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Abstract 

Black Lives Matter in Higher Education:  

Empowering Student-Scholar Voices  

Cynthia Tobar 

 

My study documents the formation and impact of the student-led movement of Black 

Lives Matter in Higher Education (BLMHE) that is housed within Teachers College Higher and 

Postsecondary Education Program (HPSE). This group consists of HPSE students and faculty 

that have come together to analyze the effects of systemic societal forces on members of the 

HPSE community and their broader effects on higher education. BLMHE has since come 

together to show solidarity and support for students of color at TC through demonstrating their 

general commitment to social justice in the form of an educational seminar program. This study, 

which relies on oral history interviews with BLMHE’s three student co-founders, examines the 

formation and impact of BLMHE, how they analyze the effects of systemic societal forces on 

members of their community, and their broader effects on higher education. I am interested in 

learning to what extent BLMHE plays a role in increasing equitable spaces for Black students 

who identify as scholars on campus because I want to find out how this form of student activism 

empowers students as agents for change against systemic racism within higher education. This 

will permit me to understand how this form of student advocacy compares to other forms of 

advocacy that seeks to address such inequality in higher education.  

This exploratory oral history study centers on three themes: student advocacy within the 

realms of equitable epistemological spaces, how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies 

and Black Lives Matter movements, and the role of Teachers College in supporting equitable 



   

   

epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education.  BLMHE applies an 

alternative mode of viable activism beyond rallies and protests. I am interested in exploring the 

effect that involvement in student-led groups such as BLMHE have on increasing equitable 

spaces for these students as critical scholars within higher education scholarship, as well as their 

impact on TC as an institution. This student group is challenging not just the inequities within 

institutional infrastructures of higher education, but the thought processes behind what frames 

higher education scholarship itself, and which types of academic spaces for this scholarship need 

to be created for people of color. Further, their work demonstrates the degree to which 

marginalized Black and Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) students are not content to sit on 

the sidelines.  

This study also goes in-depth in discussing how inclusive archiving that accompanies this 

research can actively support and empower communities in the collective documentation of their 

own histories. Study findings will portray how these student members of BLMHE perceived 

social inequities in higher education, along with their experiences and reflections on 

microaggressions, diversity and inclusion, have informed their forays with activism. Study 

findings indicate that in order for higher education to better support these students, it is critical to 

center them in the process of knowledge creation via educational seminars; this, in turn, can 

inform change in scholarship. This study concludes that inclusive epistemological spaces created 

by BLMHE challenge dominant views of power in higher education, validating BIPOC-centered 

methods and theories while providing resources for scholars of color to thrive in the academy. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

I. Overview of Topic 

 

[My] vision of activism was being out in the streets, and the picket signs, and taking over 

buildings, sit ins, that kind of stuff. And it wasn't until I started this where I was like, oh 

wait, activism is making sure people are informed...So you need to get in, infiltrate from 

the inside, and then outwardly express things... Like, not everyone is supposed to be on 

the front lines….so I identify with the background people...and showing people what it's 

like on an academic level...But like being able to sit down and have a conversation and 

be like, this is why they're doing this. Don't you feel like this is wrong? Let me educate 

you on what happened in Mizzou. Let me educate you on this. Let me educate you on that. 

Let's have a dialogue. Tell me why you feel this way. I feel like I'm on that side of 

activism...Yeah, I think that the dialogue part versus the protest part, both are necessary. 

(Charlen McNeill, 2018) 

In 2016 at Teachers College, Columbia University (TC), several students and faculty in 

the higher and postsecondary education program (HPSE) gathered to collectively create a year-

long series of discussions and events centered on how the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement 

intersects with higher education (HE). This soon morphed into a student-led group called Black 

Lives Matter in Higher Education (BLMHE). BLMHE co-founders (Kat Stephens, Brian Allen 

and Charlen McNeil), were all graduate students in the HPSE program when they were invited to 

meet with HPSE professors Noah Drezner and Corbin Campbell. They initiated the gathering in 

response to the recent deaths of Black youth, as well as the nationwide student protests at the 
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University of Missouri targeting institutional racism. Drezner and Campbell desired to 

brainstorm ways to provide a safe space for students where they could voice their frustrations 

and concerns as they coped with the fallout of these tragedies. BLMHE has since come together 

to show solidarity and support for students of color at TC through demonstrating their general 

commitment to social justice in the form of an educational seminar program.  

It became apparent to the founders that there was a need to create an organizing structure 

within BLMHE in order to provide a space for seminars to tackle issues of marginalization in 

higher education. The central role of higher education is to create knowledge. Culture is 

fundamental to knowledge. As such, knowledge that recognizes, reacts to, and advances cultural 

differences can be the starting ground towards offering equitable access to higher education for 

Black and Latinx groups. Culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson Billings, 2009) has gained 

widespread traction for recognizing the importance of including students' cultural references in 

all aspects of learning. But focusing on culturally responsive approaches to teaching is not 

enough if the structures of knowledge creation embraced by higher education research do not 

contain a sense of inclusivity for emerging scholars and students of color who do not see 

themselves adequately represented within the process of knowledge creation.  

The application of anti-oppressive knowledge creation could contribute to social justice 

and racial uplift in colleges and universities by increasing marginalized student representation in 

academia (Barnhardt, 2017). BLMHE effectively challenged the standardization of exclusion and 

the normalized mask of whiteness in higher education (Rogers, 2012), particularly within 

knowledge production by acknowledging power dynamics’ influence on knowledge creation and 

dissemination. BLMHE countered this with an egalitarian process which centers students and 

scholars of color who decide which topics get selected for their public seminars. This is in sharp 
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contrast to the exclusive process that takes place in academic publishing, which is determined by 

which scholars and practitioners in our field are represented on peer review boards, that decide 

which articles get included. This indicates the extent to which these placements have on 

knowledge dissemination, an imperative aspect that needs to be acknowledged within the field, 

particularly since these influence research trends in higher education (Parsons and Ward, 2001). 

This exploratory oral history study examined the formation and impact of the student-led 

movement of BLMHE, how the organization analyzed the effects of systemic societal forces on 

members of their community, and its broader effects on higher education. For this study, I am 

interested in learning in what ways BLMHE played a role in increasing equitable spaces for 

Black graduate students who identify as scholars on TC’s campus. Doing so allowed me to find 

out how this activism empowers students as agents of change against systemic racism within 

higher education. In addition, this study permited me to understand how BLMHE’s form of 

student advocacy compares to other forms of advocacy that seeks to address such inequality in 

higher education.  

My research centered on three themes: student advocacy within the realms of equitable 

epistemological spaces, how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies and Black Lives 

Matter movements, and the role of Teachers College in supporting equitable epistemological 

spaces that can combat racism in higher education. Oral history was utilized to capture and 

preserve the interview content from BLMHE’s three student co-founders and narrative research, 

interpretative theory and constructivism were utilized to further understand and interpret their 

oral history data generated from the interviews. This process included exploring the oral history 

narratives transcribed from interviews, then utilizing deductive codes to identify themes.  
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II. Problem Statement 

I was a student activist on campus and I envisioned that being protesting, 

demonstrations, creating demands list, reaching out to executive leadership. So that’s 

kind of the way that I viewed activism in terms of being very much in your face, calling 

out those types of things. I think throughout my graduate school experience and being a 

part of Black Lives Matter in higher education, that has changed. Or not necessarily has 

changed, but I’ve been introduced to more diverse ways of resisting and promoting 

justice and equity. (Brian Allen, 2018) 

Activism has emerged during these troubling times across college campuses in response 

to public avowals of exclusionary white nationalism in the United States. My project examined 

the formation and impact of the student-led movement BLMHE, and how the co-founders 

analyzed the effects of systemic societal forces on members of their community and higher 

education. I am interested in learning to what extent BLMHE played a role in increasing 

equitable spaces for Black graduate students who identify as scholars on campus because I 

wanted to find out how this form of student activism empowers students as agents for change 

against systemic racism within higher education. This permited me to understand how this form 

of student advocacy compares to other forms of advocacy that seeks to address such inequality in 

higher education.  

Black and Latinx students have historically faced systematic disenfranchisement through 

“racialized social systems” within higher education institutions (Bonilla-Silva, 1997, p. 90). The 

inherently hierarchical nature of higher education makes it a prime setting for such a system, 
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where college choice, admission, instruction, and policies are structured to reproduce white 

advantage (Acevedo-Gil, 2018; Bonilla-Silva, 1997). Wide gaps in academic preparation 

between Black/Latinx and white college applicants still persist. Issues pertaining to racial 

segregation within colleges, disparate access to resources, and a greater emphasis on testing 

remain unresolved. Marginalized student groups continue to face episodes of discrimination and 

microaggressions that can affect their success in college. As a result of this marginalization, 

students have typically sought to battle for institutional change through activism, with 

disenfranchised students often at the forefront of social movements that have challenged the 

status quo, such as the Civil Rights Movement and the Arab Spring (Kohstall, 2015; McAdam, 

1986). The modes for such student participation have spanned the range from extra-

parliamentary legal activism such as boycotts to illegal forms of activism exemplified by civil 

disobedience (Hope et al, 2016). That said, is there another alternative mode that exists outside 

of this bifurcation of activism (legal vs illegal), a mode born from marginalized Black and Latinx 

student involvement?  

Traditional forms of political participation and associated activities, such as contacting 

elected officials, have most commonly been associated with “increased levels of civic 

knowledge, political skills, as well as positive civic and political attitudes” among marginalized 

BIPOC students (Hope et al., 2016, p. 203). Other nontraditional forms of political activism such 

as arts-based creative activities have received plenty of attention from scholars specializing in 

civic engagement amongst student-led social movements.  

Situationally, colleges and universities have been known for being spaces that foster 

political dissent and debate. Yet despite higher education’s values of academic freedom and free 

speech, these institutions have also been criticized for perpetuating patterns of inequality, not 
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only within existing institutional frameworks of socioeconomic access, but within the 

frameworks of epistemology, curriculum and pedagogy (Castillo-Montoya & Torres-Guzmán, 

2012; Palmer, 2009; Rhoads, 2009; Titus, 2006). Past higher education research has focused on 

the role of advocacy within the classroom incorporating more inclusive forms of culturally 

relevant pedagogy (Cook-Sather, 2016). Some social science scholars have extensively 

documented student movements that worked to challenge the status quo in universities through 

grassroots leadership (Hope et al, 2016; Rhoads, 2009).  

Additionally, others have studied how student participation, as a learning objective, aims 

to increase a student’s level of civic education and self-advocacy to the benefit of students and 

society at large (i.e., voting) (Pascarella, 1991). However, I am interested in exploring the effect 

that involvement in student-led groups such as BLMHE have on increasing equitable spaces for 

these students as critical scholars within higher education scholarship. More specifically, I focus 

on these students’ critical thinking, as well as the impact of BLMHE on TC as an institution. The 

organization is challenging not just the inequities within institutional infrastructures of higher 

education, but the thought processes behind what frames higher education scholarship itself, and 

which types of academic spaces for this scholarship need to be created for people of color. 

III. Rationale/Purpose of Study 

I know there have been moments where I felt like I’ve had to be more of a – it’s more of 

like a model minority in a way of, well, you have to represent yourself well. You have to 

represent women well. You have to represent black women well. You have to represent 

immigrant people well. (Kat Stephens, 2018) 
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The purpose of this study is to conduct a thematic coding and data analysis of an 

exploratory oral history of BLMHE at TC, the site for this study. My data analysis was informed 

by the following research questions: 

1. In what ways does BLMHE increase space for Black graduate students involved in 

challenging institutional racism within higher education at a predominantly white 

institution (PWI) such as TC? 

2. In what way is BLMHE distinctive from other movements such as BLM and the Black 

Studies Movement? 

3. In what way does TC nurture the creation of these spaces for these students? 

The first question investigates what student-centered social justice relevant work BLMHE is able 

to accomplish without institutional support. This work consists of providing epistemological 

spaces for emerging scholars of color in the field of higher education, in the form of educational 

seminars, which consisted of topics that the students wanted to examine at depth, with 

speakers/lecturers that were also selected by the students. The second question explored if 

BLMHE is distinctive to TC, which would permit me to identify the implications for this study 

and how/if they are relevant to other BLM movements. Specifically, I focused on the role of the 

Black Studies movement from the mid-1960s to the early 1970s, which was an important 

predecessor to the BLM as well as the subsequent BLMHE group. The third question examines 

TC’s role, if any, in supporting this student group’s aims towards challenging institutional racism 

within higher education. In addition to referring to secondary literature in higher education 

scholarship, I drew from oral history narratives from three BLMHE student cofounders, as 

primary sources, to further understand and interpret BLMHE’s current history and impact. 

Additionally, I created an oral history website to center the voices of students of color. Part of 
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the impetus here is to think about the ways that BLMHE can be seen as a campus movement to 

reconstruct academic institutions, not just as a protest movement on the streets—featuring 

Teachers College as a case study. 

An increased sense of reflective awareness to knowledge creation requires coming to 

terms with how the existing structure of knowledge creation in academia holds sway over whose 

perspectives are held in high esteem, and whose perspectives are overlooked. Such awareness 

can help the field of higher education recalibrate itself by creating spaces that locate anti-

oppressive research within critical and difference-centered perspectives. It can facilitate 

challenging and thoughtful discussions that include the critique of epistemological assumptions 

within dominant theories in knowledge creation. Acknowledging the validity of less 

conventional research methods—such as narrative-based qualitative studies that stem from 

Indigenous and BIPOC-centered perspectives and participatory action research—can engage 

researchers in the development of more inclusive, as well as trustworthy, approaches towards 

knowledge creation in the field.  

There are vibrant examples of anti-oppression research already underway in the field, 

with the next generation of higher education practitioners and scholars blazing the trail in 

challenging dominant oppressive research practices. Milagros Montoya-Castillo and Mariá 

Torres-Guzmán (2012), for instance, consider theories and methods borne from marginalized 

perspectives and examine how space can be expanded to include these voices in higher education 

research. In centering Latinx theories and methods, such as Chicana Epistemology Framework, 

testimonios and lucha, in narrative-based qualitative research, Castillo-Montoya and Torres-

Guzmán validate these alternative methods and theories as funds of knowledge, and in doing so 
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provide them as a resource for scholars of color, actively encouraging them to thrive in the 

academy.  

Beyond epistemologies, there is also a need to see scholarship that adds to the discourse 

regarding how marginalized students are truly experiencing academia using methods that call out 

researcher bias in higher education research. Denise Dortch and Chirag Patel (2017) fill this gap 

by using a critical phenomenological hermeneutic method to study the impact microaggressions 

have on black female graduate students' sense of belonging in science, technology, engineering 

and math (STEM) programs at PWIs. Using this approach allowed Dortch and Patel to document 

microaggressions taking place, and analyze their subjects’ lived experience with these 

microaggressions. This decision in research design aligned with Dortch’s self-proclaimed 

identity as a critical phenomenological-hermeneutic-qualitative researcher who wishes to 

understand the day-to-day experience of these students. Dortch reports that many experience fear 

and acts of microaggression, self-imposed & structural isolation (particularly after doctoral 

candidacy and prior to completing their dissertation) and tokenism (Dortch, 2019). According to 

her observations, this is perpetuated in episodes such as faculty stealing student work or students 

developing health problems while in graduate school. This analysis indicates an increasing 

reflective awareness being applied in knowledge creation by the researcher while maintaining a 

vital connectivity to research participants. As a result, Dortch and Patel’s research design 

permitted her to illuminate her participant student voices to effectively highlight existing race 

and power dynamics in higher education. Similarly, to Montoya-Castillo and Torres-Guzmán, 

Dortch and Patel also make space throughout their research for these students by helping them 

realize that they do have agency. These scholars demonstrate what can surface when there is a 

conscious application of critical frameworks that critique methodological privileging of 
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objectivity in higher education research. In doing so, they provide us with alternatives for 

theoretical foundations, research design, and innovative qualitative data collection 

methodologies which are conducted alongside marginalized students.  

My research expands the frame of student-led social movement scholarship to facilitate 

new connections in the humanities and related social sciences. My hope is that this research will 

shed light on the experiences of college students as they transition and adapt in their academic 

journeys, provide a platform for documenting these student activist narratives, and advance 

cultural as well as social scholarship in this area. William Bowen, Martin Kurzweil and Eugene 

Tobin (2005) maintain that higher education’s mission is to nurture the next generation’s pursuit 

of civic engagement for the advancement of democracy and the public good. But standing 

alongside this mission is the American ideal of providing an equal opportunity to higher 

education for all. Providing equal opportunities for everyone means providing an educational 

experience that represents a diversity of backgrounds and histories. Higher education institutions 

however, must create spaces for the diversity of incoming students, particularly marginalized 

BIPOC students who are at higher risk of experiencing challenges that impact their acclimation 

and persistence in college. This will resonate with BIPOC students who may aspire to pursue 

study at the doctoral level beyond four-year degree programs outside of TC. The struggles TC 

Black graduate students are facing may echo their own struggles. 

My main critique of higher education scholarship is that it has primarily focused on 

cultural capital and its role in the reproduction of class and race inequality, without centralizing 

or acknowledging the role that race plays in education or society itself (Ladson-Billings, 2009; 

Yosso & Solórzano, 2002). Counter-storytelling can reveal new knowledge sources and better 

inform the public about the personal experiences of marginalized students in college. Further, 
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counter-storytelling can teach researchers that by “combining elements from both the story and 

the current reality, one can construct another world that is richer than either the story or the 

reality alone” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 36). Applying this subset of critical race theory 

(CRT), an analytical framework that centralizes race in making sense of societal inequalities 

(Ladson-Billings, 2009), can be used as a strategy of empowerment to provide ways to center 

outsider knowledges, criticizing the assumption that students of color arrive at college with 

cultural deficiencies. Doing so amplifies the tenet of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005), 

which is an effective way to rebuild knowledge that has previously been diminished of cultural 

worth in previous scholarship. 

Oral history, as the methodology for this study, explores different ways of presenting 

history and challenges the authority of traditional written accounts, which have perpetuated  

race and class-related power struggles. Oral history also closely aligns with counter-storytelling, 

as it amplifies and includes marginalized participants, making it a viable, inclusive qualitative 

approach for exploring the challenges low-income and working-class students from various 

backgrounds face. In this way, they become tools with which to challenge marginalization, using 

a social justice lens to more effectively examine issues of inequity within higher education. 

BLMHE applies an alternative mode of viable activism beyond rallies and protests. 

Further, their work demonstrates the degree to which marginalized BIPOC students are not 

content to sit on the sidelines. For higher education to better support these students, it is critical 

to center them in the process of knowledge creation via educational seminars; this, in turn, can 

inform change in scholarship. These inclusive epistemological spaces challenge dominant views 

of power in higher education (Parsons & Ward, 2001), validating BIPOC-centered methods and 

theories while providing resources for scholars of color to thrive in the academy (Castillo-
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Montoya & Torres-Guzmán, 2012). Further, the documentation of BLMHE for this study 

validates these views, which permits students to speak for and represent themselves as they 

continue in their mission to strengthen student identity and belonging for communities of color 

within TC.  

IV. Definition of Terms: 

I know that I wanted to talk a lot about identity. I wanted to talk about the formation of 

ethnic identity among people that identify as black across the board and I wanted to talk 

about police brutality. (Kat Stephens, 2018)  

a. Epistemological spaces 

Epistemological spaces are where knowledge is created. BLMHE ensures that these spaces 

address alternate modes of knowledge production that center BIPOC perspectives on higher 

education scholarship. Is knowledge production in higher education a bastion of privilege? If so, 

how is scholarship perpetuating inequity? There is a need for increased consciousness in 

acknowledging power dynamics in research and knowledge creation approaches used in the field 

to counter what Nancy Acevedo-Gil (2018), a higher education scholar from California State 

University, has termed the “colonial relationships within the research process” (p. 2). This 

colonial mindset’s effect on knowledge creation is evident on whose perspectives within higher 

education scholarship are held in high esteem, and whose perspectives are overlooked. 
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b. Anti-oppressive knowledge creation 

A more reflective awareness can help the field begin to recalibrate itself by creating spaces that 

locate anti-oppressive research within critical and difference-centered perspectives, and critique 

dominant theories in a challenging and thoughtful discussion of the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions of anti-oppressive theories. Applications of less conventional 

research methods—such as narrative-based qualitative studies that stem from Indigenous and 

BIPOC-centered perspectives and participatory action research—can engage professionals in the 

field in developing more inclusive, as well as trustworthy, methodologies of knowledge 

production and ethical research practice. This enables the field to improve inclusion and diversity 

in knowledge creation. In essence, we need to decolonize and reimagine knowledge creation 

approaches that perpetuate inequality within the research process. This stems from the field’s 

perception of what a higher education researcher’s role is regarding research and knowledge 

production. What bias do we as professionals in the field possess? How can we balance a sense 

of self-awareness as researchers who acknowledge their positionality and the power inequalities 

that exist, while investigating inequality in higher education? How can we ensure that knowledge 

production in higher education can be an engine of opportunity for all?  

c. Oral history  

Oral history is defined as a methodology that involves the collecting, archiving and 

contextualization of lived experiences, memories and commentaries of people, communities, and 

participants of historical events (Ritchie, 2015). This method incorporates a more dynamic view 

of history making by opening space that validates narratives from marginalized communities that 

typically have had little say on how they have been represented. Postmodernist oral historians 
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view oral history as an inclusive exercise that not only documents an individual’s story but also 

examines social justice themes of institutional power structures and how it perpetuates inequality 

among communities along race and class lines (Janesick, 2007). For this reason, oral history is a 

captivating approach in analyzing as well as illuminating BLMHE’s impact.  

d. Inclusive archiving and memory work 

Culturally-inclusive archival approaches center the stories and experiences of communities 

excluded and obscured in dominant narratives of the past. Practitioners of inclusive archiving 

and memory work strive to partner with communities as they document and organize records 

based on four main principles (Jimerson, 2009; Theimer 2012): 1. Reconsider provenance in 

light of unequal power relationships; 2. Actively seek to preserve the records of overlooked 

communities; 3. Go beyond a purely custodial role to fill gaps in the documentary record; 4. 

Recognize the value of oral transmission and proactively create oral histories. This approach 

acknowledges the reality of growing disparities in the historical record that exclude histories and 

experiences of everyday struggles of working-class communities, immigrants, communities of 

color, and LGBTQ+ groups whose stories have too often been excluded from mainstream 

representations in American history and traditional archival practice. My goal with the creation 

of this digital archival companion site is to address the principles listed above. We have an 

unprecedented need for these narratives to be widely available, to recognize the value of making 

space for excluded accounts of the past. In doing so, we provide a corrective action to do justice 

for the underrepresented and co-create with affected communities, ensuring that there is equal 

representation of the needs, interests, and perspectives of all. 
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V. Positionality statement 

I am a mixed-race woman of Ecuadorian heritage who is perceived as White living in the 

United States. I hold a Bachelor’s degree in English, a Master’s in Politics and a Master’s in 

Library Science. As a first-generation daughter of immigrants, a life-long New Yorker fighting 

displacement in a rapidly gentrified city, as someone who sought higher education as a route out 

of poverty and became an educator in the same public higher education system that shaped my 

own scholarly identity, I bring the experience of both my cultural heritage and my professional 

development to my work. As a student at an elite higher education institution, as well as a 

tenured professor at a public university, I acknowledge the privilege I have in being able to 

access certain resources that are not available to everyone. In order to bring a more 

comprehensive view to my research, I strive to be humble and mindful of my privilege, to be 

aware of my own biases and recognize how these may shape my research and seek to actively 

listen to those with a different lived experience. 

VI. Limitations of study 

I have friends that are in different psych programs and their professors don’t talk about 

mass shootings happening on campuses unless it was done by somebody of color. Or 

talking about police brutality and when – not Trayvon, you can pick any one of the last 

police brutality murders that’s happening. That their class didn’t talk about it. Their 

professors didn’t care if their students of color were okay because a lot of us were not 

okay. (Charlen McNeil, 2018) 

This project consists of open-ended oral history interviews of current and former student 

members of BLMHE to document their experiences, articulate matters of power, gender, race, 
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class and ethnicity, draw conclusions about their experiences and to generalize findings. Key 

terms for this study include 1. institutional racism, which entails the extent to which 

organizational structures and processes perpetuate racial inequity amongst groups; and 2. social 

justice relevant work, which consists of targeted efforts to identify and critique mechanisms of 

oppression, as well as developing theoretical and practical tools necessary to enact social change. 

The ensuing data analysis is designed to contribute to generalizable knowledge about BLMHE.  

The goal is not empirical, rather it is to provide a contextual analysis to trace the 

psychological and sociopolitical limitations faced by this group. I yield substantial data that 

offers an in-depth description of how these black graduate students experienced their 

involvement in BLMHE. Since this is intended as an exploratory study, there may be a need to 

interview additional participants and/or schedule follow-up interviews with narrators as the study 

further develops, such as other institutional actors including upper-level administrators and 

additional students. Another limitation may be that some of my narrators may have limited 

availability to participate in follow-up interviews. In choosing the oral history method, my 

intention is to not overlook the detailed nuances of my participants' lived experiences and 

behavior that can be missed by large-scale surveys. I circumnavigated this pitfall by giving 

careful consideration during my research design phase and tailoring my methods to better fit 

what I may be interested in uncovering in my data collection.  

VII. Overview of Proposed Dissertation 

In Chapter II, I present my theoretical framework and discuss the literature that provides 

a background of student advocacy and how it has been covered in higher education scholarship. 

An understanding of this background of student advocacy is essential to understanding how 
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BLMHE can serve as a model that considers students as empowered actors that can intervene 

and promote equity on behalf of themselves. Additionally, I provide a literature review that 

expands on how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies and Black Lives Matter 

movements. In Chapter III, I discuss the methods of this study, which is a combination of oral 

history and inclusive archiving. In Chapter IV, I go in-depth in discussing how inclusive 

archiving that accompanies this research can actively support and empower communities in the 

collective documentation of their own histories.  

I present the findings of my study in Chapters V, where I contextualize the oral history 

interviews I had conducted with the student founders of BLMHE in 2018. I organize the findings 

around the following themes: 1. student advocacy within the realms of equitable epistemological 

spaces; 2. how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies and Black Lives Matter 

movements; and 3. the role of Teachers College in supporting equitable epistemological spaces 

that can combat racism in higher education. I also explore how these students perceived social 

inequities in higher education, along with their experiences and reflections on microaggressions, 

diversity and inclusion, have informed their forays with activism. I present these themes in an 

order that reflects how they inform each other. Finally, I conclude this dissertation in Chapter VI 

by addressing research implications for higher education scholars, and demonstrate how the 

strategies and tactics BLMHE employ increases epistemological spaces for Black graduate 

students involved in challenging institutional racism within higher education. Beyond this, I wish 

to apply narrative research to this topic, whose purpose will be to further understand and explore 

student perspectives on this form of activism. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

I. Introduction 

Student advocacy and social movements play important political roles in American higher 

education. Some argue that their role has expanded due to the harm that higher education 

institutions (HEIs) incur on BIPOC students (M. Ong et al., 2011; Marginson, 2011; Museus, 

2009). Others identify the main causes that mobilize student advocacy and social movements as 

the emergence of new socioeconomic relations in mainstream society (Goldrick-Rab, 2016); yet 

others focus on changes in values, where higher education can better demonstrate their general 

commitment to social justice (Harkavy, 2006). With the durable reality of these political and social 

forces in mind, this literature review articulates the difference between student advocacy and social 

movements/activism. Why and when do people jointly try to reshape their social environments? 

The focus is on how interests, identities and political arguments interact in shaping the forms and 

outcomes of student activist action within higher education institutions. 

  



   

 19  

II. Literature Review 

 

Fig. 1: Three thematic ideas surrounding how Black Lives Matter in Higher Education 
(BLMHE) increases space for Black students 

In my literature review, I further explore the three central thematic ideas pictured above 

(student advocacy in higher education; social movements; epistemological spaces). I show the 

relationships among them, demonstrating the links between the themes in the visual 

representation above (fig. 1) as a starting point for each. I was able to refine this visual 

representation to convey how I wish to express the potential connections, intuiting the links that I 

explore throughout my thematic data analysis, where I see student advocacy, and social 

movements that address racial inequity in higher education, overlapping with epistemic spaces 

and see the potential for BLMHE as a space that can foster inclusiveness within higher 

education.  
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First, I provide a background on student advocacy and how it has been covered in higher 

education scholarship. An exploration of this is essential to understanding how BLMHE can 

serve as a model for spaces that position students as empowered actors who can intervene and 

promote equity for and on behalf of themselves. Second, I expand on how BLMHE is distinctive 

from the Black Studies and Black Lives Matter movements. Third, I provide a background on the 

historical precedent. Lastly, the proposal begins with a preliminary exploration of the literature 

on the strategies and tactics student groups have employed to create epistemological spaces for 

Black graduate students involved in challenging institutional racism within higher education. So 

far, the literature on epistemological spaces is scant (Cary and Mutua, 2010), but my findings 

allow me to further examine the extent to which BLMHE has increased the number of these 

spaces for Black graduate students. 

Student Advocacy: Not Far Enough? 

The purpose of this literature review is to better grasp this issue: How does the field of 

higher education currently understand student advocacy about inequalities? In particular, I am 

interested in how student advocacy has been understood within the field of higher education and 

how it is reflected in the literature to date. Higher education perpetuates inequality, despite its 

noble ideals of providing education as a public good. There have been many instances of higher 

education policymakers, administrators and faculty attempting to address these issues, but the 

true solution lies in student advocacy. Higher education illustrates how institutions can further 

perpetuate social stratification in our country, with certain avenues of better-funded higher 

education increasingly only available to those in the upper levels of society (Altbach, 2011). This 

growing economic, social and racial disparity in higher education is linked to the persistent belief 
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in the United States that higher education should be tied to a meritocracy that sorts out who is 

deserving and undeserving of a college education (Adair and Dahlberg, 2009).  

Student advocates can lead the charge by educating those within colleges and universities 

on how to effectively provide higher education to all students, regardless of their societal status, 

access to resources and level of privilege. I conducted a topical search across the following seven 

peer-reviewed journals that are considered to be the most highly regarded in the higher education 

field: Journal of College Student Development, New Directions for Higher Education, Journal of 

Diversity in Higher Education, American Educational Research Journal, Research in Higher 

Education, Review of Higher Education and Journal of Higher Education. I explored each 

journal individually, entering the following keyword search term “student advocacy” and 

gathered the resulting 49 articles. After reviewing the articles for topical relevance, I eliminated 

the ones that did not mention either higher education or student advocacy within higher 

education institutions. This process narrowed down the initial yield of 49 articles to 26 for 

further analysis. Above all, I made sure to remove from consideration articles that did not 

mention student advocacy either in their research questions, results, findings or discussion 

sections of the articles. According to these articles, student advocacy is an under-researched area 

of concern in the field of higher education scholarship, with a few journals covering it as an area 

worthy of further investigation while others sparingly delve into it as a topic of interest. 

Student advocacy in higher education scholarship arose in the mid 2000s; and was mostly 

studied from perspectives that centered student development and student counseling issues on 

campus. Before this decade, I was only able to locate one article on the topic that was published 

in the 1990s (Gibson, 1995) which dealt primarily with how student advocacy could be used as a 

coping mechanism by students undergoing economic and social stress to adjust to new 
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environments and handle life on campus. From the mid-2000s to the present, the literature 

reflects a concern with how student advocacy can be nurtured and fostered by student affairs and 

counseling professionals (Reason et al., 2005) in tandem with supporting students to self-

advocate for their academic or socialization needs as college students.  

From 2005 until now, the field began to analyze student advocacy from the perspective of 

allyship which aimed to consider how student development professionals and faculty can 

encourage advocacy opportunities alongside students in order to address institutional inequities 

(Hoffman and Mitchell, 2016). More recent articles have considered the role of students’ racial 

and ethnic organizations in fostering student advocacy as well as community building (Bowman 

et al., 2015), whereas prior work focused mainly on the development of campus-based programs 

to help develop and support civic participation for students (Museus, 2008). Current areas of 

concern include: higher education institutions’ role in fostering student advocacy as a sense of 

student agency (Museus, 2008); student perspectives on advocacy for increased diversity 

(Hoffman and Mitchell, 2016); and student advocacy as a form of civic engagement that can be 

seen through teaching and learning objectives (Cook-Slather, 2016).  

These conversations are emphasized as this topic finds itself situated in a larger 

conversation about the role of higher education. In the literature on student movements in higher 

education, I argue that the type of student activism BLMHE engages in is not examined. Higher 

education scholarship talks about advocacy and activism, but it focuses primarily on how higher 

education can make students more civically-minded or fight against social ills. But what is 

overlooked in the scholarship is how inequality in higher education can be ameliorated through 

this different type of knowledge activism. This activism goes beyond student advocacy alone. 

Indeed, the need for diversity and inclusiveness is there but the scholarship has not explored the 
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impact of how combined efforts of this new type of knowledge activism, by and for students, can 

push us further towards fostering student autonomy as social agents within the field. 

One compelling outcome from the systematic literature review is that student advocacy in 

the United States has mostly been understood as a social justice paradigm that is facilitated on 

behalf of and in service to students, with a particular emphasis on helping to promote self-

advocacy and empowerment amongst marginalized student groups who seek out cultural 

inclusivity (Museus, 2008). Kimball et al. (2016) also found students are battling stereotypes and 

stigmas associated with mental illness, race and able-bodied status, while Hope et al. (2016) adds 

legal immigration status to this list. This perspective is especially dominant in the student affairs 

and counseling areas within the higher education literature, which conveys student advocacy as a 

type of skill-resource that needs to be developed to increase capacity for promoting social justice 

alongside student sense of agency (Kimball et al., 2016).  

BLMHE is a different type of activism: it is changing the way we think. This activism is 

changing the way that people, at the cognitive level, are thinking about how people approach this 

scholarship around issues of diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) and systemic inequality in 

higher education. It is creating a sense of belonging at academic institutions that were not 

intentionally designed for BIPOC communities. The creation of spaces where the 

epistemological creation opportunities are there is a type of activism. Students in BLMHE are 

providing a model merely by existing. So, my findings expand the definition of activism beyond 

rallies, sit-ins and occupations. Activism is also being in epistemic spaces, critical spaces that 

hold higher education administration accountable, while not waiting on them to create these 

spaces. These actions inherently provide students with greater autonomy. This is what sets 

BLMHE apart from other previous social movements that addressed inequities in knowledge 
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creation, such as the push in the 1960s to create Black Studies/Ethnic Studies Departments, 

which focused on curriculum. 

Current research that suggests student advocacy can emerge as a potential strategy for 

improving student’s sense of agency amidst reform efforts is scant. The few studies that do exist 

are rooted in sociocultural perspectives that seek to link student participation advocacy efforts 

through existing ethnic student organizations (Bowman et al., 2015; Museus, 2008), or 

investigate how faculty or student affairs professionals can act as allies to work alongside 

students to ensure a more equitable climate in colleges and universities (Reason et al., 2005). 

One article identifies trends in sense of belonging and competence as fundamental assets for 

student affairs professionals (Kortegast and van der Toorn, 2018). However, the authors also 

demonstrate how such aspects of student advocacy can be overwhelming for student affairs 

professionals and how this can have a pivotal influence on emerging student development. 

Research in this area has largely focused on examining advocacy on behalf of 

marginalized students who have inequitable access to higher education and its reliance on 

student affairs and counseling services as the main forms of support (Kortegast and van der 

Toorn, 2018). Additionally, there have been studies on student participation in 

advocacy/activism groups and the effect they can have on learning objectives (Bowman et al., 

2015). This objective aims to increase students' levels of civic education and self-advocacy 

which would benefit them as advocates within external communities at large (Bowman et al., 

2015). However, not much has been researched on the role and impact actions in 

advocacy/activism student groups can have on students beyond the classroom. With the 

exception of two articles that delve into student advocacy from the perspective of student affairs 

professionals (Kortegast and van der Toorn, 2018; Reason et al., 2005), the literature has not 
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fully examined the impact student advocacy has, if any, exclusive of faculty, student affairs or 

academic administration support. The research has also not discussed how student advocacy 

directly addresses institutional barriers that exist within higher education institutions (i.e., 

admissions policies, curriculum decisions, financial aid, etc.). My research increases focus on 

how student advocacy can address such institutional barriers. 

Delving into the topic of student advocacy helps me better contextualize how BLMHE 

reinforces the scholar identity for this group of Black graduate students at TC as they progress to 

become critical scholars. This in turn validates their sense of belonging as well as their place as 

knowledge creators within academia where they can analyze and transform their own lives in 

order to become partners in the building of more democratic and equitable communities within 

higher education. In creating a student scholar-centered space within academia, BLMHE permits 

a place where they can speak for themselves and represent themselves as they continue in their 

mission to strengthen student identity and belonging for student communities of color within 

Teachers College.  

