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ABSTRACT

Multicultural student services (MSS) emerged on predominantly white institutions
(PWIs) as a result of student of color movements demanding equitable access, representation,
and culturally relevant support systems. Over time, the goal and purpose of MSS has shifted
away from its political roots and these offices are now expected to provide diversity
education for all students thus limiting their ability to serve as advocates for racial equity.
The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how the policies, unwritten
rules, and practices of institutions of higher education shape the work of MSS and influence
the overall access and success of students of color in American higher education. Through
the use of institutional ethnography and critical race theory, this study mapped out how
organizations, policies, unwritten rules, and practices shape the everyday work life of a MSS
administrator at a public, land-grant, Midwestern university. The organizations that emerged
were Midwestern State, Midwestern University, the College of Innovation, and Joshua as the
MSS administrator for the College of Innovation. A series of master and counternarratives
bring forth how racism shapes the policies, practices, and unwritten rules in each
organization that mediate Joshua’s work as a MSS administrator. Implications for practice
and research aim to challenge institutions to examine how they define and practice racial
equity and encourage colleges and universities to do more than simply decorate their

windows with diversity.
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XV

DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS

This section provides definitions of key terms that will be used throughout the study.

1. Depoliticization: The process of removing the political intentions of MSS.

2. Deracialization: The process of removing race as the primary focus of MSS.

3. Policy: A high-level plan that encompasses the general goals and procedures of a
governing body (Iverson, 2007).

4. Problematic: The point of entry and inquiry in institutional ethnography (M.
Campbell & Gregor, 2004).

5. Practice: the action of or process of performing or doing something (Practice,
2010).

6. Racial equity: Equitable outcomes for students of color in higher education that
include access, retention, and graduation. Racial equity also encompasses the
social transformation of predominantly white institutions, where equity for all
students is an integral part of the institution.

7. Ruling relations: The sites such as legislation, governing boards, and
administration, where power is produced and enabled throughout society (Wright,
2003). Ruling relations are also mediated by dominant cultural ideologies and
serve the interests of the dominant society (D. E. Smith, 2005).

8. Social relations: “Sequences of action in which people are involved at different
stages but not necessarily directly engaged in a shared work process” (D. E.
Smith, 2007, p. 412).

9. Students of color: Racially and ethnically underrepresented student populations.

In the case of the research site, these populations include African American,
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Latina/o, Asian American, American Indian/Alaskan Native, Native
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and Multi-racial students.

10. Translocal relations: Trans-local settings are situated outside the boundaries of a
person’s everyday experiences and they are what make up social organization (D.
E. Smith, 2007).

11. Unwritten rules: Unlike policy, unwritten rules are codes of conduct that are not
formally written down nor formalized, but understood. These unwritten rules can
inform practice. For example, at a PWI, it is an unwritten rule that English is the

primary language spoken at the institution.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

“Multiculturalism, although grounded in an era of change and a vision of equality has seen
its goals diluted (E. Taylor, 2000, p. 540).

Race, racism, diversity, and multiculturalism are all terms and concepts that are
highly politicized and elicit strong emotions throughout American society. Like American
society, American higher education’s history is filled with on-going debates regarding the
implications of racial equity. According to Altbach, Lomotey, and Rivers (2002), “Race
remains one of the most volatile and divisive issues in U.S. higher education and has been a
flashpoint of crisis since the civil rights movement of the 1960s” (p. 23). Similar to U.S.
history, the history of higher education is tainted with racism (Altbach, et al., 2002; Chang,
Altbach, & Lomotey, 2005; W. A. Smith, Altbach, & Lomotey, 2002; Williamson, 1999).
While some progress has been made over the decades, higher education still faces many
challenges with regard to racism, such as the contentious balance between a more
conservative political environment and an increased demand for college access and retention
of underrepresented and underserved populations. Such challenges are further exacerbated
given the push for them to be addressed through race-neutral policies and programs.

Highly politicized movements, like the Black, Chicano, Native American, and Asian
American students’ movements of the 1960s and 1970s demanded the creation of political
spaces at predominantly white institutions (PWIs), such as cultural centers and minority
students services (MSS) offices, that were charged with recruiting, retaining, and advocating
for underrepresented students, faculty, and staff (Cobham & Parker, 2007; Patton, 2006b;
Sutton, 1998; C. A. Taylor, 1986; Williamson, 1999; Wolf-Wendel, Twombly, Tuttle, Ward,

& Gaston-Gayles, 2004; Yamane, 2001). These demands grew out of the inability and at
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times unwillingness of PWIs to provide safe spaces and support for students of color (Hord,
2005; Patton, 2005, 2010; Princes, 2005; Williamson, 1999; Young, 1986). Cultural centers
and offices of multicultural affairs were often established at PWIs as quick solutions to
student demands thus limiting their ability to create long-standing and campus-wide change
(Brayboy, 2003; Hu-DeHart, 2000; Patton, 2005, 2010; Princes, 2005; Stennis-Williams,
Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). Given that these race-based initiatives were never ingrained into
the campus-wide culture of PWIs, they are often vulnerable to ideological and financial
challenges (Hefner, 2002; Schmidt, 2006; D. A. Williams, 2003).

As previously stated, initiatives such as Black culture centers and MSS were
established because PWIs were not prepared to meet the needs of the increased number of
students of color on their campuses (CAS, 2006; Hord, 2005; Patton, 2006a). Despite having
a wide variety of structures across various campuses, MSS have some overarching goals.
According to the Council for Advancement of Standards (CAS) professional standards for
higher education (2006), the four main goals of multicultural student programs are: 1) to
promote academic and personal growth of underserved students; 2) to work with the entire
campus to create an inclusive climate; 3) to promote access and equity; and 4) to offer
diversity education programs for the entire campus. As is evidenced in the CAS standards,
MSS is charged with being its own student affairs division focused on multicultural students
and racial equity because it is entrusted with meeting a wide array of needs (Shuford &
Palmer, 2004). Furthermore, the standards set by CAS are rather broad and could exist in
tension with one another. For example, MSS are responsible for promoting academic and
personal growth for underserved students, while simultaneously being charged with creating

campus-wide diversity education initiatives, which makes it difficult for MSS administrators
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to be fully engaged or successful with any one thing because of their extensive
responsibilities.

