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Will Future Students Have the Same Opportunities  
I Did?
I came to the United States to pursue a graduate education in the late 1980s. I’m not sure whether the 
decision makers at the University of Georgia — where I would earn my master’s and doctoral degrees — 
reviewed all of the materials I submitted with my application. Did they know that the Hispanic Philology 
program at the University of Barcelona, my undergraduate institution, had a phenomenal reputation 
throughout Spain? Perhaps they understood how the 10-point GPA in Spain correlated with the 4-point 
GPA system in the United States? Did my GRE® scores help me be seen among domestic candidates whose 
backgrounds and connections were more familiar? I may never know.

But I do know that, however it happened, my acceptance to UGA spurred a lifelong love for academia. I 
joined the professoriate first at Radford University, then Arizona State University, and eventually rose to faculty head in my department, 
became a visiting professor and scholar at prestigious institutions like the University of Pennsylvania. As I begin a new role as Executive 
Director of the GRE Program at ETS, I’ve been reflecting on various decision points in my journey and wondering what forces opened 
doors for me that otherwise might have been shut. 

Today, there are three times as many master’s and doctoral degrees conferred at U.S. institutions than there were in the 1980s, and 
twice as many international students are pursuing their graduate education here. More of those students are coming from Latin and 
South America, Africa and smaller countries in Asia — from more schools that faculty committees are likely to be unfamiliar with. 
While the cost of tuition and fees varies wildly, the average cost across graduate programs has quadrupled. Students themselves pay 
three-quarters of the tab, and half of that is borrowed, according to Sallie Mae®. Think of the challenges facing young people today, 
who are submitting their applications to overwhelmed and under-resourced faculty committees who may not be familiar with their 
undergraduate institutions, for a degree they aren’t sure they’ll be able to afford and may be paying off well into their adulthood. It’s  
no wonder that institutions are having a hard time increasing student diversity.

Forty years before I left my friends and family in Spain for new opportunities in the United States, the nonprofit research organization 
I’m proud to represent today was founded. It was three years after the passing of the GI Bill, and the standardized testing industry took 
off as a way to help colleges deal with the influx of applicants, who would be considered based on their skills proficiency, rather than 
their family wealth. Over the years, although ETS warned against it, the use of cut scores has changed the reputation of the GRE test 
from a door opener that helps students of less advantaged backgrounds be seen, to a gatekeeper that prevents applicants who don’t 
achieve a program-set minimum score from even being considered.

Moving toward holistic admissions — and reducing the overreliance on GRE scores or any single measure — is the only way to treat 
applicants ethically and equitably. GRE scores need to be part of the mix as the only common, objective measure that applicants submit 
that is designed to be as fair as possible. As a community, we need to figure out how to account for group score differences, not drop 
the tool that provides evidence of those differences. Underrepresented minorities, international students and applicants from families 
with less socioeconomic power already have so many odds stacked against them due to systemic educational and societal disparities. 
Let’s prevent admissions bias from being another barrier to overcome. Let’s agree that complex, systemic problems can’t be solved by 
shortcut solutions, but rather, require investments in targeted initiatives that can help recruit diverse students, and then support them 
once enrolled.

More resources are becoming available to help the graduate community achieve these goals. Drawing on its 70 years of higher 
education experience and achievement gap research, ETS is helping by convening thought leaders, curating and sharing examples from 
peer institutions, and making research-based resources available at www.holisticadmissions.org. We’re embracing the call to broaden 
our role, and are doing so with support, suggestions and insights from deans and faculty who represent their peers as members of the 
independently managed GRE Board. 

I hope that when my two sons, Alberto and Diego, are college age, they will be evaluated holistically, for everything they can bring to a 
program. I hope that they will be active participants in diverse, supportive and inclusive communities. And I hope that when they look 
back on their careers, they appreciate that all of us, working together, opened the doors for them to be successful.

Alberto Acereda 
Executive Director, GRE Program – Global Education 
Educational Testing Service 

http://www.holisticadmissions.org/
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Introduction

Higher education has a diversity problem. 

While colleges and universities are hiring 
more African American, Hispanic and Asian 
American faculty members than in the past, 
percentages of historically underrepresented 
groups among full-time faculty have not 
changed much over the last 20 years, even 
as diversifying the academy has become a 
top goal across higher education. And while 
colleges have made bigger strides in the 
diversity of their students, the professoriate  
has lagged behind.

Nationwide, three-quarters of full-time fac-
ulty—positions with the most security, 
support and resources—are white, according 
to the most recent numbers from the U.S. 
Department of Education. The majority of full-
time faculty—56 percent—are male. Faculty 
diversity varies by field and by institution. For 
example, some fields have reached gender 
parity, while others, such as engineering and 
the physical sciences, feature more men.

“No campus in America can say it’s come 
as far as it needs to come,” says Freeman 
Hrabowski, president of the University of 
Maryland, Baltimore County, and an outspo-
ken advocate for colleges to do more for 
minority students and faculty. 

Even at the most thoughtful and innovative 
institutions, parity or equity typically is still 
a work in progress. While biases are human, 
Hrabowski says, “the only way we can have 
success is through people thinking carefully 
and deliberately about how to get beyond our 
tendency to choose people like ourselves.”

Good intentions and well-meaning discus-
sions about diversity are not enough. What 
is needed, according to more than two dozen 
experts across higher education who work 
on issues of diversity, are systematic and cul-
tural changes that in turn can create shifts 
in how institutions recruit, hire and promote 
faculty members, as well as how they admit  
graduate students. 
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That kind of change requires an examina-
tion of priorities, processes and incentives. 
Also needed is a willingness to look at one’s 
biases and to have sometimes difficult con-
versations about why things are the way 
they are and what needs to happen for them 
to change. This requires resources and cre-
ativity, for both wealthy institutions and ones 
without a lot of money to spend.

Experts point to proven models for how to 
do this work right. While the lack of faculty 
diversity in higher education is a stubborn 
problem with multiple causes, a growing num-
ber of people and institutions are working on 
different points of the pipeline from gradu-
ate school to the faculty. They are collecting 
evidence and sharing it with others so that 
successes can be replicated and models can 
be adapted to different places.

“There is no silver bullet,” says Elsa Núñez, 
president of Eastern Connecticut State 
University. “It is challenging work.”

22
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Eastern Connecticut has been able to bring 
up its share of faculty members from under-
represented groups to match the measure in 
its student population—30 percent of each 
group—through more than a decade of dedi-
cated effort and hard conversations. A key to 
this effort, Núñez says, has been linking diver-
sity to the university’s values and repeatedly 
making the case why it is important for stu-
dents. Núñez scrutinizes finalists for faculty 
jobs to make sure candidate shortlists are 
diverse. When they aren’t, she returns to those 
values in conversations with department  
and search chairs.

This work can be disruptive and difficult. But 
experts say diversity at the top and in the 
faculty ranks serves students and makes an 
institution better. It opens up academic dis-
ciplines to new ways of thinking. And many 
in the field have moved beyond making the 
more altruistic case that it’s the right thing to 
do, because that approach too often fails to 
change minds.

In many fields, higher-ranked departments 
tend to be more diverse. A diversity of ideas 
and backgrounds allows for creative and 
new ways of thinking. Today’s students have 
grown up in an increasingly diverse world, 
which they expect in higher education as 

well. The best new faculty members want 
it, too. And an institution that does not work 
to foster an environment where diversity 
can thrive and that does not improve its 
percentages of underrepresented minority 
faculty members may find itself at a  
competitive disadvantage. 

Amid broad demographic change in our coun-
try, and at a time when racial, gender and 
social inequities are front and center, colleges 
increasingly cannot afford to ignore diversity.

Yet while undergraduate student enroll-
ments are becoming increasingly diverse, 
the people teaching courses remain largely 
white, especially those in the most secure 
full-time positions. Among historically under-
represented groups, African Americans in 
2015 accounted for 14 percent in the student 
population and 6 percent of full-time faculty 
roles. Hispanics were 17 percent of students 
and 5 percent of full-time faculty members. 
Native Americans filled less than 1 percent  
of faculty jobs. 

The best ways to try to curb this imbalance 
link excellence and diversity. This report 
is based on interviews with experts to find 
the cutting edge of diversity work. It offers 
ideas and models for institutions that are 
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looking at faculty representation and know they  
need to do more.

These efforts range from focusing on the 
undergraduate years (and even earlier) 
through graduate school admissions and into 
faculty hiring and retention. All of it is neces-
sary, experts say.

The work involves myth busting. For too long, 
mistaken notions have gotten in the way of 
proactive efforts to diversify academic depart-
ments. These include the idea that candidates 
from diverse backgrounds with Ph.D.s do not 
exist (or that minority graduate students will 
only want to go to the wealthiest universities 
that offer the highest salaries), that faculty 
and administrators don’t bring their uncon-
scious biases to hiring committees, and that 
diversity and excellence are mutually exclu-
sive—that by focusing on finding diverse 
candidates, the academic quality of a depart-
ment or university will decline. 

That last myth is especially critical. Research 
has shown that the opposite is true: diversity 
of race and gender has a positive relationship 
to rankings at research universities. Many 
students and faculty want to be in diverse 
environments, where people have a range of 
backgrounds and perspectives.

Those working on these issues say their 
diversity programs have not triggered a 
decline in quality. Academic excellence 
should be the biggest consideration when 
choosing faculty members, fellows or stu-
dents. Some say so explicitly by calling for  
“inclusive excellence” in their mission 
statements or strategic plans. And some 
elevate diversity scholarship or community- 
focused scholarship. 

At graduate schools, some of the most prom-
ising models include a shift toward more 
holistic admissions processes, partnerships 
with historically black colleges and universi-
ties (HBCUs), bridge programs that provide 
an alternative path to admissions, and disci-
plinary societies stepping up to play a role in 
diversifying their fields. For current students 
from underrepresented backgrounds, a grow-
ing number of organizations offer financial 
and emotional support and provide a commu-
nity and a nationwide network to help them 
persist and earn their doctoral degrees. 

Some groups are focused on undergraduates, 
by preparing students to apply to and succeed 
in graduate school—giving them mentors, 
research experiences and a cohort of peers 
that can provide support and understanding. 

On the faculty side, some of the most 
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Implementing an effective holistic admissions 
process to identify the right applicants and 
effectively meet institution and program 
goals is a complex task. Now, there’s a website 
with information, tools and resources to 
help you navigate holistic admissions practices. 

• Examine key considerations and tools for 
identifying, recruiting and admitting the right 
students for your graduate program. 

• Explore promising admissions practices, based on 

research and literature, as well as experiences and 

observations shared by deans and faculty. 

• Uncover how to use GRE® scores to help enable 

fairer and inclusive admissions decisions. 

ETS — Measuring the Power of Learning.®

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo, MEASURING THE POWER OF LEARNING, 
and GRE are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 17731

Visit HolisticAdmissions.org today.

Connecting Graduate Admissions 
Practices to Program Goals

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo, MEASURING THE POWER OF LEARNING, 

17731_ETS_GRE_Print_Jan24.indd   1 1/24/19   4:09 PM

promising efforts are centered on training 
for search committees and looking at the 
diversity of candidate pools and recruiting 
methods. Colleges are trying alternative or 
enhanced approaches, such as open searches 
not tied to a narrow specialty, cluster hires 
with topics connected to diverse experiences, 
the use of diversity statements to consider a 
candidate’s commitment to diversity as part 
of their portfolio of hiring qualifications and 
peer education on the best ways to do an 
inclusive search and interview.

Retention efforts also are critical to faculty 
diversity and getting more consideration in 
recent years. That work is being done through 
midcareer awards or grants, travel funds, and 
working on a creating a more welcoming cul-
ture in a department, where faculty members 
spend most of their time.

The stakes are high, experts say.

“College and university students have every 
right to demand better,” says Armando I. 
Bengochea, director of the Mellon Mays 
Undergraduate Fellows program.� ■

5

http://www.holisticadmissions.org/
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What do we mean when we say diversity? 
Inclusion? Inclusive excellence? Equity?

Diversity: The things that make us different, which can include race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sex-
ual orientation, gender orientation, ability, socioeconomic status, whether someone’s parents went 
to college, and the region of the country or world someone is from. Others would consider status 
as a veteran of the U.S. military. Still others consider political and other views. Yet much of the dis-
cussion in higher education is about race and ethnicity, and that is the focus of this special report. 
 
Underrepresented minority: A group whose representation in education, an academic field or 
employment is smaller than their representation in the U.S. population. At American colleges and 
universities, this generally includes people who are black or African American, people who are 
Hispanic/Latino, and Native Americans or Alaska Natives. Some Asian American groups—par-
ticularly those who are recent immigrants—may be considered underrepresented, even if Asian 
Americans as a whole are not considered underrepresented. At many public universities, the relevant 
comparison is the state population, which is why state diversity strategies vary. And while women 
are not underrepresented in American higher education (and are a majority of undergraduates 
and new medical students, for instance), they are underrepresented in some fields and programs. 
 
Inclusivity: Engagement with diversity in a community, in order to have an environment 
where all people feel they belong and are valued. An environment where all members of 
a community can thrive in their personal and professional lives and excel to their potential. 
   
The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) describes inclusivity as 
the “active, intentional and ongoing engagement with diversity—in the curriculum, in the co- 
curriculum and in communities (intellectual, social, cultural, geographical) with which individuals 
might connect—in ways that increase awareness, content knowledge, cognitive sophistication and 
empathic understanding of the complex ways individuals interact within systems and institutions.” 
 

DEFINING DIVERSITY

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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Equity: Fairness in educational opportunities, and helping those who have not had 
an equal chance at realizing their full potential because of inequalities. Differs from 
equality in that promoting equity may not mean everyone gets an equal amount, 
but that more (support, resources, etc.) may be given to those who need it to catch 
up. AAC&U describes it as “the creation of opportunities for historically under- 
represented populations to have equal access to and participate in educational programs 
that are capable of closing the achievement gaps in student success and completion.” 
 
Race/ethnicity: The U.S. Department of Education defines this as “categories developed in 
1997 by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) that are used to describe groups to 
which individuals belong, identify with or belong in the eyes of the community. The categories 
do not denote scientific definitions of anthropological origins. The designations are used to 
categorize U.S. citizens, resident aliens and other eligible noncitizens. Individuals are asked  
to first designate ethnicity as Hispanic or Latino or not Hispanic or Latino. Second, individu-
als are asked to indicate all races that apply among the following: American Indian or Alaska 
Native, Asian, black or African American, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, or white.” �■

DEFINING DIVERSITY 
CONTINUED

8



Doctorates earned in the U.S. in 2016

16,498

45,904 doctorates earned for all fields

35,719 765

U.S. citizens or permanent residents                  Temporary visa holders                  Did not report

Source: National Science Foundation

U.S. citizens or permanent residents
who earned Ph.D.s, by ethnicity

71.5%

7.2%

0.4%

8.6%

6.6%

2.9%

0.8%White: 25,545

Asian American: 3,082

Hispanic or Latino: 2,555

Black or African
American: 2,360

Identified as more
than one race: 1,032

Other race or 
did not report: 273

Native American or
Alaska Native: 128

Gender breakdown of doctoral students
entering fall 2017

53.5%
Female

Gender breakdown by fields for
first-time doctoral students

Female students: 43,101 (53.5%)

Male students: 37,443 (45.6%) 

Health
Sciences

Education

Engineering

Computer
Science

71.6% Female

78.6% Female

72.7% Male

72.2% Male

Source: Council of Graduate Schools and GRE Board

Source: Council of Graduate Schools and GRE Board

First-time graduate students, by race/ethnicity,
including enrollment in master’s degrees and certificate programs

White: 60.1%

Black or African
American: 11.9%

Asian American: 7.3%

Identified as more
than one race: 3.0%

Unknown: 5.7%

Hispanic or Latino: 11.3%

Native American or
Alaska Native: 0.5%

Native Hawaiian or
other Pacific Islander: 0.2%

60.1%

11.9%

7.3%

5.7%

11.3%

3.0%

0.5%

0.2%

Infographic: How Diverse 
Are the Professoriate and 
Graduate Schools?