Social Movements: Black Studies, Black Lives Matter & Black Lives Matter in Higher 

Education 

 Black student activism has sought to address the racial divide that persists in higher 

education, particularly when looking at how much of a priority students place on influencing the 

political structure inherent in curriculum designs. The role of the Black Studies movement from 

the mid-1960s to the early 1970s was an important predecessor to BLMHE in demanding 

changes to curriculum and pedagogical practices which challenged oppressive structures in US 

higher education. Following the enactment of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights 
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Act of 1965 in the United States, Black student activists redirected their attention from off-

campus concerns for racial justice to racial inequity at American colleges and universities for the 

remainder of the 1960s. Between 1965 and 1972, this manifested into the Black Studies 

movement in which students organized, demanded and protested at colleges and universities 

across the country for more financial aid, increased admission of Black students, and the hiring 

of Black administrators and faculty (Rogers, 2012). One of the main goals of the Black Studies 

movement was to change the mission of higher education, and establish Black Studies 

departments in order to counter existing racist patterns in American education (Rogers, 2012). 

This was the general objective sought by Black students involved in the Black Studies movement 

in the 1960s and 1970s. They viewed higher education not only as a critical tool to advance their 

communities, but they also felt that their experiences and perspectives needed to be reflected in 

the curriculum.  

This leads us as scholars, practitioners and researchers, to a secondary goal of the current 

Black Studies movement, which was to increase efforts to recruit Black faculty in higher 

education to expand students’ exposure to culturally-responsive curriculum and teaching 

(Rhoads, 2016). One of the main tactics applied by the Black Studies movement to change the 

mission of higher education was organizing direct actions and political disruption, both peaceful 

as well as confrontational, which involved rallies, protests, strikes and the seizure of buildings to 

demonstrate their seriousness and power in advocating for their goals (Milkman, 2017; Rhoads, 

2016). The secondary tactic used by the Black Studies movement that did not involve direct 

action was lobbying and letter-writing campaigns to apply political pressure (Milkman, 2017; 

Rogers, 2012). BLMHE was also as an extension of the Black Studies movement where they 

also had epistemological spaces; however BLMHE more heavily emphasizes the creation of 



   

 27  

equitable epistemological spaces. Through its choice of goals and tactics, the Black Lives Matter 

movement distinguished itself from Black activism movements from the 1960s as an updated 

form of civil rights activism renouncing hierarchy and centralized leadership in order to end 

police brutality and institutional racism. BLMHE goes further in its mission to diversify beyond 

the curriculum and to infiltrate higher education as a field of study and as a practice. 

What began as the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter on social media after the acquittal of 

George Zimmerman in the shooting death of African-American teen Trayvon Martin in February 

2012 developed into a full-fledged movement by 2013. Mainly this was due to Patrisse Cullors, 

Alicia Garza and Opal Tometi who in 2013 formed the Black Lives Matter Network (Rickford, 

2016). It then proceeded to expand into a national and international network of over 30 chapters 

between 2014 and 2016. Black Lives Matter became nationally recognized for its street 

demonstrations following the 2014 deaths of two African Americans: Michael Brown, resulting 

in protests and unrest in Ferguson, a city near St. Louis, and Eric Garner in New York City. 

Since then, BLM participants have demonstrated against the deaths of numerous other African 

Americans by police actions or while in police custody. Despite its ability to organize at a 

national scale, the overall BLM movement is a decentralized network that has no formal 

hierarchy (Rickford, 2016). 

BLM mainly responds to macro-level structural changes in society (Armstrong and 

Bernstein, 2008). These are perceived as cultural challenges taken by groups within BLM who 

share a collective identity (Smithey, 2009) and who identify specific targets that need to be 

changed within state institutions as the sole “source of power,” towards non-state spaces of 

power that inform political struggle, such as cultural practices, religious organizations, market 

actors and the mass media (Armstrong and Bernstein, 2008, pg. 80). Political dissent happens 
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across various spaces. In doing so, the organization looks at big picture reform. Collective 

identity is necessary not only for mobilization of a social movement, but it can also serve as a 

tactic and goal for a social movement (Bernstein 1997, 2005). Another way that BLM differs 

from the Black Studies movement is regarding its focus on intersectionality.  

BLM is led by highly educated young leaders and activists, many of them LGBTQ-

identified. Their tactics for outreach have a heavy reliance on social media for organizing and 

outreach, while their goals reflect a politics that highlights the intersectionality of its participants 

across class, race, gender and sexuality (Milkman, 2017). However, BLM and BLMHE steer 

from the Black Studies movement in their adoption of nonhierarchical “leaderful” organizational 

structures, where decision-making happens within a collective (Milkman, 2017, p. 23). More 

specifically, the membership and leadership of BLM and BLMHE are increasingly diverse, with 

efforts being propelled by women of color and over half of members identifying as LGBTQ. 

This is in sharp contrast to earlier Black Studies movements that were mostly hierarchical and 

led by charismatic male leaders (Milkman, 2017; Rhoads, 2016). Both BLM and BLMHE 

resemble the Black Studies movement given similar goals in changing higher education through 

challenging racist patterns in the academy. Particularly, these movements are concerned with 

targeting the “standardization of exclusion,” which habitually excluded curriculum about Black 

people and topics which supported a "normalized mask of whiteness," that presented Eurocentric 

curriculum as universal (Rogers, 2012, p. 4). 

The Civil Rights movement during the 1960’s gave rise to various student-led protest 

movements that challenged unjust policies across American college campuses. Students 

coordinated direct actions consisting of sit-ins, marches and strikes to oppose inequitable 

admission policies, and advocated for more inclusive curricula and diversified faculty hiring. In 
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1968 at Columbia University, the Student Afro Society (SAS) occupied a campus building, 

demanding that Columbia cease construction of a gymnasium at Morningside Park in Harlem 

without local community support (Bradley, 2010). In 1968, African-American students at Brown 

University and Pembroke College walked out of class and took up residence at Congdon Street 

Baptist Church and remained for four days to demand the admittance and enrollment of more 

students of color and to increase financial aid to minority students (Brown University Library, 

n.d). In 1969, the armed sit-in of Black students at Cornell University introduced a curriculum in 

Africana Studies and established the Africana Studies Research Center. It is thus evident that 

student-led movements during the 1960s span the entirety of the Ivy League. 

The 1969 takeover at City College of New York also made a significant impact for public 

higher education institutions during this period. As the flagship campus of the City University of 

New York (CUNY) system, City College had a well-known reputation for giving the city's white 

students a first-rate education regardless of their parents' social status (Fabricant and Brier, 

2016). Young people of Black and Puerto Rican descent, however, had less access to the school. 

Fed up with this unequal access, the Black and Puerto Rican Student Community (BPRSC) 

seized and occupied buildings on the south campus of the City College of New York from April 

23 to May 5, 1969, while negotiating five demands. The first four demands involved changes to 

the college's curriculum: 1. a separate school of Black and Puerto Rican Studies; 2. a separate 

orientation program for Black and Puerto Rican freshmen; 3. a voice for students in the running 

of this new program, including the hiring and firing of personnel; and 4. a requirement that all 

education majors study Black and Puerto Rican history and learn the Spanish language. The fifth 

demand was that the racial composition of all entering classes reflect the Black and Puerto Rican 

population of New York City high schools.  
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The strike at City College brought, among other things, the creation of programs in Black 

and Puerto Rican Studies, and accelerated the implementation of open admissions to the City 

University of New York system in 1969, a controversial change that remade the student body of 

the college for generations to come (Fabricant and Brier, 2016). The “open admissions”' policy, 

which depended on a students’ grade point average (GPA) and/or standardized test scores 

(SAT/ACT), would ensure that students graduating from New York City’s public school system 

were guaranteed a seat in any of CUNY’s eight four-year or ten two-year colleges (Fabricant and 

Brier, 2016). By the 1970s, this, along with CUNY’s tradition of free tuition since the opening of 

its first campus in 1847 which provided access to higher education for the general public, 

resulted in a tremendous increase of enrollment of minority students (Fabricant and Brier, 2016).  

Historical precedent: TC’s Institutional Response to 1930s Student Activism 

The 1930s Depression era gave rise to the first mass student movement in United States 

history. This movement, led in large part by a coalition between young communists and 

socialists, was an anti-war campaign and movement championing a broader and more egalitarian 

vision of the welfare state than that envisioned by supporters of the New Deal (Cohen, 1993). 

Leftist politics among students emerged by the latter part of 1932, when the effects of the 

depression were being felt as the economic reality came to campus and students began to be 

impacted in adverse ways. The movement arose from a massive political awakening on campus, 

caused by economic crisis in the 1930s, escalating international tensions and threat of world war 

wrought by fascism.  

Critical events including the 1932 student strike at Columbia University protesting the 

expulsion of student Reed Harris, editor of the Columbia Spectator, for questioning the 
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management of dining halls, got nationwide attention (Weschler, 1938). This strike centered on 

concerns over free speech and a free student press, critical political incidents for students from 

the fringes of the student movement. At its peak, in the late 1930s, the movement mobilized at 

least 500,000 collegians in annual strikes against war (Cohen, 1993). The candidacy of the 

socialist Norman Thomas for presidency gave the movement among students a tremendous 

boost.  

Anti-reserve officers' training corps (ROTC) protests and the national student strikes 

against war added to their agenda, which included promoting academic freedom, creating federal 

job programs for the youth, and challenging American capitalism. However, the movement lost 

nearly all its momentum in 1939, when the signing of the Hitler-Stalin pact served to discredit 

the student communist leaders (Cohen, 1993). Despite this, the students’ tactics of challenging 

academic confinement and the principles of American capitalism spearheaded the trajectory of 

social protest in the U.S. that would not emerge again in force until the Vietnam War era. 

Undergraduate activists in the 1930s were instrumental in changing the American political 

landscape by voicing marginalized socialist beliefs during a period encompassed by economic 

uncertainty and social strife. 

The tensions of the 1930s student movements taking place at Columbia translated into the 

formation of the New College program across the street at Teachers College. Founded in 1932, 

New College was an alternative undergraduate teacher education program that aimed to prepare 

teacher-leaders informed by a social reconstructionist critique of American capitalism to work 

for social change (Counts, 1938). The writer and activist James Weschsler argued that the 

closing of New College by the administration eight years later was a political response to the 

left-wing activities of its faculty and students. He suggested that Teachers College would benefit 
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from its termination by the receipt of more gifts from conservative and business donors 

(Wechsler, 1938). Weschler describes what was happening at the faculty and administrative 

levels at Teachers College during this period, which made evident a gradual shift away from 

experimentalism and social reconstructionism for both ideological and financial reasons. In the 

early 1930s, Dean Russell appeared to be supportive of those associated with social 

reconstructionism and their efforts to transform teacher education, including New College. By 

the late 1930s, however, Russell had lost confidence in teacher education efforts informed by 

social reconstructionism, including the New College program (Weschler, 1938).  

In contrast, George Counts (1939) an influential TC faculty member in the social 

reconstructionist movement who was implicated in Weschler’s article, authored a response 

claiming that New College was closed due to its inability to garner the financial backing it 

needed to survive as a permanent institution, and not necessarily due to its political leanings and 

therefore not a result of a lack of academic freedom at TC. However, Count does not account for 

how the political ideologies of college administrators may have played a role in these financial 

decisions. Regardless of these divergent views, the end of New College was a turning point for 

TC, as it symbolized a sort of ideological reckoning that was laid bare by a growing labor 

movement and economic crisis of the 1930s. The red scare in the United States experienced ebbs 

and flows since the 1917 Soviet revolution and reached its zenith in the 1950s with 

McCarthyism, the national security state and the hearings of the House Un-American Activities 

Committee. Responses from different types of institutions varied. In some cases, faculty were 

fired for supporting racial equality, while in others, such actions were protected.  

However, regardless of the type of college or university, the existence of conflicts over 

first amendment rights and academic freedom on campus set off a reaction that resulted in a 
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backlash. The decision to close New College in the 1930s was the result of its use of 

anticommunist sentiment to quell dissent. The New College example shows us that even though 

Teachers College as an institution claimed it wanted social change, New College was not 

successful because it was not changing the foundational structures in place within higher 

education. It lacked deep intention and did not center nor provide space for marginalized 

students' input. As long as intention is superficial, it will never get to the core of what needs to 

change, which is how we behave and treat each other. In contrast, BLMHE seeks to ensure that 

the intention of knowledge production, by and for BIPOC students in higher education, can be an 

engine of opportunity for all. 

Diversity and inclusion, as an administrative response, can become more of a 

performative response akin to platitudes such as "see we're doing it." This falls short of actively 

encouraging and supporting student-created welcoming spaces as students of color graduate 

scholars enter higher education institutions. Furthermore, higher education institutions need 

critical student-created spaces where BIPOC students can gather to not only get a sense of 

belonging but also can gather to think critically about how issues of diversity and inclusion are 

addressed in higher education scholarship. BLMHE supports knowledge production in higher 

education that centers BIPOC students as scholars with an equal stake in the field. In this way, 

BLMHE counters the notion that knowledge creation is a bastion of privilege that produces 

scholarship that perpetuates inequality. To be clear, my intention is not to belittle or diminish the 

value of DEI initiatives in higher education. My contention is that it simply does not go far 

enough. 
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Epistemological Spaces   

Decolonization requires acknowledging. that your needs and desires should never come 

at the expense of another’s life energy. it is being honest that you have been spoiled by a 

machine that is not feeding you freedom but feeding you the milk of pain - the release. 

(Nayyirah Waheed, 2013) 

In previous years, the higher education field articulated that one of its core purposes is to 

produce research that challenges institutional barriers to higher education for marginalized 

students (Perna, 2015). Despite the field’s values of pursuing research that ensure equitable 

access to all students, there is a tension between these espoused values towards serving the 

public good and the field’s inherent knowledge creation frameworks. In fact, in recent years, the 

field’s structural foundation, which has informed curricular and editorial choices in academic 

scholarship, have been criticized for perpetuating the very patterns of inequality and exclusion 

that it seeks to address in its research (Harper, 2017; Patton, 2018).  

A particular area of concern is the field’s long-held perception of itself as a scholarly 

arena distinct from other disciplines and fields (K. Renn, in-class guest lecture, April 18, 2019). 

This is a critical juncture for the field since in its desire to set itself apart it is increasing its 

isolation from other social science and humanities disciplines. At best, this can prove challenging 

to the next generation of higher education scholars seeking to make the necessary connection 

between their work, policy, practice and additional scholars. At its worst, it can be detrimental if 

the field wishes its scholarship to be considered a relevant resource to other disciplines and fields 

focusing on higher education issues (Renn, 2019). This can stymie knowledge creation at its 

source. 
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This need for an increased consciousness in acknowledging power dynamics in research 

and knowledge creation approaches used in the field can counter what Nancy Acevedo-Gil 

(2018), a higher education scholar from California State University, has termed the “colonial 

relationships within the research process” (p. 2). I believe that this can enable the field to 

improve inclusion and diversity in knowledge creation. In essence, we need to decolonize and 

reimagine such knowledge creation approaches from perpetuating inequity within the research 

process. 

Decolonization and reimagining knowledge creation is the wheelhouse for innovation. 

Whereas DEI is a buzzword of the moment (previously it had been terms including 

“multiculturalism” and “melting pot”), decolonization and reimagining is from the bottom-up, 

creating spaces where people can be more imaginative. Knowledge is not owned. For example, 

Indigenous cultures have long understood the value of oral traditions as tools for knowledge 

creation. Knowledge was meant to be shared; not perpetuate a hierarchy, which is prevalent in 

higher education. Tacking on DEI initiatives onto an institution that was designed to be elite is 

always going to come up short. Innovation and real change can occur only if we recreate how we 

create and share knowledge. It is not just changing how we speak about each other, but about 

how students are engaged in thinking critically about higher education, both as an institution and 

as a field.  

This stems from the field’s perception of what the higher education researchers’ role is 

regarding research and knowledge production. As higher education professionals in the field, we 

need to be aware of the bias we inherently possess. We can then balance a sense of this self-

awareness as researchers who acknowledge our positionality and the power inequalities that 

exist, while investigating inequity in higher education. This is the power of reflection. Donald A. 
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Schon (1987) noted that reflection can be a central tenet for reimagining knowledge creation in 

professional practice. According to Schon, this tenet needs to occur at an intentional level for 

practitioners, in order for them to locate and balance between contemplation, action and 

detachment in their pursuit for change. He maintains that such reflection allows practitioners to 

think back and reset how to respond, thus allowing them to apply different perspectives.  

Tacit knowledge implies we know more than we can say and is tied to a sense of 

expertise. Schon emphasizes that this “professional artistry” (p. 22) is practice-based in nature, 

intersecting with the personal/interpersonal/power dynamics of knowledge creation. This 

knowledge comes from experience, and is sourced from the type of socialization we encounter 

being active professionals in our field. This, in turn, can foster a shared tacit knowledge which is 

community-based and community-sourced within the field (Schon, 1987). However, we fall into 

old patterns of exclusion and implicit bias which center whiteness, by white faculty at 

predominately white institutions that pass on assumptions, norms and conventions about the 

academy (Harper, 2017). This form of socialization overlooks the tacit knowledge from members 

of marginal communities in our field who go unrecognized in knowledge creation (Castillo-

Montoya & Torres-Guzmán, 2012).  

As socially-conscious higher education professionals, we must be aware of these 

processes, especially as we begin to consider implementing more innovative forms of knowledge 

creation in the field. None of this would have been possible had it not been personal. My 

activism was born through self-identity: as a first generation daughter of Ecuadorian immigrants, 

where I’ve had to advocate for my parent’s rights as well as my own in this country, as a single 

mother who sought a college education to propel myself out of poverty, as a longtime New York 

City resident fighting against displacement due to gentrification, as an oral historian and educator 
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who wants to see her students get better access to the resources they need to succeed, and as an 

activist-scholar who recognizes that academia perpetuates inequality.  I embrace a participatory, 

community-based approach that acknowledges the reality of disparities that are the result of 

current power dynamics in knowledge production and culture. As such, I view myself as a 

memory worker who focuses on inclusive archiving approaches that incorporate a more dynamic 

view of history-making by opening a space that validates narratives from marginalized 

communities that typically have had little say on how they have been represented. 

This segues to the need for the field to acknowledge the political origin in higher 

education research and its related power dynamics. This origin addresses the impact that research 

has on the community at large, beyond the community of scholarly practice that one encounters 

in the intellectual realm. In this case, the researcher is seeking a direction to connect to 

something outside of the purely personal and intellectual, that also conveys a commitment to the 

external community. Concha Delgado-Gaitan (1997) refers to this as an acknowledgement of 

“political forces that influence our work, both positively and negatively, for democratic ideals” 

(p. 43).  

The political origin addresses the dilemma researchers confront when they become too 

absorbed with the self and intellectual. It focuses on concerns made outside of the individual 

context: to think beyond the self and to empathize with others, which reinforces the need to 

connect with others. This repositions the research and compels the researcher to think in terms of 

why others should care about this scholarship beyond the intellectual and personal. As a result, 

this origin also speaks to social aspects of knowledge creation. This origin sparks dialogue, 

feedback and community. It then falls upon the higher education researcher working within the 

political origin to frame the issue more persuasively, positioning it in order to seek why it should 



   

 38  

resonate with others and justify why it matters. Participatory-based research methods can present 

us with a way to think beyond the self and intellectual. Applying this model, which combines 

community-based archiving and oral history in working collaboratively with narrators directly 

involve traditionally underrepresented students to document their own histories to collectively 

determine the significance of BLMHE’s tangible and intangible legacy. 

This brings us to the secondary need in the field: to acknowledge the power dynamics 

that influence knowledge creation and dissemination. In particular, this manifests itself in which 

topics get selected for publication in academic journals; which scholars and practitioners are 

represented on peer review boards; who decides which articles get included, and whose work is 

amplified in such journals. Collectively, this indicates the extent that such placements have on 

knowledge dissemination. This is an imperative aspect that needs to be acknowledged within the 

field, particularly since this has strong implications for academic publishing, which depend on 

peer review processes which in turn influence research trends in higher education. This approach 

also seeks to counter a narrow past reliance on expert knowledge and professional expertise by 

sharing authority with a wide range of local stakeholders. It embraces a participatory process that 

values and facilitates community efforts to identify, recognize, document and celebrate the 

significance of narratives and other shared cultural resources.  

In order to understand which topics are currently studied or understudied in higher 

education scholarship, as well as to grasp the extent of gatekeeping power that such journals 

yield, I refer to a topical search, using the same approach in the earlier section on student 

advocacy, that I conducted across the following six peer-reviewed journals published in the 

2018-2019 academic year when this research was first conducted: Journal of College Student 

Development 59(6), Higher Education 77(1), American Educational Research Journal 56(1), 
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Research in Higher Education 59(8), Review of Higher Education 42(1) and Journal of Higher 

Education 90(1).  

According to the articles pulled from this selection of journals, dominant themes that 

were studied in the field of higher education scholarship included: Race and binary gender 

(identity-based issues within student development), student experience, socioeconomic inequity 

and theoretical analysis of higher education access. The methods that dominated these journals 

were mostly quantitative in nature, particularly in the American Educational Research Journal, 

Journal of Higher Education, and Research in Higher Education (RIHE). The topic of student 

development predominated, particularly within the Journal of College Student Development. 

Understudied topics included: graduate education; international students’ experience in the US; 

and social media/technology in higher education. There was not much literature published on 

online learning/ hybrid learning, and articles using community-based and/or participatory 

methods were non-existent.  

Despite the exploratory nature of this preliminary search, it does provide us with a sense 

of which topics get amplified in these journals. It would be fascinating to conduct a more in-

depth search in order to ascertain how the selection of topics represented ultimately reflect what 

is important to current journal reviewers. While some journals such as Research in Higher 

Education (RIHE) pride themselves on being run as a meritocracy, as demonstrated by their 

double-blind review process of submitted articles, they also identify reviewers outside the 

editorial board or reach out to consulting editors who come from specialized fields to help 

review submissions, increasing equity in the publishing process (R.K. Toukoushian, in-class 

guest lecture, February 7, 2019). Thus, editors engage in curation practices after all, a pivotal 

factor in knowledge production, which perpetuates their position as gatekeepers who determine 
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what content is amplified. Rather than having the editorial process occur behind closed doors, 

RIHE is hoping to increase transparency by applying this more participatory method. 

An increased sense of reflective awareness to knowledge creation requires coming to 

terms with how editorial curation holds sway over whose perspectives are held in high esteem, 

and whose perspectives are overlooked in the field. Such awareness can help the field recalibrate 

itself by creating spaces that locate anti-oppressive research within critical and difference-

centered perspectives. To date, the Journal of Critical Scholarship on Higher Education and 

Student Affairs, a student-led and founded journal at Loyola University that was founded in 

2015, publishes this type of scholarship. Its aim and scope focus on social justice themes that 

challenge inequitable mechanisms within higher education. It highlights the need for more 

publications to specialize in amplifying this form of scholarship for academics and student-

scholars alike. It can facilitate challenging and thoughtful discussion that include the critique of 

epistemological assumptions within dominant theories in knowledge creation. Acknowledging 

the validity of less conventional research methods—such as narrative-based qualitative studies 

that stem from Indigenous and BIPOC-centered perspectives and participatory action research —

can engage researchers in the development of more inclusive, as well as trustworthy, approaches 

towards knowledge creation in the field.  

Drawing upon Cary and Mutua’s (2010) work, epistemological spaces address other ways 

of knowing in the academy and provide different lenses of discourse analysis. These spaces 

facilitate the use of postcolonial narratives to be a part of scholarly discussion around how 

marginalized groups negotiate the academy, while increasing awareness of the “ideological 

aggressivity of knowledge production for the U.S. academy” (p. 66). This ideological 

aggressivity is emblematic of a three-dimensional power approach that goes beyond access to 
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resources or exclusion, and relies on exercising influence over the consciousness of the non-elite 

through information (Gaventa, 1980). This dimension increases the elite’s ability to control the 

message in order to manipulate demands and expectations (Gaventa, 1980). By determining what 

is communicated and how it is done, the elite dominate the knowledge production process that 

influence patterns of participation for emerging as well as established scholars. Through their 

educational seminar series, BLMHE highlight the need for such spaces to be created by people of 

color, where they are in effect taking back their power from infrastructures of higher education 

that monopolize knowledge production and scholarship.   

Bringing together the thoughts of Paolo Freire (2020) and Iris Marion Young (1990) on 

epistemic justice—both espouse knowledge creation that recognizes the value of the wisdom of 

marginalized and oppressed peoples. As part of a transformative social justice project committed 

to documenting the uneven structural policies and troubling the ideological categories projected 

onto communities, I am interested in how the participatory nature of BLMHE might reframe how 

we understand access to higher education. Specifically, how might BLMHE shift the politics of 

representation through the documentation of student struggles in a context of decolonization of 

knowledge creation (via curriculum and teaching) in higher education? Reframing 

institutionalized forms of racism, sexism and heteronormativity students confront on college 

campuses, these seminars demonstrate how students in BLMHE create sources of belonging 

within academia.  

Through these actions, BLMHE is drawing emphasis on the process more than the 

outcomes by creating spaces of knowledge creation within higher education institutions that are 

student-powered and led. As a result, they maintain their autonomy and can provide the 

necessary critical lens with which to identify sources of inequity and calls for change within 
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higher education scholarship, as well as in the field. It is this focus on the process of student-

centered initiatives of belonging in academia versus solely academic outcomes of student success 

that surfaces another area of distinction between New College and BLMHE activism. With this 

in mind BLMHE is committed to making a meaningful contribution to social change beyond an 

“armchair revolution” (Freire, 2020, pg. 24), and beyond the journal article in the tradition of 

public scholarship that reaches communities beyond the academy or policymakers. 

The application of anti-oppressive knowledge creation methods allows for thoughtful 

attention to the power dynamic of the researcher–researched relationship, checking researcher 

privilege in the research process as we actively work to earn trust in co-creating alongside the 

students we strive to serve in our work. As higher education scholars and practitioners, we are in 

a unique position to explore the cultural and political uses our research may have, while 

increasing levels of access to higher education in our communities. This reaches beyond calling 

out the discriminatory nature of dominant epistemologies and methods to enact change in the 

way we produce and disseminate knowledge in the field. 

Areas of future research. The current state of research on student level advocacy has 

implications for higher education professionals, faculty and students alike. One possible 

implication could lead to a shift from a model where faculty and administrators are key 

mediators to a model that considers students as empowered actors that can intervene and promote 

equity for and behalf of themselves. More scholarly research needs to be conducted on different 

aspects of student advocacy. In particular, more empirical studies are needed that measure the 

potential impact social-advocacy-minded students can have as change agents who understand the 

importance of speaking out within higher education institutions to address surrounding systemic 

inequity.  
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Conducting research on such aspects can help to increase their validity and bring student 

advocacy to the forefront of the scholarly debate around social justice advocacy. Specifically, 

research needs to be done to undertake surveys and studies that focus on the structures in place 

within higher education institutions that provide spaces for student advocates and activists to 

challenge dominant views of power in colleges and universities, in order to ensure that all 

students get access and thrive in higher education. This would result in changes in theory and 

practice in higher education, where students can apply their advocacy skills outside of 

internships and classrooms and intervene at various other levels. This would reframe priorities 

for higher education institutions to begin valuing and reinforcing the message of higher 

education for all as a public good, with students considered as equal partners and stakeholders in 

their education.  

Theoretical Frameworks. I use critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework to 

examine the ways in which institutional obstacles perpetuate inequalities and, in turn, how 

Teachers College can address these issues to ensure marginalized students’ academic access and 

success. This framework goes beyond considering access issues to higher education as an 

individual’s decision to attend college as solely dependent on a cost-benefit analysis (Perna & 

Kurban, 2013). CRT focused on other aspects that influence college access, and education 

literature have been thoroughly addressed in higher education scholarship following the seminal 

concepts put forth by Pierre Bourdieu (1977). The Bourdieusian perspective on college access 

takes into account the role that socio-economic and context of secondary school, as well as 

choice have in determining someone’s chances of both attendance and success (Perna, 2000). At 

the same time, this lens only examines the problem of college access from a class perspective, 

with a primary focus on the concept of cultural capital. 
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Cultural capital refers to cultural knowledge that is understood to be an asset; one that 

can be inherited, purchased and/or exchanged for a higher-status position in society (Swartz, 

1990). More coveted forms of cultural knowledge, such as familiarity with Western art and 

ability to use formal language, are prized assets that society’s dominant groups possess. These 

are transmitted through schooling, and the education system is designed by and set up to reward 

those who possess such dominant forms of cultural capital. Consequently, marginalized students 

who do not possess this type of knowledge can be left behind, particularly when it comes to 

college access. The problem with the Bourdieusian perspective is that it is based on an 

individualistic model (Swartz, 1990) that reduces the value students of color bring and 

misconstrues their capabilities, labeling them as capital deficient (Ladson-Billings, 2009). When 

public policymakers attempt to alleviate inequalities in higher education access and participation, 

they are largely informed by this rhetoric of deficiency regarding marginalized students—a 

discourse that does not effectively address any contributing systemic factors. Their main critique 

of education scholarship is that it has primarily focused on cultural capital and its role in the 

reproduction of class and race inequality, without yet centralizing or acknowledging the role that 

race itself plays in education, or that of society. As Yosso (2005) writes:  

If one is not born into a family whose knowledge is already deemed valuable, one could 

then access the knowledges of the middle and upper class and the potential for social 

mobility through formal schooling. The assumption follows that People of Color ‘lack’ 

the social and cultural capital required for social mobility. As a result, schools most often 

work from this assumption in structuring ways to help ‘disadvantaged’ students whose 

race and class background has left them lacking necessary knowledge, social skills, 

abilities and cultural capital. (p. 70)  
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Critical race theory, an analytical framework stemming from the field of critical legal 

studies that centralizes race in making sense of societal inequalities, can be used as a framework 

to examine such institutional obstacles. Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009), for instance, highlights 

racism’s impact on the availability of equitable, adequate instruction and resources for all 

students. In their work, CRT scholars such as Ladson-Billings, Tara Yosso, Daniel Solórzano, 

Nancy Acevedo-Gil and Payne Hiraldo acknowledge the shortcomings of the Bourdieusian 

perspective, emphasizing that it does not account for the unequal social conditions and various 

discussions within which expectations and knowledge are ingrained and formed. As a framework 

that can be used to conjecture, investigate and dispute the ways race and racism implicitly and 

explicitly influence institutional structures and practices, CRT can offer a response to this 

theoretical challenge. 

Ladson-Billings (2009) argues that ensuring equitable, adequate instruction and resources 

is still a worthy goal. She makes three central points about CRT: first, racism is normal in 

American society and not aberrant; therefore, it still matters. This goes beyond just the ways in 

which dominant groups manage cultural capital to their advantage. Until this racism in our 

national culture itself is explicitly identified, inequities resulting from it will never be addressed 

properly at a structural level. Second, for Ladson-Billings, American “society is based on 

property rights, not on human rights” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, pg. 47). This is crucial for 

understanding the nature of race and its impact on education. Primarily, it speaks to how law and 

society understand and respond to racism—more specifically, the inability to recognize how 

interwoven racism is in our society leads to ineffectual social policies that never get to the root of 

the problem.  
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Instead, this failure to acknowledge racism perpetuates oppressive mechanisms, and 

reinforces their ties with the rule of law. Further, a society based on property rights will place the 

greatest value on property ownership and protection. When whiteness becomes a form of 

property, it becomes, from a CRT perspective, a form of cultural capital that clearly 

disadvantages people of color. In her third point about CRT, Ladson-Billings asserts that by 

combining both the persistence of racism and whiteness as property, we can create a more 

powerful fundamental theoretical framework for studying education (Ladson-Billings, 2009). 

She cites as an example the Williams v. State of California case, which stemmed from an 

African-American woman’s denial of admission into the University of California despite a 4.0 

GPA. The plaintiff argued that she was competing against white students with higher GPAs 

resulting from their access to better instructional materials, while she only had a limited supply 

of outdated and damaged textbooks. Thus, this illustrates the degree to which curriculum is also 

a form of property within the CRT framework (Ladson-Billings, 2009).  

For Solórzano and Yosso (2002), this type of discrimination confirms a main source of 

race-related expectations about college that education scholarship often ignores: students from 

vulnerable groups still face racial discrimination in college choice as well as on campus. When 

students experience such episodes, even in the form of a microaggression, it can affect their 

expectations about their chances of success in college. These discriminatory practices, 

exacerbated by a lack of access to proper instructional materials, can put racial minorities at risk 

for poor academic outcomes due to lower expectations. Put differently, if students of color 

believe that their efforts will be thwarted by their race no matter how academically accomplished 

they are as students, they will not anticipate being successful (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 
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CRT, Yosso (2005) asserts, can provide ways to center outsider knowledges, directly 

disproving the assumption that students of color arrive at college with cultural deficiencies. She 

challenges traditional interpretations of Bourdieusian cultural capital theory via the application 

of a CRT framework, introducing the alternative concept of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 

2005). In doing so, Yosso demonstrates how this model, in tandem with CRT, can work as a 

strategy of empowerment—and how, in contrast to the Bourdieusian perspective, it can be an 

effective way to rebuild knowledges born from communities of color that have previously been 

diminished of cultural worth. She claims:  

Indeed, if some knowledges have been used to silence, marginalize and render People of 

Color invisible, then ‘Outsider’ knowledges (Hill Collins, 1986), mestiza knowledges 

(Anzaldúa, 1987) and transgressive knowledges (hooks, 1994) can value the presence and 

voices of People of Color, and can re envision the margins as places empowered by 

transformative resistance (hooks, 1990; Delgado Bernal, 1997; Solórzano & Delgado 

Bernal, 2001). (Yosso, 2005, p. 70)  

Yosso identifies six forms of community cultural wealth: aspirational (students’ hopes 

and dreams); navigational (skill and ability to navigate institutions); social (peers); linguistic 

(language and communication, storytelling); familial (social, family, and personal human 

resources and networks); and resistant (commitment to serve one’s community, give back, and 

engage in social justice) (2005, p. 77-81). Each of these captures the strengths and talents of 

marginalized students—and if emphasized in conjunction with CRT, education researchers and 

policymakers can begin to design and implement policies that can empower students, ensuring 

their academic success.  
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Another tenet of CRT, counter-storytelling, can further enhance the power of community 

cultural wealth (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Hiraldo, 2010.) Solórzano and Yosso (2002), 

discussing the transformative potential of counter-stories as an analytical tool in social science 

research, write:  

We believe counter-stories serve at least four functions as follows: (a) They can build 

community among those at the margins of society by putting a human and familiar face 

to educational theory and practice, (b) they can challenge the perceived wisdom of those 

at society’s center by providing a context to understand and transform established belief 

systems, (c) they can open new windows into the reality of those at the margins of society 

by showing possibilities beyond the ones they live and demonstrating that they are not 

alone in their position, and (d) they can teach others that by combining elements from 

both the story and the current reality, one can construct another world that is richer than 

either the story or the reality alone. (p. 36) 

As an alternative form of qualitative data, Hiraldo (2010) asserts that the inclusion of counter-

storytelling in education scholarship can help provide learning opportunities for higher education 

institutions to examine their campus climates and come to terms with systemic racism. By 

contrast, refusal to recognize racism’s existence works against any attempts to implement 

meaningful diversity and inclusion policies, making them seem superficial and allowing 

“embedded hierarchical racist paradigms” to continue on campus (Hiraldo, 2010, p. 54-55). The 

following themes represent several concepts of CRT. The concept of curriculum as a form of 

property can explain how higher education creates racially hostile experiences and spaces for 

BIPOC students. Other CRT concepts of community cultural wealth and centering outsider 
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knowledges meanwhile can help surface the ways that marginalized students in BLMHE resist 

white privilege as they create more inclusive spaces for knowledge creation. 

A key instance of counter-storytelling moving from the theoretical into the practical can 

be seen in a 2016 study in which Acevedo-Gil and Zerquera analyzed the efficacy of community 

college first-year experience (FYE) programs, using critical race theory in education (CRTE) as 

their framework while gathering data on student perspectives. Their findings revealed that the 

programs significantly improved students’ chances of accessing campus resources; eased the 

academic and social transition to college; and helped students establish peer networks, obtain 

counseling services, and communicate efficiently with faculty (Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016). 

Beyond that, the study validates forms of community cultural wealth—particularly aspirational, 

navigational, social and familial—by documenting student counter stories of their experiences in 

learning communities, facilitation of peer networks, and supported adjustment to college.  

In their counter-stories, students described other factors that were crucial to their success, 

and which education researchers and policymakers must properly address and understand in 

efforts to improve college access. The findings also showed that, despite the benefits of 

involvement in FYE programs, low-income students of color still confront institutional obstacles 

in the form of misinformation in the pre-college phase, lack of guidance during the transfer 

process, and the limitations of FYE programs in addressing uncertainty about post-secondary 

choices with additional counseling (Acevedo-Gil & Zerquera, 2016). The use of CRTE in this 

study confirms that it can be a powerful framework to help address higher education access for 

marginalized groups. It is time to acknowledge that these forms of community cultural wealth, in 

alignment with CRTE, can be used to identify and correct institutional obstacles. This must begin 
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with recognizing that communities of color are not deficit-based places; in fact, they possess a 

wealth consisting of “multiple strengths” (Yosso, 2005, p. 82). 