There is currently limited research that examines the work of MSS administrators and
the implications of their work for achieving racial equity at PWIs. For example, Stage and
Hamrick (1994) pointed out that the presence of multicultural student services “absolves
other institutional agents of responsibility for even basic individual awareness of diversity or
change” (p. 331). As a result, other members of the campus community are relinquished of
any responsibility to promote diversity education and advocacy for students of color. By
expecting MSS administrators at PWIs to serve as the primary, if not sole, advocates for all
things regarding race and diversity, their ability to challenge the status quo is stifled. MSS
administrators often find themselves overwhelmed with managing and/or avoiding racial
conflicts such that they are often unable to devote time and thought to initiating
transformational change across campus (Cobham & Parker, 2007; Sutton, 1998; Sutton &
McCluskey-Titus, 2010; D. A. Williams, 2003).

By placing the responsibility for racial equity solely on MSS, institutions are
inherently limiting the ability of MSS to serve as agents of change. MSS administrators are
often too consumed with their roles as mentors, advocates, educators, programmers,
community liaisons, student organization advisors, and campus-wide committee members to
have time to create long-standing and campus-wide racial equity initiatives (Benitez, 2010).
Furthermore, MSS’s ability to challenge the status quo is limited by their placement in their
respective institution’s organizational structures (Brayboy, 2003; Kezar, Glenn, Lester, &
Nakamoto, 2008). For example, most MSS offices do not have direct access to institutional

leaders such as presidents and provosts who have the power to effect institutional policies
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and practices. A quick examination of the organizational arrangement of MSS offices at two
different types of PWIs provides evidence of the limited access MSS administrators have to
presidents of their respective universities. At the University of Southern California (USC), a
private PWI, the directors of the various cultural centers report to the Associate Vice
President for Students Affairs who reports to the Vice President of Student Affairs who
reports to the President of USC (University of Southern California, 2009). The directors of
the cultural centers must at minimum go through two other layers of the organizational
hierarchy before gaining access to the president. Similarly, the directors of the three cultural
centers at Rutgers University, a land-grant PWI, are also two steps removed from the
president of the university (Rutgers The State University of New Jersey, 2010).

Brayboy (2003) argued that PWIs ghettoize diversity by relegating its responsibility
to MSS offices instead of changing the entire structure of the institution to reflect its campus-
wide commitment to diversity. Evidenced in the cases of USC and Rutgers, MSS
administrators have to go through several layers of administrative ranks before attaining the
direct attention of senior campus administrators, including the president. As a result, MSS
administrators are left in powerless and voiceless positions and are often unaware of the
policies and decisions being made that directly influence their day-to-day work.

Recent examples of the limited power of MSS can be found on the campuses of
Temple University and the University of Maryland (de Vise, 2009; Hernandez, 2009b). Both
of these universities pride themselves for having “diverse” campuses. Despite having both
high enrollment numbers and campus-wide diversity initiatives, the leaders of both
institutions cut funding for diversity programs and services on the campuses due to financial

constraints. In the case of Temple University, the Office of Multicultural Affairs’ staff was
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literally cut in half and even more troubling was the fact that the budget decisions were made
without consulting the MSS staff (Hernandez, 2009). At the University of Maryland, the
Associate Provost for Equity and Diversity’s position was cut in order to create budget
savings during the current budget crisis (de Vise, 2009). The university planned to replace
the Associate Provost position with a lower costing part-time administrative position. At both
universities, financially challenging times served as the impetus to challenge the purpose and
mission of their diversity initiatives.

These instances of MSS budgetary cuts are troubling for multiple reasons. First, it is
evident that MSS administrators were voiceless in institutional decision-making processes
that affected the role, purpose, staffing, and existence of their offices. Second, racial equity
initiatives were not prioritized during a time of tough budget constraints. Gose (2009) stated
that budget constraints are forcing institutions to decipher between the “core functions” of
the university and those that are “expendable” and in the case of the previously mentioned
institutions it is clear that MSS falls under the expendable category. Kezar (2008) also noted,
“Resource constraints can result in disagreements over developing support programs for
students of color that may not have occurred in flush financial times” (p. 411). These
instances lead to questions regarding how integral MSS and racial equity initiatives are to
PWIs. Budgetary constraints coupled with a climate that favors race neutrality are limiting
racial equity efforts, such as MSS, on college campuses.

Overall, a broader question lingers about the current role and purpose of MSS at
PWIs. During the last 30 years, political shifts towards race neutrality and colorblind
practices have affected the status and purpose of MSS administrators. Colorblind and race

neutral ideologies argue that race is no longer an important factor to consider in processes
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such as college admissions decisions because the rights of all people are protected by our
current legal system. Furthermore, these ideological perspectives assert that our society no
longer practices blatant racism such as that experienced during the Jim Crow era and
therefore the need for race-based initiatives such as affirmative action programs no longer
exist (Bonilla-Silva, Lewis, & Embrick, 2004; Cross, 2000, Autumn; Forman, 2004).
Although these ideologies present an idealized world, there is evidence that equity has still
not been achieved in regards to distribution of wealth nor of educational opportunities across
all racial groups (Ancheta, 2005; Gandara, Orfield, & Horn, 2006; Rendon, Novack, &
Dowell, 2005). For example, according to the 2010 U. S. Census (2010a), 83% of all
bachelor’s degree holders over the age of 18 were white. In contrast, 7.7% of bachelor’s
degrees were earned by African-Americans, 6.8% by Latinos, and 7.6% by Asians. Since
educational attainment is one marker of income, the gaps in educational attainment can be
translated to gaps in the distribution of wealth. The use of race neutrality and colorblindness
allows for the dismissal of the influence of race and racism on degree attainment. This type
of disregard subsequently limits our society’s ability to achieve racial equity.

