa: It's also been pointed out to me, and I think this is right, that as we see more Gen Xers 



and Millennials become faculty and staff, they're wrestling with that same frequency of mental 
health issues and I don't know that we're prepared at our institution for helping and addressing 
those things Paula: Right. 
Lisa: With our faculty and staff level and our students. 
Paula: Never thought of that. 
Lisa: Yeah. 
Paula: What age would that, which… 
Lisa: Gen Xers are through that are sort of through the 80s. Thinking about my own children 
because I have one gen Xer and two Millennials, and the Millennials were born in 82 so it's that 
the generation prior to 82, so boomers is through like 65, through that 80, I think is the Gen Xers 
and then the Millennials follow. And now we’re into Gen Z. Different things, so some of our 
faculty, newer faculty now our millennial demographic. 
Paula:  Yeah yeah interesting mm-hmm. 
Lisa: Certainly our budget woes keep me up at night as a senior administrator. 
Paula: And they're ongoing. I think that's been interesting for me. Since being in this role we've 
been in budget concerns and constraints and the whole time and that, as you know, that 
definitely impacts a campus climate. When there's scarcity of resources, people get greedy and 
grabby and want to demonize others and there's more polarization. When there's a scarcity of 
resources that you're, you know, just from a group dynamics standpoint, and so it's been an 
interesting layer on top of the work, just the way the work is, outside of just kind of general 
scarcity over resources. 
Lisa:  I agree completely. 
Paula: Well I think about some of our bullying, that theme. 
Lisa: It's been exacerbated by the budget trouble, yeah, and the divide between faculty and staff 
perhaps has been deepened by, yeah the greedy grabbing is, I think that's a good way of 
saying, greedy grabby Paula: Yeah. 
Lisa: I've been thinking a lot about the work we've done around hiring which falls into that, let's 
make UMD more diverse and it's interesting, and I've been in meetings where we hear some of 
the sort of standard responses is, “well we can't get anybody to come here.” It's more than that. 
And so what we're doing in student life is, beginning with a position description, we have to think 
about what we require and what barriers that that poses. And that's taken some gut checks. 
Paula: Mm-hmm . 
Lisa: You know when you're sort of raised in your profession to believe the Masters is absolutely 
essential and the PhD is just great, to think about that differently in terms of qualifications, 
because it's more than that. It's more than the degree, right, so looking at position descriptions 
with a more critical eye and again, we read the book that was recommended. I'm not going to 
remember the title but the one that you and Suzanna use in the implicit bias. 
Paula: Oh the blue workbook. 
Lisa: We did that as a director so that was one of the things that's spun out of it so that's one 
part, it's more than the degree, it's more than what you think are kind of the standard 
qualifications. Then the second thing that we've done is for me to be more involved and asking 
questions when the initial interview, phone interview pool is identified and then when finalists 
are identified, to figure out have we really thought about this in a goal 2-lens kind of way, and on 



some occasions I've asked for candidates to be included that weren't, because it's more than 
that. 
Paula: Yeah. 
Lisa: And hopefully as time goes on we'll see more people from underrepresented backgrounds  
Paula: Mm-hmm so, yes the thing where we have to do things differently if we want a different 
outcome right yeah  
Lisa: And I guess I'm not sure I'm using “it's more than that” in the exact right way, but what I'm 
trying to say is, our old way of being with regard the way we hire, it's just so much more than 
that old way that needs to happen for us to be really, and I think making UMD more diverse is 
such an essential element. I think many of the other things flow from could flow from that, we 
could do more to be more inclusive and more to be civil to one another if we had more 
perspectives, and it's what sort it starts with that. Making more diverse making them be more 
diverse  
Paula: Yeah, I mean it's a it's an interesting question that comes up with the diversity and 
inclusion is like the chicken or the egg, you know, which comes first and because we, I 
remember finding in our some of our data around faculty retention, was that we were doing 
better recruiting underrepresented faculty than we were retaining them so even our numbers 
were a revolving door and so then that's about that's been more about inclusion. But we, as 
you're saying, we have to almost do them both simultaneously in order for it to work, you know. 
Lisa: And I want to give you full-on credit. I find myself these days using “both/and” so much, 
and I just really thank you for that perspective that I've actually learned in my ILD cohort.  
Paula: Yeah 
Lisa: That's where I think it really started for me, but it's really changed the way I, and I think it's 
helped me think “it's more than that” in new ways. How can we find the “both/and?” So, thank 
you for that 
Paula: Yeah, my pleasure. I always forget, and I even slipped in the “chicken or the egg” 
reference, so that I could come back to this ritual we started, of gifting our guests with Icelandic 
chicken eggs from my flock.  
Paula:  Yeah yes they are beautiful they are they're small and super, have very orange rich 
yolks, um they're not washed so you don't need to worry about refrigerating them. 
Lisa: yeah yeah thank you so much 
30:13 
you're welcome it's been fun to share those  
Lisa: so we're not talking about Game of Thrones and that's not me 
30:21 
Paula: ah I thought that was a board game, I did, I am so out of out of it would it be that I've 
thought it was a board game kind of like chutes and ladders. That's what I was picturing. I didn't 
know it was a show. Well I want to thank you so much for taking the time and having the 
conversation and just again 
I've always appreciated your partnership and leadership with campus climate 
30:47 
Lisa: the feeling is very mutual. I think you have moved the needle in big ways and I hope you 
are able to see that and see your your impact  



Paula: Thank you, hmm thank you. You can listen to more episodes of UMD's “It's More Than 
That” podcast on Itunes, Stitcher or wherever you listen. Visit d.umn edu backslash campus 
climate to find additional information on our episodes and more about what the University of 
Minnesota Duluth is doing to build a better more welcoming campus community for all, and you 
can sign our pledge and work with us on your own personal journey. 
 