Significance of Study 

My focus on higher education currently understands student advocacy about higher 

education inequalities distinct from the extant literature on student activism and social 

movements in the field of higher education in a few ways. First, previous writings on student 

advocacy have mostly been understood as a social justice paradigm that is facilitated on behalf of 

and in service to students. This study focuses on the tension between a model of student 

advocacy where faculty and administrators are the key mediators to a model that considers 

students as empowered actors that can intervene and promote equity for and behalf of 

themselves. Second, my study focuses on the reverberations of the Black Lives Matter movement 

in student activism in higher education in the literature, in addition to previous scholarship that 

outlined the impact of the Civil Rights and Black Studies movement on student activism within 

higher education. I discuss some roots of activism that may contribute to BLMHE’s development 

in Chapter V, but these findings are primarily based on students’ perspectives. Third, I study the 

historical precedent of how 1930s activism associated with social reconstructionism that targeted 

systemic inequality within higher education gave rise to the New College program at Teachers 

College. Through this research I explored how, despite intentions to create an alternate route to 

teacher education that centered marginalized political ideologies, New College was shut down by 

administrators due to the sociopolitical forces at play during this time, particularly the Red Scare 

of the 1930s that threatened academic freedom at Teachers College. 
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Lastly, I explore the application of anti-oppressive knowledge creation methods to allow 

for the thoughtful attention to the power dynamic of the researcher–researched relationship, 

checking researcher privilege in the research process as we actively work to earn trust in co-

creating alongside the students we strive to serve in our work. As higher education scholars and 

practitioners, we are in a unique position to explore the cultural and political uses our research 

may have, while increasing levels of access to higher education in our communities. This reaches 

beyond calling out the discriminatory nature of dominant epistemologies and methods to enact 

change in the way we produce and disseminate knowledge in the field. In the next chapter, I 

discuss the design and research methods of this study. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGIES 

I. Oral History 

I designed this project’s study to report on how oral history interviews with student 

members of BLMHE may be used to learn about this group’s particular form of knowledge 

activism in higher education. Oral history is a qualitative research genre born from narrative 

research, which focuses on the elicitation and interpretation of people’s narrative accounts of 

their experience (Andrews et al., 2013). There is a considerable overlap between oral history 

interviewing and life history interviewing. In life history interviewing, the interviewer attempts 

to reconstruct the entire life course of an individual or set of individuals, rather than focusing on 

particular events or experiences in their life (Andrews et al., 2013). It is a very powerful method, 

and has been used in the construction of individual biographies, and in the generation of 

collective experiences, for example in feminist research (Benson & Nagar, 2006; Sangster, 

2002).  

Oral history however, is defined as a more participatory methodology that involves the 

collecting, archiving and contextualization of lived experiences, memories and commentaries of 

people, communities and participants in historical events (Ritchie, 2015). This method 

incorporates a more dynamic view of history making by opening space that validates narratives 

from marginalized communities that typically have had little say on how they’ve been 

represented. Oral historians, in particular, view oral history as an inclusive method that not only 

documents an individual’s story but also examines social justice themes of institutional power 

structures and how it perpetuates inequality amongst communities along race and class lines 
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(Janesick, 2007). Oral history is an inclusive exercise that also documents an individual’s story 

and examines social justice themes of institutional power structures and how they perpetuate 

inequality among communities along axis of race and class.  

Oral history emerged to record dimensions of social life that are conventionally left out of 

written records. Interestingly, oral history is not used as extensively in higher education research. 

Subsequently, I was able to identify other subfields within education that have used oral history 

as a research methodology, mainly to investigate the social history of student or teacher 

experiences in the classroom (DeMarrais, 2003; Gardner & Cunningham, 1997; Markowitz, 

1993; Vaughn-Roberson, 1992) or the history of education, more broadly (DeMarrais, 2003; 

Dougherty, 1999). In both of these subfields, however, oral history is acknowledged as a reliable 

research methodology that is useful in extracting historical narratives, capturing the voices of 

everyday people (DeMarrais, 2003; Dougherty, 1999), and it is in this sense that I have chosen to 

apply oral history in my research.  

Interestingly, oral history closely aligns with critical race theory’s tenet of counter 

storytelling, an approach that amplifies and includes marginalized participants, making it a viable 

qualitative approach to enhance education research that analyzes challenges faced by low-

income, working-class groups of students from various ethnic, racial and immigrant 

backgrounds. As an alternative form of qualitative data, Hiraldo (2010) asserts that the inclusion 

of counter-storytelling in education scholarship can help provide learning opportunities for 

higher education institutions to examine their campus climate and come to terms with systemic 

racism. Refusal to recognize its existence works against any attempts to implement meaningful 

inclusion leading to diversity policies that appear superficial and embedded within hierarchical 

racist paradigms (Hiraldo, 2010).   
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Oral history places a great deal of power back with those most underrepresented in our 

society, and provides an alternative interpretation to the public. It explores different ways of 

presenting history, and challenges the authority of traditional written accounts of history, which 

have perpetuated the power struggles between race and class. As such, oral history can be used to 

critique social and cultural capital-deficit trends in higher education research that diminish the 

values and assets of communities of color. These stories can be used to “counter” deficit 

storytelling, particularly to demonstrate that higher education research can also be grounded in 

the experiences and knowledge of people of color, who present their counter-stories. 

Accordingly, these stories will be used as theoretical, methodological and pedagogical tools to 

challenge marginalization and promote social justice within higher education scholarship. For 

this reason, oral history is a captivating approach in analyzing BLMHE’s impact. In order to 

clarify the data obtained through oral history interviews, a historiographical approach was used 

to establish a chronological narrative about BLMHE’s formation, along with the application of a 

proper analysis. 

II. Inclusive Archiving 

Oral history can be an effective method to address the need to provide spaces for counter-

storytelling that examine social justice issues concerning institutional power structures and how 

they perpetuate inequality. This can also occur within modes of inclusive archiving. The very act 

of counter-storytelling can help us as researchers and practitioners challenge the perceived 

wisdom of those in power by providing a context to understand and transform established belief 

systems. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995) emphasizes the way that entrenched racism and certain 

conceptions of man influenced how history is made, produced and written. This has in turn 
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perpetuated dominant narratives of what happened and what is said to have happened: “Built into 

any system of domination is the tendency to proclaim its own normalcy. To acknowledge 

resistance as a mass phenomenon is to acknowledge the possibility that something is wrong with 

the system” (Trouillot, 1995, p. 84).  Here, Trouillot points out the unthinkability of oppressive 

history for white enlightenment thinkers, the way people at the time (17th-18th centuries) 

dismissed it through various means, and the way historians diminished or silenced it. He 

struggles with this erasure, asking us if: “historical narratives [can] convey plots that are 

unthinkable in the world within which these narratives take place? How does one write a history 

of the impossible?” (Trouillot, 1995, p. 73) 

We need narratives that history books are not speaking to. By centering the unthinkable 

histories that dominant narratives suppress, we can begin to reconcile the truth around different 

worldviews on histories of slavery, colonialism and racism. There is rich knowledge that is also 

possessed by local communities. We can work together to support and create a collective 

authority regarding such knowledge. I emphasize these collaborative aspects in my work, 

asserting community knowledge through dialogue in areas where they have more expertise. It is 

not so much about being some sage on the stage, but about surfacing the knowledge that is co-

created with the community being documented in this project. 

Such an approach implores those of us who do archival or memory work to reflect on 

who we are doing this memory work for. This self-reflection can increase awareness and 

empower those of us contributing to the archival record with authentic opportunities to actively 

identify where underrepresented gaps exist in archival collections and seek out ways where we 

can include documentation that allows for historical discussion from a range of viewpoints, 

rather than be passive absorbers of historical information. Additionally, this allows us to validate 
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the lived experiences of individuals and groups who have been overlooked in the historical 

narrative by collecting their stories.  

This type of participatory, non-static memory work, engages and gives back to our 

communities. With the accompanying oral history work that is undertaken to collaboratively 

document BMLHE, we are working to respond creatively to troubling histories while activating 

the archives to be more culturally responsive stewards of history and acknowledging that power 

is central to this conversation. Doing so can set us on a path towards disrupting stagnant 

structures, and shifting the frameworks of representation to reclaim the community’s place in 

memory work. This sets the stage for new interpretations of history to arise in scholarship and 

archival work that can make a difference for future generations. This creates new spaces that 

ensure that the rights and intentions of the community are respected, preserving their legacy for 

future generations while giving voice to marginalized groups that have been left out of the 

historical narrative. 

III. Data collection 

After conducting background research in a fuller literature review, I identified a 

preliminary list of potential student interviewees who played key roles in the creation and 

ongoing operation of BLMHE at Teachers College. I conducted an initial series of three 

structured interviews with BLMHE student co-founders in 2018, that were over an hour. Each 

covered the history, formation and current infrastructure of BLMHE, as well as topics such as 

student activism, diversity and inclusion in higher education and sense of belonging at TC. 

Subsequently, I conducted two follow-up interviews in 2023 with two of the co-founders who 

were available to participate. The interviews were conducted according to Oral History 
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Association guidelines, which are the leading national professional organization for oral history 

best practices in the United States. The interviews were also recorded and transcribed by a 

consultant. Signed consent/release forms were secured from each interviewee according to 

institutional review board (IRB) protocol as necessary. 

In addition to a literature review on student advocacy, I will also delve into the following 

topics and themes as they are covered within and outside of the higher education field (see Table 

1). This will permit me to understand how this form of student advocacy compares to other 

forms of advocacy that seeks to address these inequalities in higher education.  

Table 1. Rationale for Topics 

Research Question Area of Literature Review Rationale 

1. To what ways does 
BLMHE increases space for 
black graduate students 
involved in challenging 
institutional racism within 
higher education at TC? 

Student Advocacy The primary question 
investigates what student-
centered social justice relevant 
work BLMHE is able to 
accomplish without 
institutional support.  

2. In what way is BLMHE 
distinctive to other 
movements such as BLM and 
the Black Studies Movement? 

Social Movements The second research question 
would permit me to identify 
how BLMHE is related to the 
Black Studies movement, 
which addresses the legacy of 
previous student advocacy 
within the realms of equitable 
epistemological spaces.  

3. In what way does TC 
nurture the creation of such 
spaces for these students? 

Epistemological Spaces The third question examines 
TC’s role, if any, in 
supporting this student 
group’s aims towards 
challenging institutional 
racism within higher 
education. 



   

 58  

IV. Interview Questions 

Taking a decolonial approach toward documenting this group, I collaborated with and 

worked alongside the student leaders to begin conducting oral history interviews. They were 

brought into every aspect of the project, from drafting the initial research grant application 

seeking funding to conduct the study, to co-creating the interview questions. The interview 

questions drafted demonstrated issues of microaggressions, diversity and inclusion, sense of 

belonging and the role of TC/HPSE faculty in combating racism in higher education. For 

reference, some of the interview questions are included below: 

a. How does your identity affect your day-to-day experience here as a student at TC? Do 

you feel that this is a marginalized identity? 

b. Broadly speaking, how do you believe your race affects your own classroom experience 

at TC? Does it feel isolating?  

c. Do you believe faculty and students at TC value diversity here? Why or why not? Do 

they provide support? What kind? 

d. What barriers exist that prevent TC from leveraging differences and being inclusive of all 

students? 

e. Broadly speaking, how do you believe your race affects your own ability to succeed at 

TC?  

f. Do you recall how you felt about being involved with BLMHE? Do you recall how it 

affected you? 

g. Could you describe what your vision of activism was before becoming involved in 

BLMHE? How has that vision, and your role within that different vision of activism 

changed since then? 
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h. Could you describe a little bit in that time period and what follows, your own 

development as a student, academic or higher education practitioner? Could you give me 

some examples? 

i. What is the goal you have in mind to accomplish while you’re at TC? How does a degree 

from TC help? 

j. Describe your strengths and talents and how you use them to achieve your goals. 

k. What struggles and obstacles have you confronted and how have you overcome them? 

l. How have you been able to balance school, work and family/social obligations? (Manage 

your class assignments, study time, etc.) 

m. How has the higher education experience at TC helped to shape your identity?  

n. Who are the key people in your life who have played a strong role in your educational 

journey? (at home or at TC) 

o. What do you plan for the future?  

p. How has working in BLMHE efforts changed the way you engage in activism and your 

local community? 

q. A few years ago, it was the 50th Anniversary of the Columbia Student Revolt of 1968.  

What are your thoughts on how student movements continue to inform and influence 

culture and politics as we continue to fight racial inequality in higher education? 

r. At the end of the day, how would you characterize the impact of all of this work on your 

own life, in your own thinking? 

s. Final words?  
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V. Proposed site  

I chose TC as a site for this case study because BLMHE began here and the institution is 

emblematic of elite higher education institutions which aim to increase diversity and inclusion 

efforts. However, it is unclear if TC is significantly increasing diversity amongst its current 

student body. Particularly, as an elite PWI affiliated with Columbia University, which has its 

own struggles to address socioeconomic diversity among its student body (Haseman, 2018), 

TC’s student body is composed of only about 12.7% of African Americans. However, the focus 

of this research is to study the formation and impact of the student-led BLMHE group at TC and 

how this form of activism empowers students as agents for change against systemic racism 

within higher education. 

VI. Sampling and Confidentiality 

I identified a preliminary list of potential fellow student interviewees from the HPSE 

program who play key roles in the ongoing operation of BLMHE at TC. I conducted an initial 

series of three interviews that cover the history, formation and current infrastructure of BLMHE. 

I also conducted two follow-up interviews to further explore the impact of the current historical 

moment as well as development in anti-racist social movement activity. The interviews were 

conducted according to Oral History Association guidelines, were video recorded and 

transcribed. Signed consent/release forms were secured from each interviewee according to IRB 

protocol as necessary. 
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VII. Validity Issues 

Granting historical agency to marginalized people is one of the driving forces behind the 

origins and evolution of the field of oral history (Thompson, 1978). However, I am concerned 

with the problem of the concept of agency that can surface within these oral histories. 

Particularly, as it regards issues around ethics when interviewing narrators’ individual 

experiences of social change and drawing distinctions between their individual actions and the 

social, economic and cultural systems that they navigate (Portelli, 2006). The relationship 

between agency and oral history is particularly important for oral history practitioners who use 

oral history as a critical methodological tool. Memories are a way to understand how individuals 

make sense of their realities, and how these are connected to larger structures and ideologies 

(Grele, 2010). 

It is an important method of recovering neglected histories. Whereas once historians 

aspired to collect objective data from eyewitnesses, I regard oral history as an autobiographical 

practice centered on the subjectivity of the narrator. The relationship between agency and oral 

history is particularly important for me as I use oral history as a critical methodological tool. 

Memories are a way to understand how individuals make sense of their realities, and how these 

realities are connected to larger structures and ideologies (Grele, 2010; Thompson, 1978). This 

train of thought will spur my own self-awareness about the continued usefulness or lack thereof 

regarding the concept of agency to oral history, and the implications of this for my study. Some 

of the questions I will attempt to consider as they surface in my study include: What are the 

limitations to thinking about agency from the perspective of individual choice? How can I 

discern from interviews the ways in which these student activists’ everyday actions operate on 

the collective level, (i.e., the idea that people’s actions are created through situations)?  How can 
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I be sure to not fall into the entitlement trap of using their interviews to “grant” agency to another 

person or “liberate” marginalized actors from the past?  

VIII. Coding 

Oral history was utilized to capture and preserve the interview content from the three 

BLMHE student cofounders while narrative research, interpretative theory and constructivism 

were utilized to further understand and interpret their oral history data generated from the 

interviews. This process includes exploring the oral history transcribed from interviews, and then 

coded to identify themes. Historical research, as a research methodology, is supported by oral 

history, a form of narrative analysis which is a valuable tool for research.  

There are a number of different versions of narrative analysis, almost all of which 

emphasize how storytelling is done (McAlphine, 2016; Wang and Geale, 2015). This seldom 

involves coding. In contrast, the most common methods that emphasize coding the data are 

grounded theory, thematic analysis, and some versions of phenomenology. Both grounded theory 

(Charmaz, 2014) and thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) are heavily identified with 

coding, as is the version of phenomenology known as interpretive phenomenological analysis 

(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). To gain an in-depth understanding of the oral history 

narratives, I used thematic analysis of the interview transcripts using manual coding techniques 

that I entered in NVivo. Interview material was then analyzed using Aronson’s (1995) four-stage 

thematic analysis method. These analysis stages are:  

● First, the data was collected in the form of interview transcripts. 

● Second, key direct quotes were identified and common ideas paraphrased (Fig. 1 & 2) 

● Third, related patterns were combined into themes (Table 2).  
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● The fourth stage involved making a trustworthy and reliable argument.  

Each stage is connected and related to the previous one, while the final stage connects to the first 

in regards to the selection of the themes for analysis and creating a storyline which will help me 

realize the process, motivation, and understanding of my study. I will go in detail below about 

how I have progressed with work for the first three stages. 

a. Stage One 

At this stage, the data collected through interviews, narrators and first-level coding 

evolve into a familiarity with the interview data and its organization. Familiarity begins as the 

interviews proceed; therefore, the proper selection of participants is essential. In reference to the 

digital oral history paradigm (Ritchie, 2015), the interviews are recorded with a video recorder, 

and other primary sources like personal notes, photos, etc. are evaluated. Since there is a close 

correlation between the data, well-conducted interviews contribute to the next stage’s analysis. 

According to Perks and Thomson (2015), the oral history interview encourages the participants 

to recollect and arrange their experience, represent the experience in detail and the context in 

which it happened, and explore the meaning that their experiences hold for them.  

b. Stage Two 

The second stage allowed me to begin open coding of the oral history interviews in order to 

create the fundamental coding schema illustrated in Fig. 2 below. According to Saldaña (2014), 

the researcher should begin coding and analyzing data as they compile it. The first stage of 

coding summarizes the data along with organizing it to facilitate labeling of the categories (see 

Fig. 2). 
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  Fig 2. Stage Two: First Level Coding Applied to Key Direct Quotes 

 

 

Codes were applied to the transcribed interview text. Unearthing salient themes, my thematic 

analysis becomes more efficient as I analyzed these narratives in a methodological manner (see 

Table 2). Through the open-ended conversations, themes emerge that were better understood 

through identifiable patterns of living or behavior under the control of this thematic analysis 

(Aronson, 1995; Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

  Fig. 3: Stage Three- First round of Open Coding  

 

c. Stage three 

The initial 17 analytic categories were first developed after open coding three interview 

transcript descriptions and combining the emerging themes with selected literature. After using 
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this foundational coding scheme with the three interviews, the coding scheme was simplified 

(data reduction) by clustering the labels and subsequent indicators into broader themes in the 

second coding stage below (see Table 3).  

Coding is applied to obtain the lived experiences participants have been through 

(Saldaña, 2014). The obtained codes are a practical ring in the chain of events in historical 

research (Saldaña, 2014). At this stage, the data with close conceptions are extracted from and 

studied on the initial codes and set next to one another to form the sub-categories. After a review 

on the obtained related codes, the selected sub-categories that represent the initial codes are 

reviewed. It should be mentioned that a sub-category may contain many codes, which are 

determined at stage one of the coding. 

Table 2: Stage Three: Related Patterns & Themes 

 
 

Codes Subcategories Definition Examples 

Events  
 

Historical events or 
personal stories 

Death of Treyvon 
Martin; Black Lives 
Matter Movement; 
First day of college 
 

Activities  Knowledge creation, 
reclaiming spaces, 
Student engagement, 
Reclaiming narrative 
on Blackness 

Could be repetitive or 
one-time activities 
that involve other 
people and a 
particular setting 

Attending a protest; 
Working in a 
collective 
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Meanings/interpretati
ons 
 
 

BLMHE Impact, 
BLMHE Limitations, 
Different Visions of 
Activism, Diversity at 
TC, Imposter 
Syndrome, Roots of 
Activism, Impact of 
Marginalization 
 
 

Values, norms, and 
rules that guide 
people’s behavior; 
Students levels of 
participation in 
politics and civic 
engagement to change 
political systems 
 

“There are professors 
that are sensitive to 
what’s happening in 
the world and feel like 
it’s necessary to talk 
about in your classes.” 
 
 

Concepts people use 
to understand their 
surroundings and 
experiences; Instances 
that demonstrate how 
students are focused 
on their own learning 
environments in 
higher education; 
Both physical and 
nonmaterial spaces 
 

“...my vision of 
activism was being 
out in the streets and 
the picket signs and 
taking over buildings, 
sit-ins, that kind of 
stuff.” 
 
 

Feelings people 
attach to their 
experiences, or their 
interpretations of the 
experiences 
 
 

“...the support that 
I’ve had from faculty 
here and the support 
that I’ve had from 
administrators here 
and staff, I feel like it 
primed me to really 
do whatever I want to 
do going forward…” 
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Symbols, names, 
labels people use to 
attach meaning to 
objects, people, and 
situations  
 
 
Negative impacts 
resulting from 
microaggressions, 
and cultural 
appropriation 
 
 
Extent to which TC is 
centered on diversity 
and inclusion; TC’s 
use of inclusive 
language and other 
measures that 
demonstrates 
commitment to 
ensuring all students 
have the resources to 
succeed in an 
environment that 
keeps them physically 
and emotionally safe 

“If you can’t pay for 
education, you 
shouldn’t go. And my 
answer to you is do 
you think that I should 
be here? Do you think 
that I can be here?” 
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Relationships/Interacti
on  

Allyship Ways of relating to 
other people. Could 
be real or imaginary; 
Could be talking 
about friends, 
family… etc. or 
historical figures, role 
models …etc.  
 
 

“I was a little cautious 
of sharing that 
information with the 
class but I think it was 
definitely something 
that was necessary. So 
it took a little bit more 
effort or oomph to 
share that with the 
class, being one of the 
only students of color 
in the classroom.”  
 
 
“And we gave them 
that respect and they 
in turn gave us the 
same respect. I think 
we kind of disarmed 
people by not being a 
certain type of student 
that was – maybe they 
thought would be 
angry.” 
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Settings/Context  Higher Education, 
Organizations, Time 
and experience 

The context of 
interest. E.g., 
institutions, countries, 
cities, places…etc.; 
Growth/development 
of individual activism 
over time. Maturity 
 
 

“It’s been like I had a 
counselor in high 
school that told me 
I’ll never get into 
Columbia. Don’t 
bother applying. 
That’s a reach school. 
And then when I got 
accepted to TC, I sent 
her my acceptance 
letter like what’d you 
say?”   
 
 
“I called my mom and 
my mom drove from 
Hoboken up to 
Mahwah, which is 
about 45 minutes. She 
was like what do you 
mean you’re not 
gonna let her into 
school? Do I look like 
– it was $12,000 I 
needed. It was like do 
I look like a prostitute 
to you? I know I’m 
black but do I look 
like a drug dealer 
where I could get 
$12,000 in a week? 
You’re telling me that 
and my daughter can’t 
move on campus? 
You’re stifling her 
education for $12,000 
that you messed up 
on.” 
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Identities/Roles  Intersectional identity, 
Performative roles 
and spaces 

Membership based on 
gender, race, 
ethnicity, class…etc. 
or membership/role in 
a certain 
organizational 
structure 
 
 
Focuses on some of 
the ways in which 
race/gender is 
materialized in and 
through academic 
spaces in accordance 
with the dominant 
race/gender norms 
shaping higher 
education life; 
evocation and 
materialization of 
these norms through 
student’s 
racial/gendered 
inhabitation of spaces 
in higher education 
 
 

“And so now I think 
what I'm definitely 
standing in is my 
roots, my 
understanding of 
myself as an 
immigrant woman; an 
immigrant woman 
that happens to be 
black, that happens to 
be an older student 
that happens to be a 
career changer.” 
 
 
“I know there have 
been moments where I 
felt like I’ve had to be 
more of a – it’s more 
of like a model 
minority in a way of, 
well, you have to 
represent yourself 
well. You have to 
represent women well. 
You have to represent 
black women well. 
You have to represent 
immigrant people 
well.” 

 

 

My core transition strategy involved conducting basic analysis work (Saldaña, 2014, p. 

214-218), where I coded and then transitioned these categories/themes to concepts which I go 

into further detail in my data analysis. At this point, the main categories are defined, labeled and 

coded. The emphasis here is put on the key concepts that are going to be applied in the fourth 

stage, where the study starts to take shape. In fact, at this stage, the pieces of the puzzle are 
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arranged in a manner in which the whole picture is revealed. This is due to the credibility of the 

oral history method, which is determined by analyzing the approved documentation (interview 

transcripts). At this stage, the main categories are formed by similar subcategories and the 

interconnections/overlaps between the codes appear. 

In this chapter, I described the research design that guided my data collection and 

consideration of how Black graduate students experienced their involvement in BLMHE. In the 

chapters that follow, I discuss my findings in the form of three themes: student advocacy within 

the realms of equitable epistemological spaces, how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black 

Studies and Black Lives Matter movements, and the role of Teachers College in supporting 

equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education. I will present these 

themes as they speak to the findings to explore to what extent BLMHE plays a role in increasing 

equitable spaces for Black graduate students who identify as scholars on campus to find out how 

this form of student activism empowers students as agents for change against systemic racism 

within higher education. I conclude this dissertation in Chapter VI with a discussion of the 

implications of study findings for how BLMHE permits students to speak for and represent 

themselves as they continue in their mission to strengthen student identity and belonging for 

communities of color within TC, whereby I propose that BLMHE can serve as a model that 

considers students as empowered actors that can intervene and promote equity for and behalf of 

themselves.
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CHAPTER 4: INCLUSIVE ARCHIVING 

I. Introduction 

Power relationships in archives - how they are sourced and revealed - have been 

extensively covered in archival scholarship (Bastian, 2002; Cook, 1994; Theimer, 2010). A 

deeper dive can help clarify readers’ awareness of how these power relationships are manifested 

in all the daily tasks undertaken by archivists: primarily, through the acquisition, processing, 

appraisal, conservation, access and administration of archival materials. As such, archivists yield 

an immense amount of power in their daily work, which is far from objective or neutral, since 

“control of the records” inherently translates to “control of the subjects of the records,” (Bastian, 

2002, p. 82) which in turn plays a critical role in how records are interpreted. This examination 

of power relationships impacts archival collections that positively shift focus from definitive 

national narratives to ambiguous cultural and social testimonies. If we are going to be 

documenting student activists, the methods which we apply needs to also have an activist 

orientation. Community-based and participatory methods that are embedded within Inclusive 

Archiving not only mirror the communities that are being documented, they also ensure 

increased accessibility, engagement and outreach with documented communities. These methods 

also align well with knowledge creation and moves us beyond the classroom. These  archival 

approaches align with BLMHE’s mission to combat racism in higher education, as well as the 

non-hierarchical ethos of social movements, which is based in the community (intention) and is 

participatory (how we document and make accessible) and morale (how we learn and serve our 

communities). This opens up space for self-determination within communities of organizers. 
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This chapter will focus on applying a critical lens to analyze power relationships in 

archival practice, which can help us challenge the traditional nature of archives and the 

principles underlying their custody and management. The archive itself reflects a certain social 

and cultural process, at this time of social reckoning in American society and culture which is 

reconsidering prisms of historical understanding. As a part of this social reckoning, we determine 

by which guidelines archives are kept, reconsider what is signaled as being of “historical 

interest” in the archives, and how these records are accessed. By applying community-based and 

participatory approaches in archiving student social movements, I believe archives can center the 

stories and experiences of communities excluded in dominant narratives of history, such as 

Black, women, indigenous and those from the LGBTQ community, all which come from 

underrepresented and unrepresented groups. In this way, archives can function as a site of 

resistance and solidarity- not only to preserve community memory, but also incubate spaces of 

memory-building to advance social justice. The inclusive archiving that accompanies this 

research can actively support and empower communities in the collective documentation of their 

own histories.  In this sense, I view inclusive archiving as a type of research approach. This 

approach can spark an archive (“the need for preservation”), inform it will be archived (“we will 

preserve this”) and address how we make this process accessible and inclusive. This allows us to 

increase our awareness of what our ideas of preservation are and participate in a deeper 

conversation about what gets to be placed behind the glass. In other words, what is ultimately 

curated as historically important in an archive? 
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II. Background: Archival Principles and “Authentic” Truth 

From ancient times, the concept of archives, derived from the Greek word arkheion for 

public building or office, signified a place of predefined historical authority in discourse, where 

archival records served the maintenance of state order and control (Derrida, 1995). Gradually, 

archives became places of “authentic” records. This resulted in the archives becoming privileged 

sites for determining “historical truth.” In turn, this defined the parameters of historical 

scholarship, which in turn informed approaches for defining nationality and nationhood well into 

the nineteenth century. Archivists embodied the “authorities” and made the calls in selecting, 

appraising, classifying, and preserving documentation that perpetuated the mythology behind the 

national anthem, monuments, public art, and how nationality and nationhood were to be 

interpreted. This ideological stance was further cemented, primarily in Western Europe, 

throughout the twentieth century, where training in the archival field consisted of coursework in 

state-sanctioned history.  

Beginning in the 1970s, however, notions of historical authority, particularly those that 

focused on government records and dominant social systems, began to be challenged (Ham, 

1975; Zinn, 1977). This era produced a new cadre of historians who called for an increased 

acceptance of cultural and social narratives as experiences by marginalized communities 

(Jimerson, 2007; Grim & Noriega, 2013). These socio-cultural processes were understood to 

inform historical, social and cultural portrayals of identity, as well as surfacing power 

relationships therein. This gave way to emerging scholars (Caswell, 2017; Imarisha, 2015; 

Sutherland, 2017) who sought to examine the myths surrounding subjectivity in historical 

research, how power relationships played out in the development of these narratives, and how 

this impacted how these historical narratives were spread and processed into the mainstream. 
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There was a greater urgency to explore how lived historical experience that existed within the 

borders and tensions in American life had been left unaddressed and how these experiences had 

been silenced within the norms of civility and have been supported by civic institutions. This 

new emphasis on social memory helped to uncover the impact such power had within the 

practice of historical and archival practice. More specifically, it highlighted the perpetuation of 

disparities in the historical record that excluded the experiences of marginalized groups whose 

stories have too often been excluded from mainstream representations in American history and in 

traditional archival practice.  

The contestation that arises with the inclusion of multiple narratives are a “(political) 

collective memory” where “statements of political values and rights serve to unite generations in 

the enduring present of the constitution…such institutions, founding documents, and explicit 

practices are not just a transmission device but a core part of the continuity of the community, 

and a moment in its collective memory.” (Booth, 1999, p. 45) This is a form of non-declarative 

memory that one is likely to find in the civic habits of people, embodying the memories of a 

people. Whereas history is focused on forms of declarative memory that distinguish between true 

and false claims that can be confirmed or revoked. Ultimately, this gets to the core of what 

inclusive archiving is challenging: Who gets to curate an archive? In questioning previous 

assumptions, we contest previous claims of preservation/memory. We can see this dichotomy 

taking place between memory and history: formal history is concerned with getting it right, 

where collective memory is concerned with getting the right message and is bound in context. As 

such, this augmented form of collective memory asks archivists to reconsider the notion of 

“authority” and uncover the need to know to what extent older notions of “authenticity” are 

embedded in records deemed “historical.” Consequently, this has also provoked scholarship that 
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seeks to understand how the process of archiving validates particular kinds of historical 

understanding over others, primarily those unassociated with dominant national narratives. This 

re-examination has moved archives from an unquestionable venue for historical sources to a 

source of contested research.  

In my capacity as an archivist at a site with a historical landmark with contentious history 

of its own, I knew early on that this could also be a site of reckoning and learning. The Hall of 

Fame for Great Americans at Bronx Community College (BCC) was created as an interactive 

public art monument in 1900, where regular Americans could meet eye-to-eye with portrait busts 

of Great Americans that were created by leading American sculptors. The Hall of Fame provides 

us with a prime backdrop to engage in such participatory memory work. In 1973, NYU sold its 

University Heights Campus to the Dormitory Authority of the State of New York which 

bestowed the site to BCC. Yet, the Hall that we inherited commemorates largely white 

achievement on one of the most diverse campuses in the CUNY system serving the most 

marginalized students in the city. Founded in 1957, BCC’s mission has been to provide access 

and opportunity for academic success and social mobility to the widely diverse population of the 

Bronx (Bronx Community College, 2019). Students at BCC are largely low-income and are 

immigrants or of immigrant descent from more than 60 countries. 98% are from ethnic 

minorities, and one-half (55%) are first generation college-students and 53% come from 

households where the annual income is less than $20,000 (Bronx Community College, 2019).  

Reflecting on the removal of the Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson busts at the Hall in 2017, 

there was a greater urgency for us to pause at the tensions in American life that have been left 

unaddressed. I wanted to effectively challenge the power dynamics behind these past decisions 

and collectively reimagine what it means to be a “Great” American, as well as examine the role 
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the Archives could have moved forward to best support this dialogue. The solution lies in 

creating an inclusive framework that actively engages with our communities so that they also can 

have a say in how the story is told. 

In 2016, I developed an online exhibit on the Hall of Fame that focused on achievement, 

inclusion, diversity, and power called Visions of Greatness at BCC: Rethinking Racial 

Disparities at the Hall of Fame (Tobar, 2016). Questions we examined included: How is fame 

and accomplishment defined and determined? What is its value to society? What is the impact of 

fame on those who have been recognized, and on those who have been excluded? The goal was 

to have this be an easy-to-use digital tool for interaction with the monument itself, and welcome 

public participation in a re-envisioned “virtual” Hall of Fame, including "greats" from the fringe, 

groups and individuals who have fought against the status quo.  

This work has served as the basis for further cultural outreach. The intent in moving our 

efforts forward is widening our original goal from simply increasing access to our collections to 

using socially engaged art as a way to increase public interaction with the Hall. This will clear 

the path for us to begin re-envisioning the role that archives can play in providing a more 

inclusive history of the community and the country. The Hall of Fame’s history will continue to 

impact us as we wrestle with themes of how best to commemorate greatness and fame. It is the 

Archives mission to tease out these concepts as we examine what the Hall of Fame spotlighted in 

the past versus what we as a society value today, alongside the neighboring community. 

 A continual critical analysis and reframing of dominant histories can help us counteract 

the bias within traditional archival principles that perpetuate the status quo, increasing our 

awareness when we reflect on the ways we preserve and what we choose to value within 

archives. Michel Foucault’s postmodernist theory of power/knowledge during the 1970s 
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influenced the call for recognition of dominant historical rhetoric to “improve the critical 

consciousness” of information professionals, who can act as mediators between information 

resources and the dynamics of power in archival discourse and archival best practices (Dick, 

1995). This gave rise to a “new historicism” in library and information studies where archivists 

began to advocate for the need to “highlight the deep assumptions of many professional tasks to 

reveal the scope and nature of bias embedded in selection policies and tools of access such as 

indexes and catalogs” (Dick, 1995, p. 229). As such, archival principles of respect des fonds 

(respect for the foundation/source), provenance, custody, original order, arrangement and 

description can potentially work against marginalized communities. 

III. Community-Based Archiving 

The first method of inclusive archiving I applied for the archival component of this 

research is rooted in a community-based archival approach that’s committed to engaging 

knowledge and expertise beyond the “ivory tower” by involving those who are most intimately 

affected by the research in shaping the research questions, framing interpretations, and designing 

meaningful research products and actions, particularly in post-custodial efforts to archive activist 

efforts in collaboratively. This notion of community-based archiving describes the methodology 

behind archival practice that directly involves the communities being documented to organize 

their records for themselves, in either written or oral form, physical or digital. Community-based 

archiving can ensure the inclusion of materials necessary to document people or organizations 

who have traditionally been under-represented. In an effort to give a “voice to the voiceless,” 

there are various tactics an archivist can employ to include materials in their collections that 

would document the history of traditionally underrepresented people or organizations.  
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Archivists such as Randall Jimerson suggest four approaches that I believe directly co-

relate to community-based archiving: 1) reconsider the principle of provenance in light of 

unequal power relationships; 2) “seek opportunities to preserve records of those often overlooked 

by their collecting strategies and recognize the broader concept of provenance for an entire 

community”; 3) consider going beyond our “custodial role to fill in the gaps, to ensure that 

documentation is created where it is missing”; and 4) recognize the value of “oral transmission” 

by both recognizing the “primacy of oral tradition in some cultures,” and seeking to add to the 

completeness of the archival record by proactively creating oral histories (Theimer, 2012). The 

first two points concentrate on the issues surrounding determining provenance of selected items 

for a collection, which addresses concerns about how we as archivists determine historical 

accuracy. The last two points refer to looking outside from traditional archival practice and 

recognizing the value of emotional accuracy provided from unwritten accounts of the past. These 

points acknowledge the reality of the growing disparities in the historical record that exclude the 

histories and experiences of the everyday struggles of working-class communities, immigrants, 

communities of color, LGBTQA+, groups whose stories have too often been excluded from 

mainstream representations in traditional archival practice. We have an unprecedented need for 

these narratives to be widely available, to recognize the value of making space for excluded 

accounts of the past. In doing so, we provide a corrective action to do justice for the 

underrepresented and co-create with affected communities, ensuring that there is equal 

representation of the needs, interests, and perspectives of all. 