Determining success in diversifying the professoriate 
and doctoral programs depends on how one looks at the 
numbers and what one compares them to, says Martin 
Finkelstein, a professor of higher education at Seton 
Hall University who studies the faculty. That said, those  
working on efforts to improve diversity—especially the 
number of scholars from underrepresented minority 
groups—say examining data on a particular institution, 
discipline or applicant pool and comparing them to 
national figures are critical to identifying shortcomings 
and areas of improvement.  

Graduate Studies



Full-time faculty, by race/ethnicity,
in fall 2016

White: 76%

Black or African
American: 6%

Asian American: 10%

Hispanic or Latino: 5%

Native American / 
Alaska Native or more
than one race: < 1%

76%6%

10%

5%

< 1%

Full-Time Faculty

76%
White

Nationwide, full-time faculty positions—the positions with the most 
support and resources—are predominantly held by white faculty 
members, and the majority are male.

56%
Male

Breakdown of full-time faculty members,
by gender and ethnicity in fall 2016

White
Women

Asian or
Pacific Islander

Women

Black
Women

Hispanic
Women

44% of full-time faculty members are female.

White
Men

Asian or
Pacific Islander

Men

Black
Men

Hispanic
Men

56% of full-time faculty members are male.

35%

4%

3%

2%

41%

6%

3%

3%

White: 58%

Black or African
American: 14%

Asian American: 7%

Hispanic or Latino: 17%

Native American or
Alaska Native: 0.8%%

Undergraduate students, by race/ethnicity
at degree-granting institutions

58%

14%

7%

17%

0.8%
Faculty representation varies 
substantially from a student 
population that is increasingly 
female and diverse. Women 
comprise the majority of college 
students (graduate students, too).

In 1976, white students were 84% of 
total national enrollment. 

Most recently, white students were 
only 58% of total national enrollment.

Source: U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics

The Faculty
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Diversity efforts exist on a continuum. Some begin early, 
with attempts to expose high school students (or even 
middle schoolers) to academic fields and research. 
Others focus on graduate school recruitment and admis-
sions, or helping ensure that doctoral students complete. 
Meanwhile, many colleges are working to hire, retain and 
promote more professors from underrepresented groups.

Graduate school is a major segment of the diversity pipe-
line, one that has several points of access and potential 
blockages. It’s also the path most scholars take to faculty 
jobs and is a requirement if someone wants to work as a 
college professor. 

“If they want to be faculty, they can’t without a grad 
degree,” says Amy L. Freeman, an associate research 
professor and administrator at Pennsylvania State 
University. Freeman is director of Penn State’s Millennium 
Scholars Program, which seeks to develop highly qualified 
minority students in STEM fields into cutting-edge schol-
ars who are successfully admitted to graduate school.  
It is modeled after the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County’s highly successful Meyerhoff Scholars program. 

People who are working to improve the diversity of graduate 
schools are looking at different points along the way, from 
the undergraduate years to the final phase of completing a 
Ph.D. Different areas of focus include the graduate school 
admissions process; support programs for current grad-
uate students (including financial, academic and social 
support); rigorous undergraduate programs that prepare 

The Graduate 
School Pipeline

11
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Earned Doctorates for 2016 by field

Life Sciences
12,568 doctoral recipients

8,697

6,118

915

655

510

27

263

Psychology and Social Sciences
9,078 doctoral recipients

6,830

4,846

428

583

495

30

218

Engineering
9,469 doctoral recipients

4,181

2,810

642

271

173

8

120

Education
5,153 doctoral recipients

4,303

2,889

201

322

640

30

Source: Survey of Earned Doctorates for 2016

U.S. citizens and permanent residents.  

White

Asian American

Hispanic or Latino

Black or African American

American Indian or Alaska Native

More than one race

U.S. citizens and permanent residents.  

White

Asian American

Hispanic or Latino

Black or African American

American Indian or Alaska Native

More than one race

U.S. citizens and permanent residents.  

White

Asian American

Hispanic or Latino

Black or African American

American Indian or Alaska Native

More than one race

U.S. citizens and permanent residents.  

White

Asian American

Hispanic or Latino

Black or African American

American Indian or Alaska Native
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students for a graduate school experience; 
bridge programs that help undergraduate or 
master’s students get to the doctoral level; 
and recruiting more diverse candidates for 
Ph.D. programs. 

What does diversity in doctoral programs look 
like today? Of the 35,719 U.S. citizens and 
permanent residents who earned their Ph.D.s 
in 2016, 25,524, or 71 percent, were white. 
Black or African American students num-
bered 2,360, or 6.6 percent. Asian Americans 
earned 3,082 doctorates, or 8.6 percent of 
the total. Hispanic or Latino scholars earned 
2,555 doctorates, or 7 percent. American 
Indian or Alaska Native scholars earned 128 
doctorates, less than 0.05 percent. And 1,032 
doctorates, or 3 percent, were earned by peo-
ple of more than one race.

Diversity varies by field. In education, African 
American or black scholars earned 640 doc-
torates in 2016, accounting for 14.8 percent 
of the total of 4,303 for U.S. citizens and per-
manent residents in the field. Those numbers 

are lower in STEM fields. In physical sciences 
and earth sciences, for example, African 
American or black scholars earned 97 doctor-
ates in 2016, 2.6 percent of the total of 3,666 
in the field. (The American Physical Society 
has started a bridge program, detailed on  
page 22 to address this issue.) 

Among all first-time graduate students—
potential Ph.D. students, including those who 
were enrolled in both master’s and certificate 
programs—a survey by the Council of Graduate 
Schools/GRE of fall 2017 enrollment found 
that 60.8 percent were white, 12.6 percent 
were black or African American, 10.4 percent 
were Hispanic/Latino, 6.6 percent were Asian 
American, 0.5 percent were American Indian/
Alaska Native and 0.2 percent were Native 
Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander. Students 
identifying as two or more races accounted 
for 2.8 percent of the total, while 6.1 percent 
were unknown. (Enrollment in master’s pro-
grams far outnumbers doctoral enrollment, 
so many of the 1.8 million graduate students 
included in the survey are not likely Ph.D. stu-
dents.) And the survey’s authors said minority 
students were substantially underrepresented 
in graduate STEM fields.

Programs to improve the diversity of  
graduate schools, and to support students 
from diverse backgrounds, are not new. More 
established efforts include helpful lessons for 
newer programs and for college leaders and 
faculty members who are looking to experi-
ment with proven methods. For example, 
the Ph.D. Project for business schools, the 
Southern Regional Education Board Doctoral 
Scholars program, the Mellon Foundation’s 
Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellows and 
UMBC’s Meyerhoff Scholars program all 
have been around for 20 years or more, and 

““If you’re not increasing the pool, 
you’re taking people out of  

other universities because you 
can afford it.”

Bernard J. Milano
President 

KPMG Foundation
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willingly share their knowledge and 
best practices with other institutions.

Attention to diversity issues at the 
graduate level has increased in 
recent years, along with a willingness 
in some places to experiment with 
recruiting, admissions or student 
supports. There is a willingness in 
some fields to look at data on diver-
sity and take concrete steps to bring 
those numbers more in line with 
the racial and ethnic breakdowns of 
undergraduate populations, institu-
tional peers, or the diversity of states 
or the nation. And many recognize 
that the diversity discussions or ini-
tiatives of the past haven’t brought 
the kind of deep change needed to 
truly move the needle.

Universities—especially wealth-
ier ones that make splashes with 
announcements about putting sig-
nificant money into diversifying their 
faculty—have a responsibility to build 
the pipeline, says Bernard J. Milano, 
president of the KPMG Foundation. 
Milano is also president of the Ph.D. 
Project, which has helped to quintu-
ple the number of minority faculty 
members with Ph.D.s in the nation’s 
business schools by recruiting poten-
tial doctoral students from corporate 
America and offering professional 
development and networking oppor-
tunities. There were 294 minority 
faculty with doctorates when the pro-
gram started in 1994. Now business 
schools employ more than 1,500 
Ph.D.-holding  minority faculty mem-
bers, according to the project.

Proactive recruiting of a diverse pool of 
candidates requires new ways of think-
ing and acting for those who are looking 
to hire. It can make sense, especially for 
larger universities, to look for ways to coor-
dinate among departments and colleges 
in order to share ideas and maximize their 
resources and reach. 

That ’s the idea behind Ohio State 
University’s Diverse Faculty and Postdoc 
Recruitment Collaborative, a group that 
seeks to increase the diversity of the appli-
cant pool for search committees in six 
OSU colleges, says Donnie Perkins, assis-
tant dean and chief diversity officer for the 
College of Engineering.

“We think we’re stronger together,” says 
Perkins, who chairs the collaborative.

The effort started three years ago with three 
colleges, Perkins says. It has expanded to 
include representatives from the Colleges 
of Engineers, Arts and Sciences, Veterinary 
Medicine, Public Health, Social Work and 
Food, and Agriculture and Environmental 
Science, as well as from the university’s 
diversity and inclusion office, graduate 
school office, the office of communication 
and its new office of postdoctoral affairs. 

OHIO STATE’S 
RECRUITMENT 
COLLABORATIVE
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Milano is critical of short-term solu-
tions to improve a university’s diversity, 
such as hiring from other institutions 
or adding visiting professor positions, 
which can put more minority profes-
sors in front of classrooms but are 
not the same as bringing in hires from 
underrepresented groups for long-
term, tenure-track jobs. 

The Ph.D. Project model recruits work-
ing adults to apply to graduate school 
and supports them throughout their 
doctoral programs. Milano wants to 
expand the project to other fields.

“If you’re not increasing the pool, you’re 
taking people out of other universities 
because you can afford it,” he says. 

Getting In
Many experts say parts of the current 
admissions model—the way graduate 
admissions are conducted across the 
country—either consciously or uncon-
sciously reinforce the status quo. 

Julie R. Posselt, an assistant professor 
of higher education at the University 
of Southern California, pulled back 
the curtain on graduate admis-
sions in her book, Inside Graduate 
Admissions: Merit, Diversity and Faculty 
Gatekeeping. Posselt spent time with 
six highly ranked departments at three 
research universities and found an 
overreliance on Graduate Record Exam 
(GRE) scores, preferences for presti-
gious undergraduate institutions and a 
wariness about admitting some inter-
national and nontraditional candidates. 

Perkins and other collaborative members 
visit conferences attended by scholars 
from diverse backgrounds, such as the 
Southern Regional Education Board’s 
annual Institute on Teaching and Mentoring. 
At the events they make connections with 
doctoral students and faculty members 
from underrepresented groups. They col-
lect information (for example, the potential 
hire’s dissertation topic, research focus 
and how close they are to completion) and 
pass it on to various departments when they  
return to Columbus. 

The collaborative is still working on the 
best ways to get the names and infor-
mation of promising candidates into the 
hands of faculty who make decisions on 
whom to hire, Perkins says. “We’d love to 
see more faculty get involved.”� ■

OHIO STATE’S RECRUITMENT 
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Untrained admissions committees can 
play a part in keeping a department 
homogenous. Unlike undergraduate 
admissions, which are conducted by 
admissions professionals and scruti-
nized, faculty members who serve on 
a department’s graduate admissions 
committee typically work on their own 
without much public attention. The 
committees may not have training in 
unconscious biases, committee mem-
bers may not represent a diversity of 
backgrounds and committee members 
may bring in their own biases about 
what makes a good doctoral student 
or who might be likely to fail. In addi-
tion, faculty members who help decide 
which graduate students to admit may 
prefer applicants who attended their 
alma maters, or who have studied with  
people they know. 

Posselt observed that committees 
tended to be friendly and value collegi-
ality over confronting one another about 
candidate evaluations. If there was a 
difference of opinion about an applica-
tion—in one instance she observed, a 
student from a Christian college—it typi-
cally was handled with humor rather than 
a serious and difficult discussion about 
biases. Collegiality among members of 
the department was prioritized over a 
thorough talk (which might be uncom-
fortable for colleagues) about better and 
fairer ways to evaluate someone from a  
nontraditional background. 

Her book observed institutional pres-
tige influencing admission decisions, 
with committee members favoring can-
didates from the Ivy League and other 

One way colleges that are seeking to 
attract more diverse job candidates 
can showcase their institution is to 
bring underrepresented minority can-
didates to campus for a visit, to meet 
current faculty members and get a feel  
for the institution. 

Cameryn Blackmore, a doctoral student 
in political science at the University 
of Alabama at Tuscaloosa, visited 
Clemson University last year after meet-
ing a recruiter at the Southern Regional 
Education Board’s annual conference for 
minority doctoral students. The recruiter 
took her email address, and Blackmore 
was invited to apply to Clemson’s faculty 
exploration program. She was accepted, 
and the university flew her and several 
other doctoral students out for a two-
day visit. “It was an amazing experience,”  
she said. 

Blackmore, who studies K-12 education 
policy and how the judicial branch affects 
it, met with university faculty members 
to talk with them about her interests and 
the tenure process at Clemson. The ten-
ure discussion was useful for Blackmore, 
who has thought about her dissertation 
and how it connects to her goal of work-
ing at a research university. 

CAMPUS 
VISITS

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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highly ranked institutions, including elite 
liberal arts colleges and public flagship 
universities. Personal experiences also 
factored in, with some faculty members 
giving favorable consideration to their 
alma maters (or peer institutions of 
one’s alma mater) when gauging insti-
tutional quality. 

The GRE also plays a big—many say out-
size—role in admissions. Even though 
research has found performance gaps 
in test scores for female and minority 
test takers, admissions committees 
typically use score cutoffs to weed out 
applications in the first round. This is 
done despite the fact that score cut-
offs don’t actually show differences 
in the candidates or serve as the best 
indicators to predict how a student 
will do in graduate school. (The test-
ing firm that administers the GRE, 
Educational Testing Service, a sponsor 
of this report, says it discourages using  
cutoff scores.)

ETS also says it goes to great lengths 
to make its assessments as fair and 
unbiased as possible, Alberto Acereda, 
executive director of the GRE and college 
programs, said in a written statement. 
Efforts include forming diverse teams 
to review test questions and removing 
questions that seem to unfairly bias any 
one group. 

The test provides valuable compar-
ative data, ETS says, and should be 
considered in tandem with other types 
of application materials that highlight 
an applicant’s strengths. “The key is to 
balance the art and the science, and the 

Blackmore, who is in her fourth year, has 
stayed in touch with Clemson’s diversity 
coordinator. “It makes you see that people 
do care not only about diversity but mak-
ing sure we have … the tools that we need 
to actually be successful in the job market 
and beyond.” 

Wherever she applies, Blackmore will be 
considering the environment. Her depart-
ment at Alabama, where she is the only 
black doctoral student, is supportive and 
nurturing. And she says faculty members 
go out of their way to help her do her best 
work. Blackmore was recently named a 
fellow with the American Political Science 
Association’s minority fellowship program, 
an honor Alabama’s political science 
department highlighted on its website. 

“That’s the type of support I’m going to be 
looking out for in the job market, because 
I definitely don’t want to be somewhere 
that’s just treating diversity as a check-
mark,” Blackmore says. “I definitely don’t 
want to be somewhere where I feel as 
though I’m just the token black woman.  
I want to be somewhere that is interested 
in my research and interested in helping 
me to develop as a professor.”� ■

CAMPUS VISITS 
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way to do that is to consider multiple sources 
of evidence about an applicant’s knowledge, 
skills and other attributes when making 
admissions decisions,” Acereda writes. “By 
using scores as they were intended — as just 
one piece of evidence about a candidate’s 
readiness for graduate level work—the GRE 
test can provide tremendous value in helping 
institutions and programs achieve their enroll-
ment goals.” 