This is particularly pertinent in the context of higher education as most institutions
struggle to balance their desire to achieve racial equity in a climate that favors race neutrality.
Reconfigurations of admissions standards and debates as to whether or not to consider race in
the decision-making process or the removal of race as a prerequisite for participation in
summer bridge programs for entering freshmen students are examples of ways that PWIs
have engaged in the negotiation between equity and race neutrality. As it stands, it appears
that the organizational structures of PWIs, the politicized nature of racism in higher

education, and a move toward colorblind practice constrain the ability of MSS administrators
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to create transformational change regarding racial equity in higher education. As such, this
study aims to examine the policies, unwritten rules, and practices that shape the work of MSS
administrators at PWIs.
Statement of Problem

Currently public colleges and universities must attempt to achieve racial equity within
budgetary constraints and a political climate that favors race neutrality (Chang, et al., 2005;
Lopez, 2003; Morfin, Perez, Parker, Lynn, & Arrona, 2006). These challenges directly affect
the work of MSS as these units are often held responsible for campus-wide racial equity
initiatives. In this particular study, I used the experiences of a MSS administrator to examine
the ways in which the institutional policies, unwritten rules, and practices of a Midwestern
university mediate the achievement of racial equity. My goal was to use methodologies that
allowed for a critical examination of the role of MSS that empowers MSS administrators to
contribute to the shaping of their own positions as well as have a sense of agency within the
institutional processes and policies that define the role of MSS at PWIs.

Statement of Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine how challenges to racial equity initiatives
influence the day-to-day responsibilities of MSS administrators who are charged with
creating, maintaining, and enhancing racial equity on campus. Although scholars have
examined areas of study often affiliated with the work of MSS, such as access (Bowen &
Bok, 1998; Orfield, Marin, & Horn, 2005; Perna, 2006), retention (Nora & Cabrera, 1996;
Terrell & Wright, 1998), campus racial climate (Hurtado, 2000; Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso,
2000), and multicultural education (Banks, 1993; Seltzer, Frazier, & Ricks, 1995) in the past,

the work of MSS administrators as institutional agents of racial equity has not been explored.
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In addition, research has focused on initiating and advancing diversity agendas (Kezar, 2008;
Kezar, et al., 2008), but little has focused on the day-to-day work of MSS administrators.
Specifically, there is a lack of literature that explores how institutional policies and practices
structure the work of MSS administrators. Through the use of institutional ethnography and
critical race theory, this study mapped out how institutional policies, unwritten rules, and
practices shape the everyday work life of a MSS administrator at a public land-grant
university. The overall goal of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of how the
policies, unwritten rules, and practices of institutions of higher education shape the work of
MSS and thus influence the overall access and success of students of color in American
higher education.

For the purpose of this study, I conducted an institutional ethnography that began
with the day-to-day work experiences of a MSS administrator in the College of Innovation.
The College of Innovation was chosen because it has the lowest enrollment of students of
color of all the colleges at the participating university, hereafter referred to as Midwestern
University. In 2009, 181 out of 3,082 students enrolled in the College of Innovation were
undergraduate students of color. In 2009, the College of Humanities had the largest
percentage of undergraduate students of color enrolled at 12% versus 5.9% in the College of
Innovation. Overall, in the fall of 2009, Midwestern University’s undergraduate student of
color enrollment across all colleges was 9.5%.

Research Questions

Given that there is a lack of scholarship examining the affect of institutional policies

and practices on the work of MSS administrators, this study was designed to answer

questions that examined the work of MSS administrators through the use of institutional
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ethnography and critical race theory. Critical race theory allowed me to argue the racism is
permanent and exists throughout all segments of our society to include higher education. As
such, I was able to examine how racism is inherent in the policies, unwritten rules, and
practices of a PWI. Furthermore, through the use of institutional ethnography, I began by
examining the lived experiences of an MSS administrator in order to understand how the
social and ruling relations at a PWI shape the administrator’s work experiences. Overall, the
following research questions were intended to garner a deeper understanding of how the
policies, unwritten rules, and practices of institutions of higher education shape the work of
MSS and thus affect the overall access and success of students of color in American higher
education:

1. What are the social relations and organizations that shape the work of a MSS

administrator at Midwestern University?

2. How do the policies, unwritten rules, and practices of Midwestern University mediate

the everyday work experiences of a MSS administrator?

3. How do MSS administrators serve as institutional agents of racial equity?
Cumulatively, these research questions address one of the fundamental challenges faced in
higher education: striving to achieve racial equity.

Theoretical Frameworks
In this study, I used both institutional ethnography and critical race theory as
conceptual and methodological frameworks to map the policies, unwritten rules, and
practices that influence the work of a MSS administrator at a PWI. Both frameworks
contributed to the critical and liberatory goals of this research by centering the influence of

race and racism in higher education and providing a mechanism to understand how dominant
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political interests shape racial equity initiatives. In this section, I provide a brief overview of
institutional ethnography as a theoretical perspective. I review institutional ethnography as a
methodological approach in the methods section of the proposal since it is the methodology I
used for this study. I also provide a brief introduction to critical race theory (CRT) and offer
a more in-depth examination of CRT as a theoretical framework in chapter two as part of the
literature review.
Institutional Ethnography

Institutional ethnography is a methodological approach that was first developed by
Dorothy Smith in the 1980s as she saw the need for a feminist-centered methodology that
focused on the lived experiences of women (DeVault & McCoy, 2006). She believed that
research should be consciousness raising, treat people as the subjects of knowledge rather
than the objects of the study, and that researchers must learn from people’s lived experiences
(D. E. Smith, 2005, 2007). As described by Smith (2007), institutional ethnography

explores the social world as it is known experientially, and it explores it as people’s

activities or doings in the actual local situations and conditions of our lives. The idea

is to discover and map that world so that now it is being put together and can be made

observable from the point of view of those caught up in it. (p. 411)
Through the use of institutional ethnography, researchers are able to map out the social
relations and organizations that shape the lived experiences of people. The social relations
are “sequences of action in which people are involved at different stages but not necessarily
directly engaged in a shared work process” (D. E. Smith, 2007, p. 412). The organizations
are functionally specialized systems such as education, health care, and government that also

shape the day-to-day experiences of individuals. As a result, “institutional ethnography goes
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to work at the point where people’s everyday experience is joined to and shaped by relations
and organizations that coordinate what we do with others’ work elsewhere and else when”
(D. E. Smith, 2007, p. 413). Overall, the goal of institutional ethnography is to empower
people with the knowledge of what shapes their day-to-day lived experiences. DeVault and
McCoy (20006) stated, “Institutional ethnographers generally have critical or liberatory goals;
they undertake research in order to reveal the ideological and social processes that produce
experiences of subordination” (p. 19).