Archives are reservoirs of history, law, and democratic accountability. They can provide 

a corrective action in support of justice by documenting under-served communities. As 

community-based archivists, we can co-create with those affected communities, ensuring that 
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there is equal representation of the needs, interests and perspectives of all citizens. This can help 

us to produce a non-static, living archive, one that is more open to participatory practices that 

include community stakeholders, that de-emphasizes hierarchical order that maintains the status 

quo, that goes beyond the collection of artifacts and documents to include recorded testimonies, 

and is responsive to enacting social change, not simply documenting it. On the topic of living 

archives, Hawai'i-based activist, Ellen-Rae Cachola writes: “Living archives are the belief that 

human networks create, preserve and transmit spoken word, performance, live music, dance, and 

events. Humans also create web communities that preserve and transmit music, text, images, 

videos and pictures. Knowledge is applied to transform space.  Records aren’t exclusively text or 

informational objects. Sometimes, records of empowerment are the spaces needed to talk, to 

process, to feel, to be heard.” (Cachola, 2010, p.1) I take Cachola’s concept of “living archives” 

to push this idea of providing empowered space further, and explore her idea of online 

communities as a medium for transforming space, and the role that community-based archiving 

can play in uncovering these human networks that have been overlooked in the past. Along those 

lines, a project that I worked on this past year is ¿Dónde puedo ir? Searching for home. Through 

music and oral histories, we created a vehicle for real testimonies of displacement to be a part of 

a work of art that highlights the rich diversity and history of Bushwick's varied Latinx 

community. The songs, with excerpts from oral histories documenting their struggles with 

displacement as it is unfolding in their communities, were presented virtually in order to provide 

an immersive art experience that helps us navigate these complex issues. Inclusive and 

community-based archiving can activate modes of storytelling by and for the community to tell 

counter-narratives that can augment the official historical record, but also show us that memory 
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work has an activist orientation, one that can make change in the world, as in the case of the 

BLMHE oral history project and its accompanying site: blmhe.org. 

In the context of community-based archiving and its demand that we all acknowledge the 

reality of growing disparities in the historical record and its social consequences, we have an 

unprecedented need for community-sourced and co-created archives to be widely and freely 

available. Providing a web-based portal for BLMHE’s story that also respects community control 

over the collected interviews was a key factor in its implementation. This was the foundational 

basis for this project, which is using a community-based archiving approach that includes activist 

oral histories. Sarah Loose, an activist oral historian based in the Northwest, describes the 

distinction for this type of activist oral history lies in its use towards facilitating movement 

building: 

What distinguishes ‘activist oral history’ from most oral history work is its explicit aim of 

social transformation and its direct connection to or active, intentional use by social 

movement actors to further their organizing efforts and campaigns. Many oral history 

projects and archives contain or collect interviews that relate to controversial social issues 

and explore the dynamics of social movements. But unless and until these interviews are 

mobilized by and for the protagonists of social movements, they are unlikely to directly 

lead to social change in a meaningful and significant way. (Loose, 2011, p. 15) 

Ultimately, I explored how this oral history research can bolster BLMHE’s movement-building 

efforts as a group through archiving these students and allies’ stories.  In recent years, archivists 

and memory workers (those who choose to define themselves beyond institutional affiliations) 

have sought to redefine what an archive is through a community framework that hosts various 

identities. This bridges the gap between practice-based justice work in communities, and the 
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subsequent archival research that takes place because socially conscious archivists and memory 

workers believe that the pursuit of more just power relations is a complex endeavor and will 

require diverse knowledge resources. This facilitates the widest possible participation by those in 

the community to further movement building and transformative social change, which in this 

case are the student activist members of BLMHE. This new wave of archival professionals in the 

field have called for more critical reflection and ethics of care to be used to counteract dominant 

white frameworks that are still deeply embedded within the archives. What this critical reflection 

and ethics of care look like in practice can build a community and conversation that centers the 

significance of race, ethnicity, and indigeneity in our understandings of the world as it is and 

informs our imaginations toward a world with more just arrangements of power.  

In my own practice as an activist-scholar and oral historian, it’s not so much about being 

some “sage on the stage,” but about surfacing the knowledge that is co-created with the 

community I’m documenting, collaborating and learning from as we archive community history. 

So it was with this mindset that I began Cities for People, Not for Profit, an online oral history 

project that traces the history of ongoing gentrification and fight for affordable housing in 

Bushwick, Brookyln from the perspective of artists, activists, and community residents (Tobar, 

2014). The interviews focused on ideas concerning the politics, impact, and future of 

displacement as they were still unfolding in the neighborhood. This goal was to provide a 

framework for the community to analyze the effects of displacement and help ignite relationships 

amongst the various groups being affected by gentrification. Additionally, the archive site 

provides the community with resources on alternative housing strategies and community 

organizing efforts in the area. 
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This paradigm shift within the archival field is significant, considering what it means to 

challenge those previously held dominant frameworks in archives, and to be part of archival 

efforts outside of dominant white cultural structures, while actively documenting racial protests 

and social movements (Herzinger and Pattillo, 2021). There is a great need for guidelines to help 

archivists prepare for the work involved in the collaborative co-creation of archives focused on 

social justice and protest culture. Currently, the Community Archives Lab at UCLA explores the 

ways that independent, identity-based memory organizations document, shape, and provide 

access to the histories of communities via a toolkit and readings (UCLA Community Archives 

Lab, 2018). American community archives, such as the South Asian American Digital Archive, 

which creates a more inclusive society by giving voice to South Asian Americans through 

documenting, preserving, and sharing stories that represent their unique and diverse experiences 

(South Asian American Digital Archive, 2008), and NYC Trans Oral History Project, which 

devoted to the collection, preservation and sharing of trans histories, possess two main 

characteristics that set them apart from traditional institutional collections: they “represent and 

serve under-represented, marginalized, and/or oppressed communities and community members 

have autonomy over archival practices.” (Caswell, 2021, p. 17). Taking a step back, we must 

understand how community members attribute meaning and designate agency to community 

archives. One focus group study that was conducted at several California-based community 

archives concluded that members representing marginalized groups in community archives 

“conceive of records as agents, embodied with the voices of past lives, and capable of facilitating 

meaning for those who access, activate, and interpret them.” (Tai, et al., 2019, p. 13). The 

members also viewed the records as “haunted, emphasizing that dominant historical narratives 

are haunted by their absences.” (Tai, et al., 2019. p. 2). Therefore, community-based archives 
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carry out a crucial need for documenting communities by reclaiming intellectual and curatorial 

control over records, by the people and for the people. In doing so, archivists are beginning to 

understand the vital importance that records can have in disrupting oppressive dominant 

narratives, and actively ally with communities in using participatory strategies to find 

empowerment as they take back their stories.  

IV. Participatory Archiving 

The second method I applied for the archival component of this research is participatory 

archiving. Participatory archiving, which is an ever-expanding method that combines various 

archival practices, consists of decentralized, collaborative curation with shared authority, that 

implements non-hierarchical documentary practices that work to minimize harm in existing 

power relationships, with the aim of promoting agency and equity amongst community 

stakeholders (Theimer, 2015, p. 261). A participatory archive acknowledges all parties to a 

transaction as immediate parties with negotiated rights and responsibilities in relation to 

ownership, access and privacy. This may be useful in communities who may be reluctant or 

unable to relinquish control of their records to a traditional archive, such as Indigenous 

communities or for those communities with endangered languages. One such example that 

covers both these areas is the Rimasun podcast series (Center for Latin American and Caribbean 

Studies (CLACS), New York University, 2020), and featured speakers and students of Quechua 

who shared personal narratives about their daily lives, interests and community in New York 

City.  

Preservation initiatives that documented social justice movements and protests have 

traditionally sought to archive protest activities after the fact. However, now given the 



   

 85  

information deluge and prolific self-documentation in part due to social media, archiving social 

movements and student protests is now occurring as these activities are unfolding before the 

public, with affected communities not waiting for institutions to document events. Communities 

are taking up the work of archiving for themselves. This mode of decentralized archiving allows 

for more transparent modes of curation of materials from a broad range of users who also now 

have a voice in determining what gets to be included in an archive that is documenting social 

movement and student activist group activity, particularly direct actions that resist racial 

injustice. This leads us into a post-custodial model, outside the jurisdiction of institutions, that 

circumnavigates the gatekeeping that can occur in collecting efforts, where curation decisions lie 

solely with “notable” individuals who were considered experts in elite areas of research. The 

blurred boundaries between “experts” and “community” comes out of a belief in community 

power and seeks to share stories of everyday people caring for one another in a time of crisis. 

Black student activist groups and movements are an emblematic example of more participatory 

forms of research and archiving.  

V. Centering Black Student Movement Work in Archives 

During these intense times of heightened racial injustice in the United State due to a 

legacy of imperialism, capitalism, white supremacy, and patriarchy, archivists must work to 

acknowledge the harm inflicted on marginalized communities. This will not only help envision 

more participatory archival processes that promote more transparent, action-oriented scholarship, 

but also help us to do the work to heal and regain the trust of organizers and activists in order to 

best support them in their liberation work. This can help us as socially-conscious scholars, as 

well as information professionals, towards a path of radical empathy.  
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It is increasingly necessary to create radical empathy as we work across racial divides in 

order to support every member of society to actively care about each other. This form of 

collaborative archiving can become a crucial avenue through which collective experiences are 

shared-going beyond collecting physical items to include the vulnerable and emotional aspects in 

unique lived experiences that activists and organizers have faced in their social justice work, 

which may have been overlooked in traditional archival curation. In combination, this ethic of 

care enables cultural heritage professionals to shift power and work towards creating more 

participatory archives. 

Participatory archiving seeks to get to the core of what community means for a 

community archive. It intentionally includes those involved in the documentary effort and 

acknowledges them as equal players and participants in presenting their history to the larger 

mainstream. This method is essential especially for individuals and collections that are officially 

unaffiliated with a larger university or institutional repository, reflecting the unique interests, 

needs, and priorities of their communities. With the NYC Trans Oral History Project, for 

instance, they are a volunteer-run organization that is co-led by organizers and volunteers, with 

established partnerships with the New York Public Library and Digital Transgender Archives 

(NYC Trans Oral History Project, 2021). However, they maintain their autonomy, and are not 

beholden to institutions for managing the archive. This was in part due to past incidents with 

repositories who have not facilitated access to collections to members of the trans community to 

their own history: “Archives of trans life and trans history are often not available to most trans 

people. They’re locked away in private institutions, they’re in libraries, but not available to most 

people at all.” (NYU Center for the Humanities, 2018) In their case, they have embraced a 

combined community-based, participatory approach for their archive that “is generated by a 
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community… [it’s] a community documenting itself,” (NYU Center for the Humanities, 2018) 

and their members determine curation as well as access to the archive, which ensures that there 

are no barriers to the collection by community members. This is why self-documentation is 

important for communities and movements. It’s all about power- who’s framing the story. For 

community-based archives it serves as an alternative venue for communities to make collective 

decisions about what is of enduring value to them, to shape collective memory of their own 

pasts, and to control the means through which stories about their past are constructed. Power is 

central to this conversation. In the case of BLMHE, the process of choosing participants was 

driven by BLMHE student co-founders, who referred me to who to interview. The students are 

also included in decision-making for which additional items are included in the online archive, as 

these items surface. 

Archivists are now being called to not turn a blind eye to hierarchies, which plays a 

pivotal part in our arrangement and description work, but often also replicate harmful power 

dynamics. Gatekeeping in areas of curation and collection development in archives needs to go 

beyond extracting the stories of the social movements and student activist groups for 

preservation’s sake, but also to take care of ourselves and documented communities in the 

process. As an alternative to relying on untrustworthy institutions which only perpetuate 

oppressive systems, participatory archives aim to determine what collective documentation needs 

are and seek to meet them in community. This ensures that there is adequate representation in the 

archiving of Black activist groups and social movements, where the community determines and 

defines its needs. Participatory archiving, in its very essence, commits to nurturing a culture of 

care where value-driven work, as well as healing, are centered. During the project design for this 

oral history archive, I thought critically about the participatory collection of these stories, how 
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they would be accessible online and how we should consider custody and ownership of materials 

created by these students.  

What can a creative oral history practice offer students, faculty and staff at Teachers 

College at such a critical turning point? Given the increase of exclusionary white nationalism in 

the United States, BLMHE group members wanted to focus on the counter-legacy of Black 

student activism. Taking a decolonial approach toward documenting this group, I collaborated 

with and worked alongside BLMHE. They were brought into the early planning stages of the 

project, which included assisting with drafting the grant application seeking funding from the 

Diversity Office at TC, identifying narrators, and co-creating interview questions. We also co-

conceptualized what the best use for these interviews would be and decided to create a video 

archive with a socially engaged focus, not just simply archiving the stories once we were done 

with the interviews. I acted as a co-curator of the archive, as well as a mediator, interfacing 

between BLMHE and TC stakeholders in order to meet everyone’s needs as the logistics of the 

exhibit and archival website were set up.  

Interview clips were selected and featured to demonstrate issues of microaggressions, 

diversity and inclusion, sense of belonging, and role of HPSE faculty in combating racism in 

higher education. A major element of the archive was the video interviews of the students, which 

mirrored their interactions within higher education and acted as another form of activism by 

claiming the space, and the oral narratives reflected the challenges and successes they have 

experienced while pursuing a graduate degree. This collaboration culminated in a multimedia 

archive that accompanies this research, which will bring the power of these voices to TC, 

building public awareness and sparking alternative modes for knowledge creation by and for 

black graduate students at a PWI.  
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VI. Who are we archiving for? Post-custodial archival praxis 

I recognized that a documentation initiative that centered BLMHE, which carries a 

significant political weight, would need to adhere to a praxis and ethics of care in the 

preservation of student narratives, as well as support an existing culture of solidarity among its 

members. As a result, I applied a combination of participatory and community-based approaches 

towards archiving this student group’s story via the accompanying archive site in order to create 

an equitable system of historical resource distribution to meet the needs of this BIPOC 

community within TC to participate in a decentralized effort to collectively document of their 

own history. This call echoes that made by Randall Jimerson (2009) where he urges archivists to 

reconsider “professional values within an ethical context that accepts the inevitably political 

implications of archival endeavors,” (p. 22) through critical self-reflection and continually 

examining the practices and motives behind such processes in archives, particularly when 

redefining provenance and ownership of community archival collections. 

The post-custodial model shifts archivists from institutional administrators of archival 

records to allies that uphold community control over their history outside the physical confines 

of institutional archives. In effect, this model disrupts the power dynamics within archival 

practices, transferring archival records significance from dependence on the institutional 

affiliation to valuing the context of archives for the community and by the community.  

Recent archival scholarship has argued that the archival field needs to reckon with and 

address issues of its complicity in the “nationalism, surveillance, and the omission, diminution or 

silencing of alternate narratives” that have been present in archiving practices within institutional 

repositories (Gilliland et al., 2021). Australian and Canadian archivists have spearheaded 

examinations dealing with the exclusion of indigenous populations from their own histories in 
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government archives, acknowledging that a “radical transformation is required to allow for 

multiple rights in records to be respected, acknowledged, represented and managed.” (Evans et 

al., 2015, p. 355) Participatory archives addresses these concerns by the direct inclusion of 

marginalized communities in the decision-making process regarding the appraisal, description 

and curation of their histories, to “respect the knowledge systems embedded within community 

contexts” (Shilton and Srinivasan, 2007, p. 91). This provides a more complex, but also more 

holistic approach to contentious archival principles such as provenance, where a knowledge 

source can come from several origins and serve various functions instead of being confined to a 

single source that monopolizes its purpose and function. Custody is another archival principle 

that is repurposed in participatory archiving, where the notion of ownership may not be exclusive 

to anyone who “authors” a record, but also includes the individual that is described within that 

record. Custody in this model is also broadened to include collectives of activists, versus a sole 

individual, or someone with an “official” affiliation. 

In the post-custodial model, archivists also need to be mindful of what intentions they 

bring in their interactions and engagement with the communities they are documenting, lest they 

risk that their own archiving efforts of marginalized communities in their custody be viewed as 

an appropriation of the very work of grassroots movements in an effort to bolster support for 

self-serving interests. Beyond provenance (“where did they come from?”) and traditional notions 

of stewardship of archival records, there is an emphasis on creating an ethics of care alongside 

communities. Particularly when it comes to archiving activist collections, the circumstances that 

lead to knowledge creation matter. This relocates the emphasis of archival description “from 

static cataloging to mapping dynamic relationships.” (Cook, 1994, p. 416) The post-custodial 

model also challenges provenance to encompass context in community or cultural 
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representations, particularly ethnicity, a socially constructed group identity. This reconceived 

provenance prioritizes the records creation as context over the record as document, “poses a 

fundamental challenge to traditional archival perspectives of custody and ownership” (Wurl, 

2005, p. 69) that confront traditional archives systems of jurisdiction and responsibility. 

Inevitably, this impacts the power dynamic within archives: “Physical and legal custody of 

records in archives repositories have been central to leveraged and negotiated power among 

creators, repositories, and users. But in a post-custodial era, custody is no longer a mechanism 

for power negotiation and transfer from the creator to the repository, or in the repository-user 

dynamic” (Kelleher, 2017, p. 24). This makes the role of stewardship formidable in its 

implications for archives. If archives take on the role of stewards who are accountable to creators 

of community archives, archival principles of physical and legal custody no longer hold sway, 

and are inconsequential in terms of negotiation and not predicated on a similarity of exchange or 

juridical possession.   

The post-custodial, participatory model described above can focus on rectifying past 

harms caused by unequal power relationships involving archival documentation in the areas of 

social justice and documenting marginalized communities. Objectives for archives can also 

change to one that fosters a culture of care by cultivating a space where organizers and activists 

feel safe to share their needs and where all collaborators can share in the archiving process to 

meet those needs and take care of each other. In that spirit, this model can contribute towards the 

building systems of care in and with community that address collective needs, working towards a 

world without oppression where all can thrive. 
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VII. Conclusion 

Archival principles of provenance and custody, which were designed in service to 

Western governments, have a contentious part to play in the foundation for the present dominant 

archival model (Bastian, 2002; Cook, 1994). T.R. Schellenberg, the American archivist 

associated with drafting foundational theory that would inform archival practice and 

management well into the twentieth century, defined the archival principle of custody to include 

physical and legal custody, which directly informed the primary role of archives in government. 

This link between the development of archives principles and government indicates the archives’ 

role, which served a governmental function, as agents of the status quo. Since libraries, schools, 

colleges and universities also have embedded ties with the government, they are also beholden to 

the government.  

The main institutional obstacle most likely to arise when institutional archives with such 

an affiliation take it upon themselves to document social justice archival materials is the lack of 

support to develop such anti-oppression archival holdings if viewed as “unscientific” and invalid 

by the status quo in the academy (Bonilla-Silva, 2001, p. 120-121). This can also be a political 

factor for stakeholders such as corporations and foundations who sponsor archival research if 

such research does not promote their agenda for higher education (Barnhardt, 2017; Press and 

Washburn, 2000; Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004). Additionally, institutional and academic 

archives are often beholden to wealthy investors who, under the guise of philanthropic gifts, seek 

to co-opt the work of grassroots movements in an effort to bolster support for self-serving 

interests. Indeed, when community archives have sought public grants and funding sponsored by 

nonprofit interests, “there is almost certainly a trade-off in terms of a loss of autonomy and 

independence” (Flinn et al, 2009, p. 80) in their future archiving initiatives.  
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This has contributed to overall hesitancy and mistrust from marginalized communities of 

archival institutions with government, nonprofit or academic affiliations, who are viewed as “ the 

protagonists of the present distribution of power and property, harnessing the endogenous forces 

which centralize ownership and control, employ economic, political, and cultural means to 

defend the status quo.”(Kelleher, 2017, p. 20) Fundamentally, they represent the dominant 

narratives that also have an active stake in the interests of national and private institutions, which 

have resulted in the silencing of marginalized voices. 

The archival and library science fields philosophies of public service and representation 

recognize the democratizing and emancipatory power of archives. Such an approach implores 

those of us who work in archives to reflect on who we are doing this memory work for. This self-

reflection can increase awareness and empower archivists with authentic opportunities to 

actively identify where underrepresented gaps exist in our collections and seek out ways where 

we can include documentation that allows for historical discussion from a range of viewpoints, 

rather than be passive absorbers of historical information. Additionally, this allows us to validate 

the lived experiences of individuals and groups who have been overlooked in the historical 

narrative by collecting their story. We ally ourselves with other activist groups through 

collaboration with them. This type of participatory, non-static memory work, engages and gives 

back to our communities, the ultimate users of our collections. 

Through a collaborative implementation of the post-custodial model, the oral history 

component of this project documenting BLMHE is able to place itself in a nonhierarchical spaces 

and relationships between the archives, scholars, and community creators, where no one has 

power over anyone else, applying a praxis that recognizes the autonomy of marginalized 

community stakeholders directly involved in sharing their stories of resistance that can spark 
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innovative research and interdisciplinary exploration. In sum, using participatory methods, we 

will build relationships through preserving, sharing and creating historical knowledge, opening 

spaces to learn from, honor, and document these students’ experiences, with a focus on building 

resilience for ongoing change in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

I. Introduction 

I have always been intrigued by what sparks one’s path towards activism, which is borne 

from an inclination to be of service to one’s community. Through the personal narratives in these 

interviews, I will attempt to draw us into the lives of BLMHE’s three co-founders as students, 

activists and visionaries, in their own words. It was critical for me to share my narrators’ 

perspectives in the way they wished to represent themselves. These stories will go beneath the 

surface of their thoughts on TC and other higher education institutions, to include their 

perspectives on the politics of higher education and its impact on BIPOC student-scholars. These 

stories will also shed light on how their journeys for sense-making were informed by and forged 

in activism as they fought to make a difference in their community as well as in the field of 

higher education at large. 

I will discuss my findings in the form of three themes: student advocacy within the 

realms of equitable epistemological spaces, how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies 

and Black Lives Matter movements, and the role of Teachers College in supporting equitable 

epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education. The first section’s themes are 

taken from three interviews I conducted in 2018 and the second from two follow-up interviews 

in 2023. I will present these themes as they speak to my findings as to what extent BLMHE plays 

a role in increasing equitable spaces for Black graduate students who identify as scholars on 
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campus; to find out how this form of student activism empowers students as agents for change 

against systemic racism within higher education. 

I used my interviews to discern the students’ interactions with systemic racism and the 

extent of change in their emerging knowledge activism as a result of their involvement with 

BLMHE. In this chapter, I have contextualized three oral history interviews I conducted with the 

student co-founders of BLMHE in 2018, as well as two additional followup oral history 

interviews with two of the co-founders in 2023 in order to capture the narrator’s thoughts on the 

historical changes to the landscape of racial justice in the U.S. over this historical five-year 

timespan. These interviews focused on themes of social inequities in higher education, their 

experiences and reflections on themes around microaggressions, diversity and inclusion, and the 

role of BLMHE has had in creating equitable epistemological spaces specifically at TC. They 

also talked about their previous forays with activism as well as challenges and successes they 

have experienced while pursuing their studies.  

II. Kat Stephens: A Thematic Analysis  

I think I'm at a place where I recognize that for me to go forward with my education and 

to be a scholar and researcher, that my identity has to be full center. Like I cannot 

perform a certain kind of blackness just to appease and make everyone else more 

comfortable. (Kat Stephens, 2018) 

Kat shared the story of her early life, which began when she was born in Guyana and her 

family came to the United States when she was a small child. They hopped between Queens and 

Brooklyn and like many immigrant families with children coming to New York City, moved 

around the boroughs in search for adequate housing. The youngest of six girls, Kat had a very 
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traditional immigrant upbringing that centered around school and home life with her parents and 

sisters. Amidst the height of the 80s and 90s in the city’s drug epidemic, and living in public 

housing upon their arrival, Kat’s parents managed to shelter their girls from the chaos of their 

surroundings by placing a strong emphasis on education. Kat flourished early on, enjoying the 

support of her parents, who made sure that she never forgot her Caribbean heritage, as well as 

acquiring a love for seeking knowledge among the books her parents were able to gather for 

them: 

My mother always had books so we always had books. When I was a child I read the 

encyclopedia for fun, I read the dictionary for fun. It was really strange but it was really 

fun…I have memories of having nontraditional lunches and things being wrapped up, 

like roti and curry and like, you know, oxtail and things like that being wrapped up in foil 

paper, and I didn’t have like a ham and cheese sandwich…I remember being made fun of 

because curry is curry and it has a smell and it can stain your fingers. 

These early memories reflect an upbringing enveloped in warmth, joy and love and while they 

were not affluent, Kat’s parents made sure that their children’s educational needs were met. 

Intersectional Identity & Community College 

In higher education scholarship’s examination of efforts to reshape the social mission of 

higher education in diversifying the student body, outreach policies, affirmative action and open 

enrollment, Black immigrant women’s experiences in higher education are rarely centered (Lee 

and Freeman, 2012). As a Black immigrant woman raised in the U.S. who was familiarized with 

higher education, Kat offers us insight via her educational journey, which spans from her early 
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childhood education towards her aspirations for a doctoral degree. When describing her 

formative educational experiences in the US, Kat stated:  

We had school at home. We watched – there was a lot of cultural education, cultural 

things also…So my formative schooling has been here in the United States because I was 

the youngest and so when we came here, I wasn’t in school. I started school in 

America…Now I look back at it fondly but I think as a child like you don’t want to be 

different, you want to be the same as everyone else. 

When higher education attainment is mentioned, Kat recalls how her dream for a college degree 

was initially tempered by the excessive cost of college, and the disadvantage of coming from a 

low socioeconomic background would impact her college choices: 

I don’t think I had a choice in going to college. I think the idea was something that we 

knew; that I personally knew was going to happen…The only college that we had known 

of, that I had known of growing up was the CUNY system being in New York City and 

so I knew that that was going to be it but I wanted to step out of that and so I had applied 

to a bunch of different schools. I wanted to go away…so the college should be a different 

world and thinking I want to go to Howard or I want to go Spelman…And so I aspired to 

that but also knowing it was highly unlikely because of the cost and because no one else 

in my family had gone to college in America so I knew that CUNY was more likely what 

was going to happen, and that’s exactly where I ended up going the first time I went to 

college…I started out at City College and I was a double major in musical theatre and 

journalism. I loved it. I loved every second of it. I stayed for a little while; I think a 

semester and a half and then I dropped out. I had to work and help my family with certain 

responsibilities and so that kind of started everything…I went to school for a little bit and 
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then I worked. Had a really wonderful career and then hopped in and out of school over 

like a three-year period. Then when I went back to school, I went to Borough of 

Manhattan Community College and I went back for about two or three semesters, in and 

out, and then I took a break again. Then I finally went back fulltime in 2010. 

One of the most damaging public misconceptions in higher education is that community 

colleges are a less valid route towards higher education than a four-year school. The negative 

perception of community colleges matters because as open-access institutions, community 

colleges educate the majority of our country’s low-income, first-generation students. According 

to a study conducted by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, forty-four 

percent of low-income students (those with a family income of less than $25,000 per year) attend 

community colleges as their first college after high school (National Center for Public Policy and 

Higher Education, 2011, p. 2). As Kat, and later on Charlen, demonstrate, there is real value, 

both academic and economic, for low-income students to pursue community colleges as a 

college option. Many aspiring students view community colleges as a more affordable gateway 

to a bachelor's degree. As of Fall 2017, 35% of all American undergraduates are enrolled in 

community colleges, and 81% of those enrolled intend to earn at least a bachelor's degree 

(NCES, 2017). Community colleges can act as a corrective towards tackling racial inequalities in 

society. The most underserved populations are among the “least able to afford steeply rising 

tuition, least likely to enroll in college, and least likely to complete degree and certificate 

programs if they do enroll” (National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, 2011, p. 1). 

Given that since their inception, there aren’t many institutions in higher education that answer 

this call as directly as community colleges. 
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Then in 2010, Kat was offered the opportunity to attend Vassar through an inter-

institutional program arranged at BMCC, and while this is considered to be a moment of 

accomplishment, it also presents tensions and challenge for students of color, where imposter 

syndrome can permeate, especially among non-traditional incoming students like Kat: 

I started at BMCC in September of 2010 and then I went full time pretty much. I took 

winters, I took summers, I took – I didn’t take any real breaks. I was really excited to go 

back to school. After my first year I started a program at Vassar College called Exploring 

Transfer and it’s like a summer bridge program for community college students across 

the country. I was selected to do this program and you go to Vassar for the summer with 

like 30 community college students and you take Vassar courses that are [team taught] 

with a Vassar professor and a community college professor. That pretty much changed 

the trajectory of my entire life. Without that program I don’t know what I would have 

done after the Associates Degree. My plan was to go get the Associates and then figure 

out the rest. I thought maybe I might go to law school but I wasn’t quite certain and so 

once I went to that program after my first year at community college, when I came back 

to finish my second year I realized that I wanted to pursue teaching, to pursue reading 

and writing for life, and so that program was a very special moment for me…I laugh 

about it because at the time we were all sweating and crying and nervous and wanting to 

throw up and we were community college students that had been told, many of us, that 

we couldn’t succeed, that we weren’t able to, that we weren’t capable, and so I think for a 

lot of us it was the first time that we got that affirmation that not only were we capable 

but we belonged in a place such as Vassar…So it’s no surprise, it is a PWI; it’s a 

predominantly white institution. I think the biggest thing for me that was different was, 
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one, my age; two, my life experiences and it being a career changer at that point and 

living on campus as well; and I think thirdly but not last, certainly being a black woman. 

Community colleges are “democracy's colleges,” promoting increased access to students from 

diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. And the added benefit of academic rigor she was provided 

by the Vassar program, which was a BA pipeline program, was exactly what Kat needed to level 

up in her academic performance as well as help prepare for her eventual transfer to Sarah 

Lawrence: 

We were put through our paces. We were prepared. I was prepared for what it would be 

like if I had transferred to a similar type institution such as Vassar, like a liberal arts, 

really rigorous school, and so a fully residential program. Everything was paid for. All 

we had to do was show up and work hard…And so it was about five or six weeks in the 

summer and it was my first time away on a campus living with other students, adjusting 

to that, adjusting to the dining hall food, adjusting to the deer in Poughkeepsie, adjusting 

to the – you know we had to read I think 30 books over that six weeks and we had to do a 

lot of work and it was the best thing that ever happened…It prepared me for what 

happened next, which was when I transferred from BMCC to Sarah Lawrence College, so 

without that program I mean I don’t think I would have been as prepared for all of this 

that I'm doing right now. 

Another factor that contributed to Kat being able to thrive in this program at Vassar was the 

collegial support she received from her fellow cohort members. This support amongst the 

students transformed over time into lasting friendships, relationships with long-standing benefits 

that she didn’t take for granted:  
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And so many of the people in my cohort are my friends to this day. No matter where we 

are on the globe, we all communicate, we all support each other. Once you’re in the 

cohort you’re family for life and so we all support each other to this day. We travel with 

everything that we do, and that program really gave me the confidence to pursue a certain 

type of schooling. 

Another statement where Kat’s immigrant identity surfaces within her experience in 

higher education at PWI’s: 

I think that over time my identity has shifted. I think my identity stays the same but I 

think that what makes you walk from day to day may look different, depending on what’s 

happening, what the environment asks for…And so now I think what I'm definitely 

standing in is my roots, my understanding of myself as an immigrant woman; an 

immigrant woman that happens to be black, that happens to be an older student that 

happens to be a career-changer. I also happen to be all of these things but I also would 

say that my immigrant path, my immigrant story, my immigrant roots are as prevalent as 

ever right now, especially given everything that’s going on in this country. 

In Kat’s experience, she reflects on the aspects of American society have made their educational 

attainment challenging: 

I think that combination of things – it was difficult at moments. There was definitely 

racial – the climate was – there was a lot happening on the campus climate over the time I 

was there and so that gave me the fire to really speak up for other students that looked 

like me…And then sometimes when I'm with other students that goes away, so I think 

I'm at a place where I recognize that for me to go forward with my education and to be a 
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scholar and researcher, that my identity has to be full center. Like I cannot perform a 

certain kind of blackness just to appease and make everyone else more comfortable. 

Here Kat speaks about how there is a certain dynamic that is also overlooked when considering 

intersectional identity, gender as well as ethnicity. She regards her identity as a Black immigrant 

woman in higher education at TC: 

And so that’s something that I come back to time and time again, so being a woman, 

being a black woman, those are all the things that are incredibly important to me, but I 

think it’s disconnected if I don’t talk about being born somewhere else and sometimes 

also still navigating race in an American context, when I also have a very different 

context in understanding of race and ethnicity as well. 

As she reminisced on her educational journey in her initial 2018 interview, Kat sheds 

light on how her intersectional identity also informs her sense of belonging among other students 

of color, particularly international BIPOC students within TC. When responding to how her race 

affected her success at TC, Kat also provides some useful feedback for higher education 

institutions that focus on public programming for this student group on how to better address 

these levels of intersectionality among international students: 

I’ve just found that I find other students that share similar stories, that share similar 

understandings, they share similar backgrounds to myself – and it’s funny, I don’t 

necessarily consider myself like, oh, I would say I'm an international student but I was 

born somewhere else and I was raised here, so I think that there could be some kind of 

fluidity or nuance between programming that’s done for international students and maybe 

broadening that. 
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In her response to whether she perceives any barriers that exist that prevent TC from being 

inclusive to all students, we get this sense of self is enhanced when Kat then weaves her 

intersectionality and describes how it informs the scholarly/practitioner aspects of her identity: 

When I think about it from a student’s standpoint and then I think about it from a 

researcher’s standpoint, I think about it from a practitioner’s standpoint, I think the things 

that connect for me would be access and that being a tool to really help people get into a 

school like this and also remain in a school like this…I think there is not enough synergy 

between programs or departments so that students know what availability they have for 

opportunities, but also just how people are doing. I think, again, I feel very fortunate to be 

in the higher ed program because it is so strongly rooted in social justice, but social 

justice can look different for every field or discipline…And I think that there is a great 

learning that can be had across the students, across faculty, across staff, but I don’t know 

that I think of race – my race and my understanding of race in this context is still 

developing even though I’ve been here, in this country for a long time. It’s still 

developing and it changes because race – if I go home to my country, it looks different. 

Race when I'm in Little Caribbean, in Brooklyn or Queens looks different. Race when I'm 

here in Harlem, because we are in Harlem, looks different so I think for me it’s more of 

an ethnicity thing. 

She also reflects on how her time as an activist on campus has informed her scholar identity, and 

ultimately how they are intertwined: 

I think – something I think right now what I am comfortable with, what I see myself as is 

an emerging or learning young junior scholar activist, and that is what I think I will end 

up seeing myself doing. It has to be both for me. I don’t know that at that point I can 
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divorce one and keep the other… I think that while I have done practitioner work in the 

past, and I loved the work that I’ve done in admissions and recruitment, that work is near 

and dear to me. I don’t think that I will do that for the rest of my life. I think I'm meant to 

be a faculty member and be in front, engaging with students, so I think that for me, that 

part of myself while also being an activist have to go hand in hand. There is not one 

without the other at this point. 

This statement by Kat refers to how she sought to address this need within her work with 

BLMHE’s programming, which provides us with an example of how student-led student 

advocacy within the realms of equitable epistemological spaces can occur, by and for students: 

I also wanted to talk about women in higher education, black women in higher education 

and how they navigate the spaces, so I think for me identity always came up as who I am 

comes into the work. But we then really had to formalize and think, well, who do we 

know? Who can we invite and what kind of programming can we put together to really 

support getting the message across…And so for me, as someone who has had training in 

sociology and being a Caribbeanist, that goes through all of the work that I do. If I really 

wanted to be able to – like let’s talk about and break down who is actually black and who 

are we actually talking to because not everyone’s blackness is the same.  

In 2018 when Kat was first interviewed, she approached the next signpost of her higher 

education journey, looking for doctoral programs where she could further examine the themes 

that have run throughout her life, and that emphasize these aspects of intersectionality that have 

not only shaped her life but also directly inform her scholarship: 

So right now, I am hoping to start a PhD program in the fall, so still waiting to hear from 

all of the schools, the many schools. And for my work and what I hope to be my life’s 
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work, to think about black women in the diaspora, particularly those that are Caribbean, 

Afro-Caribbean women and how they navigate norms within their cultural 

understandings of education, cultural understandings of educational attainment and also 

family and culture. 

For first generation students like Kat, the pursuit of doctoral studies can often be elusive. 