The point at which the GRE is taken into 
account during the application process can 
have an effect. In Posselt’s research, she 
found that even committees that look at more 
individual character aspects of applicants 
missed out on some candidates because of 
their reliance on the GRE (often for efficiency’s 
sake) in the first round, leaving other consider-
ations until later in the process. 

There are two pathways toward more equita-
ble enrollments, Posselt writes. Admissions 
committees can keep doing what they’re 
doing and wait for changes in equity among 
institutional affiliations and student scores, 
accepting that until those change, admis-
sions decisions may reproduce the gender 
and racial inequalities in society. Or they can 
step back from their screening customs and 
assumptions about student quality, consider 
diversity as a dimension of quality from the 
beginning of the review process, and recon-
sider how they use the GRE.

Posselt advocates for the latter approach. 
She is working with two organizations, IGEN 
and AMIGA, that encourage a more holistic 
review of graduate applicants. 

In graduate admissions, as well as fac-
ulty hiring, the tendency is to focus on 
achievements rather than the potential for 

growth. But in an education system that 
does not produce equal outcomes, focus-
ing on accomplishments prevents change,  
Posselt says. “Rethinking what counts as 
accomplishments and potential is important 
for both of those.” 

Holistic review means not just looking at aca-
demic achievements but at qualities known 
to encourage success. The process should 
be comprehensive, Posselt argues, mean-
ing committees should examine different 
backgrounds and look at qualities that are 
known to encourage success. It should be 
contextual as well, with committees con-
sidering the broader life situation faced by 
different candidates (for instance, giving 
different consideration to students who 
worked 35 hours per week as undergrads 
versus those who did not have to work). 
And she says committees should consider a  
candidate’s potential for growth. 

Her ideas have received plenty of interest. 
Since the book was published, Posselt has 
given dozens of presentations to graduate 
schools, disciplinary societies and other 
groups on how to move toward a more  
inclusive, holistic evaluation of graduate 
school candidates.

Changing the way a department does its grad-
uate admissions can require faculty members 
to have difficult discussions about how the 
department has done it in the past, where 
blind spots and biases may exist, and how 
those issues may have unintentionally shut 
out good students from underrepresented 
backgrounds. That kind of self-reflection can 
be challenging, particularly if the department 
feels its approach to admissions generally 
has worked well.
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nonprofit testing firm does not make. “The 
GRE test does not predict graduate or doctoral 
completion rates. It was never intended to do 
this,” David Payne, vice president and COO of 
ETS, said in a written statement. “Rather, the 
test provides a measure of graduate school 
readiness by assessing skills that are neces-
sary to handle graduate-level work: verbal and 
quantitative reasoning, critical thinking, and 
analytical writing.”

Instead, Payne suggests a refocus of research 
efforts on the issue. “Investing more money in 
research that proves the same point over and 
over is wasteful when there is so much need 
in the graduate community for research that 
identifies what characteristics are correlated 
with completion, develops more inclusive 
admissions processes that will help to identify 
which applicants have the academic skills as 
well as the personal attributes to be success-
ful and creates programs that will support 
students in their chosen programs.”

Going test optional has been more common 
in undergraduate admissions. However, a 
department at an Ivy League university last fall 

One recent study raises questions of whether 
STEM departments should use GRE scores 
in doctoral admissions. The study, published  
in the journal PLOS ONE, looked at academic 
performance and GRE scores in the STEM 
fields at four flagship universities. It found that 
while men had significantly higher quantita-
tive scores, there were no gender differences 
in completion rates or time to degree. Most 
surprisingly, men in the bottom quartile of 
GRE quantitative scores had a higher com-
pletion rate—74 percent—than those in all 
other quartiles, even in engineering. (The 
highest-scoring quartile of men had a 56 per-
cent completion rate.) The completion rate for 
women was around 60 percent, regardless of 
GRE scores. 

The study’s lead researcher, Sandra L. 
Petersen, a professor of molecular neuro- 
endocrinology of reproduction and director of 
the STEM Diversity Institute at the University 
of Massachusetts at Amherst, says the reli-
ance on cutoff scores is common.

ETS disputes the relevance of the study, say-
ing the findings were based on claims that the 

““The reality is that graduate admissions is an art and a science, and we need 
a balance of both. When we drop the science—the one measure with 70 years 

of validity research and that goes through extensive fairness reviews—we rely 
more on the measures that are qualitative and subjective in nature.”

David Payne
Vice President and COO, ETS
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said it would go beyond test optional 
and no longer look at GRE scores. 
The University of Pennsylvania’s 
philosophy department now does 
not require GRE scores, nor does 
it look at scores of applicants who 
submit them. Faculty unanimously 
approved the change, and the 
department issued a specific invita-
tion to underrepresented students 
to apply. In explaining its decision, 
the department cited the cost of the 
test and sending scores to various 
institutions as being a burden for 
low-income applicants. It also says 
significant gaps in GRE performance 
do not predict academic success in 
graduate school but keep women 
and underrepresented racial and eth-
nic minorities from being accepted  
to programs.

In a written statement announc-
ing the decision, Penn said, “In our 
judgment, nothing of significant epis-
temic value was gained by our use of 
the GRE that we couldn’t figure out 
from looking at transcripts, writing 
samples etc. So, women, minorities 
and low-income applicants, apply 
to Penn philosophy! We will not dis-
criminate against you based on an 
outdated, expensive, biased and pre-
dictively invalid test.”

Payne, said dropping the GRE may 
open the door to the kinds of bias 
such decisions are designed to avoid.

“The reality is that graduate admis-
sions is an art and a science, and 
we need a balance of both. When we 
drop the science—the one measure 

We couldn’t find them. They don’t exist. 

New online search tools for minority Ph.D.s 
may help put some of those excuses to rest 
for search committees that have been tasked 
with finding a diverse pool of applicants. 

In the last year, the Andrew W. Mellon 
Foundation and the University of Southern 
California’s Race and Equity Center have 
introduced searchable databases of minority 
candidates who are looking for faculty or 
administrator jobs in higher education. The 
databases, which contain candidates’ CVs 
and other information, aim to offer an easy 
way for colleges to connect with diverse can-
didates in a range of disciplines.

“We’re trying to help them be more active and 
deliberate,” says Shaun R. Harper, founder 
and executive director of USC’s Race and 
Equity Center.

USC’s database is called PRISM. It includes 
searchable profiles of people of color who 
are looking for jobs in academe, Harper says. 
The profiles allow candidates to upload their 
CVs and examples of their work. It’s free 
for job candidates to post profiles, while 
institutions that wish to post job ads pay a 
subscription fee. 

PRISM will also serve as a virtual space for 
networking and connecting, Harper says. 
Candidates can share information about 

GOING ONLINE 
TO FIND 
CANDIDATES
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with 70 years of validity research 
and that goes through extensive fair-
ness reviews—we rely more on the 
measures that are qualitative and 
subjective in nature,” he says. “Being 
human and therefore subjected to 
implicit bias (yes, all of us), our deci-
sions can be swayed by the status 
and eloquence of the letter of recom-
mendation author, by the reputation 
of the undergraduate institution, by 
the applicants’ work, internship and 
other experiences. Applicants from 
‘majority’ groups and who belong 
to higher-income families are more 
likely to have the social networks 
and other means to submit a let-
ter of support from a senator, a 
transcript from a top-tier undergrad-
uate institution and experience from  
an unpaid internship.”

Comments posted to Daily Nous, 
a website aimed at philosophy 
scholars, varied on Penn’s deci-
sion. Some cheered it, while others 
said the GRE can be helpful to stu-
dents with weaker grades or who 
come from a less prestigious  
undergraduate institution. 

For example, one faculty member 
described how a strong showing 
on the GRE may have played a big 
role in their ability to enter the acad-
emy: “Just one small data point: 
I had somewhat poor grades (in 
non-philosophy classes) as an under-
graduate for a variety of good and 
bad reasons. I think I had somewhat 
strong letters from somewhat known 
people. I also had notably strong 

grants or other opportunities. It will include a 
place for minority candidates to seek advice 
or collaboration opportunities with more expe-
rienced scholars of color. Harper says he gets 
about 100 emails a week from black men who 
are graduate students and looking for advice 
or asking to collaborate. “They don’t have 
faculty of color in their department who can 
advise them,” he says.

Harper is unable to help them individually, and 
he hopes PRISM’s community functions will 
allow him and others to offer assistance in a 
more efficient way (for example, in an “ask me 
anything” session about their scholarship). 

The Mellon Foundation’s tool is a searchable 
database of its Mellon Mays Undergraduate 
Fellows who have gone on to earn Ph.D.s and 
are on the job market. It includes candidates 
who are enrolled in the fifth year or beyond of 
doctoral programs or who have earned Ph.D.s 
within the last three years and wish to pro-
vide their information to search committees, 
Armando Bengochea, director of the fellows 
program, said. 

The foundation has long been a source for 
proactive administrators and faculty mem-
bers who want to know where its fellows are 
earning Ph.D.s and when they go on the job 
market.

So far, 220 fellows and institutions are using 
the tool, Bengochea says. It is free to use and 
password protected. Faculty and adminis-
trators who wish to use the database should 
email the foundation for access.� ■
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GRE scores. My impression is that the scores 
helped significantly when applying to grad 
school, since without them the strong letters 
and the poor grades would have sort of can-
celed each other out. I think I was a relatively 
strong grad student and, in any case, I now 
have tenure.” 

Recruiting is a key part of seeking to diversify 
graduate programs—specifically attempts 
to find people from underrepresented back-
grounds with an interest in research and 
teaching, and getting more of these students 
to see graduate school and faculty jobs as a 
viable and fulfilling path.

Outside groups can help with the outreach 
work, including nonprofit organizations, foun-
dations and disciplinary societies. 

For example, the Ph.D. Project, which was 
started with funds and staff from the KPMG 
Foundation, targets students who have 
graduated with a bachelor’s and already 
have started their careers [see sidebar on  
page 28]. The group works with more than 
100 corporations to get the word out and 
runs a website that serves as an information 
clearinghouse on going to graduate school. 
It invites anyone who is considering a doc-
toral program in business to go to the group’s 
annual conference (it covers their costs) to 
learn more about what graduate school is 
really like, and to meet current doctoral stu-
dents and faculty members who can share 
their experiences. 

What makes the project special, says David A. 
Thomas, president of Morehouse College and 
the former dean of Georgetown University’s 
School of Business, is that it reaches students 
who have the capacity, curiosity and right skill 
sets for graduate studies, but who needed or 

wanted to enter the working world after finish-
ing their undergraduate studies. 

This model is good for people who take a more 
circuitous or nontraditional route to graduate 
school, with a different first career or obliga-
tions that did not allow them to spend another 
five years or more in school. 

Other programs, such as the Mellon Mays 
Undergraduate Fellowship, identify students 
when they are undergraduates, giving them 
networks, support and research opportuni-
ties to help prepare for graduate school. (It 
also helps support them in graduate school 
and beyond.) The program is open to stu-
dents in a range of humanities disciplines, 
from anthropology and art history to linguis-
tics, literature and sociology. It is named for 
Benjamin E. Mays, who was a pastor, civil 
rights activist and longtime president of 
Morehouse College, and is revered for his  
intellectual and spiritual leadership.

The fellowship supports humanities schol-
ars at 51 colleges, universities and consortia 
(see sidebar on page 19). Each chapter typ-
ically choses five fellows a year, while 
consortia choose between 10 and 25, says 
Armando Bengochea, senior program offi-
cer and director of the fellowship for the  
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation.

Its mission is twofold: to help individual schol-
ars pursuing their Ph.D.s, and to develop the 
pipeline of minority scholars into the profes-
soriate. To date, 835 fellows have earned 
Ph.D.s, while another 700 are enrolled in doc-
toral programs. More than 550 are teaching at 
the college level. 

The program places students in cohorts, 
offers mentoring and gives students research 
opportunities as undergrads. It also works to 
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website with strategies, lessons and tools for 
other institutions. The program “was devel-
oped with the hope that the lessons learned, 
strategies and tools we have developed 
would inspire and provide concrete guidance 
to other practitioners in the field seeking to 
develop similar programs,” the site says. 

The partnership was a model for a similar 
one at Tennessee State University, the only 
public HBCU in Tennessee, which has part-
nered with Vanderbilt on a bridge to doctorate 
programs for students who attended TSU or 
other minority-serving institutions that belong 
to a consortium of institutions working to 
increase the number of underrepresented 
students earning bachelor’s and graduate 
degrees in STEM, which receives funding 
from the National Science Foundation.

Administrators at the Fisk-Vanderbilt program 
also offer consulting to other groups and 
have served in advisory roles to the American 
Physical Society’s minority bridge program. 

That effort is an example of disciplinary 
societies playing an active role in improving 
the diversity of academic fields. The society 
conducts outreach to find more underrep-
resented minority candidates for graduate 
school and offers a second chance for those 
who are not accepted through the usual  
application process. 

The program, which aims to improve the 
number of underrepresented minority stu-
dents earning physics Ph.D.s, grew out 
concern about the imbalance between the 
percentage of underrepresented students 
who earn bachelor’s degrees in physics 
and those who go on to earn doctorates,  
says Theodore Hodapp, the society’s director 
of education and diversity. While 12 percent of 

demystify the academic space, Bengochea 
says, so humanities scholars understand 
what is required at every step of their careers. 

“This kind of strategic training and trans-
mission of social and academic capital can 
be especially important for students from 
communities who have not traditionally felt 
invited to study and work in certain academic 
spaces,” he says. 

Outside Help and 
Working Together
Bridge programs or partnerships between col-
leges, including historically black colleges and 
universities, are another way individual grad-
uate programs have increased their diversity.

One such relationship that serves as a model, 
experts say, is Fisk and Vanderbilt Universities’ 
master’s-to-Ph.D. program, which was created 
to improve representation in STEM fields. 
Students apply to Fisk University, an HBCU, 
in biology, chemistry, physics, interdisciplin-
ary materials science or astronomy. During 
their studies, students develop relationships 
with faculty members and advisers at nearby 
Vanderbilt. The goal is that when they apply 
to Vanderbilt’s doctoral programs in these 
areas, professors will know them and will 
be better able to conduct a holistic review. 
While the bridge students are not guaranteed  
admission, their applications are fast tracked.

The focus is at the master’s level, because 
research has shown that underrepresented 
minority students are more likely to use 
master’s programs as a stepping-stone  
to a doctorate. 

The bridge program offers a free tool kit on its 
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Every fall, approximately 1,000 African 
American, Hispanic and Native American 
scholars come together for the nation’s larg-
est gathering of minority doctoral scholars. 
It’s a chance for graduate students and doc-
toral degree holders to network with potential 
employers, take professional development 
workshops and connect with others who 
know what it’s like to be one of the only peo-
ple like you in a department or on a campus. 

The Institute for Teaching and Mentoring 
is a centerpiece of the Southern Regional 
Education Board’s Doctoral Scholars Program, 
which seeks to increase diversity in the fac-
ulty ranks by supporting minority students 
in Ph.D. programs. SREB started the work  
25 years ago and since then has helped 
graduate more than 900 scholars, nearly 
three-quarters of whom are now teaching at 
colleges and universities. 

The program grew out of concern about the 
dearth of minority faculty members, says 
Ansley Abraham, its founder and director. 
To persist and succeed, doctoral scholars 
need financial support. But they also need 
emotional and social support to counter the 
isolation that many feel. He says that sort of 
alienation can have ripple effects, spreading 
into a student’s work, professional relation-
ships and opportunities.