This study benefited from the use of institutional ethnography because it allowed for
the examination of how a PWI coordinates the activities and day-to-day work life of a MSS
administrator through its policies, unwritten rules, and practices. The visible and invisible
forces that affect the work of MSS administrators are mapped out by investigating the social
relations and organization of a PWI. Such mapping was especially beneficial in trying to
understand the current role and purpose of MSS at a PWI. Furthermore, the maps of the
forces shaping the work of MSS administrators shed some light on the reasons why racial
equity initiatives are susceptible to budget cuts and ideological challenges to their existence.
Critical Race Theory

CRT was developed over 40 years ago by legal scholars who called into question the
slow pace of civil rights legislation (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006b; E. Taylor, 2009; Yosso,
2006a). As E. Taylor (2009) explained, “CRT comes from a long tradition of resistance to
the unequal and unjust distribution of power and resources along political, economic, racial,
and gendered lines in America, and across the globe, with the support and legitimacy of the
legal system which makes possible the perpetuation of the established power relationships of

society” (p. 1). Legal scholars such as Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Richard Delgado,
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Mari Matsuda, and Patricia Williams were key leaders in the establishment of CRT (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2001). They created a movement that is defined by Delgado and Stefancic as “a
collection of activists and scholars interested in studying and transforming the relationship
among race, racism, and power” (p. 2). A key component to the CRT movement is a call to
activism that aims to transform society for the better. The foundation for CRT stems from the
works of critical legal scholars and radical feminists. Like CRT, these areas of study
critiqued the power structures that shaped the law and its interpretations (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2001).

The work of CRT scholars is framed by six tenets or themes: 1) CRT recognizes that
racism is normal and a permanent part of American society; 2) CRT challenges dominant
ideologies of merit, objectivity, neutrality, and colorblindness; 3) CRT challenges
ahistoricism by accounting for the contextual and historical factors that affect the law; 4)
CRT recognizes the importance of experiential knowledge and the voice of people of color;
5) CRT is interdisciplinary; and 6) CRT works towards eliminating racial oppression
(Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Dixson &
Rousseau, 2006b; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Parker, Deyhle, & Villenas, 1999; E.
Taylor, 2009). These six themes inform and shape the work of CRT legal scholars. In
addition, the work of CRT legal scholars has served as a foundation for the work of CRT
scholars in other disciplines such as cultural studies, English, sociology, political science,
history, anthropology, and education to name a few (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).
Institutional Ethnography and CRT

Through the combined use of institutional ethnography and CRT, I was able to map

the social relations and organizations that shape the work life of a MSS administrator at a
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PWI. By bringing forward the policies, unwritten rules, and practices shaping the day-to-day
work within MSS and analyzing them through a critical race theory lens, the MSS
administrator has a clearer understanding of the forces that shape his daily work and is
therefore better equipped to challenge the status quo. Institutional ethnography and critical
race theory were of value to this study because they both acknowledged that research is
political. Given the history of race in the United States and American higher education, the
questions I posed in this study are also political thus making this study a political form of
research that aims to bring forward how race and racism enable and constrain racial equity
initiatives at PWIs and center the lived experiences of MSS administrators to give them a
voice within the complex bureaucracy of PWIs.
Significance of the Study

As is evidenced in the literature, many researchers agree that racial equity in higher
education has not yet been achieved (Ancheta, 2005; Dixson & Rousseau, 2006b; Gandara, et
al., 2006; Orfield, et al., 2005; Rendon, et al., 2005). Furthermore, critical race scholars argue
that racism is endemic and reveal evidence of racism and its affect on higher education
practices toward racial equity (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001;
Solorzano, et al., 2000; Villalpando, 2003). Most importantly, it is important to understand
that racism is practiced in covert ways, such as race-neutral and colorblind policies regarding
the use of affirmative action, that influence the recruitment and retention of students of color
and the work of administrators charged with achieving racial equity (Lopez, 2003; Solorzano
& Yosso, 2002; Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004). In particular, institutions of higher
education have begun to rely on practices of race-neutrality and colorblindness in reaction to

recent anti-affirmative action legislation and budgetary constraints (Morfin, et al., 2006;
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Rendon, et al., 2005). As a result, public PWIs may be inadvertently or purposefully limiting
racial equity. Furthermore, it is important to understand how institutional and societal
ideologies shape the day-to-day work of MSS administrators, as these individuals are
charged with designing and executing racial equity initiatives, such as race-based
scholarships.

The audience for this study consists of leaders at PWIs ranging from boards of
regents, presidents, provosts, chief diversity officers, MSS and other administrators who are
expected to address issues of racial equity. It will also be important for policymakers to learn
about the influence their decisions have on higher education’s ability to achieve racial equity.
Most importantly, MSS administrators will be able to use the findings of this study to begin
to understand how through their empowerment, they can contribute to the development of
policies, practices, and processes that shape their work as institutional agents of racial equity.

Summary

The purpose of this institutional ethnography was to discover the ruling relations that
shape racial equity initiatives at a public land-grant Midwestern university. Through the use
of institutional ethnography and critical race theory, this study mapped out how institutional
and social ideologies, such as colorblindness and race neutrality, shape the everyday life of a
MSS administrator at a public land-grant university. The overall goal of this study was to
gain a deeper understanding of how the policies, unwritten rules, and practices of institutions
of higher education shape the work of MSS and thus affect the overall access and success of
racially minoritized students in American higher education.

Chapter two provides an overview of pertinent literature related to the history and

current status of MSS at PWIs. I begin by providing the history of the political roots of MSS.

www.manaraa.com



15

I then provide evidence of the deracialization and depoliticization of MSS over its 60-year
history as a result of the changing political and legal climate around the issue of race in
higher education. Next, I raise the argument that diversity initiatives at PWIs have been
framed as window dressings, rather than as integral parts of the organization, thus limiting
the possibility of achieving racial equity in higher education. Finally, I provide an in-depth
review of both institutional ethnography and CRT as conceptual and theoretical frameworks
for this study.

Chapter three includes a review of the philosophical assumptions, research approach,
participants, data collection and analysis procedures, and the limitations of the study. For the
purposes of this study, institutional ethnography allowed for an in-depth examination of
social relations that shape racial equity initiatives at Midwestern University.