Only 37% of students who received their doctorate reported that they were the first in their 

family to attain a BA college degree in 2002 (Hoffer et al., 2003). Given this barrier, Kat's 

experience of wanting to continue doctoral studies relates to reclaiming the narrative on 

Blackness as well as student advocacy in higher education, particularly when we speak about the 

way this aligns with notions of creating spaces of equitable epistemological knowledge creation 

to increase a sense of belonging on campus for aspiring BIPOC student scholars. The effect of 

this level of academic achievement for first generation students as they prepare to become the 

next generation of BIPOC faculty to join its ranks, playing a critical role in further diversifying 

higher education. 

Reclaiming the Narrative on Blackness 

In activist scholarship, not only are the voices of those who are marginalized included, 

but the research of those who identify as scholars who question and challenge societal power 

dynamics in their scholarship are at the forefront. It begins with framing this research around 

antiracist questions that lead to antiracist narratives in higher education scholarship, which in 

turn inform impactful advocacy and policies that get to the source of racial inequity in higher 

education. To bridge the gap between marginalized communities and the academy in this 

process, taking back the narrative on Blackness is imperative, particularly as Black student 
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scholars continue to grapple with finding the space and acknowledgement, as well as legitimacy, 

within academic institutions for this research.  

Amongst the opportunities that activist scholarship can provide for these students, their 

efforts will inherently brush up against the limitation of this type of scholarship, particularly 

when addressing racialization that occurs within higher education spaces. This highlights that 

student advocacy is centered within the realms of equitable epistemological spaces in higher 

education. In Kat’s experience, she explains the layered racialization: 

Blackness is not a monolith and so everyone’s Blackness looks different and so I think if 

we think about the diaspora, knowing that students come here from all over the world, we 

really should be thinking about what peoples’ identities are and how they see themselves, 

how they interface with race and ethnicity. And before we can even go any further into 

thinking about does Black Lives Matter, who is in our universities? Who is here? Who is 

being admitted? Who is not being admitted? How does this impact the bottom line for 

universities? So, I think for me, because I care so much about access, that’s my starting 

point always. Who is actually here and what do they call home? 

In talking about how this form of activist scholarship impacts the focus of her research, Kat 

exemplifies how this work can address the systemic inequities, hierarchies and power dynamics 

inherent in higher education. In order for this to occur, however, there needs to be a level of  

self-awareness to tap into one’s own life experiences, which promotes authenticity in activist 

scholarship that reclaims black narratives: 

I think that it’s probably given me a little more confidence as far as knowing what I'm 

about and having conviction within that. I know that whatever my impulse is, whatever 

my gut is, to go with my gut, to stick with that and I cannot produce scholarship or I 
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cannot produce ideas that don’t come from an authentic place for me…And so for me I 

want to be able to focus on women that have these experiences because it is different, but 

there are things that are the same but there are things that are also very different. And so, 

I know for a lot of students they often feel very silenced and so I want to give them a 

voice.  

In this way, Kat demonstrates how BLMHE is distinctive from the Black Studies and 

Black Lives Matter movements. While there were TC institutional and student efforts to promote 

racial equity from the Office of Diversity as well as the Black Student Network, primarily 

through the “Experiencing Diversity Project,” which ran from 2007-2010 and the Decolonization 

Group in 2018, BLMHE’s formation was a critical departure from this activity since it occurred 

independently from TC administration. As a student activist group, its efforts are manifested in 

the interior epistemological work that occurs in scholarship and knowledge creation, and how by 

its inclusive approach it enables those who have been silenced to speak out about matters within 

the scholarship that have yet to be addressed. It is only once this self-awareness occurs that  

self-knowledge and actualization are sparked. According to Kat: 

I think that it’s helped me to just recognize and stand firm in who I am and know that I'm 

not going to be able to tell a story the way that any other student is. I can only tell it my 

way from where I’ve been in the world. And so, for me that is probably the turning point 

where I'm at now; that anything I do going forward has to be because it’s authentic and 

because I love it and not because I think it will make a great journal article or it will be a 

trendy thing to talk about. I must do work that I believe in. 

Everyone has a backstory influenced by family upbringing, early memories and education 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1997; Greene, 1997) that make up experience and in turn this shape one’s 
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identity and affects one’s sense of belonging. Researchers draw from these experiences 

repeatedly and see it manifested in their scholarly work (Greene, 1997). Kat alludes to this in her 

story, pursuing research that comes from one’s self. She portrays how upon entering her graduate 

program she felt compelled to focus on sociology and Caribbean topics as well as delve into 

research that spoke more to her personal origin as a woman in the field. Ultimately, this 

negotiation between the self and intellectual led Kat to seek an academic career that more 

authentically reflected her personal identity as a Black Caribbean woman interested in 

interdisciplinary higher education scholarship.   

Familial Support for Higher Education 

Kat explained that her early love of reading led to her eventual aspirations towards 

academic life. As such, higher education was a dominant theme in her narrative. We can see 

internal dynamics play out in this theme, centering on the extent of her family valuing and 

supporting her pursuit of higher education. When describing her early experiences in education 

and her family’s, particularly her mother’s, influence, Kat stated:  

My mother was well read herself. Both her and my father do not – have not gone to 

college. They didn’t earn their college degrees and so they came here and earned their 

GEDs. So, my mother was very well read, always grew up reading the most, reading the 

best, always new things…I followed her along when she enrolled in community college 

for a little bit at Kingsborough Community College in Brooklyn. We would look at her 

books and I think she went to school maybe – two semesters maybe…So school was not 

something that she was able to continue to pursue, but we had school at home... 
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However, having to deal with the reality of surviving and making ends meet financially deferred 

her route towards college, with Kat eventually returning to college years later, on and off, as an 

adult at BMCC, which provided her with an affordable option to complete her education. 

Interestingly, this time at BMCC became an auspicious turning point in Kat’s academic journey: 

I ended up majoring in writing and literature at BMCC and that was like the best 

experience ever. I had always wanted to go back to school but I had a really wonderful 

career as a professional makeup artist and business manager in a whole different field 

altogether. And I had done my career and I had done fashion week and I had done horror 

makeup and beauty makeup, and every kind of thing you can imagine I had done it…[I] 

enrolled in BMCC and that’s how I find myself here eight years later. 

This last statement is significant because her experience at community college offered Kat the 

ability to both continue her education, but also find epistemological spaces to further her 

academic interests. Upon graduating from BMCC with her Associates degree, Kat was accepted 

into Sarah Lawrence to continue work towards her baccalaureate. Joining this more prestigious 

higher education institution, which was a far cry from her experience at BMCC, proved to be a 

life-transforming experience for her: 

I remember my mother didn’t quite know what Sarah Lawrence was. She knew a little bit 

but she didn’t know enough. And then my other sister knew a lot and so she was 

screaming on the phone and she was excited and she said, “I don’t care. You have to go 

to Sarah Lawrence. That’s a great school” and so that’s how it was decided for me that I 

was going to Sarah Lawrence. And I went and I moved on campus and made the most of 

it…When I was there, I loved every minute of it. I studied sociology, Ed policy, African 

studies, women’s studies and Caribbean literature, and so it was just the best time and I 
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loved every minute of it. It was difficult. It was hard work but I had done the program at 

Vassar and that kind of gave me the – that gave me a pep in my step as far as like I know 

that I can do anything once I’d survived that boot camp…And to this day I always think 

about, well, you did that, you can do this. So now Teachers College doesn’t – it’s not a 

daunting thing to get this work done because I know I’ve done something difficult before 

and I can do it again. 

Roots of Activism 

Upon sensing the needs of BIPOC students like herself that were attending Sarah Lawrence, Kat 

took the initiative to seek out community among other BIPOC students on campus, which soon 

led to her seeking ways to plug into student advocacy groups and initiatives: 

I think that combination of things – it was difficult at moments. There was definitely 

racial – the climate was – there was a lot happening on the campus climate over the time I 

was there and so that gave me the fire to really speak up for other students that looked 

like me…We started a whole campaign. Myself and three other students, three other 

black women, we started a campaign called DOSN, Dangers of a Single Narrative, and 

we kind of tore things apart at the school for about three years, which was amazing 

because change needed to happen and change did happen. But it really was a campaign to 

ask the school to look critically at the way that it [interchanged] itself with curriculum, 

with hiring practices, with admissions practices, housing, so there was a lot that came out 

of that…It was really hard work but we know that the institution also had students 10 or 

15 years before us that had done similar things. There were students that came before us 
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and so we felt that – and I felt that it was my responsibility to lead a charge on campus 

for students that looked like myself. 

One particular statement Kat made concerning her attempts of negotiating alongside 

administration at Sarah Lawrence for DOSN students signals a departure from other forms of 

direct action from student activist groups, that was a precursor to BLMHE. The approach 

employed by DOSN students were not reliant on confrontational tactics, nor peaceful disruption 

of activities on campus, but their actions centered approaching all communications and 

interactions with administrations as equals in order to present student needs that needed to be 

addressed. This approach is also reminiscent of the nonviolent strategies used during the civil 

rights movement. Her involvement with DOSN was the early impetus for Kat's future work in 

the creation of BLMHE. According to Kat, this civil approach was a surprise to administrators:  

And we gave them that respect and they in turn gave us the same respect. I think we kind 

of disarmed people by not being a certain type of student that was – maybe they thought 

would be angry. We were angry but we also knew the limits of the institution and how we 

would best engage with them to get what we wanted as well, and so that’s the route we 

chose to engage. 

Inevitably, there were some repercussions that Kat and other students involved in these 

interactions did experience as a result of their involvement in this activism, both psychological 

and social: 

There were good and bad impacts, for sure. Some of it was losing sleep; some of it was 

not knowing if my scholarship would be taken away for speaking up for what I felt like 

other students needed. Part of it was being ostracized on campus and not having as much 
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support and people not wanting to associate themselves with you because you were 

speaking out for social justice issues. 

Despite the challenges, the students’ direct actions did receive some moral support from other 

like-minded students and did end up have a lasting impact on campus culture, which Kat 

describes: 

And the other side of it was people sending you an email or writing something 

anonymous to give you support and tell you to keep doing the work that you’re doing. 

And then after I graduated seeing that, oh, yeah, they opened a social justice 

living/learning apartment on campus or, oh yes, they took some of our suggestions for 

hiring, or maybe after I left there were other students that were able to continue the work. 

In retrospect, Kat shares that she did value her time at Sarah Lawrence, and that it played a 

critical part in her development as an outspoken student advocate and activist: 

Sarah Lawrence is a very unorthodox place. I think about if fondly. It really helped me to 

shape myself as a student leader. It really gave me confirmation of what I wanted to do 

and helped me kind of decide that I wanted to do work that would make a difference in 

the world…What Sarah Lawrence did – they have a really different model and so there is 

no real majors and you don’t have a lot of different concentrations to choose from, and 

you kind of can chart your own course. For me, especially as a nontraditional student it 

was really important to me to have my own say in my own education and to be as self-

leading as possible. 

Kat’s time at Sarah Lawrence spent as a student advocate, in addition to her studies, left an 

indelible mark on her, and sparked an interest in pursuing higher education, concentrating on 

student affairs: 
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Once I was ready to graduate from Sarah Lawrence, I knew that I’d firmly settled on 

education as the route for me to go, rather than law school or being a writer in a creative 

way. I knew that I wanted to do work that happened like maybe outside of the classroom. 

I didn’t quite know what it was yet but I figured I would apply to student affairs 

programs. 

This next step towards becoming a student affairs professional led Kat in 2012 to apply to 

several programs before settling in a traditional program. It was not an ideal fit: 

And so, for me I wanted to be an educator outside of the classroom, and funnily now I 

want to be an educator in the classroom so it’s just a number of full circle moments. But I 

applied to schools and went to a graduate school somewhere else; not TC, and I started in 

a traditional program and didn’t love it. The environment was not a good fit for me and 

so I decided to transfer to Teachers College, and that was the best thing I ever did…So 

when I applied the first time to graduate school, I started a TC application and never 

finished it because I thought like, “That’s Columbia, that’s Teachers College, I’ll never 

get in,” and I kind of took myself through that even though I had already surpassed many 

other obstacles. So, I talked myself out of it and then went onto another graduate school 

elsewhere…And after seeing the kind of – the racialized climate and strife that was going 

on at the campus that I went to I decided I have to go back home and I have to apply to 

TC, this is the time. 

In admitting her disinclination to apply to TC, Kat demonstrates that despite going to a 

prestigious liberal arts college like Sarah Lawrence, it did not provide enough of a confidence 

booster she needed to aspire to apply to an ivy league institution. Despite this misgiving, and her 

negative experiences at her first choice, she finally acquiesced and applied to TC, where she was 
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immediately accepted and thrived, attaining her master's in education degree. Here she shares 

about the moment where she knew, despite it being at an elite institution, how the HPSE 

program’s mission and approach were what ultimately won her over, giving her a sense that this 

was where she belonged. This also demonstrates the role of Teachers College in supporting 

equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education: 

I came to an open house. I came to the final open house. I remember coming. I had just 

gotten off a plane from where I was in my other program. Turned in my final exam, got 

on a plane, came to New York, dropped my suitcases off and got back on the subway and 

came all the way to Harlem…When I got to the open house, I just felt the electricity in 

the air. I felt the presentation that was being given by HPSE faculty and I remember 

raising my hand when they were talking about the concentric circles and talking about 

community colleges, and in that moment, I felt like I belonged and there was a space for 

me here. So that for me, I was sold and I finished my application and turned it right in 

and I just knew that – I didn’t have a plan B so there was no other option. Luckily, there 

was no other option. 

In this statement, Kat shows another factor that highlights the role Teachers College has in 

supporting equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education. More 

specifically, she underscores how the HPSE program’s faculty focus on designing courses that 

embrace dialogue with critical and transformative perspectives related to equity and justice 

within the field of higher education. 

I think one of my favorite courses was a course that I took with Dr. Duane Bruce and the 

title of the class escapes me right now, but I loved the class because it was really diverse, 



   

 116  

as most of our classes are; they’re diverse. But his curriculum really allowed me to sink 

my teeth into things that I was interested in. 

Allyship That Sparked BLMHE 

Another dominant theme in Kat’s interview was allyship. According to recent higher 

education scholarship, allies are defined “as individuals with an identity of a majority group, a 

social group that has more power, who work in his/her/their personal or professional life to 

reduce or end oppression of a particular oppressed group” (Lemaire, K.L., et al., 2020, p. 7). 

While allyship has been interpreted as a form of support focused on development or motivation, 

there has been a push for allyship to take a stronger approach that translates into direct actions 

that can inform models supporting diversity, equity and inclusion in areas of curriculum, faculty 

development and BIPOC faculty/student retention. (Radford, 2018). Kat acknowledged that 

student advocacy efforts at Sarah Lawrence were in part supported by key campus administrators 

and faculty: 

There were two in particular. One would be Dean Green; Dean Al Green is his name. I 

have to say it just like that. Dean Green was always a really strong, strong supporter of us 

students asking for what we needed and being able to navigate between the hierarchy of 

the institution…Then I would also say the library archivist, Abby Lester. She was 

amazing in helping us dig through the school’s history, connect us with other alumni, 

really get us a solid footing so that when we would go to the president’s office and have 

our meetings with her and sit in faculty meetings, we knew what we were talking about 

and our time was not to be wasted. 
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Kat also mentions how in the beginnings of BLMHE at TC, it was mainly through the 

encouragement of HPSE faculty that the student co-founders were able to conceptualize and 

actualize the process of starting the student group, which also demonstrates TC’s role in 

supporting equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education: 

I think a lot of it – like we met often in Noah’s office and we would go through what we 

wanted to talk about then and so I know that I wanted to talk a lot about identity. I wanted 

to talk about the formation of ethnic identity among people that identify as black across 

the board and I wanted to talk about police brutality. I wanted to talk about the 

psychological state of students and what they would be going through on campuses as 

they were dealing with all of these different racial strifes across the country. 

When asked about the start of BLMHE, Kat describes how critical it was for the students to 

receive support from faculty and staff allies within TC during the early stages of BLMHE’s 

development. Here she expresses her initial concerns, and shows us how good allyship can take 

place by providing brave, critical spaces within the institution: 

So I had never done something that explicit such as Black Lives Matter in higher 

education, and I think I thought at moments like are they going to let us do this? Is this, 

OK? We have their support but do we really have their support? And so, there were a few 

moments where I'm thinking, wow, is TC ready for this? This might seem a little too 

radical but it all worked out…And so here we were welcome and we were seen as people 

to co-conspire with. There wasn’t a hierarchy of, oh, we’re faculty and we know what’s 

best and you’re going to do this thing for us; it was let’s all get together, we care about 

this environment, we want to see each other and have a room and a space to create 

something, and so that’s what we did. 
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Performative Roles in Academic Spaces 

Kat explained that she always wanted to belong in academia. As such, performative roles were a 

dominant theme in her narrative. Through this theme we can see how social pressures manifested 

as a self-imposed need to “represent.” Throughout the interview, it becomes apparent that Kat 

has since overcome the aspect to sublimate herself, both culturally as well as socially as a POC 

student-scholar, within academic spaces. When describing her experiences at TC Kat stated:  

But I think where I am now, I use it as a tool to learn, to share and also to engage and 

listen and learn from other people as well, so I don’t think it hinders me in any way. I 

think sometimes it feels like it’s a burden to have to carry and talk about certain things 

that I feel like other people could do. Sometimes that gets heavy, having to feel like I 

have to be the representative. I don’t want to be the representative. I just want to be me. I 

don’t want to be myself and I don’t want to have to speak for everyone, but I also know 

that sometimes you have to step up…I know there have been moments where I felt like 

I’ve had to be more of a – it’s more of like a model minority in a way of, well, you have 

to represent yourself well. You have to represent women well. You have to represent 

black women well. You have to represent immigrant people well…And so there comes a 

point I think, at least for me, there became a point where I knew that performing 

blackness or performing it in an American context, turning it on and turning it off in 

different spaces. When I'm with my students across the school that are also immigrants, 

or come from other places in the diaspora, there is a level of comfort that I don’t have to 

pretend anything. I can just be my full self. 

At one point in the interview, Kat asserts that she has actualized her authentic self in academic 

spaces at TC: 
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Like if you don’t understand what I'm saying you can ask me what I mean, you can ask 

me to slow down but I don’t think that I should hide my past in order to fit in anywhere, 

and I think that may have been more of where I started the program. And now I think as 

I'm reflecting on finishing the program in May I am a proud Afro-Caribbean woman and 

that is where I come to at this point with everything. 

In the statement above, Kat shares how she has overcome the external pressure to accommodate 

her intersectional identity for the sake of “fitting in” and has reached a point where she embraces 

it as a critical factor in her scholarly and academic success in graduate school. 

Future scholarly aspirations 

Kat discussed the need for Black women to shoulder the responsibility of addressing 

intersectionality in activist epistemological spaces. When asked about whether her work with 

BLMHE changed the way she engaged in activism in her community, Kat responded:  

I think, if anything, it sharpened it for me. It’s sharpened my focus on women and 

knowing that I want to do work that impacts women. I think about women that have 

stopped their education for a myriad of reasons. I think about women that have gotten the 

short end of the stick and are bright and have tons to offer, but for whatever reason were 

not able to get that certification on paper that they needed…And so how can I then help 

them to get this formal education so that they can feed their families and take care of 

themselves and be self-sufficient. I think about the ways in which women are perpetually 

harmed in society and left out to pasture, in a sense sometimes, because of anything that 

may have happened. Failed relationships or failed – or just bad luck, and I think that 

sometimes we [assess] that women can do everything because we can, but I think that 
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there needs to be a focus in higher ed on women in the diaspora that are speaking 

different stories and have different narratives and helping them navigate an American 

system while still navigating their home systems as well and their home norms. So, I 

think about that becoming more finite and more narrow as I go along.  

Kat demonstrates the extent of how her involvement with BLMHE helped her hone in on her 

scholarly focus on the importance of intersectionality.  This statement calls for intersectionality 

as a critical approach for social justice. Ultimately, Kat speaks for expanding the use of 

intersectionality toward a more vital engagement with higher education scholarship in order to 

dismantle oppressive systems within higher education. While Kat’s experience with BLMHE 

tied directly to not just towards her empowerment as a student scholar but also her professional 

aspirations of becoming a socially conscious faculty member in academia, Charlen’s story will 

depict how her journey with BLMHE helped tap into her scholarly and professional interests in 

advocating for college access for formerly incarcerated students. 

III. Charlen McNeil: A Thematic Analysis 

I have visited campus and fell in love but it was an Ivy league school and I was a little 

black girl. I wanted to go here but do black people go to Ivy league schools? As far as I 

knew, no. So, it was – and then when I wanted to apply, somebody told me not to. 

(Charlen McNeil, 2018) 

Roots of Activism: Familial experiences 

Unlike Kat, whose activism was born from her time as an undergraduate, Charlen 

McNeil’s activism was nurtured from an early age. This was mainly due to her witnessing her 
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parents’ forays in community activism, particularly her mother’s involvement within the Black 

Power movement in Hoboken when Charlen was born: 

...my dad attended the March on Washington and had always talked to me about what’s 

right…He was the first black man to own a bar in Hoboken, New Jersey and so having 

that aspect with the Civil Rights Movement and then being the first black man to own a 

bar. And then my mom being heavily involved in the church, it was like my life was so 

all over the place that I knew I could do anything and yet I always came back to what my 

family was all about…that’s around when I was born so [my mother] was involved in 

that for all of my life. She pretty much taught me how to be an activist. I didn’t really 

have a choice. So many people were like oh, of course you’re about doing what’s right. 

You’re Dorothy’s daughter. It’s fine. And I kind of got inspired by her and just wanted to 

see what that was really about…I also grew up on the children’s principles of the Black 

Panther party so it was very much ingrained into my upbringing. 

Charlen explained that she always wanted to address the injustices that she witnessed firsthand 

around her. As such, public service was a dominant theme in her narrative. Through this theme 

we can see pressuring aspects of her family background and socialization practices at play as 

they affected Cha’s political identification, which in turn informed her longing to make a 

difference in her community: 

And I was like oh I’m going to help my friends and help the people around me to be 

upstanding citizens and also help them get out of jail. It wasn’t until I’d seen, at a very 

young age, I think I might have been 13 or 14 years old when I changed my decision 

when one of my friends got arrested that was the same age as me. It was for something 

that they didn’t do and I couldn’t understand why the system would do that, why would 
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the system put someone away that didn’t deserve it. And my mom, being who she was, 

had also went to jail for something she didn’t do. She was in federal prison for three 

years. And the more I was seeing people that I loved and I cared about being in prison, 

falsely imprisoned, I didn’t want to be a lawyer anymore because I didn’t want to 

contribute to such a corrupt being that is the criminal justice system…So I was like I’m 

going to go onto international studies. I want to be the U.N. and be the secretary general 

of the United Nations. I wanted to study French and work in Africa, but at the same time, 

there was something always about social justice there. I wanted to do what’s right and 

help others do what’s right and uncover things that are being wrongly done against 

people. 

As time progressed, witnessing how different members of her family missed out on their chance 

to access higher education amidst the rise of mass incarceration in her community, impacted her 

deeply. This sparked her interest in investigating the role race, class and place have in 

influencing one’s chances for educational success and subsequently inspired her desire to seek 

routes for incarcerated youth to pursue a college education. Charlen explains:  

I had a cousin that is great with animals. He should’ve been a vet, but because of his 

experiences with the police when he was 13, 14 years old, having something on your 

record and going to jail for some amount of time, it hurts your financial aid and it hurts 

the way that people look at you. So, when I went to college, he was telling me how proud 

he was and how much he loves me and I was like you should’ve went too, you should go 

too and become a vet. He was like when I was younger if I thought that black people can 

become doctors, I might have actually tried. That’s the thought of the people that I’m 

around. Once they get in trouble once or once they get told once that you’re not gonna be 
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worth it, why even bother? They kind of gave up. But those are the same people that 

made sure that I never gave up, that even when I wanted to be out in the street and I 

wanted to not do homework and wanted to be a kid, they were like no, go inside. You 

can’t hang out with us. Not because you’re not cool enough, but because you’re going to 

be the one to make it out. You’re going to be the one to do better and bring our whole 

community higher. 

In her early education, Charlen was enrolled in a progressive elementary school that had an 

international emphasis. Despite it being a predominantly white school, Charlen found the 

experience identity-affirming throughout her time as a student. She describes how she was able 

to find counter-space for her identity amidst other students who were unpacking their own white 

privilege at the school: 

Even though I like to call it the U.N. because in my class we had one person from almost 

every background which allowed me to learn from different cultures. So, I feel like where 

I went to school, going to Elysian, I got to not only go through my own development but 

go watch everyone else go through their cultural development for all of us to end up 

where we are now and super proud of our history and my birthday is in February. I 

remember in sixth grade, we watch Roots in class, part of it, and for Black History Month 

and then on my birthday I got all the presents. I go so many presents and so much money 

because [they] felt bad for slavery. I got a card that said, “I’m sorry for what my 

ancestors did to your ancestors.” And I think that’s the first time I realized I was black. I 

don’t know how I feel about this card…And then for me, it was like do I get mad at the 

people around me and then they were like let’s make sure she’s not getting mad at us. It’s 

not our fault. How can we make up for these things? So, my education at Elysian made 
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me culturally aware. It made me appreciate different cultures, appreciate different people 

and the different levels that they’re at. It made me appreciate myself and the fact that I 

did have somewhere to go that I felt comfortable saying what would now be considered 

outrageous things. 

The overcompensation of her white classmates aside, Cha’s experience at Elysian catalyzed her 

own social awareness of her racial identity, which informed her reaffirming her racial identity 

and facilitated her adjustment to this privileged setting which would have otherwise been 

difficult for her to fit into. But this changed when she went to a largely Black high school where 

she developed a strong sense of purpose in her social education but didn’t feel that they were as 

academically rigorous, which in turn did not help prepare her for the transition to college level 

work. Charlen explains:  

I came into my blackness there I feel. I played a lot of sports. I played basketball, 

softball, volleyball, track. I played all the way up until my senior year until I broke my 

leg and then I kind of was like bye guys. But my education there was again, more social. 

When it comes to being book smart, I go to Columbia so I guess I’m book smart but 

when it comes to math, I didn’t learn math the way that everybody learned math. I 

learned a lot of it on my own, which is why I feel like I’m behind because both places 

were very creative. You do you. You express yourself and we’ll make edits later. Express 

yourself and then we’ll fix it…Writing a paper, don’t worry about citing, don’t worry 

about this, don’t worry about that. You just get your thoughts down on paper, which is 

good but when you get to college, now you’re in remedial courses. I remember my math 

teacher in high school said if you play softball, the lowest grade you can get is a B. So, I 

didn’t try. I just played that year because I wasn’t going to play my senior year. And he 
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was like if you play, the lowest grade you could get is a B and don’t worry about it…So 

my social education was awesome but my academics struggled with math, specifically, 

just because people kept giving me a pass… 

At this point in her academic life, Charlen hits a wall and is confronted with a situation that she 

could not negotiate out of with her adept social skills: 

Because I am who I am and I can charismatically get out of things if I wanted to. I try not 

to because that’s bad but I can get out of things. They let me go. I got to college and I 

started at Ramapo College in New Jersey, and when I got there, I was in remedial math 

and I was in remedial writing. And there’s two levels of remedial math and I took both of 

those. I think I might have just gotten Bs. And then remedial writing, my professor said, 

“You can do better than this. I could give you this B but I know you could do an A and 

you’re BSing me pretty much. I’m failing you so that somebody can give you some form 

of consequence because you’re not giving me your all and you’re not going to make it 

through college if you don’t give me your all. So I’m failing you. You have to take this 

class next semester. At the time, I was livid. I think now I appreciate it because it made 

me try harder with my writing and not just everybody is going to be OK if I smile at them 

and walk away. I’m not going to be able to do certain things like that. 

Then Charlen faced a severe financial challenge after her first year of college which almost 

derailed her educational journey:  

I was at Ramapo for a year and a half until they said, hey, this loan that you were eligible 

for, you’re actually not eligible for even though we applied it to your account. So now 

you owe that money back and you have to pay that money before spring semester starts 

which was a week from where I was. I was like so what do you want me to do about that? 
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So I called my mom and my mom drove from Hoboken up to Mahwah, which is about 45 

minutes. She was like what do you mean you’re not gonna let her into school? Do I look 

like – it was $12,000 I needed. It was like do I look like a prostitute to you? I know I’m 

black but do I look like a drug dealer where I could get $12,000 in a week? You’re telling 

me that and my daughter can’t move on campus? You’re stifling her education for 

$12,000 that you messed up on. And they said, well, the only thing we could do is tell her 

to go a community college and build her GPA is what they said, improve her GPA and 

then she could come back. But that’s not the case. That’s not how community college and 

four years' work. I didn’t know that at the time. So I went from Ramapo, left mid-

semester, devastated, sink [into] depression, anxiety all the other stuff. Started Bergen 

Community College and ended up getting a 3.0 my first semester and really liking the 

community college feel. I had changed from the international studies to psychology. I 

wanted to study why do people commit crimes. So more like criminology. Then I 

graduated from there and I went to Fairleigh Dickinson University on scholarship 

because they have an articulation agreement with them that if you graduate, you get 40 

percent of your tuition for FDU taken off. And FDU is about a $50,000 school. So I got 

that taken off and I graduated from there. 

Although Charlen enrolled at Ramapo with high spirits, the academic rigor she encountered 

along with financial struggles due to misinformation from college administration resulted in a 

challenging transition. It is compelling to note the similarity between Kat and Charlen’s college 

journeys, since both mention that their path to four-year colleges was facilitated by choosing to 

attend community colleges due to initial financial difficulties. However, through the astute 

switch to a community college, Charlen was eventually able to bounce back from the setback and 
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finished her baccalaureate from a four-year institution that offered her financial assistance and 

scholarships. Upon graduation, Charlen began to plan her next steps towards applying to 

graduate programs in higher education that specialized in residence life. On a lark, Charlen 

decided to apply to TC. She then set it aside and pursued applications at other institutions. She 

was offered a job at NYU Wagner, which offered to pay up to 80% of her tuition costs in their 

inaugural higher education program. Charlen was ready to take this step, and had even secured 

an apartment when she received an unexpected phone call:  

I was totally fine with this and then somebody from TC Admissions called and said you 

have to make a decision on your application. I said, “What are you talking about?” She 

was like have you looked at your email. I looked at my email, I didn’t have anything. My 

letter actually got sent to spam. 

This unexpected news caught Charlen off guard, and after she grasped the notion that attending 

an Ivy League institution was within her financial grasp - with the help of student loans - she 

accepted and entered the Higher and Postsecondary program at TC.  

It’s been a journey. It’s been a process. It’s been like I had a counselor in high school that 

told me I’ll never get into Columbia. Don’t bother applying. That’s a reach school. And 

then when I got accepted to TC, I sent her my acceptance letter like what’d you say? Try 

again. I think throughout my education I always tried to pull people with me. Especially 

people of color with me. I quickly realized that you can’t force anybody to be educated. 

You can’t force anybody to want to be educated. There’s a lot of things that I take on, but 

I realized that I can’t take on somebody else’s education and what they value. 
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Can I be here? Finding belonging at TC 

Some scholars have examined how students’ backstories and alternative paths to college 

affect their sense of “fit” and sense of belonging, particularly at elite universities (Jack and 

Black, 2022; Lee-Johnson et al., 2022). Where more privileged students are able to sync with the 

established community at elite institutions, disadvantaged and/or lower-income undergraduates 

who have experienced more divergent paths to college often feel social and moral differences 

with their peers more acutely, which can lead to a more limited sense of connection to campus 

life (Jack and Black, 2022). By spotlighting her initial experiences of feeling out of place during 

her first months at TC, Cha’s story deepens our understanding of how inequality is perpetuated 

in higher education: 

That was my first two months. It was like can I be here? I feel like I’m a little bit too real 

for certain people. When I say things, people think that they should be censored and I 

don’t censor myself when it comes to talking about things that I’m very passionate about 

or things that I feel like I’m knowledgeable about and if we can have a dialogue, let’s 

have a dialogue about it. And my silliness, people will look at me strange and just like 

you’re weird. And then my hair was red and I wear really big earrings and I’m tall and 

this other stuff. I found myself at one point trying to shrink myself because I was like I 

stand out too much here. But I didn’t feel like it was in a good way.  

At some point, Charlen began to take back control and overcomes her feelings of insecurity and 

imposter syndrome by standing in her truth: 

Then I went to the BSN Gala and I brought my girlfriend and she felt the same way when 

she came that we were on the outside and everybody else was looking in. I said to her, 

“Let’s go have fun. Let’s go enjoy ourselves.” That was the weekend before my birthday. 
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So I was like this is my birthday weekend. I’m turning 25. Let’s do all these other things. 

It’s going to be fine. We’re going to be okay. And then from that moment, I had to live 

that. So people might still look at me weird but I don’t notice it. People still might act 

different or not like what I have to say but I don’t notice it the same way that I did the 

first two months because I was really questioning whether I deserved to be here…Then I 

would walk across the library and walk past the statue and be like this is my campus. This 

is going to be my alma mater. My degree is going to say Columbia and yet I feel so small 

here and so isolated. I was like I don’t like this feeling. I’m changing this feeling. I just 

don’t give AF. I just don’t care anymore. I just can’t. 

In overcoming these feelings of disconnection, Charlen demonstrates the extent that asserting the 

power of her voice had in changing her trajectory at TC. She had to claim that she belonged 

precisely because she did not fit the mold of what she saw around her, thereby taking part in 

what Callie Womble Edwards (2019) has argued permits marginalized BIPOC scholars 

dismantling notions rooted in oppression, which reconceptualizes the definition of a “scholar.” 

This characteristic would be a foundational aspect of the work that she would participate in with 

her involvement with BLMHE. And while she will still focus on higher education, Charlen 

envisions extending this philosophy into her work as an education professional, giving back to 

the community by working with at-risk youth: 

That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to be in higher ed. Just finding those people that 

do want this and they don’t know the way, they don’t have the information or anything 

like that and giving that to them to move forward. My goal with education based off of 

mine, is to open a boarding school for at-risk youth as an alternative to prison. So it 

would be students who went to jail or got sentenced to go to jail from 6th through 12th 
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and have them come to the school instead of their sentence and giving them the – to use 

Dory words, cultural capital, information that they need to be in order to survive and 

progress and move forward and be bigger than their crime. That there’s more to them 

than the fact that they stole a candy bar or even that they sold drugs. There’s more to that. 

By utilizing her lived experience, Charlen is dedicated to creating educational pathways for  

at-risk and formerly incarcerated students in order to address recidivism but also to ensure that 

these students are able to acquire the cultural capital to create their own sense of belonging when 

they are ready to pursue higher education degrees on a traditional college campus. 

Holding TC Accountable 

This is an area where student advocacy within the realms of equitable epistemological 

spaces can help fill the gap that higher education institutions do not address. In this statement, 

Charlen talks about the extent of the damage that imposter syndrome, especially when unchecked 

by the institution, can cause to other students who do not have the same level of self-awareness 

or have tapped into the power of their inner voice:  

Because they have that conflict, they end up failing. And TC is not stopping that cycle. 

There are friends of mine that are saying I want to change my major or I want to transfer 

because as a black woman, I can’t learn this way because this is not reality. This is an 

ideal teaching situation. You’re not teaching for life. You’re teaching for theory. So I 

don’t think that TC – and I think it’s due to a lot of TC professors are older and they 

don’t enforce diversity completely because it’s like well, I’m an ivy league professor. So 

blah, blah, blah. They don’t care. There are some professors, this is definitely not 



   

 131  

generalization like that that everybody is like that but I think that there are a lot of 

professors here that just don’t care. 

Here Charlen expresses frustration in the ways that student voices have been left out of the 

classroom. Higher education scholarship has written extensively about students’ perceptions of 

the limitations of college instructors' ability to effectively implement equitable classroom 

practices that can better inform equity (Milner IV, H. R., 2017; Villarreal et al., 2022). Charlen 

offers us insight that can inform current teaching and learning practices at TC, as well as other 

institutions committed to supporting equitable classroom practices. It is imperative for TC to 

address these shortcomings in supporting equitable epistemological spaces that can combat 

racism in higher education. Drawing on Cha’s account of her frustrating experience at TC as 

these racial tensions in the country were on the rise, this story calls for more effective strategies 

and accountability for faculty to promote socially inclusive classroom environments that are 

more empathetic and equitable for BIPOC students: 

I do not think that all of TC values diversity though. I do not think that. There are 

professors that are sensitive to what’s happening in the world and feel like it’s necessary 

to talk about in your classes. For example, I have friends that are in different psych 

programs and their professors don’t talk about mass shootings happening on campuses 

unless it was done by somebody of color. Or talking about police brutality and when – 

not Treyvon, you can pick any one of the last police brutality murders that’s happening. 

That their class didn’t talk about it. There professors didn’t care if their students of color 

were okay because a lot of us were not okay. Or when Trump got elected, no one cared. 

They taught class like it was another class but that wasn’t the time to do that. That wasn’t 

the time to just sweep it under the rug and say, all right, it was another election, let’s 
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move forward. It was a time to talk about if you’re talking about school psychology or 

school counseling and you can be placed into urban neighborhoods where a child is killed 

by the hands of the police, these counselors need to know how to handle that but yet 

you’re not talking about it? You’re in a multicultural class but you don’t address the 

things that’s happening to everyone in the United States. 