Currently, 400 scholars are participating 
in the program, sponsored by states and 
institutions. The organization also opens 

the institute to participants in fellowships 
and other programs dedicated to improv-
ing diversity in graduate schools and faculty 
ranks. Attendees come from a range of insti-
tutions, including HBCUs, tribal colleges, 
Hispanic-serving institutions, major research 
universities and smaller colleges and univer-
sities. Participants are from across the United 
States, not only the Southern states that make 
up the SREB.

Those who have attended an institute confer-
ence say the experience is a profound one, 
especially when they see hundreds of Ph.D. 
students and faculty members from under- 
represented minority groups in one place. They 
describe a sense of belonging and a reassur-
ance that they deserve to be where they are. 
It’s comforting, they say, to be around others 
who share your experience in academe. 

“It’s always been a home,” says Christopher 
M. Whitt, vice provost for institutional diver-
sity and inclusion at Creighton University. He 
has not missed an SREB annual conference 
in the 15 years since he first attended as a 
doctoral student at the University of Maryland 
at College Park. The institute is a place where 
Whitt and others can “recharge themselves 
for the year.”

Whitt now recruits potential faculty members 
at the conference. Previously, when he worked 
as a political science professor at Augustana 
College, he brought the college’s provost and 
Augustana’s Diversity Dissertation fellows, a 
group of doctoral students from other insti-
tutions who come to the private college in 

A SUSTAINING 
NETWORK

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE

24



25

Illinois to work on their dissertations and help 
teach classes. Last year, Whitt represented 
Creighton, which was the university’s first 
appearance at the institute.

The professional connections scholars make 
at the conference are lasting, Whitt says. “It 
becomes a network that goes beyond every 
October. That network can help sustain  
people as they move throughout their career.”

Robert Osgood, an associate professor of 
microbiology at the Rochester Institute of 
Technology, hasn’t missed an SREB institute in 
almost two decades. Osgood says he attends 
as someone willing to help however he is 
needed—setting up rooms, moving chairs or 
whatever is asked. 

Many universities that are actively looking to 
hire more diverse faculty members are aware 
of the opportunities to meet scholars and  
promote their institutions that such a gather-
ing offers. 

For example, Ohio State University brought a 
group of 20 to 25 faculty members, admin-
istrators and doctoral students to the most 
recent conference, says Donnie Perkins, chief 
diversity officer and assistant dean in the uni-
versity’s College of Engineering. Ohio State 
also hosted an evening reception to meet 
more potential faculty job candidates. 

With one of the largest contingents, Ohio State 
also is trying to be a good partner by offer-
ing opportunities for collaboration, Perkins 
says. The university is looking for ways to be 
a partner with SREB, to be mindful of the other 

A SUSTAINING NETWORK 
CONTINUED

institutions and to look for ways to connect 
scholars over research or other benefits they 
may be able to provide. 

Beyond formal opportunities to network, min-
gle at receptions and talk to recruiters, the 
conference offers scholars opportunities to 
discuss their research and to brainstorm new 
ideas or collaborations. 

Cameryn Blackmore, a political science doc-
toral student at the University of Alabama, has 
attended two institutes. At the most recent 
one, a meeting with a friend in the hotel lobby 
led to a potential dissertation breakthrough 
when her friend suggested a book on research 
methods. Blackmore ordered the book and 
brought it to her dissertation chair when she 
returned to campus. 

Blackmore says the experience gives schol-
ars a boost as they return to their research 
and dissertations. “It re-energizes you to go 
back and just want to slay dragons.”� ■
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““The network can help sustain 
people as they move throughout 

their career.”

Christopher M. Whitt
Vice Provost for Institutional Diversity and Inclusion 

Creighton University
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undergraduate physics degrees were earned 
by students from underrepresented minority 
groups, that percentage was between 6 and  
7 percent for doctoral degrees.

It works like this: the society runs a national 
recruitment campaign, reaching out to faculty 
at university physics departments to find stu-
dents who may not be considering applying 
or who are likely to be rejected in the regular 
admissions process (for example, if they did 
poorly on the GRE or did not take the test). 
After programs make their admissions offers, 
APS circulates applications for its bridge pro-
gram to six university physics departments, 
then to 40 other partner departments. 

APS works with six original sites, including 
the University of Florida and the University 
of Central Florida, and 40 partner depart-
ments it brought on board after running out 
of space at the original sites. How each uni-
versity handles the bridge applicants varies,  
Hodapp says. They may get an extra line, use 
them to hire for unfilled slots after accepted 
students accept or decline, or they may 
reserve some of their slots for the bridge  
program from the beginning.

While physics programs may take only a few 
students each year, the nationwide effort adds 
up. APS gets about 90 applications a year, and 
about half go into graduate programs. About 
two-thirds of those applicants had applied to 
programs on their own but were not accepted. 

The programs are eager to have a chance to 
work with the students and have embraced 
the bridge project, Hodapp says. In the past, 
when talking about the low diversity of their 
doctoral programs, some would say they 
could not find minority scholars. The program 
answers the question “Where are they?” and 

goes to the next step by providing depart-
ments with multiple candidates. 

Each site must commit to providing several 
supports for students. They include a com-
prehensive induction program to grad school 
and making sure students are matched with 
the right course work—Hodapp says students 
may need to repeat core courses if they did 
not have a challenging enough undergrad 
version. The bridge program also features 
comprehensive mentoring, which includes 
a research mentor, an academic mentor, a 
social mentor and, often, peer mentors.

The society has seen signs of success. The 
retention rate for its bridge scholars is 80 to 
85 percent (compared to about 60 percent 
over all for the field). Currently, 160 doctoral 
students are in the program’s six cohorts. And 
the first cohort is about to graduate. 

In order to match the diversity of under- 
graduate physics programs, they’d need 
about 35 more Ph.D.s from underrepresented 
minority scholars a year, Hodapp says. Now 
they’re getting 45. “We think we’ve actually 
plugged this particular leak,” he says. 

Now the society is expanding its bridge pro-
gram model to other disciplinary groups in 
the physical sciences, including the American 
Chemical Society and the geophysical and 
astronomical societies.

Disciplinary groups tend to take different 
approaches to addressing the diversity issue 
in their fields, depending on their culture, 
membership, leadership, goals around diver-
sity and funding sources.

In the humanities, the American Historical 
Association sees its major areas of influence 
on the field as being its ability to convene 
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(at an annual convention) and in the power 
to legitimize different types of scholarship 
by what it chooses to publish—or not—in its  
journals and other publications. 

Being published by the AHA sends a signal 
to grad schools and faculty about what is 
highly valued in historical scholarship, says 
James Grossman, the association’s execu-
tive director. And changes are afoot, with an 
effort to elevate a greater diversity of voices 
and scholarship. Last year, The American 
Historical Review’s editor wrote an essay 
called “Decolonizing the AHR,” which out-
lined specific changes the journal has made 
to boost diversity. And the association’s  
magazine recently published a cover story 
about trans history. 

Before this effort, the AHR  was criti-
cized in 2017 for assigning a review of a 
book about inequality and urban educa-
tion to a professor who many criticized as  
a white supremacist.   

“This discipline is not the discipline it was a 
generation ago,” Grossman says. “It’s changed 
in the types of things we’re interested in as 
historical scholarship; it’s changed in the ways 
we think about what historians study, and how 
the gates are maintained.” 

The society is also opening its annual conven-
tion wider in an effort to increase the field’s 
diversity, offering free or discounted admis-
sion to local students and teachers. They also 
have added an undergraduate poster contest. 
The message is: “This is a discipline that 
wants you,” Grossman says. 

The AHA’s council is scheduled to discuss 
whether it will do away with the convention’s 
job center, where job seekers typically inter-
viewed. It’s seen as a diversity issue because 

requiring scholars who are on the hunt for a 
job to travel to the conference can give an 
advantage to wealthier students. Participation 
in the center already has declined signifi-
cantly, Grossman says. At the last conference, 
20 institutions were part of the job center, 
while in years past it was 10 times that num-
ber. “The marketplace has made the decision,” 
Grossman says. 

Persistence and 
Finishing the Degree 
Support is critical during the graduate school 
years. The journey to a Ph.D. is long and hard, 
and many students drop out before finishing. 
But when a student is the only member of an 
underrepresented group in their program or 
among faculty members in their department, 
feelings of doubt, isolation or impostor syn-
drome can be amplified.

A range of programs seek to provide support 
for minority students, either on campus or 
nationwide. The cohort model is a popular 
one, which provides encouragement to stu-
dents as well as the message that they are 
not alone in their struggles.

A 2014 study from the Council of Graduate 
Schools suggested that one way higher edu-
cation could diversify the Ph.D. pool was by 
holding on to more black and Latino students 
who start a program but leave before finish-
ing. The study, which looked at the progress 
of more than 7,000 black and Latino gradu-
ate students who were enrolled from 1992 
to 2012 at 21 research universities, found 
that 44 percent of black and Latino Ph.D. stu-
dents in STEM (with STEM defined to include 
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behavioral and social sciences) earned a doc-
toral degree within seven years. Another 20 
percent were still enrolled in their programs 
without a Ph.D., while 36 percent had left. 

The study also explored how students felt 
about their treatment in programs, with  
77 percent reporting that standards were the 
same for all graduate students. Only 13 per-
cent reported that they experienced racism, 
and 31 percent reported that they felt fac-
ulty members understood issues that affect 
underrepresented minority students. A much 
higher number—95 percent—reporting feeling 
supported by a network of students.

One place minority doctoral students say they 
find that kind of peer support is at the Southern 
Regional Education Board’s annual Institute 
on Mentoring and Teaching (see sidebar on 
page 23). This largest gathering of minority 
doctoral students typically attracts 1,000 
scholars (both grad students and faculty mem-
bers), and includes professional development 
workshops and networking opportunities with 
institutions looking to hire diverse faculty. In 
recent years the board has invited students’ 
mentors, so they can hear firsthand the  
experiences of other minority scholars and 
faculty members. 

SREB supports its scholars financially, with 
grants paid for by participating states and 
institutions, Ansley Abraham, the program 
director, says. In recent years, some states 
have cut back, and SREB has more demand 
than funds, he says. 

The program is successful because it 
addresses financial needs as well as the 
social and emotional needs of under- 
represented minority students who are  
pursuing a doctorate. Feelings of alienation 

and isolation are “twin barriers” for minority 
students who work in departments with little 
diversity, Abraham says. 

“They impact how those students are inter-
acting with their departments, with their 
disciplines,” Abraham says. “It has a ripple 
effect through everything they’re doing con-
cerning earning that Ph.D.” 

Community of 
Scholars
Communities and cohorts are key to suc-
cess, especially for students who don’t see 
people who look like them at the front of  
the classroom.

These are key elements of the Meyerhoff 
program at UMBC, the highly successful 
attempt to increase the number of minority 
students in STEM fields who go on to grad-
uate school to earn a doctorate or a medical 
degree. Cohorts of 48 to 70 students are 
brought in every year, and the university cur-
rently enrolls 271 Meyerhoff Scholars. The 
students take classes together, live together 
and help each other study and succeed.  
When one struggles, others step in to help. 

“It’s empowering,” says Michael Summers, a 
chemistry professor at UMBC who has been 
involved since the program’s early stages 
and often has its students working in his lab. 
“There really is strength in numbers,” he says. 

Faculty mentors play a big role in the 
Meyerhoff model, sharing research opportu-
nities and identifying issues in classes before 
students fall too far behind and consider 
switching majors. Keeping students in the 
STEM pipeline is a major goal, and studies 
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When Nicole Fuller was an undergraduate 
studying business at Georgetown University, 
one of her professors suggested she consider 
graduate school. But Fuller, the first person 
on her father’s side to go to college, needed 
to find a well-paying job after graduation and  
to become financially independent. 

Several years later, while feeling unfulfilled in 
her corporate-finance job, Fuller got back in 
touch with her professor. He told her about the 
Ph.D. Project, a program that recruits minority 
professionals in the corporate world to attend 
graduate school to become business school 
professors. Now, Fuller is an assistant profes-
sor of management at the University of New 
Orleans. 

The project’s mission is to create more diverse 
faculties at business schools and to increase 
diversity in the corporate workplace. The idea 
is that more minority faculty members will 
encourage more minority students to study 
business, and those students in turn will take 
their education to work in various industries. 

What makes the program different, say those 
familiar with it, is its approach of looking 
for promising graduate school candidates 
outside higher education. This approach cap-
tures people who have the aptitude for and 
interest in research but who started working 
after college or may not have been exposed 
to the possibility of becoming a business 

professor during their undergraduate studies. 

The Ph.D. Project holds a three-day confer-
ence each year. Potential candidates can 
network there with graduate students and rep-
resentatives from various business schools to 
learn about what the life of a Ph.D. student is 
really like, says Bernard J. Milano, president of 
the project and the KPMG Foundation, which 
created the program in 1994 and continues to 
sponsor it. 

Fuller attended her first annual conference in 
2010. Three years later she moved to Texas 
to enter the doctoral program at Texas A&M 
University. In 2018, she started her faculty job 
at the University of New Orleans. 

Since the KPMG Foundation started the 
program in 1994, the number of minority busi-
ness professors with doctorates has gone 
from 294 to 1,470, according to project data. 
Another 270 minority scholars are in the pipe-
line, working toward their Ph.D.s.

The program could be replicated in other 
fields, Milano says. Its organizers are willing 
to share what they know about how to diver-
sify faculties by building a pipeline. And the 
program’s website describes how to apply to 
graduate schools and the experience of being 
a student and a faculty member. 

FROM THE CORPORATE WORLD TO 
BUSINESS SCHOOL, AND BACK

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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The project has formed peer networks for 
various business concentrations, such as 
accounting, management and marketing. 
Each one has its own conference, which the 
project sponsors. These networks provide a 
support system for minority doctoral students 
who are scattered across the country, and 
for faculty members in different institutions, 
who may be the only people like them in their 
departments. The conferences include pro-
fessional development workshops on topics 
like preparing to go on the job market, where 
current faculty share their applications as 
models for doctoral students who are looking 
toward their next career step. 

Ph.D. Project organizers are now seeking to 
expand the influence of minority business 
scholars by getting more tenured professors 
from minority groups into administrative 
leadership roles. Working toward that goal is 
the related Project AHEAD (Achieve Higher 
Education Diversity), which is a partner-
ship between American Express and the 
Association to Advance Collegiate Schools 
of Business, the specialized accreditor for 
business schools. They are also looking at 
corporate board training, Milano says.

Fuller is happy she made the switch from 
the corporate world to the academy, and she 
already is seeing the influence her presence 
has on students in her classes. For example, a 
black woman student who is a senior recently 
told Fuller she was glad she was teaching, 
and that she was the first black professor the 

student has had. And Fuller says there also 
is a benefit for white students to see a black 
woman in a position of authority. In their jobs 
after college, these students will be better 
prepared to work in a diverse, global market-
place with managers from many different 
backgrounds. 

The work is meaningful, Fuller said. “I feel like 
I’m finally doing something I was genuinely 
called to do.”� ■

FROM THE CORPORATE WORLD TO 
BUSINESS SCHOOL, AND BACK 
CONTINUED

““I feel like I’m finally doing 
something I was genuinely 

called to do.”

Nicole Fuller
Assistant Professor of Management 

University of New Orleans
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show while black and Hispanic students enter 
college with same interest in those disciplines 
as their peers, they are less likely to graduate 
with a STEM degree. 

“No one makes it alone,” UMBC president 
Freeman Hrabowski says. Faculty members 
act as champions for the students, which he 
sees as a responsibility more faculty mem-
bers at many types of institutions should take 
on. If every tenured faculty member acted as 
a champion for one student from an under-
represented background, he says, “Higher ed 
would be transformed.”