Chapter 4 provides a context for what was happening in the multiple organizations
during the period of time of data collection. It was important to understand what was going
on during the time data were collected in order to serve as a foundation for engaging with the
findings. Examples are given of the policies and practices that were newly implemented and
developed during the summer and fall of 2010.

In chapter five, I review the findings of the study. The findings are organized around
the organizations that emerged as mediating Joshua’s work as a MSS administrator.
Furthermore, each organization is examined in order to bring forth both dominant and
reframed ways of understanding the policies, practices, and unwritten rules that influence
Joshua’s day-to-day lived experiences. Evidence from field notes, interviews, and document

analysis are brought forth to support the both the dominant and reframed ways of
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understanding the multiple organizations and social relations that shape the work of the MSS
administrator in the College of Innovation.

Finally, in chapter 6, I discuss the findings relating them back to pertinent literature
and the theoretical frameworks. In addition, I discuss implications for practice and research

and conclude with personal reflections.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
“Although I applaud the desire of institutions to address the underrepresentation of diverse
students as well as faculty and staff at their institutions, I remain hesitant about the idea of
implementing diversity” (Brayboy, 2003, p. 72).

The purpose of the literature review is to provide an overview of the scholarship
associated with the history, purpose, and evolving role of MSS on PWIs. First I provide a
historical overview of MSS that begins with the creation of MSS positions in the 1950s and
1960s and extends to the current status of MSS on college campuses. This summary of
literature will provide evidence of the depoliticization over time of diversity at PWIs. This
section of the literature review also includes a discussion of the political climate and legal
decisions that affected the role of MSS at PWIs. Next, I make the argument that diversity
initiatives, such as MSS, have been framed as window dressings at PWIs, thus limiting their
ability to serve as agents of transformational change. Finally, I provide an in-depth review of
both institutional ethnography and CRT as conceptual and theoretical frameworks for this
study.

The Depoliticization of MSS: A Historical Overview

In order to understand how the role of MSS has changed over time, it is important to
review the history and origins of MSS. By examining the history and evolution of MSS, it
becomes evident that the role, purpose, and mission of MSS have shifted over its 60-year
history. Furthermore, the alterations to the work of MSS are a reflection of the changes in the
politics and values of American society regarding racial equity in higher education. As
argued by several scholars (Altbach, Berdahl, & Gumport, 2005; Altbach, et al., 2002; Green
& Trent, 2005; W. A. Smith, et al., 2002), higher education is a microcosm of broader

society and as such, the debates over shifting ideologies are often played out on college
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campuses to include the debate over race-based initiatives. The historical overview of MSS
will also include evidence of the shifts in societal ideologies regarding racial equity as
evidenced in court cases and federal and state policies regarding the use of affirmative action.
The political origins of MSS. The early history of American higher education
overtly excluded people of color from gaining access to higher education (Orum, 1972; D. A.
Williams & Clowney, 2007; Williamson, 1999; Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004). Changes in
legislation in the 1950s and 1960s had a significant affect on college access. The Supreme
Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education and the Civil Rights Act of 1964 ended the
segregation of public education (Redd, 1998, Summer; Williamson, 1999). The following
year, the Higher Education Act of 1965 was passed with the intention of increasing access to
postsecondary education for people of color, individuals of lower socio-economic status,
first-generation college students, and people with disabilities (Arendale, 2004; Thelin, 2004;
J. B. Williams, 1997). The Higher Education Act enhanced previous financial assistance
efforts by adding a focus on providing information, counseling, support, and other services
(Wallace, Ropers-Huilman, & Abel, 2004). Changes in regulations that increased access to
higher education for people of color served as the foundation for the political roots of MSS.
The court decisions and changes in legislation created opportunities for Blacks to
have increased access to higher education. As a result, more Black students began to enroll in
PWIs. Despite the demands by legislation to end segregation, the integration of PWIs was a
long and difficult process. As the bodies of law changed and legally demanded access to all
institutions of higher education for all students, Black students had to confront a new set of
challenges. Despite their legal right to attend PWIs, the colleges and universities were not

adequately meeting the needs of the Black students (Orum, 1972; Patton, 2006a, 2010; Patton
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& Hannon, 2008; Williamson, 1999; Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004). As Black students began to
enter institutions that were previously only accessible to white students, a national movement
for overall equality began to develop.

Inspired by the Civil Rights Movement, Black students began to formulate a student
movement in order to ensure their success and survival at PWIs. As stated by Williamson
(1999), “Many Black college students felt alienated and disaffected from their new academic
settings and experienced overt or veiled hostility from white classmates, faculty, and
administrators” (p. 92). The Black student movements of the 1960s and 1970s were the
impetus for many changes that took place as a result of student demands.

One example of student activism sparked by the Civil Rights Movement occurred in
North Carolina. Motivated by Rosa Parks, on February 1, 1960, four Black students at North
Carolina Agricultural and Technical College went to the F. W. Woolworth store in town and
sat at the Whites-only lunch counter in protest of the store’s segregation policy (Orum, 1972;
Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004). This particular act of peaceful protest sparked Black student
activism all across the country. Black students, along with allies, went on to lead other
peaceful protests such as the Freedom Rides (Orum, 1972).

After the death of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968, there was a significant
increase in the number of campus protests led by Black students (Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004).
The Black power protests of the late 1960s and early 1970s focused on the institutional
racism students experienced on their campuses. The students began to demand changes in
admissions policies, additional monetary resources to support Black student groups, the

hiring of more Black faculty, culturally based programming, and the establishment of ethnic
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studies programs (Hord, 2005; Patton, 2005, 2010; Williamson, 1999; Wolf-Wendel, et al.,
2004; Yamane, 2001).

Institutions such as Denison and Florida State University were challenged by Black
student leaders to create a campus environment that was inclusive of them and supported
their needs as Black students (Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004). The demands of students at
Denison University in Ohio included the admission of 50 more Black students, a residence
hall for Black students, and more Black professors. In addition to similar requests, students at
Florida State University also demanded the naming of a university building after a prominent
Black leader, stocking Black-oriented products in the campus book store, and banning all
textbooks that contained racist material (Wolf-Wendel, et al., 2004).