Cha’s statement on the limitations she experienced in the classroom regarding the impact of 

these issues on the campus climate for diversity foregrounds the need for spaces that offer 

opportunities for student-initiated engagement and agency:  

You’re not addressing how Trump is affecting people or how Trump is affecting the 

decline of international students coming into universities. You’re not talking about how 

schools are scared whether or not their students are going to come back from winter 

break or going to be allowed into the country but you’re talking about multiculturalism 

and you’re talking about counseling and you’re talking about psych and you’re talking 

about how this teacher is supposed to be able to teach all kinds of kids. You don’t learn 

how to be a teacher for white kids. You don’t learn how to be a teacher for black kids. 

You learn how to be a teacher for kids. But knowing that you could be anywhere in this 

mix, you need to be able to cover it. Which is why I feel teachers that haven’t learned 

multiculturalism or don’t have that kind of competency at all, can’t teach in urban 

neighborhoods and that’s why they get overwhelmed and they result to screaming and 

yelling and suspending students because they’re not trying to help. They’re teaching the 

way the way that they were taught to teach. Not teaching the way that kids are taught to 

learn. 
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This provides us with a glimpse into the setting at TC in 2016 when BLMHE was formed and 

how in its own way attempted to fill the gap left by faculty in promoting student engagement. 

BLMHE set out to expand student agency within TC, as well as promote student engagement 

that encompassed student empowerment and equity both within and beyond the classroom. This 

bolsters an alternative space, a student-driven space where one could develop the confidence, 

capacity and commitment by delving into higher education topics that were being covered in the 

classroom to become empowered agents in their own right and support of others’ learning as 

well as scholarship within and beyond classroom learning.   

Knowledge Activism: A Different Form of Activism 

Before BLMHE began, Charlen expressed her thoughts on an alternate vision of activism, 

which also echoed Kat previous experiences with the limits of activism towards 

reconceptualizing an alternative to the student advocacy that currently existed at TC. This 

thinking would inform how this student group would collectively envision student-initiated 

equitable epistemological spaces within the institution: 

Not everyone is supposed to be on the frontlines. Somebody has to be the lawyer to get 

them out of jail. Not everybody has to be on the frontline. Somebody has to be the 

teacher to teach them the way to correctly protest, not in the sense of going with the law. 

You can’t protest with the law. That doesn’t make any sense. But to make sure that 

you’re safe. Somebody has to be these things and those people should not be on the front 

lines because if something happens to them, they can’t teach the next person. 

In this way, BLMHE goes further in its mission to diversify beyond the curriculum and to 

infiltrate higher education as a field of practice. Charlen states: 
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So my vision of activism, even though my mom didn’t do a lot of protesting, I figured 

she didn’t do a lot of protesting because she was older, not because she wasn’t a 

protester. But my vision of activism was being out in the streets and the picket signs and 

taking over buildings, sit-ins, that kind of stuff. And it wasn’t until I started this that I was 

like oh wait, activism is making sure that people are informed. My mom would never 

really let me go to protests. I really wanted to go to Occupy Wall Street so bad. I wanted 

to go so bad and she was like no, because if you’re going to be a lawyer or you’re going 

to be in the U.N. or you’re going to be whatever and they look back at these pictures and 

that was you there, these white guys aren’t going to hire you. So you need to get in, 

infiltrate from the inside and then outwardly express things. Everybody has to have spies 

is the way that my mom kind of put it. 

Ikujiro Nonaka, Georg von Krogh and Kazuo Ichijo (2000) initially introduced the notion of the 

knowledge activist. A knowledge activist is responsible for enabling knowledge creation efforts 

throughout an institution, in this case, TC, in three ways. First, as a knowledge enabler - as “the 

catalyst” - these activists initiate the means of knowledge creation, by developing “process 

triggers'' and creating the “space or context for knowledge creation,” such as the development of 

BLMHE seminar topics (Nonaka et al., 2000, p. 150). Second, the knowledge activist works to 

link these knowledge creation initiatives in an effort to establish “micro-communities,” spaces 

for participants to engage in the act of knowledge creation, which translates to having invited 

speakers not originally found at TC to help share their knowledge via these seminars (p. 154). 

Third, as a “merchant of foresight,” knowledge activists oversee the direction of the knowledge 

creation taking place in micro-communities, which in this case is sparked by the resulting 

community conversations that take place after the guest speakers introduce and/or acknowledge a 
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topic for the group’s consideration (p. 159). In this broader conceptualization of activism, 

BLMHE serves as an example of the knowledge activist framework as a pathway towards 

enabling community-engaged learning as a vehicle for social justice activism and advocacy.  

Promoting Activism via Dialogue and Advocacy 

Economic, social and racial disparity in higher education is linked to the persistent belief 

in the United States that higher education is tied to a meritocracy that sorts out who is deserving 

and undeserving of a college education (Adair and Dahlberg, 2009). Given this contentious 

debate of who is deserving of a higher education within our society, it can be difficult to develop 

opportunities that promote open dialogue among students, particularly within higher education 

spaces. However, these contentious spaces can also be sites of engagement and learning, which 

also demonstrates how BLMHE’s mission to engage in dialogue and scholarship in order to 

educate is distinctive from the Black Studies and Black Lives Matter movements. Charlen 

recounts an exchange she had with a White student at a higher education conference where she 

puts her alternative vision of activism into practice: 

For instance, there are some students that will say well, people should be able to pay for 

their own education. If you can’t pay for education, you shouldn’t go. And my answer to 

you is do you think that I should be here? Do you think that I can be here? It’s like yeah. I 

am on loans and financial aid. I would not be here if it wasn’t for that. So if you think that 

I deserve to be here and that I can be and I’m holding my weight because I’m getting 

higher grades than you, if you think that I can be here, then why would you say if I 

couldn’t afford it, I shouldn’t be here? 
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While student activism in higher education is typically described as confrontational at best, 

consisting mainly of direct action, BLMHE sets itself apart by steering its approach towards 

advocacy via dialogue and education. It echoes current decolonial scholarship that calls for 

support by “humanizing scholarly resistance” (Museus, 2020, pg. 146) which seeks to build 

community and bridge gaps in knowledge across groups. We can see how this concept of 

educational leadership within student activism and advocacy takes shape in Cha’s statement: 

Yeah. I think that the dialogue part versus the protest part both have to happen. The 

dialogue has to happen and the protest/riot has to happen. I’m not sure about the riot part 

exactly but the protest part definitely needs to happen. It has to be some discourse for 

somebody to say why is this happening so now we can go back and have a conversation. 

And I think that part of my development here at TC and in the higher ed courses has let 

me to not have a filter when it comes to certain things. When it comes to there are a lot of 

people at TC that are getting here and coming to grips with white privilege. They don’t 

understand. They’ve never understood and it’s because they’ve never had to understand. 

They went to all white institutions, all white grammar schools, all white high schools. 

They never were faced with diversity to say no, you’re wrong and that’s okay. But 

somebody has to tell you that you’re wrong. And I’m fine with being that person. I’m 

okay with no holding back speaking about things. 

Here in this statement, we also witness another nuance in this type of advocacy and dialogue - it 

seeks to not just bridge misunderstanding, but it also seeks reconciliation amongst groups 

(Toledano, 2016), which also parallels the non-violent approaches used by the civil rights 

movement: 
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I feel like I’m on that side of activism and I learned that when I got to Black Lives Matter 

in Higher Ed because I lost the desire to protest…I used to want to but then I studied 

abroad in China for five months and that’s when the riots in Baltimore happened and I 

was there with a bunch of kids from Norwood University which is a military university 

and they were like why are your people rioting? I’m like I can’t answer that. Why is that 

for me to answer? I don’t riot. That’s not what I do. That’s not who I am. It’s like yeah, 

but why are they doing it? I am in China. How can I answer that? I’m not there. I didn’t 

even know what happened. So I can’t help you there. And after that, I was like I don’t 

want to protest. I don’t want people to question me why I’m doing this. I’d rather sit 

down and tell you why I’m angry. So it started there but it solidified here where I can 

actually put words to what was happening…And then when you say those things and 

people stop because it’s not about some random black person, Spanish person, Asian 

person, whatever person that they read in the textbook or that they see out in some 

PowerPoint at NASPA. It’s somebody that’s sitting right in front of them that they have 

drinks with, that they have conversation with, that they feel that they care about on some 

level. I am that person. So when you wake people up to like oh wow, maybe that’s not 

exactly what I mean. What I mean is that you should be able to pay the loans back or you 

should be able to do this, you should be able to do that. Yeah, so should you. Where are 

the jobs? Where are these things that are happening. 

Charlen illustrates the critical importance that aspects of advocacy and dialogue can have for 

activism that seeks to address racial injustice. She describes her approach to facilitating dialogue 

in an authentic manner that also acknowledges inherent power dynamics (Habermas, 1984): 
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Like I said, I’m okay with that part of my development. Making people aware of their – 

or somebody said, not here, this was at a conference. Called black and brown people 

colored. And I was just like [eye roll]. No, I’m not going to do that. I’m not just going to 

go into my innate primal instincts to beat the crap out of you because that’s just what that 

word does. But why do you say that? That’s how his family addressed people of color. 

And no one has ever said anything wrong to him because he’s been around white people 

all the time that have not corrected him or not felt anything wrong with what he said. But 

you’re not there anymore. So this is why this is wrong. No one says that word anymore. I 

was like that’s not how we operate and he was like, “I’m really sorry. I didn’t know.” I 

wasn’t like one of those, oh I don’t know, get off my back type things. He was red. He 

was really embarrassed and he was really scared because he didn’t know what was 

happening and a lot of people almost took him out. So I was like wait, why? Let’s find 

out the root of this issue. 

Cha’s objective of participating in this dialogue is to dismantle the taboo against race talk while 

staring down microaggressions that occur in educational settings. Doing so within 

epistemological spaces can disarm discrimination that can disrupt social stratification from 

occurring within higher education. It is critical to understand if and how student-initiated efforts 

such as those spearheaded by students like Charlen can increase equitable spaces within higher 

education institutions. BLMHE did in fact create this by the creation of their educational 

seminars from 2016-2019. The seminar setup consisted of topics that were selected by a small 

committee of students who would then reach out to faculty and higher education practitioners in 

the field to invite them to present at gatherings. The seminars, which were primarily hosted on 

campus at HPSE, would also provide time for direct, student-facilitated conversation. It was 
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through these facilitated discussions that BLMHE worked to provide a supportive environment 

to enhance engagement and reflection by students. 

Building Community and Giving Back 

 Charlen demonstrated an interest early in BLMHE’s organization to realize its aim for 

antiracist education, becoming a leading advocate for the group's potential to make a difference. 

The following statement reflects how Charlen tapped into this sentiment as she became more 

involved with the group. However, she attributes her participation in the group as influential in 

her other community activities that center Black students on campus as she continues to effect 

change: 

It’s the education part of activism like I was saying before that I tried to give back and 

nieces and nephews that are getting to the age of college, trying to work with them and 

finding where they are on their path and how can I best assist them in that way. Just 

trying to be there and be visual so that people know if they do need me, I can do that. But 

because I do live in New York, it’s difficult. But New York-wise, my best friend and I 

are hosting a Black Panther red carpet event. So everyone can get really dressed up and 

all this other stuff. We sold out in four days, which is awesome. So we’re just celebrating 

blackness on this day of this marble god coming into the big screens. So we’re doing that, 

celebrating blackness and celebrating black people that are educated as well and the hard 

work that happens with that. 

Here, we find an important intersection between building community and reclaiming black 

spaces on campus. Specifically, ‘fun’ activities like socials can produce solidarity and 

community service. However, BLMHE was more about creating solidarity through the creation 
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of knowledge and scholarship that refocuses on the black narrative in academic spaces. Again, 

this distinguishes BLMHE from BLM and the Black Studies Movement by producing significant 

outcomes that correspond to the achievement of BMLHE’s aims while also increasing a sense of 

scholarly community for BIPOC student scholars at TC. Epistemological spaces did exist within 

the BLM and Black Studies Movements, but BLMHE extends it. While Charlen’s story 

illustrates how her involvement played a pivotal role in activating her engagement with creating 

spaces for BIPOC students through dialogue, Brian’s story will show us how his time with 

BLMHE also spotlighted the value these spaces provide BIPOC students as they wrangle with 

issues surrounding advocacy and limitations of White allyship in predominately White 

institutions in higher education.  

IV. Brian Allen: A Thematic Analysis  

Brian Allen arrived to TC in 2015 as a Masters student in the Higher and Postsecondary 

Education program before he began pursuing his doctorate in the program in 2018. Originally 

from Waukesha, Wisconsin, Brian was an English Linguistics and Spanish Language major 

hailing from the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Once at TC, Brian immediately got involved 

on campus and served as the vice president of social programming for the Black Student 

Network, a student organization serving the Black student community at Columbia University 

and a precursor to BLMHE, where he dedicated himself to improving campus climates for 

students who have been historically marginalized and widely under-served. Additionally, he 

advised the Columbia Mentoring Initiative and worked with the Men of Color Alliance as a 

graduate assistant for the Columbia University Office of Multicultural Affairs, and also interned 

for the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs at Teachers College. Taken together, 
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these experiences heavily influenced Brian’s decision to co-create BLMHE, particularly given 

the particular intersectional identities he has. 

Students with marginalized identities such as Brian constantly find themselves navigating 

their identities in inequitable spaces within PWIs where they not only seek to be active agents for 

social change, but also search for community. Brian speaks of the influence institutional efforts 

at TC had on BLMHE:  

I identify as a black queer cisgender man, male here at TC. I think searching for  

community has really informed a lot of my experience here. Being a master’s  

student, I quickly joined the Black Student Network here which is an  

organization for black graduate students at TC. They help building community,  

providing professional development opportunities and just kind of coming  

together and finding that source of unity in an environment that doesn’t  

necessarily cater to the needs of that particular community. So I think being a part 

 of the higher ed program, having that background, really helped me see that that 

 was something that was necessary. So yeah, I definitely think that the 

intersectional identities that I hold can be marginal in some ways but I often try to 

 look at them as sources of liberation in terms of the community that does come by 

 finding black-minded individuals and folks who share those identities. 

Students with intersectional marginalized identities find themselves in vulnerable situations due 

to the sociopolitical climate they experience as they fight oppression for themselves as well as 

others with marginalized identities. In his statement, Brian illustrates how taking part in student 

advocacy provided him with opportunities to engage across differences as well as engage in 
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reflective learning experiences. As we continue to listen to his story, we get a more nuanced 

understanding of how his involvement with BLMHE is connected positively to activism. 

Start of BLMHE 

In reminiscing about the beginnings of BLMHE, Brian captures the important role that 

Teachers College faculty in the HPSE program had in supporting the group from its very start, 

highlighting its impact on the creation of equitable epistemological spaces that can combat 

racism in higher education. 

So that was about two years ago. I was entering my second year as a master’s student. 

We were reached out to by two faculty in the higher program: Dr. Noah Drezner and Dr. 

Corbin Campbell. Initially, they wanted to find ways to better position our program to 

show our support of the Black Lives Matter Movement nationally but then also to 

showcase the importance of diversity and social justice in the context of higher education. 

Other statements Brian made about his role in determining topics for discussion during BLMHE 

educational seminars concern bringing higher education administration and faculty to the table to 

discuss student concerns as a result of the student protests in 2018 at Missouri University:  

We had a roundtable discussion amongst higher ed faculty, staff, students, around the 

campus protest at Missouri University when there was a student who was on a fast who 

wasn’t eating because of the campus climate that the institution was facilitating. The 

football team was protesting and said that they weren’t playing due to the campus 

environment. There were a lot of faculty who were disgruntled by the actions of the 

president. So we just had a genuine conversation around what our thoughts were on the 
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issue in terms of how can higher education student affairs professionals better support 

students of color at predominantly white institutions. 

Surfacing difficult topics about social justice facing BIPOC students is a distinct form of student 

advocacy that BLMHE provides within the realms of equitable epistemological spaces. This 

distinguishes BLMHE further from the BLM and Black Studies Movements by focusing the 

active learning experience on reflective engagement in the form of dialogue encouraged 

increased involvement among participants in political activism. Brian continues: 

So we talked. We had guests from the White House at that event. David Johns, they 

shared their perspective in terms of education nationally and this new political climate. 

But it was a very uplifting, productive conversation around what can we do on the ground 

applicably to think about these concepts that we’re talking about. And we talk about 

knowledge to practice gaps and there’s research that says how you can ameliorate or 

improve campus environments but at the end of the day, that’s not happening nationally. 

So what is it that we as folks who are studying this field do? 

This improves our understanding of this process, shedding light on how engagement and 

discussion can also shape social activism more broadly, which can have a more sustainable effect 

on students and faculty allies in higher education. Brian’s narrative provides us with insight into 

the process by which the student co-founders became committed to knowledge activism through 

advocacy and dialogue over time.  

But thinking about how can you be more intentional in involving either those who have 

that identity that you’re looking to celebrate into the conversation around what can we 

do? Because I think that would better inform the direction that you took in celebrating 

Black History Month and the menu selection and all of that. I think these are the 
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conversations that Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed seeks to highlight, is what are 

instances in which certain individuals feel excluded or silenced or directly discriminated 

against and what kind of directions can we take in order to better support those students 

and their experiences? 

Challenges with White Allyship 

White allyship is crucial for socially conscious higher education institutions that center 

the wellbeing of students of color. However, issues arise when centering the voices of White 

allies comes at the expense of the very students of color that they are supposed to be advocating 

for. To counteract this, BLMHE primarily centers the voices of students of color at TC. Student 

activists of color provide a crucial voice in understanding the effectiveness as well as limitations 

of racial allyship in realizing diversity efforts. Brian illuminates the challenges, complexities and 

at times taxing reality of working with White racial allies in higher education: 

So in a contemporary student issues course we were having a discussion about diversity 

and diverse student populations, specifically when it comes to race and ethnicity. And we 

were having conversations around allyship and diversity and social justice. And in my 

second year, I think that I was a little bit more vocal in classroom discussions, and this is 

where I felt it was necessary to kind of throw nuance into the conversation around why 

allyship is important and there are certain ways that we can go about enacting allyship. 

For many folks in marginal communities, allyship doesn’t exist. So thinking about how 

others offer support to different communities should be based in the needs and the wants 

of the community and not those who are searching to help. So I think I was a little 

cautious of sharing that information with the class but I think it was definitely something 
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that was necessary. So it took a little bit more effort or oomph to share that with the class, 

being one of the only students of color in the classroom…Some students cried. Some 

pushed back. In that classroom that same evening, I had to inform one of my classmates 

as to why as a black man I can’t benefit from reverse racism. So there was just a lot going 

on in that classroom but yeah. 

During one point of the interview, when asked about BLMHE’s impact, the same mentality 

emerged: 

I think, if anything, it’s kind of helped me sustain my energy in this work. I think coming 

from undergrad; I’ve gone straight through graduate school since undergrad so I think 

I’ve been invested in this work and just understanding what my rationale is behind 

staying in this work because it is exhausting in terms of trying to appeal to the moral 

senses of other folk. And it's like you can’t really continue that for so long, and at some 

point, you just have to understand that this is the way that societies been structured, these 

are the systems that are in place. And whether you agree with it or not, this is what we 

know to be true and this is the work that needs to be done. So I think being a part of 

Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed has kind of affirmed that work and given me another 

outlet and a different method to addressing all of the needs and issues that I see on an 

everyday basis. 

Brian describes the weariness that comes from dealing with White allies who do not demonstrate 

the willingness to make the actual changes that are needed to actively dismantle racist oppressive 

systems. This is why it is essential for there to be spaces devoted to BIPOC-centered knowledge 

creation that can help provide these students with the space to feel seen and heard. 



   

 146  

Sources of Empowerment 

The very act of being heard has a tremendous impact for students of color. Brian 

contends that BLMHE offers an alternate participatory experience for Black students who find 

themselves on the margins of TC. Brian shares his thoughts about student activism’s continued 

influence on culture and politics, as well as empowerment, particularly at TC: 

I think that especially at Columbia University, I know that this has been a very politically 

active campus, whether it’s students protesting, whether it’s students creating demands 

and sending them to the president’s office. I think that students very much inform the 

change that takes place at this university. But I think across the board students are the 

driving force for change in higher ed. So I think as long as students are given the 

opportunity to share their voice, there will always be opportunity for faculty, staff, 

executive leadership to take up what is being said and figure out ways to implement 

change in the most productive and effective ways. 

In this statement, Brian is demonstrating the parallels of how BLMHE’s educational seminars 

contribute to equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education to the 

critical role of Teachers College, as well as Columbia, as higher education institutions play in 

supporting equitable epistemological spaces that can combat racism in higher education. 

Whereas previous historical acts of student activism done at Columbia and CUNY and other 

college campuses seeking restitution for racial inequity facing students relied on direct actions 

and protests to get the attention of administration (Bradley, 2010; Fabricant and Brier, 2016), 

BLMHE’s strategy lied in staging scholarly seminars that centered dialogue situated within 

higher education. He states: 
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So just having those conversations, whether it is seminars or lectures or roundtable 

discussions. They’re really tackling those issues. They kind of discuss the ways that 

certain communities are pushed to the margins in higher education and aren’t afforded 

the same level of access, opportunity or just well-being. 

Ultimately, Brian is appealing to Columbia and TC to intentionally and consistently promote 

student-centered environments to cultivate an academic and social sense of belonging of its 

students of color. We must remember that the aim of creating epistemological spaces is work 

that, if done collectively, can make a difference. It is in being heard that students find their place 

in spaces of knowledge creation. Subsequently, it is in listening, staying analytical and alert, and 

sharing their relative power that students and academics may thrive as a community dedicated to 

dismantling inequity within higher education. 

Digging Deeper in Student Engagement 

We also need to consider how BLMHE’s use of educational seminars can help us towards 

a better understanding of how marginalized students of color apply dialogue within these 

seminars offers a model for how they can confront and respond to social inequities in higher 

education. More specifically, it draws attention to how students perceive and are exposed to 

fundamental topics and gain political awareness that foster their social action. This creates an 

epistemological space where students can critically reflect, analyze and address social inequities. 

When describing his experiences witnessing student engagement within BLMHE, Brian stated:  

I think that a lot of students are interested in these concepts or these conversations around 

social justice in higher ed so I think by presenting these topics around blackness in higher 

education, around free speech issues, around unemployment, around intersectionality, I 
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think that that draws folks in who are either… interested and well-adept to these concepts 

or these conversations or topics and are looking for a deeper dive or folks who don’t have 

any experience in these issues and are looking to gain some foundational knowledge. So I 

think that that interest will always be there. And there’s always going to be an 

opportunity to bring students in which only amplifies our outreach and our ability to 

engage in more nuance conversation. 

Brian distinguishes between students willing to work within the dominant, normative system and 

those who want to dismantle the system altogether, highlighting different courses of action 

available to students interested in becoming more active. 

Brian argues that students’ moral thinking influences action, and in return, their activism 

influences their moral thinking within these spaces of dialogue, which can provide a direct 

pathway toward in-group advocacy. In this statement, Brian demonstrates how this form of 

student engagement in dialogue can help them activate a level of agency to make social change.  

So again, I see Black Lives Matter in Higher Education being one of those student-driven 

forces that can inform change here at the institution. I think that through collaboration 

with other student organizations, it only amplifies that effort so whether its students for 

quality education here at TC or the Black Student Network or Coalition of Latino 

Scholars, I think that everyone pretty much has the same vision in terms of an institution 

that supports all of its students and that brings their voice into the classroom and the 

curriculum and the readings that they’re doing because representation is really important 

as well. So I think touching all of those bases and just kind of building coalitions or 

solidarity is what that speaks to. 
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Brian mentions the nuances of how the seminars ultimately led to spaces for students to tease out 

and gain a better understanding of difficult topics in discussions around inclusivity and diversity 

in higher education through dialogue: 

So thinking about folks who don’t necessarily know terminology or understand the way 

the systems work or the way that folks become oppressed or how they navigate society. I 

think I’ve become much more able to call in folks in terms of you don’t understand this so 

let me have this conversation or try to bring this information in a way that’s a little bit more 

palatable to you so that it doesn’t necessarily point blame or callout in terms of this is what 

you’re doing wrong or saying wrong or you don’t understand this. But rather saying these 

are the issues and this is what I know to be true and I know that you have another 

understanding of the way that the world works or the way that society works or the way 

that higher education works, but how do we come to an agreement in terms of you seeing 

my perspective and me using your perspective in order to help you better understand where 

we’re coming from. 

It is BLMHE’s creation of inclusive epistemological spaces that allow for students to first engage 

with ideas, that lead to critical reflection, and eventually their action, through their scholarship, 

to dismantle inequities within higher education. 

V. Work left to do: Future direction for BLMHE 

Since late 2019, it appears that BLMHE has been on a hiatus and I want to examine the 

co-founders' thoughts on what is next for BLMHE. I am also interested in observing how activist 

groups like BLMHE have been affected in their mobilization efforts since the pandemic, 

particularly their ongoing role in knowledge creation and their thoughts on black student 
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activism. I am interested in knowing how BLMHE’s ability in creating community was sustained 

in light of the public's perceived view of Black Lives Matter following the pandemic, and the 

subsequent backlash against it, with the current phase of Ron DeSantis’ plan to erase Black 

people and queer people from public discourse in Florida with the teaching of black history and 

critical race theory under attack in 2023, and the increased racial tension in the country that has 

ensued as a result (Hartocollis & Fawcett, 2023). The available co-founders who were able to 

speak with me in follow-up interviews where no longer involved with the day-to-day operations 

of BLMHE since graduating from TC. Given this limitation, we collectively decided to focus the 

questions more on the broader activist context of BLMHE in comparison to the current historical 

moment and to explore the continuing personal development of the student co-founders, rather 

than on insights directed toward the continuation of BLMHE at TC. I was able to explore all of 

these questions and ideas through my follow-up interviews with Kat and Charlen (Brian 

unfortunately was not available to participate at this juncture of the research), which are 

elaborated in more detail below. 

VI. Follow-up 2023 interview with Kat 

Kat is currently a Visiting Assistant Professor at Allegheny College in Pennsylvania,  

where she is teaching with the community and justice studies program, where her past  

experiences as a student leader and activist have been interwoven in her work in the classroom.  

In this statement, Kat speaks about the impact of pushing Black Lives Matter in Higher  

Education as a broader movement outside of TC towards other higher education institutions. She 

states: 
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...the most meaningful consequences for me, and I don't have another word, but some of 

the most meaningful things that I was left with was an ability to stand up for what I thought 

was right…And that's not an easy position to take as a grad student. It's not an easy position 

to take while you're working on a master's degree, and not yet having solidified your path, 

as you know, a pathway to the professoriate… I think some of the consequences for me 

were more positive in continuing to solidify what kind of educator I am, what kind of belief 

systems I hold, moving towards a doctoral degree, moving towards designing my 

pedagogy, and what I am, and who I am as an educator in the classroom… so I think one 

of the bigger consequences for me just really has to do with like the constitution of who I 

am as an educator connecting with who I am as a person, and not being as nervous to put 

so much on the line to speak out about what's important to me. And what should be 

important to everyone, and also challenging higher ed more broadly. 

In this statement Kat ties how her involvement in outreach with BLMHE transcended beyond 

raising her race consciousness, instilling a strong sense of civic duty as a college instructor. 

I then asked Kat about her thoughts on anti-racism and how they have changed from 

2016 to 2018, with the rise of the Black Lives Matter Movement, versus in 2023, with the racial 

uprising during the pandemic in 2020 after George Floyd’s death, with the recent episode of 

police violence in Memphis with the murder of Tyre Nichols, and the current attack on teaching 

critical race theory and the ban for advanced placement African American studies courses in 

Florida. Kat reflected on the need for the anti-racist movement to be overhauled, as well as a 

tentative sense of optimism that things could still change but that this would remain limited 

without more work within higher education: “But there's a real opportunity to do things 

differently and turn everything on his head, and I don't think that higher ed has gotten close to 
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that yet. So I struggle with it. Some places are doing it better than others. Some people are doing 

a better job. But in this context, in higher ed, there's much more to be done.” 

Kat then described where she has seen higher education come in strong in its support of 

anti-racist teaching and learning and practices towards creating spaces that foster inclusivity for 

all participants, and where it was falling short. She commented: 

I think that the conversation needs to truly be intersectional. I think that we have too many, 

there's too many conversations that are decentralized, too many pockets of people doing 

amazing work, but not talking to each other, not connecting with each other. And so, I think 

that, for example, one issue, all of these issues are under the same umbrella. However, it's 

how we connect the issues and bring each other along is really important. So, for example, 

my dissertation work has a lot to do with disability and race, and higher ed. And disability 

and race may be separate issues, but truly, they're so connected. So I think that there's a 

real opportunity to push all of this forward by not just isolating race or race conversation 

in higher ed, truly looking at the full picture of who or what is actually disenfranchised. 

But how we move these conversations forward, but not just conversation, action, action, 

then policy, money, you know all of these things kind of have a domino effect together, 

but I think race should not be necessarily just isolated, as oh, we're going to help our race. 

I'm gonna work on anti-racism when, in fact, all of these issues are connected together. 

Staying true to her earlier comments from 2018, Kat re-emphasized the importance of expanding 

the conversation to include gender equity, among other marginalized inequities, in conversations 

around anti-racist teaching and learning. This aligns with arguments in higher education 

scholarship which posit that race and intersectional identities, and their resulting oppressions, 
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remain an under-theorized area in the literature (Doharty, et al, 2021; Matschiner, 2022). This also 

highlights another way that BLMHE is distinct from the BLM and Black Studies Movements. 

I followed up by asking if Kat had messages to share with other aspiring students who wish 

to create spaces of knowledge, creation, and belonging for BIPOC communities in predominantly 

white institutions in higher education. Her message centered on self-knowledge and self-

awareness: 

That you've got to know what you're about. You've got to know what your foundation is, 

and you have to be grounded. And the earlier you can determine what that is, the better it 

will be for you, so that when you're faced with opposition, you can be truly rooted in 

something. It stands for something. I think, early on I made some decisions that – Hey, 

either I was gonna be successful in going all the way to, you know, a doctoral program and 

getting a PhD, and then getting a faculty job, and I was gonna do it the way I am, or I'm 

not gonna do it at all. But that was a very specific decision that I made earlier on, that by 

the time I got into TC, and was in the Master's program, I already knew that there was a lot 

at risk, and it was a lot to potentially lose, and there's a lot that my career in the future could 

be shorted by me having taken such a visible stance on so many of these issues, including 

Black Lives Matter in Higher Education. So I would say, to be encouraged and to be 

courageous, and that you can go a lot farther with many people versus just by yourself, 

because the load is simply too heavy. And I would also say, reach out to people that have 

done it before you, you know. Look back at history. I can say now. You know, teaching 

where I'm teaching, teaching with predominantly undergraduate students, I look back at 

some of those moments, and they're really like teaching moments in the classroom. I can 

look back on things I did in undergrad, things I did in my grad program, things I did in my 
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doc program that all were connected. But I think if you're truly an educator, you have to 

figure out, or you may benefit from truly figuring out what it is that you're willing to do, 

and how that you can engage with that and your pedagogy and developing it. So I think 

you've got a real decision to make. If this is the work you want to do. But it's a–it's a hard 

decision. I'm not going to sugar coat it. There are many moments, I thought, like, you know, 

are people going to take up a troublemaker when I apply to doc programs? Are they going 

to want to truly read my application, are they really going to want to embrace me as a 

student at their institution. And so that was the risk, you know, for being known for doing 

this, and being a part of this community at TC, but also, what would that mean for my 

future? 

Here Kat shares not just the powerful inspiration that comes with seeking like-minded  

courageous souls as one moves forward with creating equitable spaces of knowledge creation in  

higher education, but also the potential drawbacks with identifying with such movements. Kat’s 

response to which parts of BLMHE she was able to take with her once she left TC consisted of her 

recollections with assuming student leadership upon her arrival to her doctoral program at UMass: 

Once I graduated from TC and then started my doc program that September. I started it 

kind of hitting the ground running in our higher ed program where I was at UMass Amherst. 

And so I kind of immediately took a position of leadership, of student leadership and 

activism alongside, you know, a full-time course load, which I maintained for the entire 

four years, from beginning to end of my program. And so, I was determined to support 

students, to support students across the College of Ed, where I was. I was part of a task 

force, I was part of – I was involved with a lot of things, probably too many things, but I 

enjoyed it so it didn't feel like too much work. But it translated into tangible moments on 
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campus and advocating for graduate student needs, advocating for graduate students to 

have more funding, advocating for quality of life in how we're able to live and work and 

study. It turned into advocating for leadership at the College of Ed, to really truly treat us 

as comparable to our peers in other colleges across the university system. So like the 

College of Business or other students in some of the sciences they had more of a cushion 

than we had in education, which may signify a bigger problem. However, I turned it into 

more of an activist stance of like quality of life. If we're going to be the next set of educators 

and faculty members and people doing the work, pressing the flesh and doing the work on 

the ground. We really need to be able to live. So it kind of moved more in that direction of 

quality of life, for student parents on campus, for students that were caretakers…I think I 

kind of took my hands off of the wheel a little bit in my last year, so I could dissertate but 

three of the four years that I was there, I was very heavily involved. Which was challenging 

on another level, but it felt like it was the thing I needed to do, and people knew I was 

doing it in my grad program, so I continued to do it when I moved on. 

There are elements from her time at BLMHE that have aligned or inspired Kat with her current  

work as a college instructor:  

And so I brought in work on you know things that I've done in undergrad, things that have 

happened in grad school, and of course, all of the BLMHE work as well that actually made 

it into my curriculum. That's made it onto the syllabus. We've had conversations about it. 

We brought out documents. I've shown them the [BLMHE oral history] website, so it's 

kind of blown their mind that, like hey, these things were happening when my professor 

was an undergrad, and i'm still experiencing some version of this. What do I do about it? I 

like to say, because I have a true higher ed person at heart. I still have a student affairs hat, 
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and that still follows me in the classroom…And while I'm very careful to let students know 

I am not advising you to do any of the things I did, at all. I'm not telling you what to do, 

I’m not coaching you on how to do any of this. I am also just letting you know about the 

power of community, the power of activism, and that you do have a right to receive a 

certain type of education. While not instructing anyone to do anything in any way. But hey, 

let's look at history. Let's look at higher ed. Let's look at the trends. Let's see what's 

happening and what's continuing to happen. And so it's really garnered a lot of really rich 

conversations, great discussions, and I think, I hope, students feeling a little more 

empowered that it will be okay if they don't solve their massive problem, you know, during 

their tenure at an institution. They can move on and institute some of this behavior in their 

own lives and their work in their future profession. It doesn't have to be that I solved this 

problem in four years. Sometimes it's a lifelong commitment to social justice, and that's 

what it looks like. But at least hoping to plant the seed while they're here in my classroom, 

is something that is important to me. 

According to Kat, one of the aspects that made BLMHE unique to her was the incredible amount 

of support that they received from TC faculty: 

I think there are a couple of factors that made it really unique. I think the fact that we had 

such supported faculty, we had amazing, amazing faculty supporting us throughout the 

way, and they weren't going to let their students, so to speak, just go out there wild, and 

stand on their own. So we really were working alongside our faculty. We really had the 

ears and the support of faculty, such as Dr. Drezner, Dr. Campbell, to walk into rooms that 

we weren't necessarily in as students, and to advocate for this in another way that we 

weren't, we didn't have access to. I think it was really kind of remarkable and unique that 
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we did this at an Ivy League institution, or an Ivy League Associated Institution, and that 

may have been a little bit different as well. To kind of go into that kind of space that rarefied 

air, and it truly examined even Columbia's, you know, connection to slavery and the 

business that comes after that.  

Another aspect that stood out to Kat about BLMHE was their outreach and marketing through  

the t-shirts they produced to support the group in an era that was relatively less reliant on social 

media:  

Social media was around, but not as present as it is today, and so there was no Tik Tok to 

capture all of this, and to Snapchat this there was no - we weren't going on Instagram lives 

and making reels, and going on snapchat, that wasn't happening. And I think the fact that 

we had, we had things that people could buy, they could buy a t-shirt and they could buy 

stickers, they could buy a hoodie, and they could wear it and show up at conferences. It's 

pretty cool to see people wearing, you know this flag, but also like signifying, hey, silently, 

I'm here and I care about this as well as my scholarship, so you could really see. you know 

where people's politics were to a certain degree. 

When asked where she saw BLMHE now, and where it could be headed, Kat mentioned  

BLMHE’s potential to broaden its scope to encompass several overlapping issues that also touch 

on antiracist education: 

I think that it's evolved to include other issues and other significant points of justice for 

folks that we need to be concerned with. So again. All of the issues pertaining to 

individuals, rights and people and bodies, and ability and access to health care. All of the 

things like adequate housing, fair housing, so many of the things that we're managing today, 

that people are having real struggles and difficulty with. I think that BLMHE now looks 
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like a multi-issue thing, and many things can fall under that umbrella…And however they 

are connected to higher ed, I think higher ed has a true responsibility to do some of this 

work. I think I do think that that will never change. But I think the scope of the work, and 

who it reaches may look a little bit differently today rather than the origins of BLMHE, I 

think the umbrella is widening. 