Summers is one of those champions. He 
describes the early days of the program on 
the UMBC campus as a mind and culture shift 
on expectations about who can succeed in 
science and math. Meyerhoff students would 
fill the front row in classes, come in early, 
ask hard questions and score the top test 
grades. That helped shift faculty and student  
thinking, too. 

The program has had great success, with 
1,100 alumni, more than 200 students cur-
rently enrolled at UMBC and more than 300 
graduates now pursuing advanced degrees 
in STEM fields. Six years ago, its model was 
exported to Penn State and the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill, in an experi-
ment to see if Meyerhoff could be replicated 
in different universities, without the force 
of Hrabowski, who created the program as  
provost at UMBC and has been its champion 
as president. 

Representatives from the two universities 
came and spent the summer in UMBC’s bridge 
program. The two programs—Penn State 
Millennium Scholars and UNC’s Chancellor’s 

Science Scholars—used what UMBC learned 
along the way and have had better student 
outcomes earlier while raising millions of dol-
lars to endow the programs, Summers says.

Early results are positive. At Penn State, 
two cohorts—a total of 29 students so 
far—have graduated (some in the second 
cohort are finishing a fifth year). Of the first  
cohort, 65 percent went on to graduate 
school. The university expects higher num-
bers as the program matures and the size of 
the cohorts grow. At UNC, 45 scholars have 
graduated. Of those, 54 percent are pursuing 
an advanced degree in a STEM field. (Going 
forward, Chancellor’s Science Scholars will be 
required to apply to graduate schools as part 
of the program, says Thomas C. Freeman Jr., 
its executive director.) For undergraduates, 
the UNC program has a 90 percent retention 
rate in STEM majors, and its students have 
a higher GPA than a similar group of stu-
dents not in the program. The university has 
received gifts of $10 million and $5 million to 
endow the program.

Like at UMBC, the newer programs start 
before students even arrive. High school stu-
dents who interview for the program attend 
a summer program where they build a com-
munity and bolster their advanced math skills 
and get a taste of the challenges of college 
STEM courses. The approach features a 
strict set of rules intended to build commu-
nity among the scholars—no cellphones for 
most of the day, students studying in groups 
and each member sharing the lowest grade, 
to encourage people to give and receive help. 
At UNC, the program first did not adopt some 
of these rules, but is now adding them, says 
Thomas Freeman. 
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Here is some of what the two universities 
have learned so far with their Meyerhoff spin-
off programs:

●● It’s expensive and requires a long-term 
commitment to resources, but works 
in a way less complete programs do 
not, says Amy Freeman, who directs 
the Millennium Scholars program at 
Penn State. The programs come with 
full scholarships as well as mentoring 
and undergraduate research opportu-
nities. While that is a large expense, 
Amy Freeman, who has done diversity 
work for decades, says this helps keep 
a larger number of students on track by 
meeting a variety of needs not covered 
by other programs, which may instead 
target only financial need, student com-
munities or summer bridge programs. 
“All of the factors are put in place all of 
the time,” she says.

●● The financial commitment needs to 
be long term, because the program is 
elevated when alumni who are in doc-
toral programs or who have completed 
Ph.D.s return. That journey obviously 
takes years. If the program is stopped 
too quickly, it won’t be able to produce 
strong enough results. Penn State, for 
example, is preparing to have its first 
alumni panel at the interview weekend 
this year. 

●● Programs need to be visible and require 
political capital on campus. Given the 
cost and the culture change it is trying 
to create, the effort needs a prominent 
spot, Amy Freeman says. At Penn State, 
it is one of the few programs directly 
under the university president’s purview. 

●● While many of the essential parts of the 
Meyerhoff are needed, that approach 
can be adjusted to fit the specific cul-
ture of an institution. At Penn State, for 
instance, the Millennium Scholars com-
plete undergraduate theses like those 
the honors college requires—a way 
to demonstrate the program is on the 
same level of academic standards.

●● The program can create a culture 
change beyond its students. Faculty 
involved in the program report a rip-
ple effect (higher GPAs for all minority 
students at UMBC, for example, as 
well as improvements to graduate pro-
grams based on what they’ve learned 
from Meyerhoff, Summers says). UNC 
has seen a major shift in how faculty 
members treat struggling students, 
says Thomas Freeman. Where once 
students might have struggled alone 
because of the size of the university, 
now faculty members come to him to 
ask what’s going on if a Chancellor’s 
Science Scholar is struggling in their 
course. Sometimes, they’ll even come 
to him to talk about a struggling student 
they think is a Chancellor’s scholar, but 
who isn’t. In that case, Thomas says 
he talks to the faculty members about 
students and offers to talk directly with 
students to see if he can help. “My door 
is always open to that,” he says. “I try 
not to limit my assistance and support 
to just the students in the program. I try  
to help as many as I can, even if they 
didn’t get in.” 

●● Fund-raising will require a lot of time 
in order to create an endowment for 
the program. Also, unexpected things  
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The shifting definition of merit that results, and that Posselt  
observed, is not inherently bad. That is precisely how  
unconventional applicants she saw committees consider —  
like a student with low test scores who grew up on a remote  
Himalayan mountainside — get admitted and eventually thrive. 
Still, faculty need to be careful that their subjective judgments  
don’t reproduce longstanding inequities in their fields.

Posselt argues that in the final stages of the admissions  
process, many faculty lean on the shaky criterion of “fit.” Other 
gatekeepers to elite professions do the same. Recruiters for top 
finance, legal and consulting firms look for a certain kind of “fit” 
among prospective entry-level employees. Lauren Rivera, a  
professor of management and organizations at Northwestern  
University’s Kellogg School of Management, shows in her 
book Pedigree: How Elite Students Get Elite Jobs that “fit” means 
being someone the recruiter wouldn’t mind being crammed  
into a rental car or stuck in an airport with.

In practice, this translates into recruiters looking for people like 
themselves: graduates of elite universities who are “well-rounded” 
in exactly the same way, right down to their hobbies. Diversity in 
hiring, therefore, often remains elusive.

Graduate admissions can produce similar results. That’s not 
surprising, because, like private-sector recruitment, it is a human 
process. Humans are rational, emotional and social all at once. 
They’re also often overworked, and so they can use help in 
making decisions that align with the higher-order goals of their 
institutions, such as expanding diversity.

Faculty understandably want autonomy in graduate admissions 
since they are choosing their apprentices and, in many programs, 
their employees. But human biases inevitably influence faculty 
members’ choices in admissions. Universities therefore need to 
acknowledge those biases and work around them in order to  
diversify academia. This will mean changing faculty culture in 
order to align the admissions process with the university’s  
diversity goals.

There are plenty of ways deans and provosts can help faculty 
accomplish this. They can offer incentives, like increased faculty 
research budgets, to programs that graduate a higher number  
of female, Black or Hispanic Ph.D.’s. They can also encourage  
more active student recruitment, reaching out to promising  
undergraduate students from underrepresented groups.  
Institutions that want to increase the population of Black and 
Hispanic Ph.D. students might build cooperative programs  
like the Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge, which prepares students at  
a historically Black university for graduate programs at a  
neighboring research institution. Columbia University has a 
bridge program open to students from underrepresented 

groups who want to pursue a Ph.D. in natural sciences. The 
American Physical Society sponsors a bridge program, too.

Admissions committees might also benefit from changing the 
sequence and information context of their admissions decisions. 
(Management scholars call this choice architecture.) Some tech 
firms have attempted to diversify their workforces by masking 
applicants’ biographical information in the first round of review. 
Universities might consider something analogous. To keep  
faculty from immediately eliminating all candidates below a 
certain GRE score threshold, a department might withhold 
GRE scores from admissions committees until faculty have first 
reviewed other elements of the applications and identified the 
strongest minority candidates.

Because admissions committees typically look at GRE scores early 
in the process and consider diversity late, as Posselt found, such 
a change would completely reverse a familiar sequence. It would 
take some getting used to. But it would also address one of the 
American Astronomical Society’s (and ETS’s) chief concerns: the 
overreliance on GRE scores, without their full context, to vet 
applicants right away.

Decisions are hard. But information — including everything that 
goes into a graduate school application — is not the reason 
they’re hard. They’re hard because information, on its own, 
doesn’t tell you how to use it. Culture does. By focusing on the 
culture of graduate admissions, universities can help faculty 
make decisions that improve the academy’s diversity.

Jonathan Malesic is a former full-time faculty member at King’s 
College and freelance writer who contributes occasionally to The 
Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed. He is currently 
writing a book on the spiritual costs of the American work ethic.
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happen. Last year, part of Thomas Freeman’s job 
was to help students dealing with racial unrest on 
campus about the Confederate statue Silent Sam. 
Some were upset with the chancellor, who was at 
the center of the decisions about whether Silent 
Sam would be preserved on campus, and that  
their program bore her title. Thomas Freeman held 
a forum, and together they talked through how 
the university is governed and why the chancel-
lor might be acting in a certain way. They wrote 
a letter in support of her to the governing boards 
in which they strongly supported completely 
removing the statue. Not every student signed it,  
but 100 did.

Administrators and faculty involved with the Meyerhoff 
program and its replications say the model has the 
potential to spread to even more campuses (especially 
ones that graduate a high number of Ph.D.s but not from 
underrepresented groups). If it were to spread to more 
universities, they say such programs could make a “huge 
dent” in the graduate school diversity issue.

As diversity numbers improve and more students 
graduate and earn advanced degrees, programs 
like this may help change old ways of thinking in the  
academy about the best way to teach, and about who is 
capable of succeeding. 

“Maybe there’s a better way of engaging students,” 
Thomas Freeman says. “Maybe just because a student 
doesn’t look like or think like you doesn’t mean they 
aren’t intelligent or aren’t capable of making significant  
contributions. If they can see that in students, 
maybe they can start to see that in faculty can-
didates. Maybe they can see it in people who are 
already on campus that they might have overlooked 
before. It will be a glacial change, but I think we are  
having the impact that I believe we should have. It hasn’t 
been that long, but I think it’s starting to take root.”� ■
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Graduate admissions is an inexact science. Faculty 
committees, sitting around conference tables for hours 
on end, have plenty of data to decide about applicants, 
including their transcripts, personal statements, letters 
of recommendation and GRE® scores. Problem is, it’s 
not always clear just what the data mean. That makes it 
easy for biases to slip in undetected. And now there are 
growing concerns that the admissions process, including 
the role standardized testing plays in it, is standing in 
the way of greater gender, racial and socioeconomic 
equity in Ph.D. programs and the professoriate.

Concerns about diversity in graduate programs are 
well-founded. But standardized tests like the GRE test 
are not what’s holding the academy back from  
attaining greater diversity. The problem arises instead  
in those long meetings in conference rooms. Faculty 
have limited time to make important decisions, all 
while navigating departmental politics and seeking 
to raise their program’s prestige. So as Julie Posselt, an 
education professor at the University of Southern  
California, shows in her recent book Inside Graduate  
Admissions, faculty often end up trying to simplify a 
tricky process by choosing applicants who remind 
them of themselves. In short, the problem is rooted  
in human psychology and faculty culture; it demands  
a human-centered solution.

The American Astronomical Society (AAS) in 2016  
recommended that graduate programs in astronomy 
stop requiring GRE scores for applicants. The AAS  
argues, in part, that when admissions committees 
establish cutoff GRE scores for applicants, they end up 
reducing the demographic diversity of their candidates  
for admission. Because of well-known disparities in 
scores between test takers of different races and 
genders, the AAS and some others believe that setting 
an arbitrary minimum score will disproportionately 
eliminate female, African American and Hispanic 
candidates from the pool.

The AAS is right to push for greater diversity in the field. 
And it’s true that an astronomer — or sociologist or 
historian — is more than his or her GRE score. But  
ignoring the test will not solve the academy’s inequities.  
That’s because the GRE test is not the problem. In fact, 
when GRE scores are viewed in their proper context —  
including the known gender and racial score  
differences — they enable direct comparisons  
between candidates that no other criterion does.  
Evidence from undergraduate admissions suggests  
that making standardized tests optional does not  
produce more diverse student populations.

To understand the culture of graduate admissions,  
Posselt interviewed faculty and sat in on admissions 
committee meetings at 10 top-ranked graduate  
programs across the arts and sciences. What she found 
was faculty using a wide, inconsistent range of standards  
to arrive at their decisions. She saw some faculty  
misuse the GRE test by establishing high cutoff scores 
in the first stage of review in an effort to trim a large 
stack of applications down to a manageable size.  
She also found that faculty apply arbitrary criteria  
inconsistently across the applicant pool. In one 
extreme case, a professor of classics speculated that 
growing up in a “pastoral” region of the United States 
might be conducive to one applicant’s ability to master 
ancient languages.

Faculty in elite departments struggle to distinguish 
among all the high-GRE score, high-GPA applications 
they see, Posselt found. Emotion, therefore, ends up 
heavily influencing decisions. In the conference room, 
one professor’s enthusiasm for an applicant can sway 
everyone else’s judgment. This commonly happens 
when an applicant comes from a faculty member’s 
alma mater, according to Posselt’s findings. Faculty 
also have a strong incentive to keep the peace in their 
departments, which can mean deferring to each other 
to avoid conflict.

The Problem in Graduate Admissions  
Is Culture, Not Testing
By Jonathan Malesic
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The shifting definition of merit that results, and that Posselt  
observed, is not inherently bad. That is precisely how  
unconventional applicants she saw committees consider —  
like a student with low test scores who grew up on a remote  
Himalayan mountainside — get admitted and eventually thrive. 
Still, faculty need to be careful that their subjective judgments  
don’t reproduce longstanding inequities in their fields.

Posselt argues that in the final stages of the admissions  
process, many faculty lean on the shaky criterion of “fit.” Other 
gatekeepers to elite professions do the same. Recruiters for top 
finance, legal and consulting firms look for a certain kind of “fit” 
among prospective entry-level employees. Lauren Rivera, a  
professor of management and organizations at Northwestern  
University’s Kellogg School of Management, shows in her 
book Pedigree: How Elite Students Get Elite Jobs that “fit” means 
being someone the recruiter wouldn’t mind being crammed  
into a rental car or stuck in an airport with.

In practice, this translates into recruiters looking for people like 
themselves: graduates of elite universities who are “well-rounded” 
in exactly the same way, right down to their hobbies. Diversity in 
hiring, therefore, often remains elusive.

Graduate admissions can produce similar results. That’s not 
surprising, because, like private-sector recruitment, it is a human 
process. Humans are rational, emotional and social all at once. 
They’re also often overworked, and so they can use help in 
making decisions that align with the higher-order goals of their 
institutions, such as expanding diversity.

Faculty understandably want autonomy in graduate admissions 
since they are choosing their apprentices and, in many programs, 
their employees. But human biases inevitably influence faculty 
members’ choices in admissions. Universities therefore need to 
acknowledge those biases and work around them in order to  
diversify academia. This will mean changing faculty culture in 
order to align the admissions process with the university’s  
diversity goals.

There are plenty of ways deans and provosts can help faculty 
accomplish this. They can offer incentives, like increased faculty 
research budgets, to programs that graduate a higher number  
of female, Black or Hispanic Ph.D.’s. They can also encourage  
more active student recruitment, reaching out to promising  
undergraduate students from underrepresented groups.  
Institutions that want to increase the population of Black and 
Hispanic Ph.D. students might build cooperative programs  
like the Fisk-Vanderbilt Bridge, which prepares students at  
a historically Black university for graduate programs at a  
neighboring research institution. Columbia University has a 
bridge program open to students from underrepresented 

groups who want to pursue a Ph.D. in natural sciences. The 
American Physical Society sponsors a bridge program, too.

