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Historical Approaches to Diversity 
in Higher Education

Focus on access

“Hostile Climate” Model

Cultural deficit approach

Primarily for minority students

Focus on cultural adjustment & support



Typical Diversity Programs, Historically

Cultural centers

Summer Bridge programs and           

Freshman Orientation 

Support of student organizations

Mini-University Services approach -
recruitment, financial aid, tutoring,  
advising, residence life, etc. specifically for   
minority students



Trends Impacting Student Views 
of Diversity

Shifting demographics

Persistence of “isms”

Influence of popular media/audience expectations

Support of broadly defined diversity by industry

Challenges to affirmative action

Shifting generational perspectives



Changes in U.S. Census Data

1990:  8 race categories
2000:  34 race categories 

(US Census Bureau)



Changes in enrollment of students, 
ages 18-24 between 1991-2001

African-American � 36.9% 
Asian-American � 53.7% 
Latino � 75%
Native American � 35.0% 
Caucasian � 4.6% 

American Council on Education (2005) 

“Minorities in Higher Education: Twenty-First Annua l Status Report”



New Categories of Students

Millennial Study Finding: 10.2% of students 
identified as bi- or multi-racial.  That’s the 3rd 
highest identification group after Caucasian and 
Latino.  
ACE 2005 Report:   A new category of students 
whose race or ethnicity is unknown accounted for 
5.5% of all degrees conferred during 2003-4. 
National trend of Caucasian students declining to 
disclose (Smith, Moreno, Clayton-Pedersen, 
Parker & Hiroyuki Teraguchi, 2005).



Fortune 500 Companies Focus on Diversity
General Motors' Policy on 

Diversity (Editor's Note: The following is borrowed from 
General Motors' website, pertaining to the corporation's policy on 
diversity) 

Throughout GM, the Diversity Initiative is defined as the process 
of creating and maintaining an environment that naturally 
enables GM employees, dealers, suppliers and 
communities to fully contribute in pursuit of total customer 
enthusiasm. GM believes that diversity is the collective 
mixture of similarities and differences, and recogn izes 
that managing diversity includes race and gender as  
well as broader dimensions like age, family status,  
religion, sexual orientation, level of education, 
physical abilities, military status, union 
represented/non-represented, years of service, 
language and many others. 

Workplace Diversity 
GM's greatest asset is the quality and capabilities of its diverse 

workforce. Managing diversity allows GM to reach the full 
potential of its employees and contribute to theirs and the 
company's success. GM seeks to create an environment 
that optimizes the contributions of this workforce, and 
recognizes that it is essential for that workforce to reflect 
both the marketplace and its customers. Diversity in the 
workplace and in GM's business relationships help 
enhance its effectiveness in the global marketplace. 

Diversity Training. 
Moving towards company-wide diversity training, a number of GM 

units within the U.S. have required training in their 
divisions. New salaried employees attend an orientation 
that includes a diversity segment taught by diversity 
professionals. All hourly and salaried employees have had 
sexual harassment training, and diversity training is 
scheduled for hourly employees throughout 2000. In 1999, 
GM added a narrative piece in the Talent Review Process 
regarding development of employees. All managers are 
expected to meet or exceed their diversity goals set 
through the Affirmative Action Program and initiatives and 
efforts. Executive representation goals have been set for 
each GM Sector and performance and targets are 
expected to be fully satisfied. Additional information on GM 
diversity management and related initiatives can be found 
at www.gm.com .
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ExxonMobil’s-
Why Focus on Diversity?

Because it is the right thing to do for 
our:
Business...Achieving peak performance 
from all of our operational, technological and 
financial resources depends on realizing the 
full potential from all of our human resources. 

People...Employees are naturally more 
productive working in an environment that 
encourages a wide range of ideas and 
perspectives — an environment where 
opportunities to grow and excel apply to 
everyone. 

Communities...Neighbors, whether 
corporate or families, care for each other. We 
seek to assist and support those communities 
where we live and work.

8�����
���������
���������
��
�	�����

...recognizes that 
managing diversity 
includes race and 
gender as well as 

broader dimensions like 
age, family status, 

religion, sexual 
orientation, level of 
education, physical 

abilities, military status, 
union represented/non-
represented, years of 
service, language and 

many others.



From the issue dated October 19, 2007
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v54/i08/08a00101.htm

5 More States May Curtail Affirmative Action
Ballot measures pushed by Ward Connerly are likely to win passage

From the issue dated January 23, 2007  
http://chronicle.com/daily/2007/01/2007012301n.htm

Advocates for Black Students Worry That Foes of Affirmative 
Action Have Found New Avenue of Attack

Demands for strict accounting on diversity spending

From the issue dated March 19, 2004
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v50/i28/28a01701.htm

Not Just for Minority Students Anymore
Fearing charges of discrimination, colleges open minority scholarships 
and programs to students of all races



Why is Diversity Important?
A diverse university community breaks patterns of segregation 
and stratification  (Gurin, 2005)

Increased critical thinking skills and better preparation for our 
pluralistic, democratic society (Andersen & Hill Collins, 2004)

Intergroup relations and understanding improved (Hu & Kuh, 
2003)

Correlations with openness to diversity (Whitt, Edison, 
Pascarella, Terenzini & Nora, 2001)

Perceptions of nondiscriminatory racial environment at 
institution
Participation in racial or cultural awareness workshop 
Diverse student acquaintances 
Conversations with other students in which different ways of 
thinking and understanding were emphasized 



Conceptual Framework
Identities socially constructed, multi-faceted, 
shaped by privilege and power (Torres, Howard-
Hamilton & Cooper, 2003)
Aspiring ally identity development (Edwards, 
2006)
Postmodernism (Bloland, 1995), critical 
postmoderism (Tierney, 1993), meritocracy (Trow, 
1992), divisive view of diversity (Afshar-Mohajer 
& Sung, 2002)



The Millennial Project Research Questions

What are Millennial Students’ perceptions and 
attitudes with regard to diversity?