VII. Follow-up 2023 interview with Charlen 

 Charlen is a PhD student at the University of Utah in the Education Leadership and  

Policy program, where her research is centered on supporting formerly incarcerated students as  

they transition to college. Previously, she worked in University of Utah where she focused on  

social justice work in student housing. Currently, she works at Salt Lake Community College  

where she is a coordinator for justice, equity, diversity and inclusion, where she oversees several 

equity hiring programs and training for the college. Charlen also founded the Moore Foundation  

which supports formerly incarcerated students with scholarships and programming. Charlen’s 

response to the impact of pushing Black Lives Matter in Higher Education as a broader movement 

outside of TC towards other higher education institutions in retrospect, began with her recollection 

of BLMHE strategic presence at higher education academic conferences: 

So I didn't get to present at ASHE with Kat and them when they went, but seeing, I have 

a lot of friends that work in higher ed in different capacities, and seeing everybody buy 

the swag from offline and walking into conferences or other places that, and folks had the 

shirt on, like was this huge sense of pride for me. Just being really excited to see that, 

like, folks identified with what we were talking about. And while I don't, I'm not sure if 

any like smaller sectors started happening in different institution, it did start the 
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conversation of like, what does it mean for Black Lives Matter in higher education to be a 

conversation point, like, what are we… what are we actually talking about? How does 

black lives -- How does higher ed affect black faculty, staff and students in a way that 

we're still seeing different repercussions and consequences today. But I think also it gives 

folks the thing about like T-shirts, even the one like I'm wearing now it gives folks a way 

to start the conversation, and to, like when folks read it, or they ask questions or say, like 

I love your shirt, or whatever like it just opens that door a little bit to start talking about 

like, “Well, what do you mean by Black Lives Matter in higher education,” and it's like 

on the surface is like well, exactly what it says, but I think folks got to dive deeper, and 

speaking more about like, Well. Let's talk compensation. Let's talk mental health. Let's 

talk all these things for folks that are involved in higher ed and then attending 

conferences like NASPA or ACPA, and seeing folks still wearing the shirt, like years 

later, or folks that know that we were a part of it, or like help, started reaching out to be 

like, “Are there any new shirts?” 

In this statement, Charlen shows us how the shirts were used as a conversation starter that validated 

their personal experience and encouraged them to integrate the academic knowledge they were 

discussing in higher education spaces. This validation of students' perspectives increased 

confidence for these students and allowed them to link topics that were covered in the educational 

seminars, sparking their political/social understanding and knowledge activism. This is central to 

BLMHE’s mission in creating these epistemological spaces. The emphasis here is on making 

connections between the social and the political context within which these concepts are 

embedded, which in turn help activate students to become agents for social change in higher 

education.  
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Emotional toll of activist and advocacy work 

During these intense times on college campuses across the country, an often-overlooked 

aspect of activist activity is the emotional toll this takes on students who are deeply involved in 

this work (Goodwin, Jasper & Polletta, 2004). Charlen illustrates this point in her reflection of 

her experience at BLMHE before 2020 versus her experience post-2020 in her previous job at 

the University of Utah where she advocated for students on campus. In this statement, Charlen 

shares her memory of a student protest she witnessed first-hand in Salt Lake City in 2020: 

…at the end of May in 2020, when we, after the murder of George Floyd, and everybody 

was protesting across the country. They had set up a protest here in Salt Lake City. It was 

a lot of people there. It was like a good time. The beginning part was a good time, and the 

way that we like, we had a permit to walk around certain, like the library which is across 

from the police station, and some folks got frustrated understandably that, like, a protest, 

is not something that's supposed to be scheduled…So we're standing there in there like. 

“Are you all the organizers?” And we were like No. But what's up? And they're like, 

“They're putting on riot gear.” and I was like, what do you mean they're putting on riot 

gear…So in that moment we went like straight into work mode, and I was like, okay. 

Josh, you take the left. These two folks take the middle. I'm gonna take the right, and we 

need to get everybody out of here like just tell them, “Get to the streets” like just get 

away from here. Tell them they're putting on riot gear, and we need to disperse right 

before things get too will…it went from me just experiencing this thing and trying to 

help, to me like actually being at work and having work responsibilities to protect 

students. And it was hard, it was so hard. And then so after that happened two days later 

the KKK did a protest in the same spaces, and other militia were down there in the same 
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spaces…I called my director, and I was like, the KKK is outside like a block away from 

my house, two blocks away from my house. In order for me to get up to the school, I 

have to pass them. I can't. I was like in like paralyzing fear like I can't. I can't do this 

thing. And University police actually had to come and escort me up to campus…I ended 

up leaving that January to the position I'm in now, but it was super hard. It was super 

hard. And I think that also tying it back to the Black Lives Matter in higher ed. When I 

joined the program, I was fresh out of undergrad, and I think I didn't have, I didn't fully 

grasp at the time the severity of what's happening in higher ed to folks of color and like 

indigenous folks, and everything like that, like I didn't understand it until joining the 

program. And then working with Noah and Brian and Kat, who were able to like, really 

take me under their wing and give me that level of education, and while I appreciated it 

while I was at school, I was able to put those things into practice at work. And I think that 

there's some level of it that I felt kind of spoiled at Columbia, with, we had it, or even 

though we had a predominantly white faculty, we were able to have conversations and 

challenge things in class and, like, I felt like they were very social justice focused. And 

yeah, everybody can use work, and everybody needs to keep learning and teaching and 

stuff. But I don't think I realized how hard it is until, like, I started working full time. 

The statement by Charlen above illustrates the concept of advocacy fatigue, which Carrie Griffin 

Basas (2015) defines as “trauma[s] of discrimination and resource limitations that affect students, 

families and the surrounding community in educational conflicts” (p. 39). Charlen’s experience 

reveals how a strong personal commitment to social justice advocacy within higher education 

spaces can often present difficult challenges (Raimondi, 2019). Black women activists and 

advocates, particularly at predominantly white institutions of higher education, are at higher risk 
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for adverse mental illness associated with advocacy fatigue in their social justice work. 

Acknowledging that impact on their mental health, Charlen explained how she balanced her work 

with her community and her students along with guarding her well-being. She responded: 

...if you're going to do that work you have to be ready to hear the good, the bad, the ugly 

of it all, and you have to be able to not react. You had to like, what is the self-care for 

right afterwards of like, there's times afterwards like I've just cried and been like, I need 

to get out these emotions, because also as an empathetic person, I'm feeling the fear that 

folks are feeling whether it's on Zoom or in person. I'm feeling the stress that folks are 

feeling. So how do you relax again? Blessed to have an amazing supervisor! It'd be like 

I'm not home like I'm done for the rest of the day. This was a lot, I'm out, like my brain 

will not allow me to do any more work, so. Just being able to have that access. Think 

about how these things affect you. What are the emotional regulation things that you can 

do beforehand and afterwards? Who's your support system? What are the policies and 

stuff like that in your organization, that, if it is about taking off work, if it is about taking 

a longer lunch, like you know, depending on where you are. Managing emotions, which 

is difficult, right like. I mean it's difficult for anybody, but I think that it has been 

interesting. And then I have this amazing group of women that are all also planting their 

feet into Utah, and into staying in Utah that it's like. “Hey, girl, Can I tell you the mess 

that I went through today.” and, like “I don't know how to solve this.” So like we're able 

to hang out on a social part. We all work in higher ed. So then we're able to navigate 

higher ed in that way and support each other in that way. Stand up for each other and 

everything like that, too… 
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Persistence in face of struggle 

Charlen’s thoughts on her current social justice work, and how it links back to her time 

with BLMHE, gives us pause to consider the central political underpinnings of this work. 

According to Freire, in order to transform this consciousness, critical dialogue is used as a tool. 

This dialogue must translate into action in order for it to be truly liberating. This process of  

consciousness transformation is called “critical consciousness” (Freire, 1970). Here, Charlen  

describes how she taps into this motivation in her work: 

How do we continue the fight? What does support look like? What does self-care look 

like? I sat on a panel recently that was like, how do you heal from racism? And 

everybody was like “You can't heal from something that's currently happening to you.” 

Like, our racism is built into the fabric of America. With every brick, every caulking and 

stuff like, racism is ingrained in this. And the system is not built for it to be destroyed like 

there was no self-destruct button for the system. And because of that, folks that are-- that 

consider themselves activists, freedom fighters, revolutionaries, have to choose, in what 

way they are going to do in this fight…They're gonna be geared up and out there and 

making their voices heard. But at the same time, we need the lawyers that gets them out 

of prison, right? We need the educators that goes against the grain to push for policy and 

change within institutions, whether it's K through 12 or higher ed. We need the 

politicians that believe in these causes, and that will continue to fight for those bills and 

stuff like that to get past or block the ones that will be more harmful, like in every space 

where racism lives. We need activists and freedom fighters to be there too, right? And if 

everybody can dismantle a brick, right, just one thing, whatever your one thing is. And 

you dismantle that there the whole thing will crumble, right? And it might not like a brick 
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might not feel like a lot. But if everybody has a brick like, if you just like, think about all 

the students that are in HPSE at TC. Right? Like the current students now. If everybody 

has a brick and they remove one, the foundation is no longer there, the pillars can no 

longer uphold those things. So I encourage the folks that I train here, and the 

conversations I have with students and others that like, What’s your brick?” 

This powerful statement by Charlen demonstrates the extent that this resistance to racial injustice 

contributes to her perseverance. This level of ingrained resistance is critical for her as she continues 

to address social justice work throughout multiple levels of higher education:  

I think I was placed here to be that voice. And to be that support and to be that push. 

There're so many students that-- especially when I was working at the U and working with 

students most of the time that are like, yeah, I wouldn't have been able to do what I did if 

it wasn't for you, teaching me how to do that…when I help folks push past their doubts or 

push past the heaviness of racism, of not wanting to progress, then it's like, alright. I could 

do another year. Fine! 

This ingrained resistance was brought up again when we spoke about messages Charlen had to 

share with other aspiring students who wish to create spaces of knowledge creation or belonging 

for people of color and communities within predominantly white institutions: 

I think that what I would suggest for folks is to learn a lot about psychological safety and 

the need for psychological safety before you try to create any spaces and also, and that's 

for yourself and for others, but being honest with yourself of what you're trying to create 

right? And being willing to listen to hard - to people's hard truths…You have to be ready 

for the hard dialogue and help folks navigate through the process of understanding. I have 

one person, we were getting new name badges, and they said, “Oh, you can put your 
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pronouns on a name badge.” He was like, I don't understand why I need to do that. And I 

was like, tell me more. He was like well, because, like I'm a male, and I just like a male, 

and I'm clearly a male. So why do I have to tell you that I'm this thing? And I was - this 

was like right when we started having stuff in person again. And I was like, do you have 

Covid? He’s like no. I was like, Why do you wear a mask then? If you don't have Covid, 

why are you wearing a mask? And he was like well, I wear it, not so much to like to 

protect himself, because we all have to get tested on a regular basis. So most of us know 

that almost everybody in the room nine times out of ten, that it doesn't have Covid and he 

was like, but I wear - I put a mask on when folks come into my office, because I want to 

make them feel safe. I was like well, pronouns are the mask. You might not need it. But 

seeing it or having it, makes other people feel like they can talk to you more. And he was 

just like, I never considered it like that. I never thought about that, and he was like, I 

think I need to do more looking at it because I - he did it because of the conversations 

about it and that level of hesitation. And then, at the end of the week I host facilitation 

sessions, and I had one history teacher that was like, I didn't realize that the disservice I 

was doing by intentionally, not teaching about race and racism in my class because I was 

uncomfortable with having the conversation, because I wasn't sure what other people was 

gonna say…And I think I - by that point she was a teacher for like twelve, fourteen years 

and she was just like “I feel terrible.” And I was like, fine. What are you gonna do next 

semester, though? 

This form of ingrained resistance was a skill Charlen was able to further develop as part of her  

time with BLMHE. In this statement, Charlen describes how this aspect has since aligned in her  

current work: 
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Yeah, I think, watching the leadership of Kat and Brian, and the way that they push for 

things the way that they challenged authority. Especially at an Ivy League Institution, 

where it's like, I walked into it feeling like a lot of imposter syndrome, and feeling like I 

couldn't challenge things because it almost wasn't my place to, I felt like it wasn't my 

place to be there. Like I'm not even supposed to be here, let alone causing trouble like 

keep your head down kind of do stuff, but they really inspired me to speak out more in 

the world of education and challenge things more. 

Interestingly, in comparison to Kat, one of the aspects that made BLMHE unique to Charlen was 

BLMHE’s impact on steering the conversation within higher education circles around issues of 

marginality affecting faculty of color: 

It just wasn't a conversation before we were making it a conversation. I think it was like 

higher ed as a whole was focused on students going through college, and this thing that 

students suffer through college and I think that it wasn't until, like, the t-shirts were made, 

and the conversation in the programs that we were having discussions, that we were 

having with other folks in different campuses really brought the whole thing to light of 

like, Yes, we need to worry about students but what about the faculty and staff that, when 

we know that faculty and staff take on not just the work of being faculty, but also take on 

the work of being mentors to like every black student, especially if you're like one of 

three black faculty, right? When you feel like you can't get work done because you have 

this expectation from your department to finish the work that you were assigned. But you 

have this expectation morally to support all students of color that walk through your door 

all students period, but specifically, students of color that walk through your door, and 

you're teaching them about racism. You're trying to keep them from dropping out. You're 
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trying to help them get scholarships you're like, hey? I think you have a learning 

disability. Let me pay this money so that you can get tested because you can't afford it 

like, things that I’m watching my colleagues do, or things I know that mentors have done 

for others. But those conversations weren't happening about how hard it was for the 

people that work in higher ed. It was just how hard it was for students. So I think now 

we're starting to see that conversation pick up more. I don't know if I can fully credit us 

for it, but I'm going. Like it was that moment of like, “oh, yeah,” cause I remember 

talking to folks at the different conferences of like, “So do you all have this 

conversation?” They're like “No?” Well, I'm gonna wear this shirt for people to ask me, 

to be able to have that conversation, or to be able to tell people why we're in it, and like 

what this means for me, so. 

When asked where she saw BLMHE heading in the future, Charlen expressed an interest in  

further involvement in policy development: 

I would really love for it to head in the policy development area. And not like policy for 

State or Federal, but like proposing institutional policies for supporting and like being able 

to, people that get paid for it, but to do the research on how folks are navigating, surviving, 

especially with the great resignation and the great hiring that is happening, people are less 

likely to take rudeness and stuff like that from their institutions. So what does that mean? 

If your institution doesn't outwardly like support or help folks of color like what policies 

would need to happen, what kind of things would need like that it can hopefully become 

the space where we have folks represented from all across the country, even though like it 

could be housed at Columbia, and whatever, but having folks from all across the country 

to come and really discuss and say, okay, this is what we would like to see, kind of like a 
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working group. And then being able to be like, hey, this is what you should suggest. This 

is how you take the steps to do this in your institution like, and stuff like that. I would love 

it, to see it, for it to go there. 

Student activism that is bolstered with legislative advocacy can help affect policy change that 

also focuses on changing social structures of unjust systems and institutions. This can help 

BLMHE expand its goals from knowledge creation towards venues where their members can 

participate in constructing more comprehensive policy recommendations that can improve 

support for BIPOC students in higher education. 

VIII. Discussion of Findings 

The Familial Roots of Activism: The Search for Community 

...my mom is my biggest influence. She was a Black Panther when she was growing up. 

So she started Meals on Wheels and the breakfast for children and just being very 

involved in that. And then as she got older, she joined the NAACP and that’s around 

when I was born so she was involved in that for all of my life. She pretty much taught me 

how to be an activist.” (Charlen McNeil, 2018) 

BLMHE co-founders Kat Stephens, Brian Allen and Charlen McNeil were all graduate 

students in the HPSE program during the Fall of 2016 when they were invited to meet with 

HPSE professors Noah Drezner and Corbin Campbell. The faculty had initiated the gathering in 

response to the recent deaths of black youth, as well as the student protests at University of 

Missouri that made national headlines that summer. Their hope was to help brainstorm how to 

provide a safe space for the students where they could voice their frustrations and concerns as 
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they coped with the fallout of these tragedies from the summer of 2016. Was there anything from 

their lives’ journey leading up to their admittance into TC that predisposed this group of students 

towards activism? Charlen McNeil, an M.A. student from Hoboken, New Jersey, describes how 

her family background and growing up in the Hoboken projects influenced her early forays into 

activism:  

[My] mom is my biggest influence, and she was a Black Panther when she was growing 

up, so they started like Meals on Wheels and the breakfast for children, and just being 

very involved with that, and then as she got older, she joined the NAACP, and that's 

around when I was born, so she was involved with that for all of my life, and she's pretty 

much taught me how to be an activist, like I didn't really have a choice...And I kinda got 

inspired by her, and just wanted to see what that was really about. I also grew up on the 

children's principles of the Black Panther party, so it was very much ingrained into my 

upbringing. 

While Charlen describes how her family’s involvement in the Black Panther Party and the 

NAACP played a critical part in her burgeoning activism, for Kat Stephens, her activism was 

sparked by her earlier experience at a PWI as an undergraduate. 

The climate, there was a lot happening on the campus climate over the time I was there. 

And so that gave me the fire to really speak up for other students that looked like me. We 

started a whole campaign, myself and three other students, three other black women, we 

started a campaign called DOSN, dangers of a single narrative, and we kind of tore things 

apart at the school for about three years, which was amazing because change needed to 

happen and change did happen. But it really was a campaign to ask the school to look 
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critically at the way that it changed yourself with curriculum, with hiring practices, with 

admissions practices, housing. So there was a lot that came out of that. 

For Brian Allen, a doctoral student in the HPSE program who began at TC as a Masters student, 

his activism at TC stemmed from his search for community. He admits to initially feeling 

isolated at TC because of his race early on as a graduate student. Here Brian describes how race 

affected his classroom experience at TC: 

Imposter syndrome is a very real thing. And so I think just not having many 

folks...Again, don't get me wrong, TC is becoming much more diverse than it was in 

prior years, and the higher ed program in particular is very diverse, if not the most diverse 

here at TC. So I think just going through the general qualms of not feeling inclined to 

participate in classroom experiences, or feeling as though what I had to share or my 

perspective wasn't valid or legitimate, I think those are some of the things that I went 

through earlier on in my graduate career. But I think now I've kind of settled into the 

socialization or identity of being a graduate student so that comes a little bit easier for 

me. 

A sense of belonging and inclusion within higher education shaped by students can impact 

organizational structures that otherwise perpetuate inequity across race and class (Winkle-

Wagner and Locks, 2013; Minikel-Lacocque, 2013).  In examining student anxieties in this 

context, student members have attested that despite feelings of disquiet, spaces provided by 

participating in BLMHE afforded them the opportunity to create community and place for 

themselves, a wholly unique response to imposter syndrome.   
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Intersectional Identity in BLMHE 

I think that over time my identity has shifted. I think my identity stays the same but I think 

that what makes you walk from day to day may look different, depending on what’s 

happening, what the environment asks for. And so now I think what I'm definitely 

standing in is my roots, my understanding of myself as an immigrant woman; an 

immigrant woman that happens to be black, that happens to be an older student that 

happens to be a career changer. (Kat Stephens, 2018) 

Who defines who is Black and how do these definitions interface with intersectionality 

amongst black students? What role do epistemological spaces created by BMLHE fulfill in 

addressing this intersectionality? For Kat Stephens, her narrative demonstrated how she 

progressed from her performative role of needing to “represent” herself in predominately White 

spaces as a Black immigrant woman in academia to embracing and advocating for the need for 

higher education scholarship to acknowledge intersectionality. 

In Charlen’s case, her sense of belonging was further compounded by her intersectional 

identity as a Black bisexual woman. Interestingly, her previous exposure to activism via her 

parent’s involvement, did not coincide with Charlen’s organizing as a student until she became 

involved with BLMHE once she began graduate school. Once she began her involvement, 

however, she shares how her time with BLMHE gave her the skillset to not only raise awareness 

and understanding of racism at TC, but also provided her with a support system to that 

empowered her to contest such microaggressions as she bravely took part in campus activities, 

coming into her own identity. 

The struggle for mobility and acceptance against the dearth of Black, African American, 

as well as Black African presence, at predominately White institutions of higher learning is all 
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too real. This is further complicated by the nuance of gendered racism that Black and Brown 

women experience, which speaks both to the “fiction of equality” that higher education 

institutions produce and the “hyper-visibility” they experience, which can result in them 

becoming tokenized within White knowledge-producing institutions (Dar and Ibrahim, 2019). 

However, Kat and Charlen express how throughout their time participating at BLMHE, they 

have managed their perception of performing blackness in an American context amongst other 

groups at TC, and how this has helped them more confidently center their own identities where 

they are no longer performing.  

IX. Conclusion: A Different Kind of Activism 

I think across the board folk’s turnout to events, they attend programs. I think there’s just 

an eagerness to dive into social justice conversations because like I said earlier, either 

folks aren’t understanding of these concepts or they have a foundational knowledge and 

are looking to explore more in terms of receiving information about what can we do 

tangibly to improve the experience of students here at TC, but across the board at other 

institutions. (Brian Allen, 2018) 

After the summer of 2016, organizing began in earnest that fall semester with faculty 

support. The initial meetings centered on the students' desires to host talks around ethnic identity 

for black students and how the concept of epistemological spaces began to take shape. Kat 

describes how from the beginning of these brainstorm sessions; the students were interested in a 

distinctly different vision of activism that would go beyond direct-action tactics such as protests 

or rallies. This sense of welcoming they received from faculty allowed them to uncover other 

strategies as the discussions fostered more experimentation.  
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I personally wanted to start at the beginning. And for me, the beginning looked like how 

can we even identify what is black lives in Black Lives Matter if we don't know who the 

black lives are? And so for me, it's someone who has had training in sociology and being 

a Caribbeanist, that goes through all of the work that I do. If I really wanted to be able to, 

like, let's talk about and break down who is actually black and who are we actually 

talking to, because not everyone's blackness is the same. Blackness is not a monolith, and 

so everyone's blackness looks different, and so I think if we think about the diaspora, 

knowing that students come here from all over the world, we really should be thinking 

about what people's identities are, how they see themselves, how they interface with race 

and ethnicity. And before we can even go any further into thinking about does Black 

Lives Matter, who is in our universities, who's here? Who's being admitted? Who's not 

being admitted? How did this impact the bottom line for universities? 

It became apparent to the students that there was a need to create an organizing structure within 

BLMHE in order to provide a space for seminars to tackle issues of marginalization in higher 

education. Within the end of the first year, they established a planning committee made up of six 

students to help plan programs, as well as handle outreach and promotion of the seminars via 

social media outreach to the campus community. For some of the student leaders, participating in 

BLMHE has changed their vision of how activism is perceived and that there are more diverse 

ways of enacting resistance to promote equity in higher education. Brian illustrates how he has 

become more open to reaching out, clarifying what the issues are and bridging understanding 

among different perspectives: 

So thinking about folks who don't necessarily know terminology, or understand the way 

that systems work, or the way that folks become oppressed, or how they navigate society, 
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I think I've become much more able to call in folks, in terms of, you don't understand 

this, so let me have this conversation or try to bring this information in a way that's a little 

bit more palatable to you so that it doesn't necessarily point blame or call out in terms of 

this is what you're doing wrong or saying wrong, or you don't understand this, but rather 

saying, these are the issues, and this is what I know to be true, and I know that you have 

another understanding of the way that the world works, or the way that society works, or 

the way that higher education works, but how do we come to an agreement in terms of 

you seeing my perspective, and me using your perspective in order to help you better 

understand where we're coming from...But I think these are the conversations that Black 

Lives Matter in Higher Ed seeks to highlight, is what are instances in which certain 

individuals feel excluded or silenced or directly discriminated against. And what kind of 

directions can we take in order to better support those students in their experiences. 

The central role of higher education is to create knowledge. Culture is fundamental to 

knowledge. As such, knowledge that recognizes, reacts to and commends cultural differences 

can be the starting ground towards offering equitable access to higher education to Black and 

Latinx groups. Culturally-responsive pedagogy (Ladson Billings, 1994) has gained widespread 

traction for recognizing the importance of including students' cultural references in all aspects of 

learning. But focusing on culturally-responsive approaches to teaching is not enough if the 

structures of knowledge creation embraced by higher education research do not contain a sense 

of inclusivity for emerging BIPOC scholars and students who do not see themselves adequately 

represented within the process of knowledge creation. The application of anti-oppressive 

knowledge creation could contribute to “social justice and racial uplift” in colleges and 

universities by increasing marginalized student representation in academia (Barnhardt, 2017, 
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p.226). Brian illustrates how offering student-centered spaces for new knowledge creation works 

in tandem with student engagement towards increasing equity in higher education.  

I think by presenting these topics around blackness in higher education, around free 

speech issues, around under and unemployment, around intersectionality, I think that 

draws folks in who are either one, interested and well adept to these concepts or these 

conversations and topics, and are looking for like a deeper dive, or folks who don't have 

any experience in these issues and are looking to gain some foundational knowledge... 

there's always gonna be an opportunity to bring new students in which only amplifies our 

outreach and our ability to engage in more nuanced conversation. 

BLMHE effectively challenges the standardization of exclusion and the normalized mask 

of Whiteness in higher education (Rogers, 2012), particularly within knowledge production. The 

organization accomplishes this by acknowledging the power dynamics that influence knowledge 

creation and dissemination. It counters this with an egalitarian process which centers BIPOC 

student scholars who decide which topics get selected for their public seminars. This is in sharp 

contrast to the exclusive process that takes place in academic publishing, which is determined by 

which scholars and practitioners in our field are represented on peer review boards. Ultimately, 

they get to decide which articles get included, indicating the extent that such placements have on 

knowledge dissemination (Parsons and Ward, 2001). This is an imperative aspect that needs to 

be acknowledged within the field, particularly since these influences research trends in higher 

education. In effect, BLMHE is offering the impetus for new knowledge about how to 

reconstruct the epistemological spaces of higher education so that BIPOC students can place 

themselves in service of socially conscious advocacy and culturally responsive practices in 

academia.
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CHAPTER 6: RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS 

I. Introduction  

I will conclude this dissertation by addressing research implications for higher education 

scholars, and suggest how oral history as a methodological approach aligns with the strategies 

and tactics BLMHE employs to increase epistemological spaces for black graduate students 

involved in challenging institutional racism within higher education. Given the consideration of 

how the social construction of race manifests in everyday life for People of Color, BLMHE’s 

mission is to increase spaces for black graduate students involved in challenging institutional 

racism within higher education at a PWI like TC. While I am interested in investigating what 

student-centered social justice relevant work BLMHE is able to accomplish without institutional 

support, in this chapter I wish to examine TC’s institutional role, if any, in challenging structural 

racism within higher education. A survey of archives and manuscript repositories was conducted 

in an attempt to document the extent of TC’s institutional efforts.  I will provide a historical 

context of TC’s previous attempts within its administration and curriculum programming and 

how this history of TC's attempts at addressing students’ experiences and efforts with racism as 

well as to respect institutional commitments to advance equity and inclusion. 

On December 4, 2015, undergraduate students of color staged a “die-in” protest at the 

Tree Lighting Ceremony on College Walk on Columbia’s campus, a day after a grand jury in 

Staten Island declined to indict Daniel Pantaleo, the NYC police officer who suffocated Eric 

Garner to death with a chokehold (Sedran, 2014). The protest was co-led by the Black Students 

Organization, a student group concerned with the recognition and understanding of the needs of 
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the Black community at Columbia, and Students Against Black Incarceration, a Black radical 

student organization committed to awareness and activism around mass incarceration. Taking 

their cue from the Civil Rights Era and subsequent Black Power movement, students of color at 

Columbia have been an essential voice since the onset of the Black Lives Matter Movement, 

demanding increased representation concerning on campus matters such as pedagogy and 

curriculum as well as in their calls for justice for the institution’s impact on social change off 

campus in the neighboring Morningside and Harlem community. Just the year before, across the 

street from Columbia on December 16, 2014, TC faculty staged a similar die-in at the annual 

Holiday Party, where President Furhman, alongside other TC faculty, administrators and 

students, participated in response to episodes of police brutality and show solidarity with BIPOC 

students (N. D. Drezner, personal communication, April 4, 2023). 

Below I will provide historical context that captures what student efforts for racial equity 

as well as institutional initiatives were like at TC before the formation of Black Lives Matter in 

Higher Education and their student group educational seminars. I will also depict anti-racism 

efforts undertaken by TC administration to counteract lack of diversity, non-inclusive 

curriculum, and an oppressive racial climate. 

II. TC Black Student Advocacy Initiatives Before BLMHE 

Following activist activity across the street, TC students have worked tirelessly on 

diversity and anti-discrimination matters directly affecting BIPOC students before BLMHE’s 

formation, mainly through activities initiated by the Black Student Network. The Black Student 

Network (BSN) is made up primarily by graduate students of African Descent and allies who 

empower students to become active participants in their education at TC. In addition to being a 
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space that gives academic and moral support for Blacks in higher education, BSN has centered 

its programming initiatives to themes that promote unity and support pride in cultural traditions 

among Black graduate students as well as networking opportunities to enhance the professional 

development of Blacks, celebrates traditions and practices of peoples of African descent within 

TC, mainly via social mixers. BSN also focus on issues of recruitment, retention, and 

development of Black professionals at TC through panels, and maintains community engagement 

through volunteer activities with neighboring communities surrounding the campus. 

Additionally, BSN has organized and hosted the Annual Diversity in Research and Practice 

Conference (DiRP) for the past decade at TC which has focused on the ways in which students 

and faculty at TC think about issues that affect marginalized communities that have been 

misrepresented in education research and scholarship.  

In 2018, a memo specifically seeking to address decoloniality processes at TC was 

developed by members of the Decolonization Study Group and TC First Gen Student 

Association at the invitation of then Provost Thomas James. It proposed decolonial practices that 

aim to identify and disrupt the ways in which ways of knowing and behaving perpetuate 

inequalities and stigmas originating during colonial periods of history, negating or making 

invisible members of the community who suffer as a result of these legacies. This memo, which 

predated the President’s Commission on the History of Race and Racism at Columbia University 

in 2022, was concerned with what was missing from TC’s diversity framework during the mid 

aughts. Primarily, this memo wished to move beyond “invoking diversity language” as a 

response to marginalized student concerns and called for the creation of a discursive context 

wherein corrective action is taken when diversity concerns are stifled. (Decolonization Study 

Group, 2020)  
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According to the memo, “Decoloniality is a perspective and praxis, a “process, practice 

and project of sowing seeds…There are no ready-made formulas for how to decolonize 

university campuses, but there are insights and experiences that can inform this iterative 

process.” (Decolonization Study Group, 2020) This memo was developed to begin to inform 

faculty, students and staff about the meaning and potential avenues for decoloniality at TC, 

particularly as an elite Ivy League institution. The intention was to have a decolonial practice 

evolve across various levels: classroom pedagogy, curriculum, research and writing, and 

university-wide policies. The memo recommended the following activities to ensure 

decolonization across TC, including “strengthening of existing efforts and infrastructures at TC 

to promote diversity and inclusion, and to combat discrimination and racism; creation of 

opportunities for students of diverse backgrounds to dialogue with each other and with faculty 

around decolonization at TC...; the cultivation of an inclusive TC committee on de-colonization 

to help steward and support the processes of decoloniality;” as well as “providing funding and 

scholarship opportunities for decolonial research and practices, and for historically minoritized 

and underrepresented communities of scholars and students in higher education.” 

(Decolonization Study Group, 2020) 

It is important to note the ways in which membership in student organizations such as 

BSN provided space for Black identity expression and development before BLMHE. However, 

while BSN served as a platform for racial uplift and the advocacy of racial/ethnic minority 

student interests at TC, BLMHE has served to extend BSN’s activity with centering BIPOC 

scholarship beyond annual conferences to a year-long seminar series that connected BIPOC 

student epistemological concerns at predominantly White universities, thereby providing an 

alternative form of social justice leadership opportunity for students. In this sense, BLMHE acted 
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as a bridge between the platform provided by BSN and the calls for decolonial practices at TC 

from the Decolonization memo prepared by the Decolonization Study Group and TC First Gen 

Student Association.   

III. TC Faculty Responses 

It is important to highlight the several research and curriculum development initiative that 

TC faculty were spearheading to help inform institutional change as nationwide incidents of 

racism and police brutality were taking place in 2016. They include: the Racial Literacy Project, 

founded in 2016 and led by Yolanda Sealey-Ruiz, Associate Professor of English Education at 

Teachers College which emphasizes racial literacy development when educating BIPOC 

students; the Reimagining Education Summer Institute, founded in 2016 as an interdisciplinary, 

research-based professional development series that enables educators to become more culturally 

relevant in their practice and enhance educational benefits to racially and ethnically diverse 

student populations (Teachers College, 2020); the Race, Ethnicity and Inter-Cultural 

Understanding Curriculum Map, an diversity mapping project where Professor of Sociology and 

Education Amy Stuart Wells led a team of TC students in the creation of a resource on 

coursework offered at TC that center on themes of race, ethnicity and inter-cultural 

understanding (Teachers College, 2020); the Black Education Research Collective, founded in 

August of 2017, BERC is a collective of scholars focused on education research at the 

intersections of Black history, culture, politics, and leadership; and finally, there was also a 

faculty research project funded by a TC Provost Innovation Fund in 2016 made up of TC faculty 

Noah Drezner, Felicia Moore Mensah, and Michelle Knight-Manuel that examined racial battle 

fatigue among faculty and sought ways to better engage students on topics of race in the 
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classroom. While these initiatives were focused more on faculty-driven conversation on critical 

issues related to race and education, these faculty-created spaces were also instances where 

faculty attempted to provide spaces for BIPOC student participation along with other members 

of the TC community, particularly in terms of affecting areas of research, scholarship and 

classroom experiences. However, they were not student-centered or student-led, which is what 

sets BLMHE apart from these earlier attempts by TC faculty research interests focus on the 

teaching and learning experiences of BIPOC students within the realms of curriculum and 

pedagogy in higher education.  

IV. Columbia’s Institutional Responses 

In 2014, Columbia’s History department formed the Columbia Slavery Project, a research 

initiative which set out to examine Columbia’s history and legacies of enslavement (Columbia 

University & Slavery, 2022). The impact of this research initiative cannot be overstated. The 

Columbia Slavery Project singularly set out to create an inclusive academic space for teaching 

and learning about the University’s history as it finds ways to reckon with the lasting legacy of 

its role in perpetuating oppression of enslaved marginalized people in the US. Participating 

students have worked alongside faculty to develop historical materials that document past race-

related incidents on campus, such as a cross burning that took place at Furnald Hall in 1924 that 

white students set ablaze to protest a Black student residing in the dormitory (Barroso, 2022). 

Six years later, after having established Juneteenth as a campus-wide holiday, President 

Lee Bollinger, during his Juneteenth Briefing on June 19th, 2020, declared: “Columbia 

University is not innocent of the structures of racism that have afflicted America. Yet we also 

have a history of confronting invidious discrimination and anti-Black racism. There is still much 
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more to do.” (Bollinger, 2020) In reckoning with Columbia’s role of slavery, on December 1, 

2022, Bollinger announced the formation of the President’s Commission on the History of Race 

and Racism at Columbia University. This faculty-led commission, consisting of Columbia 

trustees, students and faculty, intends to “assess current symbols and representations at Columbia 

and establish guidelines for future ones, guided by a commitment both to historical accuracy and 

to an inclusive campus environment.” (Office of the Provost, Columbia University, 2022). 

Subsequently, the commission first priority will be to further develop the reach of Columbia’s 

Slavery project, where they will provide added support to students as they continue to produce 

historical teaching materials on past race-related incidents on campus. 

While the President’s Commission and Slavery Project carried significant weight on the 

overall climate for students of color at Columbia’s affiliated institutions, I was interested in 

similar institutional actions that were occurring at TC during this time. While institutional 

archival materials covering this activity at TC were limited, I was able to locate two critical 

reports: The first was a task force report from 2010 entitled “Race, Culture and Diversity: An 

Action Plan for Teachers College,” which outlined some actions that came out of that group 

composed of faculty and senior administrators. One of those actions was to create the 

"Experiencing Diversity Project" led by two faculty members and staffed by doctoral students. 