Admissions committees might also benefit from changing the 
sequence and information context of their admissions decisions. 
(Management scholars call this choice architecture.) Some tech 
firms have attempted to diversify their workforces by masking 
applicants’ biographical information in the first round of review. 
Universities might consider something analogous. To keep  
faculty from immediately eliminating all candidates below a 
certain GRE score threshold, a department might withhold 
GRE scores from admissions committees until faculty have first 
reviewed other elements of the applications and identified the 
strongest minority candidates.

Because admissions committees typically look at GRE scores early 
in the process and consider diversity late, as Posselt found, such 
a change would completely reverse a familiar sequence. It would 
take some getting used to. But it would also address one of the 
American Astronomical Society’s (and ETS’s) chief concerns: the 
overreliance on GRE scores, without their full context, to vet 
applicants right away.

Decisions are hard. But information — including everything that 
goes into a graduate school application — is not the reason 
they’re hard. They’re hard because information, on its own, 
doesn’t tell you how to use it. Culture does. By focusing on the 
culture of graduate admissions, universities can help faculty 
make decisions that improve the academy’s diversity.

Jonathan Malesic is a former full-time faculty member at King’s 
College and freelance writer who contributes occasionally to The 
Chronicle of Higher Education and Inside Higher Ed. He is currently 
writing a book on the spiritual costs of the American work ethic.
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Even as student diversity grows, college and university 
faculties remain largely white. 

Nationwide, three-quarters of full-time faculty mem-
bers—including tenured and tenure-track professors, 
who have the most security, support and resources—
are white, according to the most recent numbers 
from the U.S. Department of Education. And these 
numbers have not changed much in the last 20 years  
compared to the changes in student demographics 
and the American population. The growing number of 
colleges that classify as Hispanic-serving under the 
federal definition, for example, reflect rapidly shifting 
student demographics.

Along gender lines, while the majority of undergradu-
ate students are female, 44 percent of full-time faculty 
are women. The gender breakdowns vary by field, with 
some fields being majority female and others, such as 
engineering and the physical sciences, being predom-
inantly male. 

Faculty diversity varies by institution type. Community 
colleges generally employ more diverse faculty mem-
bers than four-year institutions. Minority-serving 
institutions tend to as well.  

Even well-intentioned colleges that have talked about 
improving diversity for years have found it difficult to 
enact change that lasts. As more research and discus-
sion emerges about the benefits and barriers to greater 
diversity, these institutions and higher education 
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organizations are recognizing that they must 
make systematic changes to the way faculty 
are hired and supported once they come to 
campus. Moving the needle in a significant 
way requires a culture change, according to a 
wide range of experts.

Changing the culture of an institution or 
profession is hard, and it takes a long time. 
Those working to diversify the professo-
riate say it’s also a continuum; the work 
does not end when faculty members from 
diverse backgrounds are offered a job and 
accept. It’s just as important—perhaps even 
more so—to do the work of changing a 
campus or department culture so that new 
faculty can thrive in their work and lives and  
want to stay.

“Institutional transformation takes a lot of 
work at every level,” says Patrice McDermott, 
vice provost for faculty affairs at the University 

of Maryland, Baltimore County. “It has to be 
sustained, and it has to be iterative.” 

Efforts are under way across the higher educa-
tion landscape at individual institutions (some 
of which are pledging large sums of money), 
government-funded organizations such as 
the National Science Foundation (NSF), disci-
plinary societies and private fellowships and 
nonprofits. Hundreds of millions of dollars are 
being spent on the profound challenge of cre-
ating a more diverse professoriate. 

What Is Happening 
Now?
Why has progress been so slow? Improving 
diversity is not a new topic in higher educa-
tion. But good intentions haven’t made the big 
changes desired.

Taking a wider view, the disparities in faculty 
positions are similar to the racial and gen-
der inequities found across institutions in 
America. Lack of diversity is not a problem 
unique to higher education. 

“These are American challenges,” Hrabowski, 
of UMBC, says. “These are challenges we face 
as a nation.” 

And if fields like health care and law, among 
many others, are going to improve their diver-
sity, addressing the postsecondary pipeline 
has to be part of the solution.

Yet higher education, which prides itself on 
speaking truth, needs to step up and take a 
harder look at the truth of where it is in diver-
sity efforts. That means carefully studying 
data on representation and being honest 
about what is working and what hasn’t. 

““Institutional transformation 
takes a lot of work at every level. 
It has to be sustained, and it has 

to be iterative.”

Patrice McDermott
Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs 

University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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Part of that involves looking at how a univer-
sity hires its faculty and examining ways to 
improve different parts of the process. For 
institutions with more financial resources, 
increasing the number of hires can help 
boost diversity. Wealthier universities that 
have pledged to make hires where they have 
come up short are Ivy League institutions 
such as Columbia and Yale Universities, 
which are directing $100 million and  
$50 million, respectively, to increasing 
their faculty diversity over five years. The 
University of Southern California has pledged 
$50 million for a similar effort. These big-
money initiatives have been viewed warily 
in some parts of higher education for pos-
sibly driving raids of less wealthy colleges’  
faculties for diverse professors.

Hiring isn’t enough, though. Experts say 
lasting, meaningful change involves tak-
ing a closer look at the issue of retention. 
While efforts until recent years have con-
centrated on hiring diverse candidates, now  
institutions are increasingly looking at the 
issue of retention and how they can ensure 
that their new hires feel welcomed and want 
to stay. (Columbia’s $100 million effort, for 
example, includes faculty retention efforts, 
including dual-career support and mid- 
career grants.) 

Different institutions will have different 
approaches. A small college or university 
that conducts a handful or two of  searches 
a year, with some departments conduct-
ing a new search once every several years, 
faces different challenges than a large 
research university that hires 100 new fac-
ulty a year. Institutions with more money 
obviously can devote more resources to the 
effort, although less well-off colleges can be 
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creative and make changes that don’t require 
millions of new dollars.

“We’re really in trouble if it takes large sums 
of money, because a lot of campuses don’t 
have it,” says Kerry Ann Rockquemore, a 
sociologist who started the National Center 
for Faculty Development and Diversity, which 
offers trainings and resources to help faculty 
advance in their careers and thrive where they 
are. (Rockquemore is a regular contributor to 
Inside Higher Ed.) For example, one workshop 
focuses on being the only one of your identity 
group in a department or college. 

Intention matters, Rockquemore says. Energy 
and focus do, too. For example, a university 
may not be able to hire more faculty positions 
than it usually does, but it could provide train-
ing to its search committees. Implicit bias 
training, which focuses on the biases we each 
carry and how they influence our actions, can 
be provided without a large extra cost.

At UMBC, for example, the university found 
that retention was an issue. Professors from 
underrepresented groups were coming but 
not staying long. “We came to the conclusion 
every level in the institution had to change,” 

McDermott says. The university has embraced 
the idea of “inclusive excellence” and included 
it in its strategic plan.

Another example of providing support to 
search committees is the peer-to-peer educa-
tion model that UMBC adapted from one at 
the University of Michigan. The STRIDE pro-
gram brings white faculty members together 
with departments in the process of a search 
and offers guidance on advertising a posi-
tion, developing a diverse candidate pool and 
reducing bias in interviews and when making 
short lists. 

Understanding where search committees 
encounter problems or how their typical pro-
cess tends to favor majority candidates is an 
important step in diversifying the faculty. 

The idea that qualified candidates from 
diverse backgrounds are not in the Ph.D. 
pipeline is a myth, says Shaun Harper, pro-
fessor and executive director of the Race and  
Equity Center at USC. “With the exception of 
certain specific, obscure fields, it’s not true,” 
he says. (See box on page 8 for data on the 
graduate school pipeline.) 

““These are American challenges. 
These are challenges we face as a nation.”

Freeman Hrabowski
President, University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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Historically black colleges and universi-
ties have educated generations of African 
American students. These institutions tend to 
have a more diverse faculty, whose members 
serve as role models for students. 

Some major research universities that are 
looking to diversify their graduate school pro-
grams have partnered with HBCUs to increase 
student opportunities and the number of 
African American students in their institutions 
or academic fields.

For example, the University of California 
System started an initiative in 2012 in which 
HBCU students who are interested in research 
can spend a summer as interns on various 
UC campuses. The interns work with faculty 
members in a range of disciplines, including 
STEM fields, social sciences and humanities. 
Students live on campus for eight weeks and 
attend workshops—some of which feature 
GRE prep—intended to help them get into 
graduate programs.

More than 400 HBCU students have gone 
through the program. Among former interns, 
42 currently are enrolled in UC doctoral pro-
grams, and two are enrolled in graduate 
programs. One doctoral student and five mas-
ter’s students have already graduated.

A longer-running HBCU partnership is con-
sidered a model for institutions that combine 
forces to help students. The bridge program 
from Fisk and Vanderbilt Universities has 
graduated 29 Ph.D.s in physics, astronomy 

and materials science since it began in 2004. 
It’s on track to graduate three to five doctoral 
students a year. The partnership between 
the two Nashville, Tenn., universities—Fisk 
is an HBCU and Vanderbilt is predominantly 
white—allows master’s students at Fisk to 
work closely with Vanderbilt faculty as teach-
ers and mentors, and gives them a “fast track” 
into Vanderbilt’s doctoral admissions. 

Program administrators have consulted 
with other universities and disciplinary 
societies that are trying to replicate its 
model or start their own. (The program 
also provides a free tool kit on its website,  
fisk-vanderbilt-bridge.org, for those interested 
in learning more.)

Dina Stroud, the bridge program’s execu-
tive director, has seen growing interest from 
predominantly white institutions in partner-
ing with minority-serving institutions. She 
recently visited the University of Michigan 
and is scheduled to speak at Michigan State 
University and the University of Alabama on 
the topic. At Vanderbilt, a committee is now 
looking into starting a similar partnership in 
the humanities, Stroud says. 

The key to a successful partnership is seeing 
both institutions as having valuable things 
to teach and offer each other and the stu-
dents, she says. For instance, HBCUs strive 
to offer a supportive family environment 
where students, staff and faculty feel cared 
for. Scholars are treated as whole people and 
not valued only for their research and pro-
ductivity. When a family member of a staff or 

LEARNING 
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faculty member at Fisk dies, for example, the 
university sends out an announcement. There 
is a recognition that life outside the university  
affects the work inside it. 

It’s an attitude that’s more common at HBCUs, 
Stroud says, and one the program brings to its 
mentoring. 

For majority institutions that are considering a 
partnership with minority-serving institutions, 
it’s important to remember that MSIs offer 
lessons about a creating a caring culture that 
helps people succeed, Stroud says. “There 
is something to be learned about student 
success and about community building, in 
particular, and resilience from MSIs, who are 
always doing more with less.” 

David A. Thomas, the president of Morehouse 
College, has seen the benefits of both sides 
as a dean at Georgetown University (and a 
professor at Harvard) and now as president 
of an HBCU. Morehouse graduates the most 
African American men who go on to earn doc-
torates in the STEM fields. 

The key, Thomas says, is giving students 
role models, such as African American 
men with Ph.D.s, especially in the sciences. 
Close relationships with faculty, ones that 
enable students to work on research, also 
are important, he says, as is expressing high 
expectations that students will succeed and 
are capable of becoming leaders in their field. 

“I think that it is possible for students to get 
that encouragement from white professors or 
nonblack professors,” he says, “but it starts 

LEARNING FROM HBCUS 
CONTINUED

with those professors being able to see those 
students and what their possibilities and 
capabilities are.”

High expectations are crucial, he says. When 
Thomas was a Yale undergraduate who 
wanted to pursue a Ph.D., he says faculty 
members were surprised when he asked them 
to write recommendation letters. 

“Except by the accident of me thinking I could 
do this, and the discovery of a graduate stu-
dent who was African American who was 
getting his Ph.D. in that field, I probably never 
would have found my way onto this track.”� ■

41



42

Instead, what keeps out minority candi-
dates, Harper says, is the habit of search 
committee members only hiring candidates 
that went to the same universities—or to 
similar types of universities—that they did.  
That often means looking only at graduates 
from highly selective, elite private research 
universities and ignoring candidates who 
attended institutions that graduate more 
minority Ph.D.s. 

Search committees use those credentials 
as a proxy for intelligence, Harper says, and 
believe attending those institutions means 
“they’re smart.” Because they are familiar with 
those universities, search committee mem-
bers feel “those are places we can trust.” And 
that excludes candidates from other institu-
tions who may be equally talented and have 
had exceptional training.

Similar to the pattern in graduate school 
admissions that Julie Posselt wrote about in 
her book, which is discussed in depth on page 
14 of this report, picking candidates, picking 
candidates who went to the same universi-
ties as current faculty, or who attended the 
most selective institutions, can also serve as 
a shortcut when a busy search committee has 
to cut through hundreds of applications. 

Harper also says another issue is that depart-
ments often won’t hire their own Ph.D.s 
for faculty jobs. He understands the mind 
shift required to think of a prior student as 
a colleague, but “if you have an extraordi-
nary person in your program, why wouldn’t  
you hire them?” 

A mind-set change about who deserves to 
be a faculty member is necessary for uni-
versities to be successful in their diversity 
efforts, Harper says. That perspective shift 

goes beyond a candidate’s alma mater to 
include which journals they publish in, their 
path to graduate school or the focus of their  
scholarly work. 

Current professors may not be familiar with 
the type of scholarship practiced by schol-
ars of color, especially if it covers topics of 
diversity. They may be unfamiliar with the 
journals those applicants publish in and so 
discount their scholarship when evaluating it. 
Having someone with an understanding of the 
scholarship and journals—whether it is inside 
the department or an outside consultant— 
is critical. 

Widening networks also is important. When 
department members rely on their own net-
works to announce a job, they’re keeping 
that information within a closed network that 
often has similar racial and gender demo-
graphics, as well as similar alma maters. 
Harper and other experts recommend that 
departments look to diverse-pipeline pro-
grams and organizations to find new ways to 
reach doctoral students. That requires a shift 
from a more passive approach to announcing 
an opening—placing job ads in industry pub-
lications and reaching out to your networks 
then waiting for candidates to come to you— 
to a more proactive one. 

“When you do what you always do, you get 
what you always got,” Harper says.

One event recruitment-savvy universities 
use to look for more diverse candidates is 
the Southern Regional Education Board’s 
annual Institute on Teaching and Mentoring, 
the largest gathering of minority doctoral 
students in the country. (See sidebar on  
page 23.) Institutions ranging from large 
research universities to midsize institutions 
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and small colleges attend the four-day gath-
ering to meet hundreds of African American, 
Hispanic and Native American Ph.D. students 
and faculty members and to promote their 
institution as a place to consider when look-
ing for a job. 

Part of Christopher M. Whitt’s job as Creighton 
University’s vice provost for diversity and 
inclusion, a new position for the institution, 
is increasing the diversity of search pools, 
as well as helping to create and nurture con-
ditions that would make the university an 
inclusive place that is seen as a destination 
for diverse scholars looking to thrive intel-
lectually and socially. Last fall, Creighton 
University recruited at the SREB Institute for 
the first time.

Not everyone is as open to new ways of 
thinking. Some people in the academy don’t 
want to change, says Marybeth Gasman, a 
professor who recently announced she is 
moving from the University of Pennsylvania 
to Rutgers University. While many working 
in this field believe that people have good 
intentions, Gasman says racist attitudes are 
still common in higher education. Likewise, 
some academics with racist beliefs think the 
push to diversify is bringing down the qual-
ity of scholarship. “They want to protect the  
academy as it is,” she says. 