Although the Black student movement is the most widely recognized period of
student of color activism, other communities of color also challenged the lack of educational
equity across the country. For example, in March of 1968, over ten thousand Chicano
students walked out of their East Los Angeles schools to protest the lack of resources given
to the mostly Chicano schools. This event became known as the East Los Angeles School
Blowouts and served as the impetus for the Chicano community to actively challenge
inequities throughout the educational pipeline to include higher education (Delgado Bernal,
1998; Munoz, 1989). Similar types of activism were taking place in other regions of the
country to include the Midwest. As a result of the Chicano movement and the demands for
access and representation, several Chicano and Latino Cultural Centers emerged throughout
the West coast and Midwest in the late 1960s and 1970s (Lozano, 2010; Patton, 2010)

As previously mentioned, the Black student movement, as well as the activism of

other communities of color, was the force behind the creation of academic and social support
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services. The primary goal of these various mechanisms of support and advocacy was to
appease student demands and end campus upheavals (Palmer & Shuford, 1996; Sutton, 1998;
Young, 1986). Overall, Williamson (1999) argued that “many demands spoke directly to the
need to alleviate the alienation, experienced by Black students at PWIs, provide them with
alternative social outlets, and make their postsecondary education more relevant to their
situation as Blacks in the United States” (p. 95).

Redefining the role of MSS at PWIs. The shifts in the demographic make-up of
PWIs were the grounds for the student of color movements that demanded changes to the
campus environment to include the development of culture centers and MSS on many
campuses (Patton, 2005, 2010; C. A. Taylor, 1986; Williamson, 1999; Young, 1986).
Motivated by the Black student movement, as well as feelings of isolation and
marginalization, other racially underrepresented student populations began to make demands
for support and advocacy services at PWIs. Latina/o, Asian, and Native American students
began to request that PWIs expand their services and curriculum to reflect their experiences
and heritage (Cobham & Parker, 2007; Liu, Cuyjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Shotton,
Yellowfish, & Cintron, 2010). The movements initiated by racially underrepresented students
were representative of the political nature of racial equity at PWIs. As stated by Cobham and
Parker (2007), “Students from all racial/ethnic backgrounds protested and fought for these
programs in the name of democracy and social justice” (p. 88).

The politically-based demands by students of color for increased recruitment of
faculty, staff, and students, as well as culturally relevant programs and services, often
resulted in the expansion of the services of many cultural centers and MSS offices.

Furthermore, the missions of the centers and offices began to include mention of increasing
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and enhancing cross-cultural understandings of similarities and differences (CAS, 2006;
Patton, 2006a; Shuford & Palmer, 2004). In addition to meeting the needs of students of
color beyond Black students, many MSS offices expanded to include women, LGBTQ
students, and international students (Robinson, Butler, & Glennen, 1996; Stennis-Williams,
et al., 1988; Sutton, 1998; D. A. Williams, 2003; Young, 1986).

As has been noted, the demands from students were initiated by a need for academic
and social support at PWIs. As a result, academic and social programs focused on retention
were developed that targeted racially underrepresented students (Robinson, et al., 1996;
Stennis-Williams, et al., 1988). Furthermore, MSS was also charged with confronting
campus racial issues, advising multicultural organizations, and educating faculty about
diversity (Sutton, 1998; Sutton & McCluskey-Titus, 2010). These services and outreach
efforts were a part of the political foundations of MSS. Despite the political foundations that
aimed to ensure social justice and racial equity at PWIs, the shifts in how PWIs defined
multiculturalism and diversity began to transform the work of MSS in the 1980s.

Due to the expansion of constituent groups being served by MSS, the day-to-day
activities and responsibilities of MSS also began to shift. MSS were no longer asked to focus
solely on the retention, advocacy, and advising of racially underrepresented groups, but were
also responsible for providing similar types of support for LGBTQ, women, and international
students (Princes, 2005; Sutton & McCluskey-Titus, 2010; Urciuoli, 1999). In addition, as
the definitions of diversity and multiculturalism began to expand, it meant that MSS were
responsible for campus-wide education around issues of diversity. These new duties and
responsibilities were further complicated by the fact that MSS were being asked to provide

services for a broader range of students without having access to additional fiscal support.

www.manaraa.com



23

This situation was particularly challenging for those MSS offices that already worked with
limited budgets and smaller staffs (Hefner, 2002; Shotton, et al., 2010; Sutton & McCluskey-
Titus, 2010)

Supreme Court decisions: Re-shaping racial equity in higher education. The
changes in the role and purpose of MSS at PWIs were taking shape as the Supreme Court
engaged in a debate over the use of affirmative action in the college admissions process. The
premise for the debate over affirmative action crystallized in the 1978 Supreme Court
decision, Regents of the University of California v. Bakke.

Bakke, a white male, accused the University of California at Davis Medical School of
using discriminatory admissions practices after he was denied admissions. He accused the
University of violating the Fourteenth Amendment by denying him admissions because of his
race, therefore charging the University with practicing reverse discrimination. The University
of California, Davis had a special admissions program that set aside a certain number of
positions for minority candidates. Bakke argued that he was better qualified than the minority
students admitted into the special program. In this case, the Supreme Court ruled that race
could be used as “one” factor in admissions decisions, but that race could not be used as a
quota system that set aside positions for minority candidates (Anderson, 2004; Baez, 2002;
Horn & Marin, 2006; Howard, 1997; Lipson, 2006; Newman, 1989; Rhoads, Saenz, &
Carducci, 2005; Teddlie & Freeman, 2002; Yosso, et al., 2004).

The Bakke case and decision affected higher education broadly, and MSS in
particular, by creating a platform for the creation of race neutral initiatives. By challenging
affirmative action, the Bakke case served as an impetus for PWIs to slow down the progress

made by race-based initiatives and the case simultaneously increased resistance to
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affirmative action programs (Cobham & Parker, 2007). For example, race-based programs
and scholarships administered by MSS offices were challenged and in some cases these
programs were either terminated or changed to exclude race as a prerequisite for selection
(Cross, 2000, Autumn; Schmidt, 2006; D. A. Williams, 2003).