How do the perceptions and attitudes of the 
Millennial Student compare across traditional 
measures of diversity – race/ethnicity, gender, class, 
ability, and religion?

What elements do Millennial Students ascribe to 
diversity?



Methods
Online Survey, 2 Focus Groups, Documentary

Sampling Strategy
Over-sampled students of color (100% of known ethnic 

minority students), 50% random sample of Caucasian 
students

Contacted 15,000 full-time, classified undergraduates enrolled 
in spring 2008

Response Rate Survey:  N = 1,503 (10%)
63.7% Caucasian, 21.9% Known Ethnic Minorities,
10.2% Multi-Ethnic, 4.2% Unknown or Not Reported

Limitations:  small sample, self-selection, politically-charged 
topic



Sample Characteristics

Percentages of Gender/Ethnic Groups
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Sample Characteristics
61.3% Female
88.7% English First Language
11.4% with Disabilities
7.8% LGBTQ
30.7%  Parental Education below      
Four-year Degree
11.8% First Generation (Neither   
Parent Attended College)
53.6% with Family Income over $75,000



In terms of race/ethnicity, I identify as:
“African-American”
“Human”
“Tan”
“Native American/Egyptian”
“Euro-mutt with a dash of Native American”
“Half Egyptian, quarter Scottish, 
eighth French, eighth English”
“Jamexican-American”



The Video:  Students Speak About Diversity

(Photos McGill, Ousley, 2006)



Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM)

Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Continuum

Conservative LowHigh

ProgressiveLow High



Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Reliability

• A coefficient alpha of .68 for all ranked items
• A coefficient alpha of .72 for the Progressive and  

Conservative Scales
• A coefficient alpha of .75 for the Support for 

Resources and Support for Affirmative Action Scales
• These coefficients demonstrated the instrument’s 

substantial item reliability, although tests for  
normality showed that the scales were not normally  
distributed and do not meet the assumptions of 
performing parametric tests. Instead, nonparametric  
tests were used in the analyses.   



Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Scales 

Progressive: equity, access, and support for diverse groups. 
Higher scores on this scale represent a stronger orientation 
toward a social justice mindset and recognition of inequity 
in existing social structures.

Conservative: meritocracy, diversity as conflict, and 
diversity as a non-issue. Higher scores on this scale 
represent a tendency to support existing social structures and 
a color-blind approach to resource distribution.



Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Graphs

Progressive Scale
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Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Graphs

Conservative Scale
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Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Graphs

Support for Resources
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Dynamic Diversity Paradigm Model 
(DDPM): Graphs

Pro Affirmative Action
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Implications for Higher Education
Social justice-oriented students:  (such as our group of 
female students of color, as well as the male students of 
color to a lesser extent), are beyond the need for 
programming focused on educating students about social 
justice. 

Diversity programming intended for these groups would 
be most effective if it were focused on action and 
advocacy. These students would be well-served by 
opportunities to see social justice in action, as well as 
opportunities to support such initiatives.



Implications for Higher Education

Merit-focused students:  (such as our group of White 
male students) expect that, given two equal students in a 
college admissions scenario, the “diverse” student would 
be chosen simply on the basis of their diverse 
characteristic(s), not because that student was denied 
access to a high-quality precollege experience and had to 
work harder to get to college. 
Programming intended for merit-focused students would 
be most effective if it emphasized gaining a shift in 
perspective from self-centered to “society-centered.”



Implications for Higher Education

Students with No Strong Opinion:  (such as the White 
females in this study) open to diversity, but not 
sufficiently well-versed about the issues to be able to 
embrace a strong opinion one way or the other. 
Diversity programming intended for these students would 
be most effective if it moved beyond feel-good 
messaging about diversity and focused instead on 
providing students with real, concrete examples of 
oppression and social stratification and their effects on 
people’s lives.



Implications for Higher Education
Students with Mixed Opinions:  (such as our male students 
of color) generally social justice-oriented but struggle with 
issues of merit. These students may recognize the need to 
improve equity in resource distribution, but may also 
consider diversity initiatives to be demeaning to students of 
color. 
Diversity programming would be most effective if it 
focused on messaging that reassures students that diversity 
and support do not equate to taking handouts, nor do they 
imply that students of color are less capable than their 
White counterparts. As well, this programming can provide 
students with arguments against such sentiments when they 
are expressed by others.



Implications for Higher Education

In a continual climate of socio-educational change, leaders in higher 
education charge their academic communities with going beyond the 
traditional programs and curriculum to break down borderlines, with the 
goal of mitigating unconscious biases. 
Social justice education that begins with the knowledge that students are 
varied in their awareness and acceptance of social justice issues related to 
diversity is an essential component of students’ sociocultural 
development in a global academic community. 
The research and its findings provide educational leaders at a 
Predominantly White Institution in the Southwest with an understanding 
of students’ perspectives, informing them of how to better interact with 
and prepare their students to succeed in a multicultural world.



Contact Information:

Melissa Ousley, Ph.D., Research Analyst, 
Multicultural Affairs and Student Success
(520) 626-2885, mousley@email.arizona.edu

Deborah Levine-Donnerstein, Ph.D., Senior Lecturer, 
Educational Psychology

Jessie Antonellis, Graduate Assistant, 
jcantone@email.arizona.edu

http://mass.arizona.edu/millennial/