Gasman knows firsthand. In 2016 she pub-
lished a column in The Washington Post 
about how colleges don’t want more minority 
faculty members. In response, she received 
about 7,000 emails, many echoing her points 
about untrained search committees or  
hiring faculty with similar backgrounds and 
profiles as those working in a department. 
About 500 of the messages were vile and 

racist, she says. Many used derisive terms 
about black faculty, even though her col-
umn never mentioned African Americans.  
And some of the emails were sent from uni-
versity email addresses. 

Gasman is writing a book she describes as 
“a call to action” that will expand on the col-
umn and use research she is gathering from 
around the country. The book, which she is 
calling We Don’t Want Them, will offer prac-
tical solutions and also feature data on the 
problem, because otherwise academics will 
dismiss it, she says. “I’m not going to mince 
words,” Gasman says.

Part of her call will be for white faculty mem-
bers to speak up when they see minority job 
candidates being dismissed. “It’s not right for 
white faculty to hold a majority of the seats,” 
Gasman says. As part of her research, she 
has been speaking with people on campuses 
about faculty diversity. Afterward, Gasman 
gets emails thanking her for talking about 
difficult topics. “Instead of sending private 
emails, speak up,” she says. 

These scholars do not want to take any risks, 
she says. And she understands where that 
mind-set comes from. Faculty are taught to 
focus on their individual work and careers. 
And calling out racism in a department will 
be uncomfortable—people might not think of 
someone as collegial if they challenge how 
things are always done. 

But white faculty members—especially those 
with tenure—have an obligation to speak up, 
Gasman says. Faculty are the ones who make 
the hiring decisions for a department, she 
says, and therefore the ones who keep the 
professoriate white. 
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“If you have tenure, you really have an obliga-
tion to be speaking up about these things,” 
she says.

The University of Michigan’s National Center 
for Institutional Diversity has moved away 
from describing diversity among faculty as an 
issue of right or wrong, says Tabbye Chavous, 
the center’s director. 

“We don’t want to depend on goodwill,” 
Chavous says. Framing the discussion and 
efforts as a moral good puts it in the “realm 
of ‘political correctness.’ ” 

When people link diversifying the faculty 
with political correctness or a moral good, it 
can become something they do grudgingly. 
Some critics think diversity and quality are 
two different things, perhaps even mutually 
exclusive ones, and that scholars from under-
represented groups are diverse first and  
scholars second. 

Michigan’s center—established around the 
time of legal challenges to the university’s use 
of affirmative action in admissions (and later 

hiring)—focuses on evidence-based research 
showing why diversity is important for thriv-
ing institutions and disciplines, how it benefits 
the education system, how it can be achieved, 
and advancing excellent scholarship from 
scholars from diverse backgrounds, with the 
emphasis on excellence. 

The focus on excellence over demographics 
is something many successful programs and 
people working in this space emphasize, both 
because it is necessary to change the mind-
set of those in positions of power, and, just 
as important, because it helps scholars from 
diverse backgrounds feel equal to their faculty 
counterparts—to be seen as scholars first, not 
just their demographic identity. And that is key 
to allowing professors to thrive creatively and 
professionally—and to retention for institu-
tions that put time and resources into bringing 
diverse faculty to their campuses. 

And if people focus on the demographics of 
hiring only, Chavous says, those in the major-
ity group can pat themselves on the back 
after the hiring is done and not think about 
the deeper work of building community and 
creating an inclusive culture where people 
can thrive. “Demography is often the point we 
stop,” she says.

Michigan puts the excellence first in its 
Collegiate Fellows Program, which specifi-
cally connects diversity to strong scholarship. 
The model is spreading to Michigan State and 
Texas A&M University, Chavous says. 

The program, which came out of strategic 
planning around diversity inclusion, works like 
this: the center works with departments in the 
College of Literature, Science and the Arts to 
see where they would like to expand. Fellows 
who have an interest or specialty in diversity 

““Demography is often  
the point we stop.”

Tabbye Chavous
Director, University of Michigan’s 

National Center for Institutional Diversity
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The work of improving the professoriate’s 
diversity does not end with hiring candi-
dates from underrepresented backgrounds. 
Retention is a significant part of the diversity 
pipeline, too, and a factor institutions are tak-
ing increasingly seriously. Working to improve 
diversity in candidate pools and faculty hires 
but not paying adequate attention to what life 
is like for faculty members once they arrive 
can lead to a revolving door of diverse candi-
dates who don’t stick around long. 

“It’s not enough to hire,” says Philip Kass, vice 
provost for academic affairs at the University 
of California, Davis. “They have to be happy 
here or they leave.” 

Faculty members change jobs for a number 
of reasons. They may leave for a more pref-
erable geographic location, a higher salary or 
a more prestigious appointment. But more 
personal reasons often are factors—they do 
not feel welcome in their department or feel 
they are seen as a “diversity hire” and not as a 
scholar on equal footing to their colleagues. 

Faculty departures come with significant 
costs, including money for start-up pack-
ages and the search committee’s time and 
resources. Students lose potential mentors 
and instructors when the faculty member 
takes intellectual and creative talents else-
where. Departures of well-regarded minority 
faculty members can be particularly painful. 
The reality is that many minority students view 
such scholars as mentors and advocates—
and departments often are so overwhelmingly  

white that a single departure can have a  
significant impact.

As a result, many colleges have introduced 
retention strategies aimed at helping both 
new and established faculty succeed in their 
work and get settled in their personal lives. 
On the professional side, this can include 
teams of mentors, peer networks for sup-
port, grants for additional travel or research, 
awards to recognize diversity-focused schol-
arship or contributions to diversity and an 
inclusive environment, and access to outside 
professional development resources from 
organizations such as the National Center for 
Faculty Development and Diversity.

In addition, retention strategies can include 
help settling into a new place, dual-career 
support for spouses who are looking for work, 
child or elder care, and programs that allow 
a faculty member to stop the tenure clock 
when caring for a new child. Many of these 
strategies are aimed at retaining all faculty—
those from underrepresented minority groups 
as well as from majority groups. Dual-career 
assistance may be particularly important for 
minority scholars, especially in college towns 
that are not known for their diversity.

And the quest to retain professors from 
diverse backgrounds shouldn’t stop at tenure. 
For example, Columbia University has touted 
its $100 million faculty diversity initiative’s 

RETAINING FACULTY MEMBERS

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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focus on recently tenured faculty, with mid-
career awards “for faculty who contribute to 
Columbia’s diversity.”

Just as colleges that are seeking to do more 
to diversify their professoriate must examine 
their hiring practices, experts say institutions 
should look at the culture of their departments 
and institutions. Do all faculty members feel 
welcome? Is the environment such that they 
can do their best work, the scholarship and 
teaching a college hired them for? 

The more diverse an institution is, the 
more important this effor t becomes, 
says Tabbye Chavous, director of the 
University of Michigan’s National Center for  
Institutional Diversity. 

At Michigan, the university is looking for 
ways to reward faculty members who are 
doing good work on diversity and inclu-
sion. One example: midcareer awards that 
recognize diversity scholarship. Chavous 
says the awards are designed to give that 
kind of work, which often goes unseen,  
prestige and visibility.

How do faculty from underrepresented 
groups really feel about an institution? It can 
be hard to get at the truth, especially if people 
leave without a good exit interview that digs 
deep into reasons for their departure or what 
a university could have done to make them 
stay—or if there are political consequences 
for speaking out. 

UMBC in the past has struggled with depar-
tures of diverse faculty. The university was 

hiring more faculty from underrepresented 
minority groups, but its overall diversity per-
centages were staying the same. It now 
includes a number of community-based affin-
ity groups, including ones for black and Latino 
faculty, as well as an LGBTQ faculty group. 
The leaders of those groups are members of 
an executive committee at the provost level 
for the recruitment, retention and advance-
ment of underrepresented minority faculty, 
says Patrice McDermott, UMBC’s vice provost 
for faculty affairs, where they can share views 
about the realities of life for professors. 

“They are the group that speak truth to power,” 
McDermott says. 

At these meetings, members talk through 
common problems, she says. Her office is 
then charged with finding the best way to fix 
the problem, rather than asking the under-
represented faculty members to make the 
changes for them. 

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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““They are the group that speak 
truth to power.”

Patrice McDermott
Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs

University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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Best Practices
Peer networks are an underappreciated 
but important strategy for retention, says 
KerryAnn O’Meara, a professor of higher edu-
cation, director of the ADVANCE program and 
associate dean for faculty affairs and gradu-
ate studies at the University of Maryland at 
College Park.

“This means helping plug new underrepresent-
ed-minority postdocs, junior and senior faculty 
into institutionally created or organically cre-
ated peer networks of faculty,” O’Meara said. 
“Meeting once or twice a month, such groups 
create a safe space to share challenges and 
brainstorm strategies to transgress them. 
Through the University of Maryland ADVANCE 
program, and in my research more generally, 
we have found peer networks support faculty 
retention and advancement by creating more 
connective tissue between colleagues across 
campus. Peer networks foster strategic rela-
tionships that continue outside meeting 
spaces and can be engaged as faculty need 
them.”

At Adelphi University, the office for diver-
sity and inclusion created a Faculty of Color 
Network, which Perry Greene, vice president 
for diversity and inclusion, described in a 
column for Inside Higher Ed. “This multi- 
racial network is led by the faculty director 
for diversity and inclusion, and it strives to 
fully engage faculty of color, particularly new 
ones, with the broader academic life of the 
campus. It realizes that no one wants to stay 
at a place where they don’t feel they belong. 
Members of the network meet socially over 

the course of the academic year, but more 
important, they collaborate on research, 
provide peer mentoring and hold intensive  
research writing workshops.”

Faculty members who can serve as men-
tors, especially in a faculty member’s early 
years, can make a difference. At Eastern 
Connecticut State University, new faculty 
members are assigned mentors. Faculty also 
get counseling about teaching evaluations 
and scholarship that can help point them in 
the right direction if they are getting off track 
as they work toward tenure, says Elsa Núñez, 
the university’s president.

Likewise, the CAMPOS program at UC Davis, 
which is designed for Latina scholars in sci-
ence, includes a team of mentors who serve as 
a launch committee for new professors, help-
ing them successfully start their careers. The 
program came from the university’s ADVANCE 
grant, which is funded by the National Science 
Foundation and aims to increase the number 
of female professors in the STEM fields. 

In the last four years, UC Davis also has con-
ducted a salary equity review, in order to 
reduce the incentive for professors to seek 
outside job offers in order to raise their sal-
aries. The university offers a number of 
benefits aimed at retaining faculty members, 
including paying for childcare when someone 
is interviewing or attending an academic con-
ference, stopping the tenure clock for those 
caring for a young child, programs to help 
new faculty members find housing and work 
for their spouses, and offering work-life advis-
ers, who can help faculty members who are 
going through life transitions, such as being  
a new parent. � ■
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and inclusion are selected for two years. 
The position comes with reduced teaching 
and no service requirement, so scholars can 
work on their research. The program sends 
a strong signal that Michigan values and 
supports diversity, and it also gives schol-
ars time to envision themselves personally 
and professionally thriving at Michigan, a 
place they might not have considered before,  
Chavous says.

The program is highly selective: Michigan had 
760 applications the first year and 925 the 
second year, Chavous says. 

In the first two years, the university brought 
in 16 fellows, 10 of whom were later offered  
tenure-track jobs and hired. The others are 
under evaluation. The program’s goal is to 
hire 50 faculty members from diverse back-
grounds over five years.

The effort also provides a cohort model, 
offering a community for scholars who join 
departments that are still working on their 
diversity, Chavous says.

Putting diversity and inclusivity into strategic 
plans and messages from university lead-
ers is critical, those working in the field say. 
Support and real commitment need to come 
from the top, as well as in departments that 
do the hiring.

Also crucial is understanding where the 
obstacles and gates are in the hiring process. 
As more is learned about what structures, 
processes and decisions reinforce the sta-
tus quo, such as using the same networks 
and recruiting strategies and shorthands for  
“quality,” institutions are experimenting with 
ways to break down those barriers. And they 
are looking to each other for knowledge  
and examples. 

AT UMBC, inclusive excellence is in the stra-
tegic plan. The university employs majority 
faculty to do peer education about the best 
practices of a search process with commit-
tees that are conducting active searches. (The 
university believes minority faculty already are 
asked to do extra work, and doesn’t want to 
add this task.)

Examples of UMBC’s multiple approaches 
include changing the institution’s academic 
and intellectual mission to include community- 
based research that has impact, rather than 
just high theory. For example, the university 
identified health disparities as a focus, which 
allows it to do cluster hires and attract schol-
ars who are doing community-based work in 
this area.

The university also uses peer education 
through its STRIDE program to change the 
way departments do business. Department-
level work is where most faculty spend their 
time, says McDermott, vice provost for fac-
ulty affairs at UMBC. From her work with the 
NSF program ADVANCE, she saw that depart-
ments are “the hardest nut to crack.”

It’s difficult work and often disruptive, she 
says. For example, at UMBC searches that 
do not produce a diverse pool of candi-
dates that is similar in demographics to the 
Survey of Earned Doctorates are not allowed 
to proceed and must go back to reconfig-
ure their outreach work in order to reach a 
more diverse group of candidates. (It’s not 
100 percent, however. Adjustments some-
times need to be made, and exceptions can  
be made when a popular department needs to 
hire enough faculty to meet student demand.) 
But to work, this approach requires the sup-
port of deans. 
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With STRIDE, high-status majority faculty have 
closed-door conversations with professors on 
search committees, presenting research about 
the benefits of diversity and talking through 
biases that can come up in search processes. 
They help craft ads that project inclusiveness, 
create a list of ways to advertise the position 
and a rubric of qualities the department is 
looking for, and talk about barriers to diver-
sity that can come up while going through the 
application and interview process. Examples 
include giving weight to a letter from a friend 
who knows a candidate when a personal rec-
ommendation is not specifically cited in a job  
description or included in the rubric. 

The majority of the STRIDE members are 
white. That’s because of the belief that  
faculty of color already do an extra share 
of work with mentoring students of color 
and educating people in the majority about 
diversity. In this way, the institution isn’t 
making underrepresented faculty mem-
bers do the work of creating change; the  

institution is doing the work of diversifying. 
Someone in McDermott’s office, for exam-
ple, is in charge of comparing the various 
departments’ candidate pools to the Survey 
of Earned Doctorates. 

“Majority faculty need to step up and do 
the work,” says Christopher M. Murphy, a 
professor of psychology and former depart- 
ment chair at UMBC, who is a member  
of STRIDE. 

Each department has its own history and 
culture, and some have been more open 
than others, he says. Institutions have their 
own cultures, too. And UMBC decided a 
conversation model would work better at 
their institution than the workshop model  
used at Michigan.

STRIDE faculty meet three times with search 
committees at different parts of the pro-
cess: when crafting the ad, when deciding 
how to reach out to potential candidates, 
and when evaluating applications and inter-
viewing candidates. Part of the goal is that 
STRIDE members can talk about searches 
they have been involved in, which breaks the 
ice to talk about strange or interesting things  
that might have happened during their own 
interviews or during searches on which they 
have worked. 

Murphy also talks about misconceptions—
for example, the notion that you can have 
either diversity or excellence. STRIDE mem-
bers cite research from two colleagues that 
shows how greater racial and gender diver-
sity in university departments is related to  
higher program rankings. They also dispel the 
myth that all the “best” minority candidates 
will be snatched up by universities with higher 
salaries and more prestige. People also 

““Majority faculty need to 
step up and do the work.”

Christopher M. Murphy
Professor of Psychology

University of Maryland, Baltimore County
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For professors and administrators who are ready to have the challenging conversation about the 
lack of diversity in a department or graduate program, how does one push beyond pleasantries? 

Eastern Connecticut State University has increased its proportion of underrepresented minority 
faculty members in tenure-track positions to match the university’s student demographics. 
When Elsa Núñez became the university’s president 13 years ago, underrepresented minority 
professors made up about 10 percent of tenured and tenure-track faculty. Now that number is 
30 percent, a change she says has brought opportunities and a sense of pride to the campus. 