The next case to challenge the use of affirmative action in higher education was the
Hopwood v. University of Texas Law School in 1996. The Fifth U.S. Circuit Court of
Appeals ruled against the University of Texas and stated that the law school was not to use
race as a factor in admissions (Anderson, 2004; Horn & Marin, 2006; Kauffman & Gonzalez,
1997; Rhoads, et al., 2005; Tierney & Chung, 2002). The University of Texas Law School
appealed the decision, but the Supreme Court refused to hear the case, thus upholding the
Fifth Circuit Court’s decision. As a consequence, this decision left higher education
administrators confused about how to handle race-based initiative and programs. This
outcome was particularly confusing because the Bakke decision had allowed for the use of
race as one factor in college admissions while the Hopwood case banned the use of race as a
factor. In essence the court decisions left higher education in limbo because administrators
did not know how to proceed with racial equity efforts (Anderson, 2004; Baez, 2002; Cross,
2000, Autumn; Kauffman & Gonzalez, 1997; Long & Tienda, 2008; Rhoads, et al., 2005).

The movement to challenge affirmative action strengthened after Hopwood. For
example, several state-based initiatives successfully banned the use of affirmative action
between 1997 and 2000. In 1996, the state of California enacted Proposition 209 banning the
use of affirmative action, thus forbidding the consideration of race, sex, or ethnicity by public
institutions (Anderson, 2004; Contreras, 2005; Horn & Marin, 2006; Rhoads, et al., 2005;

Tierney & Chung, 2002). The state of Washington followed California’s lead two years later
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when it passed Initiative 200 and in 2000 Florida made the use of race as a factor in college
admissions illegal (Brown & Hirschmann, 2006, April; E. Taylor, 2000; Tierney & Chung,
2002). Cumulatively, these state-initiated bans on affirmative action created additional
pressures on PWIs to redefine and restructure their race-based initiatives to include MSS.

After Bakke and Hopwood, the role of race-based efforts at PWIs remained
ambiguous. However, the Grutter and Gratz cases, more commonly referred to as the
Michigan cases, provided a new precedent regarding race-based efforts in higher education.
Barbara Grutter was denied admission to the University of Michigan law school in 1997 and
Jennifer Gratz was placed on a waiting list for undergraduate admission to the University of
Michigan in 1995 (Anderson, 2004). Both women, along with other plaintiffs, charged the
University of Michigan with violating the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment and Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act (Anderson, 2004). On June 23, 2003,
the Supreme Court made their decisions for both the Grutter v. Bollinger and Gratz v.
Bollinger cases (Rhoads, et al., 2005). Although the decisions were delivered on the same
day, the verdict for each case was different. In the Grutter case, the Justices agreed that the
University of Michigan law school had a right to consider an applicant’s race in the
admissions process as a flexible plus factor. They used the diversity rationale to confirm that
ensuring a diverse student body served as a compelling interest because it enhanced the
learning environment at PWIs by providing opportunities for students to learn from diverse
experiences and perspectives (Ancheta, 2005; Anderson, 2004; Horn & Marin, 2006; Lipson,
2006; Moses & Chang, 2006; Rhoads, et al., 2005).

In contrast, in the Gratz case the Justices did not uphold the University of Michigan’s

College of Literature, Science, and the Arts’ practice of automatically assigning 20 points to
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racially underrepresented applicants (Anderson, 2004; Rhoads, et al., 2005). The practice of
assigning 20 points to the student of color applicants signified that race was treated as more
than a plus factor. Instead, the undergraduate college treated race as a decisive factor in the
admissions process (Ancheta, 2005; Lipson, 2006). Together, the Grutter and Gratz cases left
affirmative action intact and allowed higher education to consider race, but only in a manner
that treats race as a flexible factor and still allows for an individualized consideration of all
applicants (Ancheta, 2005; Elliott & Ewoh, 2005; Horn & Marin, 2006). The decisions in the
Michigan cases left many colleges and universities relieved that affirmative action was still
viable, but simultaneously confused about the parameters around which race could be a
consideration in higher education. As stated by Rhoads et al. (2005), “Far from providing a
definitive ruling on the Constitutional legitimacy of considering race in higher education
admissions decisions, the opinions delivered in the Gratz and Grutter cases left much room
for interpretation” (p. 210).

Implications of Supreme Court decisions for MSS. Although the Supreme Court
upheld the use of affirmative action, the confusion regarding the boundaries around the
consideration of race in higher education opened the door for the use of race-neutral practices
at PWIs (Lopez, 2003; Rhoads, et al., 2005). As a result of PWIs’ hesitations regarding the
rulings in the Michigan cases, many campuses began to behave cautiously with reference to
race-based initiatives. This cautionary behavior and attitude began to infiltrate the purpose,
mission, and names of MSS offices (Schmidt, 2006). PWIs began to open up race-based
programs and initiatives to students of any race (Schmidt, 2004). The word “minority” began
to disappear from program brochures for scholarships and fellowships. Alternative social

identities such as class and place of geographical origin became new factors that were taken
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into consideration in the selection processes for participation in programs that were
previously designed to increase access for racially underrepresented students (Elliott &
Ewoh, 2005; Jaschik, 2006; Schmidt, 2004, 2006).

Some have argued that the move towards race neutral terminology in MSS began the
process of the deracialization and depoliticization of MSS programs, services, and offices
(Cobham & Parker, 2007; Urciuoli, 1999). In addition to shifting once race-based programs
to race-neutral, MSS were also charged with ensuring that the compelling interest of
diversity, as defined by the Supreme Court, extended into all aspects of the university. As
such, the work of MSS began to include the development of diversity as an academic
learning tool. By defining diversity as a learning tool, the constituents for which MSS was
traditionally responsible were extended to include White students (Palmer & Shuford, 1996;
D. A. Williams & Clowney, 2007). MSS administrators were now expected to provide
expertise regarding a broader array of social identities and to serve as consultants about
multicultural education in the classroom (Schmidt, 2006; D. Williams, 2006; D. A. Williams,
2003). In addition, MSS administrators were entrusted with developing out of class
experiences that enhanced all students’ abilities to communicate cross culturally (D. A.
Williams & Clowney, 2007). Overall, the scope of responsibilities for MSS increased as a
result of the diversity rationale and resulting broader definitions of diversity.

