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Why Race? 
Laying the Groundwork focuses specifically on race. Its rationale for doing so reflects 
demographic, economic and justice imperatives: the growing racial and ethnic diversity of the 
U.S.; the resultant need to close gaps in educational access and completion to support the 
country’s economic future; and the requirement to address structural inequality and 
institutionalized racism to create a just system. It is also premised on the fact that 
socioeconomic class and income alone do not fully account for inequalities experienced by 
racially minoritized students1 including Black, Latinx, Native American, and Pacific Islander 
students. As a result, to truly create and embed equity at colleges, there must be a focus on 
creating and supporting racial equity. 
 
A crucial distinction is also made between “diversity” and “equity,” as shown in Figure 1 on 
the following page. When colleges focus solely on bring more diverse students into an 
educational pathway which is unequal due to existing bias and systemic racism, too many of 
those students are placed on a predictable course toward failure. Equity redirects resources to 
those pathways with greatest needs to fix barriers and provide intentional support.  
 
It is noted that equity work requires practitioners to consider how race and racism manifest in 
actions at a personal level, perpetuating the cycle of racial injustice. Definitions and examples 
are included of racial microaggressions - brief and commonplace verbal, behavioral, and 
environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 
derogatory, or negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group. Implicit bias is 
also defined in this resource as 
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Why Equity -Mindedness?  
Developing equity-mindedness requires shifting beyond “diversity-mindedness” (focusing on a 
demographically diverse student body) and “deficit-mindedness” (explaining inequities in 
terms of what racially minoritized students lack). Equity-mindedness reflects an awareness of 
the sociohistorical context of exclusionary practices in higher education, the effect of power 
asymmetries on opportunities and outcomes for racially minoritized students, and frames racial 
inequity as a dysfunction of higher education’s policies and practices.  

Figure 1: The Racial Equity Imperative 
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Not only have these colleges worked hard to fundamentally reform internal structures and 
operations to align education and supports for students with their success goals, but they have 
also actively positioned themselves as part of a broader ecosystem of institutions acting in 
concert to transform students’ lives. This was done by thinking big-picture about the needs of 
their communities and regions and then building partnerships to create seamless pathways 
from high school to community college and on to a four-year degree and a career. 
 

�x By partnering deeply with local school districts to build college aspirations and improve 
curricular alignment, Santa Barbara City College helped ensure that far more 
students—especially among the region’s growing population 

�x
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celebrating wins to build success upon success; and continuing to evaluate success and 
revise goals and strategies accordingly. 
 

IV. Online Learning 
The COVID-19 crisis has exacerbated already existing socio-economic challenges among low-
income students and students of color, leading to alarming decreases in enrollment and 
financial aid applications, and increases in dropouts among those already in college.5 The 
switch to online learning has been particularly challenging for these students.  
 
Specific issues that impact online learning include lack of bandwidth and/or equipment; 
unstable housing or homelessness; lack of technological skills and digital literacy; language and 
cultural barriers; time zones; and the need for personalized accommodation and support to 
achieve academically during rapid transitions online due to pandemic onset. Other vulnerability 
factors accentuated included: physical and/or learning disabilities; sickness or stress due to 
pandemic; caregiving duties; socio-economic and immigration status; and students’ race or 
ethnicity, gender, culture and religion. 
 
The article “Online Learning during COVID-19: 8 Ways Universities Can Improve Equity and 
Access,” published on “The Conversation” website (theconversation.com), recounts how an 
international collaborative research group sought to better understand how universities 
planned to ensure all students would have access to online learning and would be able to 
participate as courses moved online. By analyzing publicly shared resources from 78 
educational centers in 23 countries about how instruction could transform and address 
educational equity in online learning. They identified emerging best practices but also heard 
that universities have a distance to go in understanding how to address racism online.  
 
Recent current events catalyzed protests and calls for systemic change and made addressing 
system racism a priority, and universities asked to produce guidelines and recommendations to 
address systemic racism online as quickly as possible—but creating effective measures that 
result in positive change requires careful consideration and answering many unanswered, 
difficult questions. 
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2. Choose adequate digital technologies: Use university and institutional IT department-
supported digital technologies; use digital technologies available for students in 
different time zones and international contexts; choose tools that include accessibility 
features, such as text-to-speech, high-contrast themes, enlarged cursors, closed-
captioning, keyboard shortcuts and alternative text. 

3. Record lectures, and caption videos and audio content: Ensure the asynchronous 
availability of lectures; facilitate the accessibility of these lectures or any other video or 
audio content through captioning. 

4. Adopt inclusive culturally responsive teaching: Instill equity as a value in designing 
learning experiences; avoid one-size-fits-all instructional designs; be aware of the risks 
of a “color blind” approach as claiming not to see race may mean ignoring racism or 
discrimination; explicitly value all students’ experiences; design courses to activate 
students’ cultural capital; make sure that all students are seen, heard, respected and 
valued for who they are. 

5. Adopt a flexible approach to student participation: Prepare for flexible timing for 
student assessment; discontinue traditional three-hour lectures; opt for asynchronous 
activities; give priority to project-based assignments in order to promote asynchronous 
participation; provide additional time for completing exams and other evaluations when 
necessary. 

6. Ensure financial support and equipment: Facilitate students’ access to financial aid 
and technological equipment, or provide this when possible during the pandemic to 
students facing financial constraints, no questions asked. 

7. Understand student needs: Host panels with student organizations, identity-based 
equity centers, LGBTQ resource centers and multicultural centers, and other student-
led groups where student panelists talk about their new reality and what they want 
faculty to know; administer ongoing surveys to monitor students’ situations; pause and 
ask students about their needs, their expectations and how things are going with them 
— because they know best about their own situation. 

8. Address systemic racism: Staff noted that there is more work to be done to effectively 
develop resource centers charged with supporting faculty in providing quality learning 
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normativity. They note that diversity initiatives that have failed to educate about the reality and 
prevalence of White dominance and supremacy on campuses, focusing on merely changing 
individuals rather than dismantling structural inequalities that perpetuate systemic racism, lead 
to engaging difficulties from a deficit mindset. This removes blame of academic failure from 
the education system and places it on the individual and/or subgroup.  
 
Deficit thinking is represented by educators labeling students as at-risk, underprepared and of 
low socioeconomic status, and White administrators using “a lack of qualified candidates” as a 
euphemism allowing them to ignore the need for diversity and thus to discriminate in hiring. 
This continues to have a detrimental effect on a developmental path for leaders of color in 
higher education
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