Núñez shared what worked for her university:

•	 Talk face-to-face. Núñez looks at finalist lists for faculty searches. If the finalists 
are not diverse, Núñez will invite the department chair for a conversation. In that talk, 
she will reinforce the institution’s values around diversity and why it matters for their  
students. She will ask the chair if he or she values diversity and listen to the answer. 
Very rarely has someone responded that they do not see diversity for faculty and the 
institution as an important value. 

•	 Have more than one conversation. Núñez says she doesn’t impose anything in the 
first conversation—a discussion about values and diversity. She will share her concerns 
about the lack of diversity among candidates but may allow a hire to go forward. If the 
same thing happens again, she may not allow the hire to proceed. And because they’ve 
already talked, there are no surprises. 

•	 Share your personal story. Núñez says she shares her experience as a first-generation 
college student at Montclair State University and how she felt unlike anyone else there. 
During her first year, she questioned if she belonged there at all. “I felt so alone,” she says.  
“I had no one to guide me.” In conversations, she asks the faculty member if they’ve had 
a similar experience. “I always believe, start with how you feel,” she says. From there, 
the question becomes “What is the right thing for our students?” 

•	 Explain why diversity is important at all levels, in all departments. Núñez has dis-
cussed why it’s not the same when diversity in a department comes from adjuncts, who 
don’t advise students or work with student organizations or clubs. She also has heard 
that faculty diversity is more important in fields such as education and sociology, where 
students will be working with diverse populations in teaching or social work. “Students 
in STEM need role models, too,” she says.

CULTURE CHANGE AT 
EASTERN CONNECTICUT

CONTINUED ON THE NEXT PAGE
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•	 Don’t threaten. While she has stopped appointments several times, Núñez 
says she never takes the line away from a department. “You want to build  
consensus,” she says. And she’s never forced a department to hire someone its faculty 
did not believe was qualified. She believes the faculty union watched her closely early 
in her tenure. “I think they were cautious, as they should have been.” 

•	 Increasing diversity is a slow process, but it can gain momentum as faculty members 
see benefits and results. Eastern Connecticut has seen both, which is attractive to 
outside organizations and job candidates. The university was selected as one of the 
partner locations for the Dream.US program, which supports students in the Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals program and sends a cohort of 50 to 60 DACA students 
to Eastern Connecticut each year. “The entire faculty is really proud,” Núñez said. “That 
wouldn’t have happened if we didn’t have a diverse faculty.”

Also, because diversity has become such a part of the university’s identity, it is easier now for 
Núñez to make her case. Eastern Connecticut has strong candidates for its provost opening. And 
the faculty hiring effort has grown so successful that departments can hire white men without  
provoking controversy or worries about the makeup of departments. � ■

CULTURE CHANGE AT EASTERN CONNECTICUT 
CONTINUED
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choose a university employer for its mission 
and culture, Murphy says, and money is not 
the only incentive people respond to. 

Department members sometimes push back 
on changing things. This occurred several 
years ago in Murphy’s own department after 
an announcement about no longer doing 
interviews at conferences (because not every-
one has the financial resources to attend the 
conferences, especially if they must travel 
there, and some candidates, particularly 
women and members of underrepresented 
groups, are not comfortable interviewing in  
conference hotel rooms). At first some in the 
department thought they would be missing 
out on the best candidates because others 
would still be doing interviews. But their pools 
did not suffer, and they attracted more diverse  
candidates. Now, Murphy sees more insti-
tutions looking at ending this practice and 
choosing instead to conduct Skype or video 
interviews with potential candidates. And in 
the case of other departments he’s encoun-
tered through STRIDE, department members 
often come up with their own ideas about how 
they could expand their searches.

After three years at UMBC, it’s hard to tell now 
how much STRIDE is moving the needle on 
faculty diversity, Murphy says. Compared to 
postdoc programs that lead to faculty jobs, 
which can shift diversity numbers more 
quickly, the peer-education model is playing a 
long game, trying to shift the way people think 
about diversity, and why it matters in terms of 
the university’s research mission and how it 
serves students.

“What we’re doing, I think, is trying to do a long-
term change in what the culture and approach 
and philosophy is about hiring,” Murphy says. 

Best Practices 
Cluster Hiring
Cluster hiring—recruiting a group of new fac-
ulty members in different departments whose 
work focuses on a similar theme and overlaps 
in some ways—is one way colleges and uni-
versities can work to bring in diverse faculty 
members while building areas of institutional 
distinction or excellence. When done right, 
the practice has been shown to be effective 
in increasing institutional excellence and  
faculty diversity. 

Cluster hiring can be useful for smaller  
institutions or less wealthy colleges that are 
hiring fewer full-time faculty than wealthy 
research universities. 

The University of Richmond, for example, is 
looking to cluster hiring as one way to help 
attract a more diverse group of faculty and 
create a community for them on campus. The 
university, which enrolled its first black stu-
dent in 1968 (and honored him last year), has 
its first black president and has worked hard 
in recent years to increase the diversity of its 
student body. Richmond wants to improve  
its faculty diversity, too, says Patrice Rankine, 
dean of the School of Arts & Sciences and the 
school’s first black dean. 

Because the university is small and does not 
hire as many new professors each year com-
pared to a major research university, it looks 
for ways to boost diversity in the hires it can 
make. (Arts & Sciences hires between 5 to 7 
full-time tenure track faculty annually). 

The cluster approach also allows a university 
to choose a specialty that can give a boost to 
the institution’s stature and build on existing 
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strengths. For example, Richmond designated 
an Asian cluster, which includes positions in 
the departments of political science, jour-
nalism and biology. All three departments 
already were planning searches for new 
faculty. Designating a cluster, and providing 
opportunities and some extra funding for the 
faculty members to work together, can help 
attract stellar scholars and spark intellectual 
energy on campus, Rankine says. 

“We want to be world-class,” he says. 

Hiring in a cluster also provides a cohort for 
the new professors, and hopefully a sup-
portive community, says Rankine, who is 
focused on the concept of faculty thriv-
ing and sticking around for a long time.  
Richmond recently created the position of 
assistant dean of diversity, thriving and inclu-
sion, who will focus on both faculty and 
students. “We live better in communities,”  
he says. 

Richmond’s broader attempt to improve  
faculty diversity and the diversity of candidate 
searches involves a strong role for the dean, 
who will check to make sure the applicant pool 
and the candidates brought to campus are 
diverse, Rankine says. Departments must sub-
mit a slate of acceptable finalists to the dean, a 
paradigm shift from years past when a depart-
ment would have total domain over a search. 
Departments are encouraged to look to vari-
ous pipelines for a diverse pool of scholars,  
such as national organizations for black 
chemists or the Mellon Mays Undergraduate  
Fellows Program, which identifies under- 
represented minority undergraduates with an 
interest in the humanities and encourages 
them to pursue Ph.D.s and a career in the  
professoriate. (Rankine, a classicist who is 

black, was a Mellon Mays fellow at Brooklyn 
College and is one of 835 fellows to earn 
Ph.D.s since the program began in 1988.)

The University of California, Riverside, also 
has had success with cluster hiring. There, 
cluster hiring (as well as additional training 
and support for search committees) helped 
the university develop a more diverse faculty. 
For example, Riverside was able to increase  
its faculty from Native American backgrounds, 
in part with an indigenous studies cluster. 

At Riverside, two recent hiring cycles 
included 35 new underrepresented minority 
faculty members, approximately 22 per-
cent of all new hires. That percentage has 
historically been 13 percent. At Riverside,  
45 percent of undergraduates are from an under- 
represented background. 

However, Riverside had to overcome initial 
challenges with cluster hiring. Some faculty 
were concerned it would supplant traditional 
departmental hiring and that the university 
was opaque in how it chose its clusters. 
Professors in surveys expressed a need 
for “far more rigorous articulation between 
cluster hiring and the departments in which 
cluster faculty are placed.” They also called for  
cluster hiring that builds on existing strengths 
and a lead role for departments in conducting 
cluster searches. Moving forward, the uni-
versity said it was dedicated to making the 
process more transparent and collaborative. 

Not all cluster efforts need to be so ambi-
tious to make a difference. Boston College, 
for example, used a smaller cluster initiative 
to hire four African American faculty mem-
bers with one funded proposal. The four 
new faculty members—two in English, one in 
arts and art history, and one in theology—all 
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have joint appointments in African and  
African diaspora studies.

Open Searches 
The University of California System has taken 
an active role in trying to get its tenured and 
tenure-track faculty to better match the broad 
and deep diversity of its student population. 
While students from underrepresented groups 
make up 28.7 percent of UC undergraduates, 
faculty from those groups make up 10 per-
cent of the tenure-track professors. Women 
account for 53 percent of undergraduates and 
33 percent of tenure-track faculty. 

The system last fall announced it would spend 
$7 million a year on current programs and new 
initiatives intended to diversify the faculty and 
strengthen its graduate school pipeline. 

One new program at UC Davis will attempt 
to add professors from diverse backgrounds 
through open searches, which do not specify 
a specialization within a discipline but rather 
look for candidates’ experience and poten-
tial for work with diversity and inclusion. The 

pilot program, which is done with support 
from college deans, will be for eight searches. 
The university will conduct 45 searches at  
the same time in its usual way. 

“Ultimately we want the student body to reflect 
California and the faculty body to reflect the 
California body as well,” says Philip H. Kass, 
vice provost for academic affairs at Davis. 

Davis is close to becoming a federally desig-
nated Hispanic-serving institution, meaning 
one-quarter of its domestic, full-time stu-
dents are Hispanic, while the university’s 
faculty is currently just 9 percent from under- 
represented minority groups.

Davis is piloting its open searches after 
visiting Michigan, which has had suc-
cess with open searches, especially with 
hires of women as faculty. State laws ban  
affirmative action in public hiring in both 
California and Michigan. 

Rather than being run by a department, the 
eight open searches at Davis will be con-
ducted by a college or school. The Colleges 
of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences, 

““Ultimately we want the student body to reflect California 
and the faculty body to reflect the California body as well.”

Philip H. Kass
Vice Provost for Academic Affairs 

University of California, Davis
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Biological Sciences, and Engineering; the 
Graduate School of Management; and the 
Schools of Education, Law, Medicine and 
Veterinary Medicine all are participating  
in the pilot. 

Committee members will include faculty 
members who are nominated by their deans, 
as well as university administrators involved 
in writing the grant to fund the searches. 
Kass will participate in three of the searches. 
In addition to the mandatory training all fac-
ulty serving on a search committees receive, 
which covers implicit bias, use of diversity 
statements and proper practices, the open-
search committees will receive additional 
training specific to their task. “These are  
unusual searches,” Kass says. 

Rather than looking first for a specialty in a 
discipline, these searches will cast a net for 
candidates who have demonstrated a commit-
ment to diversity, equity and inclusion among 
black, Latino, Chicano and Native American 
students and communities. They will be con-
sidering potential, too, in the areas of teaching, 
research and service. Search committees will 
look closely at candidates’ statements of con-
tributions to diversity, which demonstrate an 
applicant’s commitment to that work and are 
required for faculty applicants across the UC 
System. Each committee will decide how to 
evaluate them. 

Since the program was made public, Kass 
says, some of the reaction has been nega-
tive. For example, commenters argued that 
the open searches would lower academic 
standards. The underlying belief of those 
complaints is that diversity and excellence 
are not possible together, Kass says. But he 
says that assumption is wrong. He expects 

the openings, which come with added ben-
efits such as extra supports and additional 
money to hire their own students, will attract 
excellent candidates. “There will be no com-
promise in our standards of excellence,” 
Kass says, adding that academic quality is  
“not declining one iota.”

Diversity Statements
Statements of commitment to diversity, 
required by Davis and all UC campuses, are 
getting more attention across academia 
as more institutions require them as part 
of a candidate’s application packet. In the 
statements, candidates describe their contri-
butions to diversity, equity and inclusion, as 
well as their planned contributions. 

Diversity statements have attracted criticism 
as well as praise. A former Harvard University 
medical dean said they impinge on academic 
freedom. Supporters say they are one piece 
of a multipart application and give weight to 
work in equity and inclusion while also signal-
ing to potential candidates that an institution 
has a serious commitment to equity and 
diversity for both students and faculty.

That signal may also work in reverse for 
institutions that choose not to use them. 
As more systems and colleges adopt the 
statements, it could also convey a shallower 
approach to tackling the issue of increasing 
diversity for those that don’t. A document 
from the University of California, Los Angeles, 
explains: “as peer institutions increasingly 
adopt these practices, failing to ask for an 
EDI statement may signal tepid commitment 
to these values, which could put UCLA at  
a competitive disadvantage.”
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In a paper examining the content of diver-
sity statements, Chavous and colleagues at 
Michigan found explanations of teaching and 
research, service, mentorship, skill building, 
and personal background experience as well 
as candidates’ values and understanding of 
diversity and inclusion. 

However a college or university chooses to 
examine its faculty hiring processes and 
then alter them to be more inclusive, the 
work is critical to the long-term health of 
the institution. Without attention, training 
and an examination of individual biases, it 
is unlikely the current trend of small gains 
in faculty diversity will result in the change  
colleges want. 

“We may be missing a whole bunch of  
people with extraordinary potential,” Kerry  
Ann Rockquemore says. � ■
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Conclusion

Diversity in higher education’s ranks does not 
happen by accident or on its own. A college 
needs to be intentional to improve the racial 
and ethnic diversity (and in some cases, the 
gender diversity) of its graduate programs, 
academic departments and professoriate  
as a whole. 

That requires work on the institutional and 
individual level—from becoming familiar with 
research on diversity in admissions, hiring and 
retention to taking a closer look at the diversity 
in various faculty ranks to see whether most 
professors from underrepresented groups 
work at the lower levels. It takes a willingness 
to look at one’s own unconscious biases and 
to examine hiring and admissions processes 
to spot barriers for scholars from under- 
represented backgrounds.

There is no easy fix. At the same time, many 
people, institutions and organizations have 
been working for years on improving diversity 
in higher education, often sharing their mod-
els and data with others who are looking to 

make real changes in the makeup of doctoral 
programs and in the hiring and retention of 
faculty members.  

Different programs are tackling the com-
ponents of the pipeline, from identifying 
promising students and helping them prepare 
for and get into graduate school to supporting 
current doctoral students and changing the 
ways departments conduct faculty searches. 
Many successful programs are expensive, 
but universities don’t have to be wealthy 
to make a real difference in their diversity. 
Partnerships between institutions are a way to 
leverage resources, as are looking for creative 
ways to open up existing searches, such as 
using peer education from faculty members 
who are members of the majority or tapping 
new online databases of underrepresented- 
minority scholars.   

One feature many of the most success-
ful programs have in common is creating a 
sense of community for scholars from under- 
represented groups. Campus cohorts, national  
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networks of scholars who meet to support one 
another throughout their careers and groups  
of mentors all keep scholars in the pipeline 
and help them thrive once they are in a faculty 
job.    

Linking diversity to excellence is another key. 
By highlighting and rewarding diverse schol-
arship and creating opportunities for students 
to become cutting-edge scholars in their 
fields, colleges can help scholars from under- 
represented groups be seen first for their 
research and teaching excellence. 

Taking on the challenge of faculty diversity in 
a serious way will mean having uncomfort-
able, difficult conversations. People may be 
defensive or resistant. But approaching it in 
a friendly but firm way backed by research 
and institutional mission can help create new 
pathways for underrepresented-minority fac-
ulty and graduate students. 

These efforts take time. And a sense of 
urgency is needed, because the profes-
soriate’s diversity continues to lag behind 
students and the general population. � ■
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