There were many implications for the work of MSS and the role it played at a PWI as
a result of its deracialization and depoliticization. As the mission and purpose of MSS
underwent significant changes, confusion ensued about the function of MSS within the
structure of PWIs. The original purpose of MSS was to advocate and provide support for

students of color in order to ensure their success. As the purpose of MSS transformed to
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became a one-stop shop for anything involving diversity, the offices’ abilities to serve as
strong political advocates for equity were diminished (Sutton, 1998; Sutton & McCluskey-
Titus, 2010). This confusion contributed to MSS’s vulnerability to critiques and challenges
about the work they were charged to do. Hefner (2002) argued that the deracialization of
MSS through the expansion of their services was one step closer to the eradication of MSS at
PWIs. Patton, Ranero, and Everett (in press) contended that the depoliticization of MSS is
also evident in the fact that many MSS offices are relegated to providing campus-wide
programming that can be touted as a form of cultural tourism, where students are able to
“tour” the cultural practices and history of different racial/ethnic groups without any
substantive educational value. The practice of cultural tourism is far removed from the
political roots of MSS aimed at creating a counterspace where racially minoritized students
could feel empowered, have a sense of community, and receive academic and social support
services. By being held responsible for educating the entire campus about diverse
populations, MSS administrators were taken away from providing support and advocacy for
racially underrepresented student populations. As stated by Patton et al., “ Despite well-
conceived intentions of creating campus environments that promote inclusiveness, these
expanded services often threaten the ability of MSS to effectively carry out its original
mission of providing support to students of color, particularly when such efforts lack
intentionality.”

The influence of the changing definitions of diversity was not only evidenced in the
evolving responsibilities of MSS, but also in the changes of the titles given to these offices.
As previously stated, many MSS offices were created as a result of the Black student

movement. These offices were often originally given titles such as minority student services
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and primarily served Black students (Patton & Hannon, 2008; C. A. Taylor, 1986). As the
definition of diversity shifted to be more inclusive of other racially minoritized groups, the
title of minority student services was replaced with multicultural affairs. This change in title
represented an attempt to expand services beyond solely serving Black students. In some
cases this change meant collapsing Black culture centers and minority student services
offices into multicultural centers or offices (Patton & Hannon, 2008). Most recently,
multicultural affairs offices have moved to expanding their services beyond racially
underrepresented populations to include women and LGBTQ students. As such, some
multicultural affairs offices have changed their titles once again to “more inclusive”
terminology such as intercultural centers and offices of diversity (Patton & Hannon, 2008;
Schmidt, 2006). These changes in titles are powerful reflections of how PWIs have
transformed the objectives of MSS offices over time in a way that has shifted these offices
away from being spaces of resistance and empowerment for racially minoritized students.
Questions that were posed in 1986 by Lawrence Young regarding the role of MSS on
predominantly white campuses are still viable today. Young (1986) posed the following
questions:
Do minority cultural centers have a permanent role to play on predominantly white
campuses, or is this simply another fad of the academy soon to be forgotten and
discarded? What role will these centers play if minority enrollment shrinks? Or if it
increases drastically? These are issues that everyone in higher education will and

should face head-on with a rational, just, and humane plan for managing change. (p.

14)
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Over 20 years later, these questions are currently being posed at many campuses that are
renegotiating the role that MSS and racial equity plays at PWIs. As was evidenced in the
review of literature, MSS have experienced modifications to their role on PWIs that is shaped
by factors such as demographic changes, Supreme Court rulings, and ideological revisions
regarding the definition and value of diversity. These changes have contributed to tensions
experienced by MSS administrators as they encounter and navigate their ever-shifting
purpose. These tensions are evidenced in editorials, news articles, and magazine articles in
publications such as The Chronicle of Higher Education, Diverse Issues in Higher
Education, and Inside Higher Ed. The articles highlight the challenges faced on campuses as
they try to define and redefine what diversity means for their campuses (Chubin, 2009;
Hamilton, 2006; Lum, 2009). Overall, MSS administrators are left to wonder if their duties
are still related to the political roots of MSS or if they are now simply managing diversity for
PWIs.

Where have the political roots of MSS gone?: Diversity as a window dressing.
Homeowners and business owners often use window dressings to make their homes and
businesses more appealing and attractive. Window dressings can also signify actions or
statements that are used to make something appear more desirable than it really is. A few
scholars (Brayboy, 2003; Green & Trent, 2005; Hu-DeHart, 2000; Iverson, 2007, 2010) have
argued that colleges and universities use diversity initiatives, such as diversity policies, MSS,
and culture centers, as window dressings in order to make their institutions appear to be more
committed to racial equity than they really are.

As institutions of higher education sought how to dress their windows with diversity,

organizations such as the Association of American Colleges and Universities responded by
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publishing reports such as Making Excellence Inclusive (J. F. Milem, Chang, & antonio,
2005; D. A. Wllliams, Berger, & McClendon, 2005). These reports discussed the benefits
and challenges of diversity and offered tools for how to enhance institutional diversity
practices. This series of reports is significant because it called for PWIs to expand their
notions of diversity beyond increasing the enrollments and representation of people of color
on campus. The new diversity initiative called for implementing diversity into every aspect
of the university.

As a result, two major trends began to occur at PWIs across the country: the
development of diversity policies and the creation of chief diversity officer positions. Many
campuses began to develop and implement diversity policies and action plans (Iverson,
2010). Iverson defined diversity action plans as “official university policy documents that
serve as a primary means by which postsecondary institutions formally advance and
influence policy for building diverse, inclusive campus communities” (p. 193). In her
analysis of 21 diversity action plans at 20 land-grant universities, Iverson (2007, 2010)
uncovered how racial inequality is reproduced by diversity policies. Despite having goals of
increasing racial equity, the diversity action plans reified images of people of color as
“outsiders, at-risk victims, commodities, and change agents” (Iverson, 2007, p. 586).
Iverson’s examination of diversity policies affirms the argument that even attempts to
institutionalize diversity as being more than a window dressing contributed to the
reproduction of racist policies and practices.

As asserted by Brayboy (2003), the notion of implementing diversity at PWIs is
problematic because it frames diversity as a stand-alone policy that can be added easily and

simply to a complex organization, such as higher education, in order to provide an efficient
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solution to a problem. The issue of