Another was to begin setting diversity goals in the academic departments and deliberating on 

whether progress was being made. The second report that was located were findings from the 

"Experiencing Diversity Project” in 2012 which examined the institutional climate for diversity 

at TC.  Below I will present a brief history of diversity initiatives at TC, go into detail the 

messages that came out during President Susan Fuhrman’s tenure at TC regarding anti-racism, 

and describe how these institutional initiatives fared during the mid aughts.  
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V. TC’s Institutional Responses  

The reasoning behind the site selection of TC for this study, other than this institution is 

where BLMHE began, is that TC is also an emblematic case study of diversity and inclusion efforts 

in higher education. My understanding of equity and inclusion in educational settings is that its 

aim is to provide students with opportunities to discuss politically-charged issues related to 

marginalized identities in safe spaces. In this process, we aim to develop teaching strategies that 

give students spaces to address difficult issues that matter to them in order to facilitate their path 

to success. Despite the increased diversity in student demographics, PWIs in the U.S. continue to 

center their institutional priorities to the benefit of the affluent, and overwhelmingly white, student 

population at the detriment of everyone else (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2015). As such, TC is facing 

many issues in meeting its goal of creating a welcoming environment. In order to examine the 

challenges facing TC, I will provide a brief historical account of TC's institutional responses at 

addressing these challenges in its creation of the Office for Diversity and Community Affairs, the 

President’s Committee for Community & Diversity, and the subsequent faculty-led Experiencing 

Diversity Project.  

1. The Office of the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs (2001) 

The Office of the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs was created in 

January 2001, in response to recommendations of the President's 1999 Taskforce Report 

(Teachers College, 2005). The Office for Diversity and Community Affairs leads the President's 

and College's initiatives concerning community, diversity, civility, equity, and  

anti-discrimination. The Office is composed of the Vice President, the Director and the 

Executive Administrative Associate, plus two or three Graduate Interns for Programming. The 
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Office, working with others in the College, addresses issues from faculty, staff, students, and 

alumni. These concerns may overlap with equity, anti-discrimination, retaliation and due process 

concerns, sexual assault and other gender-based misconduct concerns. The Office has worked on 

these ongoing diversity issues through original and collaborative programming, workshops and 

sponsoring student research grants. The Office’s philosophy is to encourage the College 

community to listen, learn, educate, and work together in positive ways. At the same time, the 

Office focuses on systemic issues by addressing policy and procedural concerns.  

The goal of the Office of the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs is to 

provide support for TC’s Diversity Mission, where it “actively attracts, supports and retains diverse 

students, faculty and staff at all levels, demonstrated through its commitment to social justice, its 

respectful and vibrant community and its encouragement and support of each individual in the 

achievement of their full potential.” (Teachers College, Columbia University). The Office of the 

Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs is concerned with empowering everyone to 

gain the skills needed to realize that ensuring diversity is everyone’s work; that everyone is 

responsible and needs to be proactive about diversity. In addition, the Office of the Vice President 

for Diversity and Community Affairs wants to address the skills needed to manage the different 

dynamics amongst students, faculty, administration, and staff on its campus. By doing so, its aim 

was to create a welcoming environment on campus, one where all students can thrive and succeed, 

where staff can be encouraged to seek professional development, and where faculty can acquire 

skills to adopt inclusive pedagogy to reach all students.   

The extent of the Office of the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs’ impact 

is determined by its ability to manage the different dynamics amongst students, faculty, 

administration and staff on the campus. The job is immense–to tackle changing the larger culture 
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that is reflecting the ideological tensions and shifts taking place across the country.  The Office is 

currently staffed with three full-time administrators: Vice President Janice S. Robinson, Director 

Juan Carlos Reyes, and Program Manager Janelle Torres. The Office works with the college to 

create a broad sense of diversity, primarily around culture, academics and anti-discrimination work 

that consists of supporting numerous programs, receptions and events.  

The sociopolitical environment that saw Trump’s election and Black Lives Matter protests 

in 2016, in tandem with tense climate across the campus, drove the Office into further action. Since 

2014, in addition to overseeing Title IX compliance, the Office has worked on programs that work 

against sexual violence and support the recruitment of Black and Latino Males in Doctoral 

Education. The Office continues to explore ways to organize and facilitate diversity initiatives by 

and for students and faculty at TC, as it works to provide spaces for students to speak up regarding 

ways those initiatives can be improved and to work with TC to embrace more diverse applicants 

in its graduate student admissions and retainment. 

2. President’s Committee for Community & Diversity (CCD) (2001) 

The President’s Committee for Community & Diversity (CCD) was formed in 2001 

directly as a result of the President’s 1999 Diversity Task Force Report. CCD is a college-wide 

cross constituency committee that includes four faculty, five student senators, three professional 

staff, three union members, representatives from the Office of Student Activities and Programs, 

Office of Access and Services for Individuals with Disabilities, and International Services along 

with the Provost, and the President (Teachers College, n.d.). According to previous descriptions 

on TC’s website, the “CCD’s purpose through the years has been and remains to advise the 

President, and to engage with TC’s college-wide diversity and community building and civility 
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projects.” (Teachers College, n.d.) The CCD has worked on communication of institutional 

climate issues through its development of programming, activities tailored for students and 

faculty, and actions (Teachers College, n.d.). Additionally, the CCD has provided grants for 

student research in diversity and to encourage the creation of activities to educate and create 

community opportunities involving race, gender, class, disabilities, homophobia, religion and 

intellectual concerns. 

On October 26, 2007, the CCD presented an Initial Recommendations Report to 

President Fuhrman. The primary impetus for the creation of this report may have emerged as a 

response to the racist incidents earlier that October, when a noose was found hanging on the 

doorknob of a black professor’s office, an incident that was soon followed by the discovery of 

anti-Semitic graffiti on campus (Applebome, 2007; Teachers College, 2007). The report made 

the following recommendations: 1. To hire and retain more faculty of color; 2. To continue 

difficult dialogues on the TC climate involving academics, employment and TC culture, 

particularly by hosting and supporting others who will provide these opportunities to break bread 

together and safely listen, learn and identify hurts and problems; 3. To support the work of 

faculty and staff to improve the TC climate in the classroom and in the workplace, which 

includes increasing and retaining students of color, and reviewing our curriculum to ensure that 

students in all programs are regularly exposed to multicultural courses; 4. To research and 

provide data to support the long continuous work involving TC’s climate; 5. To examine the 

components and do what it takes to make communications regular, timely and inclusive. 6. To 

build connections and support concerning Columbia-wide climate issues. The report, which was 

composed of faculty and senior administrators, stressed that one of the challenges that anti-
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racism initiatives faced was the lack of knowledgeable regarding the current institutional climate 

and whether it was effectively promoting diversity and equity on TC’s campus. 

Shortly after this report, the "Experiencing Diversity Project" was formed and led by two 

faculty members and staffed by doctoral students. The purpose was to assess the current 

institutional climate using focus group study to offer multiple channels for participants to engage 

in discussion, learning, and collaborative work to help dismantle structural racism at TC. 

3. “Experiencing Diversity Project,” 2007-2010 

During the early to mid-aughts, Teachers College mounted several institutional efforts to 

improve its climate for diversity with the creation of the Office of Diversity and Community 

Affairs, the establishment of the Vice President's position to lead that office as well as sponsoring 

training sessions on microaggressions and harassment. However, two key elements were missing. 

First, these efforts did fully sound out the community itself, tending to involve representatives of 

different constituencies but not always capturing a range of voices from within each of those 

groups. Second, they have not tapped the abundant research capabilities at the institution, research 

that can elevate the conversation beyond perception and into the realm of objective fact. 

With those concerns in mind, from 2007-2010, Robert T. Carter, Professor of Psychology 

and Education, and Celia Oyler, Associate Professor of Education, conducted a three-year, mixed 

methods study of TC's diversity climate entitled the Experiencing Diversity Project. They 

interviewed more than 200 TC community members, including trustees, senior staff, professional 

and union staff, faculty (including adjuncts, instructors and lecturers) and students. 

Simultaneously, they mapped out the demographics of each of these groups, quantifying the 

numbers and percentages of whites, African Americans, Latino/as, males, females and others 
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within each of those categories. They also conducted reviews both of past reports and other 

documents about diversity at TC, and of the visual "iconography" on campus: signs, posters, 

statues and other imagery that convey non-verbal or encoded messages related to diversity.  

During 2010, Carter and Oyler presented their findings on an ongoing basis to faculty 

(including adjuncts and instructors), professional and union staff, students and trustees, and 

receiving extensive feedback. "The theoretical and conceptual approach we're taking is unique in 

several ways," says Carter (Teachers College, 2010). Their transparent approach involved them 

sharing what they are learning as they go along and using both the information and the feedback, 

they receive to inform other phases of the project. Additionally, research on diversity climate is 

typically done more narrowly, in terms of the diversity of the faculty or the student body. Carter 

and Oyler take the position that diversity issues for the faculty and students are not the same, nor 

are they the same as those for people in other areas: it's one thing to deal in perceptions--to say, 

we think we know what the climate looks like--and another to truly map out that climate with 

graphs and charts. Because when you do that mapping, and you share it around, then everyone is 

operating from the same base of information (Teachers College, 2010). The goal was not to 

compare TC to other institutions, but instead to focus on the institution itself and a more widely 

shared, positive experience around diversity for people at TC.  

A preliminary draft of the study, which included demographic mapping, was completed 

in 2010. Within TC’s institutional context, a troubling trend was made apparent. "Overall, the 

majority of executive staff members and tenured faculty are white, though there are larger 

numbers of minorities at the assistant professor level, and overall, the majority of union staff 

members are black and Hispanic" (Teachers College, 2010). This finding was disconcerting 

when taking into consideration both the hiring pool of qualified minority doctorates available, 
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and compared to the strides that have been made regarding gender parity in the academic job 

market, particularly in higher education leadership (Dumas-Hines, F. A., et. al, 2001; Smith, D. 

G. et al, 2004; Segovia-Pérez, et al, 2019).  

At the time, Carter was optimistic about the prospects for change, given the commitment 

that the College made to support the project and other current initiatives described previously 

with the implementation of the Office of the Vice President for Diversity and Community Affairs 

and President’s Committee for Community & Diversity (Teachers College, 2010; Oyler et. al 

2012). The Carter/Oyler study was part of a broader diversity effort that involved a task force 

comprising faculty and senior administrators. While discussions around inequity in higher 

education are surfacing with more frequency, conversations about race remain difficult to 

navigate in higher education institutions (Teachers College, 2010). Especially when considering 

non-inclusive curriculum and an oppressive racial climate, while it is beneficial for BIPOC 

scholars and/or professionals to be included in the conversation, it is also imperative for BIPOC 

students to realize that someone like them can also be included (Caraballo and Lyiscott, 2020; 

Oyler, 2012). Topics on minority issues do not necessarily guarantee an inclusion of minority 

professionals. Rather than only thinking about inclusive pedagogy that emphasize students' 

understanding and engagement with normative academic standards and practices, what sets 

BLMHE apart from these previous institutional efforts is that it provides a platform for 

marginalized perspectives and approaches in knowledge creation and its subsequent scholarship, 

by and for POC students, that expand ideas within the higher education field.  
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VI. Critique of TC’s Actions 

What is left out of the TC diversity administrative models cited above is that they did not 

go far enough in fostering spaces of equitable knowledge creation that centered BIPOC students. 

This omission is a form of colonialism within higher education that perpetuates systemic 

inequity. While both TC and students have expressed the desire to address diversity and 

inclusion issues in a manner that promote a more welcoming environment, these discussions 

have omitted the challenges that continue to pervade the campus. Students continue to question 

why faculty on campus do not reflect the diversity TC claims to champion, and despite previous 

efforts, marginalized identities are still not successfully integrated into TC’s culture writ large.  

In 2020, Christopher Emdin, an Associate Professor of Science Education at TC, spoke of the 

importance for faculty to have the self-awareness of their part in perpetuating mechanisms of 

systemic racism in higher education. Emdin stated: 

...[we need to] critically look at the ways that we are a part of a machine that ensures that 

black bodies are being discriminated against or violence is being impacting on them…I'm 

not just talking about physical violence I'm not just talking about murder… but I'm 

talking about emotional violence spiritual violence, the loss of a platform the loss of 

voice, the feeling as though your label goes unfocused upon this feeling of unrequited 

love that is the experience of black students and black stars in academia where we give so 

much to institutions, we show up…and wanting to get something back and never get a 

full recognition or never get a full on awareness of the complexities of our experiences, 

this metaphorical need consistently being placed on our necks. (Emdin, 2020) 

If these systemic inequities are not addressed, administrative responses will always be limited 

and historical amnesia will prevail. BLMHE addresses this gap by reclaiming the narrative on 
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Blackness via epistemological platforms where students to not only voice their concerns, but to 

shape the academic discourse by increasing equitable spaces for Black graduate student-led 

student advocacy within the realms of equitable epistemological spaces in higher education. 

Most critically, current curriculum at TC continues to exclude the lived experiences of 

minorities and marginalized identities. While TC continues to rely on committees, reports and 

other written plans, it is subsequently perpetuating institutional power dynamics that demand that 

students engage with administration on TC’s terms to affect social change on campus (Rhoads, 

1998). This prevents students from tapping into their full potential to activate social change at the 

institutional level. The time has come to move beyond virtue signaling and for TC to make space 

for students to blaze de-institutionalized pathways towards social change. BLMHE demonstrates 

ways where students feel empowered to respond to the way we think about anti-racism as an 

academic community, which can go further to inform social change efforts on campus. 

What TC has not managed to accomplish can be addressed by applying recommended 

strategies by BLMHE. It is through these student activist’s counter-narratives that we are able to 

see how they perceive institutional diversity work, examine how it reinforces racist configurations 

of power and exclusion in higher education and we can begin to surface tensions between 

empowerment and mediation in such work. As a form of counter-narrative, this research draws 

attention to the discrepancy between institutional conceptions of inclusion evidenced in diversity 

policies and practices, and analyze how these students have found ways to resist persistent 

exclusion at PWIs by creating their own spaces of epistemological knowledge creation.  
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VII. Implications for Higher Education Institutions and Research 

This study centered the narratives of Black student scholars at TC, who gathered to 

collectively create a year-long series of discussions and events centered on how the Black Lives 

Matter movement intersects with higher education. The implication is that the experiences of 

BLMHE students holds rich possibilities for TC and other higher education institutions to apply 

their strategies to address antiracism that can create institutional change while making the work 

of these activist-scholars more sustainable. It is critical for higher education scholars and 

practioners to seek out the histories of BIPOC students who are challenging modes of knowledge 

creation and putting forth new models of shared knowledge, and to promote their stories as 

authentic and necessary as we move forward in antiracism efforts within the academy. In this 

way, BLMHE plays a central role in knowledge activism that centers student voices that should 

be prominent within higher education scholarship. 

My main critique of higher education scholarship is that it has primarily focused on 

cultural capital and its role in the reproduction of class and race inequality, without centralizing 

or acknowledging the role that race plays in education or society itself (Ladson-Billings, 2009; 

Yosso & Solórzano, 2002). Counter-storytelling can reveal new knowledge sources and better 

inform the public about the personal experiences of marginalized students in college. Further, 

counter-storytelling can teach researchers that by “combining elements from both the story and 

the current reality, one can construct another world that is richer than either the story or the 

reality alone” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 36). Applying this subset of CRT, an analytical 

framework that centralizes race in making sense of societal inequalities (Ladson-Billings, 2009), 

can be used as a strategy of empowerment to provide ways to center outsider knowledges, 

criticizing the assumption that students of color arrive at college with cultural deficiencies. 
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Doing so amplifies the tenet of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005), which is an effective 

way to rebuild knowledge that has previously been diminished of cultural worth in previous 

scholarship. 

This framework also aligns with forms of decolonizing storytelling that respect 

documented communities, a practice that reflects indigenous traditions and teaching. These acts 

of resistance methodology can also be acts of teaching, as conveyed beautifully by 

Qwul’sih’yah’maht Robina Anne Thomas (2005), an Associate Professor of Social Work from 

the University of Victoria of Laiaxan First Nation descent who works with indigenous child 

welfare and indigenous women in leadership. Here she shares how she embraced storytelling via 

oral history as her methodology for her own thesis:  

The message I received from the Creator and my Ancestors was that I was not to use 

words that justified an academic process of meeting my thesis requirements, but to 

believe in and use the integrity of a storytelling approach throughout the thesis. As such, 

my final thesis was many interconnected stories—no beginning and no end, but rich with 

teachings and gifts. Storytelling traditionally was and still is a teaching tool. As such, the 

stories that are told in research too will be teaching tools. Sharing stories validates the 

various experiences of the storytellers, but also has the ability to give others with similar 

stories the strength, encouragement, and support they need to tell their stories…As such, 

storytelling is also a tool of resistance. (Thomas, 2005, p. 252) 

The following themes represent several concepts of critical race theory (CRT). The 

concept of curriculum as a form of property can explain how higher education creates racially 

hostile experiences and spaces for BIPOC students. Other CRT concepts of community cultural 

wealth and centering outsider knowledges meanwhile can help surface the ways that 
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marginalized students in BLMHE resist white privilege as they create more inclusive spaces for 

knowledge creation.  

For this research, I collected these students’ thoughts on racism’s centrality in higher 

education while also addressing other forms of oppression suffered by gender, sexuality and 

class. BLMHE critique capital-deficit trends in social science research that diminish and racialize 

values and assets of communities of color. These stories can demonstrate that higher education 

research can also be grounded in the experiences and knowledge from BIPOC communities. This 

can in turn be used as theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical tools to challenge 

marginalization and promote social justice within higher education. The creation and use of 

equitable spaces of knowledge creation by and for Black graduate students has implications for 

higher education professionals, faculty and students alike. One possible implication is this could 

lead to a shift towards a model where BIPOC students are the key mediators that can intervene 

and promote equity within higher education institutions. More scholarly research needs to be 

conducted on different aspects of student-led interventions at the institutional level. In particular, 

more empirical studies are needed that measure the potential impact emerging student scholars 

can have as change agents who understand the importance of speaking out within surrounding 

communities to address systemic inequity. Conducting research on such aspects can help to 

increase their validity and bring the creation of equitable epistemological spaces to the forefront 

of the scholarly debate around social justice advocacy. Specifically, research needs to be done to 

undertake surveys and studies that focus on the structures in place within higher education 

institutions. These institutions can provide spaces for student advocates and activists to challenge 

dominant views of societal power in order to ensure that BIPOC graduate students thrive in 

higher education. This would result in changes in theory and practice in higher education, where 
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students can apply their emerging scholarship outside of classrooms and intervene at various 

other levels. This would reframe priorities for higher education institutions to begin valuing the 

work stemming from BIPOC student engagement as equal partners and stakeholders, reinforcing 

the message that higher education can work collaboratively to combat oppressive systems within 

higher education.  

VIII. Conclusions 

In addition to the creation of these spaces, several conclusions surfaced from the interviews 

with BLMHE’s co-founders can further inform TC’s institutional anti-racist initiatives moving 

forward. First, students need to be engaged alongside faculty and administration at TC. As Brian 

stated in his 2018 interview, institutional efforts need to “be more intentional in involving either 

those who have that identity that [they’re] looking to celebrate into the conversation around… I 

think these are the conversations that Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed seeks to highlight, is what 

are instances in which certain individuals feel excluded or silenced or directly discriminated 

against and what kind of directions can we take in order to better support those students and their 

experiences?” This needs to include allyship that supports but is not beholden of TC. By remaining 

independent from TC, it can maintain its intentionality as a critical space for BIPOC students.  

Second, there is tremendous potential for involving students in policy development 

initiatives through a student-led working group. According to Charlen in her follow-up interview: 

“If your institution doesn't outwardly like support or help folks of color like what policies would 

need to happen, what kind of things would need like that it can hopefully become the space where 

we have folks represented.” TC can accomplish this if it addresses organizational inequity in higher 

education. The ways in which higher education institutions interpret DEI policy and procedures 
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needs to be examined further in order to understand how policymakers fall short in addressing the 

needs of marginalized student populations.  This student working group model can link scholarship 

directly to policy initiatives and help administration/policymakers develop a more nuanced policy 

that provides a more complex understanding of the issues that marginalized students currently face 

in higher education. Specifically, this form of collaborative policy analysis could shed new light 

on how current policies reflect structures of systemic inequality.   

A third conclusion is that student knowledge activists in BLMHE promote activism via 

dialogue and advocacy to sustain their group’s work. As Charlen describes in her follow-up 

interview, “if you're going to be a person that creates spaces for hard dialogue. You have to be 

ready for the hard dialogue and help folks navigate through the process of understanding.” 

Particularly for BIPOC students being confronted by racism, being able to create spaces that 

allow for the development of critical perspectives are essential to promote solidarity in 

movement building. Given contentious debates that can arise in these areas of higher education 

scholarship, it can be difficult to develop opportunities that promote open dialogue among 

students, particularly within PWI spaces. However, these contentious spaces can also be sites of 

engagement and learning, which also demonstrates how BLMHE’s mission to engage in 

dialogue and scholarship that can help inform the development of welcoming spaces at TC. 

The fourth conclusion that surfaced is the important role an inclusive archives approach 

plays when applied alongside social justice research and how these archives contribute to the 

ongoing work and struggle of student groups such as BLMHE. A critical reframing of this 

history can impact how we go about implementing more culturally responsive forms of 

commemoration that centers student voices. The solution lies in creating an inclusive archiving 

framework that actively engages with BIPOC students at TC so that they also can have a say in 
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how their story is told. Particularly, BIPOC graduate students that make up BLMHE can be in 

charge of making their own archives and discovering the meanings of their own contributions to 

TC’s institutional history. There is also great potential for archivists who work in higher 

education institutions to have an allyship role to play alongside community-based archiving in 

supporting initiatives toward change and liberation.   

A final conclusion that emerges from this study is the significance of intersectional 

identity in BLMHE. Gendered racism that Black and Brown women experience as well as the 

experiences of Black LGBTQ students have often been overshadowed by antiracism work, both 

in higher education as well as in movement work. In discussing intersectionality, Keeanga-

Yamahtta Taylor (2017) has emphasized how this term manifests “as the idea that multiple 

oppressions reinforce each other to create new categories of suffering” (p. 4). BLMHE students 

illustrate how by concurrently embracing multiple perspectives to resist oppression, navigate 

changing contexts, and build a scholarly community, suggesting implications for higher 

education can take students' intersectional identities more into account in their institutional 

efforts (Jivraj, 2020). The continuation of oppressive systems targeting and threatening the lives 

of Black people remains problematic. Now more than ever, student groups such as BLMHE that 

emphasize intersectionality, including LGBTQ and gender rights, can uphold calls for 

educational equity in higher education. 

BLMHE applies an alternative mode of viable activism beyond rallies and protests, 

demonstrating instances where marginalized BIPOC students in higher education are not content 

to sit on the sidelines. In order for higher education to better support these students, centering 

students in the process of knowledge creation via educational seminars is critical toward 

informing change in higher education scholarship. Most critically, inclusive epistemological 
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spaces validate BIPOC-centered knowledge for scholars of color as they continue in their 

mission to challenge dominant views of power in higher education strengthen student identity 

and sense of belonging for communities of color within TC. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: Kat Stephens 2018 Interview 

The following oral history interview is the result of one video recorded session of an interview 
with Kat Stephens by Cynthia Tobar on February 5, 2018 in New York City. This interview is 
part of the Black Live Matter in Higher Education oral history project. Kat Stephens has 
reviewed the transcript and has made minor corrections and emendations. The reader is asked to 
bear in mind that they/she/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the spoken word, rather than 
written prose. 
 
[Start of recorded material 00:00:01] 
 

Kat Stephens: [00:00:01] So my name is Kat Stephens and I am an EDM 
student in the higher Ed program. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What is your background? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:00:10] Sure, so early life started for me in South 
America where I was born. So I was born in Guyana in South America and so 
my family came to the United States when I was a small child. We moved to 
Queens – actually we moved to Queens first and then we moved to Brooklyn 
and then we moved back to Queens. So a lot of my childhood was spent in the 
five boroughs; it’s pretty much all I know, New York City all the time, every 
day, all day. I'm the youngest of six girls between my parents and I just have a 
very traditional immigrant upbringing. Went to school, came home, studied, 
wash and repeat. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What was growing up in New York City like at that time? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:00:51] That was in the ’80s and ’90s and so my 
childhood – we lived in – when we lived in Brooklyn it was at the height of like 
[unintelligible] and drugs happening everywhere and violence and so our 
parents did a really good job of insulating us from what was going on outside. 
We were very sheltered, very protected, but when we went outside we knew 
how to carry ourselves so that we didn’t get caught up what was going on. 
  
 [00:01:16] When we first came to the country we lived in the projects and 
so that was a different understanding when we were – back home in my country 
we were not – we didn’t have projects there so it was a very different shift, 
cultural shift so I think for me it kind of helped me to be bicultural in a way. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What was your educational experience like? 
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Kat Stephens: [00:01:38] So my formative schooling has been here in the 
United States because I was the youngest and so when we came here I wasn’t 
in school. I started school in America. However, I do have memories of school 
trips. I have memories of having nontraditional lunches and things being 
wrapped up, like roti and curry and like, you know, oxtail and things like that 
being wrapped up in foil paper, and I didn’t have like a ham and cheese 
sandwich.  
 
 [00:02:06] That was not what I went to school with. I remember being made 
fun of because curry is curry and it has a smell and it can stain your fingers. 
Now I look back at it fondly but I think as a child like you don’t want to be 
different, you want to be the same as everyone else.  
 
 [00:02:23] There was a high importance placed on education in my 
childhood. It was what we knew and what we were set up to do and set up to do 
really well. That was what we understood; that we had to do that. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Who made that understanding clear for you while you were 
growing up? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:02:38] My mother was well read herself. Both her and 
my father do not – have not gone to college. They didn’t earn their college 
degrees and so they came here and earned their GEDs. So my mother was very 
well read, always grew up reading the most, reading the best, always new 
things.  
 
 [00:02:59] I followed her along when she enrolled in community college 
for a little bit at Kingsborough Community College in Brooklyn. She enrolled 
there for a little bit. I remember being a child and following her to class and like 
reading her textbooks when I was in first or second grade. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Could you elaborate on your mother’s experience pursuing 
higher education in the States? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:03:18] I remember reading about death and dying, which 
is a very odd thing, but I remember reading her books for that class. I don’t 
know why that stood out to me. We were at the kitchen table. We would look 
at her books and I think she went to school maybe – two semesters maybe; she 
didn’t go for long but she worked a lot as a home health aide and so she had a 
lot of clients that she would go and help them when they were ill and she would 
take care of them and monitor them, the elderly, so that was what she ended up 
having to do. 
 
 [00:03:50] So school was not something that she was able to continue 
to pursue, but we had school at home. We had school at home. We watched – 
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there was a lot of cultural education, cultural things also. My mother always 
had books so we always had books. When I was a child I read the encyclopedia 
for fun, I read the dictionary for fun. It was really strange but it was really fun. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What got you interested in going to college? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:04:17] I don’t think I had a choice in going to college. I 
think the idea was something that we knew; that I personally knew was going 
to happen. I don’t know how it was going to happen. We didn’t have like a set 
of people – we didn’t have a lot of people who had done it before us but I knew 
college was going to happen, particularly being in the United States.  
 
 [00:04:38] The only college that we had known of, that I had known of 
growing up was the CUNY system being in New York City and so I knew that 
that was going to be it but I wanted to step out of that and so I had applied to a 
bunch of different schools. I wanted to go away. 
 
 [00:04:53] I remember seeing a different world and like all of that, so 
the college should be a different world and thinking I want to go to Howard or 
I want to go Spelman. And so I aspired to that but also knowing it was highly 
unlikely because of the cost and because no one else in my family had gone to 
college in America so I knew that CUNY was more likely what was going to 
happen, and that’s exactly where I ended up going the first time I went to 
college. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Where did you go to college and what was your focus? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:05:21] I started out at City College and I was a double 
major in musical theatre and journalism. I loved it. I loved every second of it. I 
stayed for a little while; I think a semester and a half and then I dropped out. I 
had to work and help my family with certain responsibilities and so that kind of 
started everything. 
 
 [00:05:45] I went to school for a little bit and then I worked. Had a really 
wonderful career and then hopped in and out of school over like a three year 
period. Then when I went back to school I went to Borough of Manhattan 
Community College and I went back for about two or three semesters, in and 
out, and then I took a break again. Then I finally went back fulltime in 2010. 
 
 [00:06:05] I ended up majoring in writing and literature at BMCC and 
that was like the best experience ever. I had always wanted to go back to school 
but I had a really wonderful career as a professional makeup artist and business 
manager in a whole different field altogether. And I had done my career and I 
had done fashion week and I had done horror makeup and beauty makeup, and 
every kind of thing you can imagine I had done it.  
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 [00:06:31] I was really bored with that and had a really good run but I 
wanted to be a thinker and I wanted to be a different kind of thinker so I just 
went back to school. I quit my job and started school months later. Enrolled in 
BMCC and that’s how I find myself here eight years later. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What led you from BMCC to Teachers College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:06:51] I started at BMCC in September of 2010 and then 
I went fulltime pretty much. I took winters, I took summers, I took – I didn’t 
take any real breaks. I was really excited to go back to school. After my first 
year I started a program at Vassar College called Exploring Transfer and it’s 
like a summer bridge program for community college students across the 
country. 
 
 [00:07:15] I was selected to do this program and you go to Vassar for 
the summer with like 30 community college students and you take Vassar 
courses that are [teamtaught] with a Vassar professor and a community college 
professor. That pretty much changed the trajectory of my entire life. Without 
that program I don’t know what I would have done after the Associates Degree. 
 
 [00:07:39] My plan was to go get the Associates and then figure out the 
rest. I thought maybe I might go to law school but I wasn’t quite certain and so 
once I went to that program after my first year at community college, when I 
came back to finish my second year I realized that I wanted to pursue teaching, 
to pursue reading and writing for life, and so that program was a very special 
moment for me. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What about the Vassar program ultimately changed your 
focus from journalism to education? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:08:08] We were put through our paces. We were 
prepared. I was prepared for what it would be like if I had transferred to a similar 
type institution such as Vassar, like a liberal arts, really rigorous school, and so 
a fully residential program. Everything was paid for. All we had to do was show 
up and work hard. 
 
 [00:08:26] And so it was about five or six weeks in the summer and it 
was my first time away on a campus living with other students, adjusting to 
that, adjusting to the dining hall food, adjusting to the deer in Poughkeepsie, 
adjusting to the – you know we had to read I think 30 books over that six weeks 
and we had to do a lot of work and it was the best thing that ever happened. 
 
 [00:08:50] It prepared me for what happened next, which was when I 
transferred from BMCC to Sarah Lawrence College, so without that program I 
mean I don’t think I would have been as prepared for all of this that I'm doing 
right now. 
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Cynthia Tobar: What kind of relationship did you form with your cohort? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:09:06] So it had community college students from across 
the nation, so just 30 of the best students that applied I guess and were chosen 
to go. So we had community college students from Boston, from Cali, from 
New Hampshire, from Rhode Island, from New York obviously, from 
everywhere. 
 
 [00:09:25] I laugh about it because at the time we were all sweating and 
crying and nervous and wanting to throw up and we were community college 
students that had been told, many of us, that we couldn’t succeed, that we 
weren’t able to, that we weren’t capable, and so I think for a lot of us it was the 
first time that we got that affirmation that not only were we capable but we 
belonged in a place such as Vassar. 
  
 [00:09:48] And so many of the people in my cohort are my friends to 
this day. No matter where we are on the globe we all communicate, we all 
support each other. Once you’re in the cohort you’re family for life and so we 
all support each other to this day. We travel with everything that we do, and 
that program really gave me the confidence to pursue a certain type of 
schooling. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How did your experience at Vassar affect your decision to 
pursue more education at Sarah Lawrence College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:10:16] That process was very daunting. I had, again, 
been the first person to do that kind of thing. Up until that point all I had known 
of higher education was CUNY and so that was what I was familiar with. I don’t 
think anyone in my immediate family had ever – well, I know no one has ever 
gone to any schooling outside of CUNY and so for me that was a big step 
because if I was going to do it I was going to do it on my own.  
 
 [00:10:45] So figuring out how to apply, figuring out the common app, 
figuring out the CSS report, all of those things, so those moving parts I had to 
kind of learn on my own. And luckily I had a cohort of students that were also 
going through the same process and we were all applying to transfer at the same 
time. And so I just felt like I was unlikely – I was an unlikely candidate and I 
just said I’ll try anyway, and I tried and I lucked up and I got into Sarah 
Lawrence.  
 
 [00:11:13] I remember my mother didn’t quite know what Sarah 
Lawrence was. She knew a little bit but she didn’t know enough. And then my 
other sister knew a lot and so she was screaming on the phone and she was 
excited and she said, “I don’t care. You have to go to Sarah Lawrence. That’s a 
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great school” and so that’s how it was decided for me that I was going to Sarah 
Lawrence. And I went and I moved on campus and made the most of it. 
 
 [00:11:36] Sarah Lawrence is a very unorthodox place. I think about if 
fondly. It really helped me to shape myself as a student leader. It really gave 
me confirmation of what I wanted to do and helped me kind of decide that I 
wanted to do work that would make a difference in the world. 
 
 [00:11:53] What Sarah Lawrence did – they have a really different 
model and so there is no real majors and you don’t have a lot of different 
concentrations to choose from, and you kind of can chart your own course. For 
me, especially as a nontraditional student it was really important to me to have 
my own say in my own education and to be as selfleading as possible. 
 
 [00:12:15] When I was there I loved every minute of it. I studied 
sociology, Ed policy, Afrikaner studies, women’s studies and Caribbean 
literature, and so it was just the best time and I loved every minute of it. It was 
difficult. It was hard work but I had done the program at Vassar and that kind 
of gave me the – that gave me a pep in my step as far as like I know that I can 
do anything once I’d survived that boot camp. 
 
 [00:12:42] And to this day I always think about, well, you did that, you 
can do this. So now Teachers College doesn’t – it’s not a daunting thing to get 
this work done because I know I’ve done something difficult before and I can 
do it again. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What role did your identity play during your time at Sarah 
Lawrence? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:12:56] So it’s no surprise, it is a PWI; it’s a 
predominantly white institution. I think the biggest thing for me that was 
different was, one, my age; two, my life experiences and it being a career 
changer at that point and living on campus as well; and I think thirdly but not 
last, certainly being a black woman. 
 
 [00:13:22] I think that combination of things – it was difficult at 
moments. There was definitely racial – the climate was – there was a lot 
happening on the campus climate over the time I was there and so that gave me 
the fire to really speak up for other students that looked like me.  
 
 [00:13:41] We started a whole campaign. Myself and three other 
students, three other black women, we started a campaign called DOSN, 
Dangers of a Single Narrative, and we kind of tore things apart at the school for 
about three years, which was amazing because change needed to happen and 
change did happen. But it really was a campaign to ask the school to look 
critically at the way that it [interchanged] itself with curriculum, with hiring 
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practices, with admissions practices, housing, so there was a lot that came out 
of that. 
 
 [00:14:14] It was really hard work but we know that the institution also 
had students ten or 15 years before us that had done similar things. There were 
students that came before us and so we felt that – and I felt that it was my 
responsibility to lead a charge on campus for students that looked like myself. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What was the impact of your activism at Sarah Lawrence? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:14:36] There were good and bad impacts, for sure. Some 
of it was losing sleep; some of it was not knowing if my scholarship would be 
taken away for speaking up for what I felt like other students needed. Part of it 
was being ostracized on campus and not having as much support and people not 
wanting to associate themselves with you because you were speaking out for 
social justice issues. 
 
 [00:14:56] And the other side of it was people sending you an email or 
writing something anonymous to give you support and tell you to keep doing 
the work that you’re doing. And then after I graduated seeing that, oh, yeah, 
they opened a social justice living/learning apartment on campus or, oh yes, 
they took some of our suggestions for hiring, or maybe after I left there were 
other students that were able to continue the work.  
 
 [00:15:21] And so I think it was last year they brought us back, they 
invited us back to speak and that was a strange moment because we didn’t know 
if we would graduate because we were speaking out for what we needed, and 
they brought us back so that was nice. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Were there supporters of your activism at the administrative 
level at Sarah Lawrence? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:15:39] There were two in particular. One would be Dean 
Green; Dean Al Green is his name. I have to say it just like that. Dean Green 
was always a really strong, strong supporter of us students asking for what we 
needed and being able to navigate between the hierarchy of the institution. 
 
 [00:15:59] Then I would also say the library archivist, Abby Lester. She 
was amazing in helping us dig through the school’s history, connect us with 
other alumni, really get us a solid footing so that when we would go to the 
president’s office and have our meetings with her and sit in faculty meetings, 
we knew what we were talking about and our time was not to be wasted. 
 
 [00:16:21] And we gave them that respect and they in turn gave us the 
same respect. I think we kind of disarmed people by not being a certain type of 
student that was – maybe they thought would be angry. We were angry but we 
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also knew the limits of the institution and how we would best engage with them 
to get what we wanted as well, and so that’s the route we chose to engage. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How did your experience at Sarah Lawrence propel you to 
continue your education at Teachers College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:16:47] Once I was ready to graduate from Sarah 
Lawrence I knew that I’d firmly settled on education as the route for me to go, 
rather than law school or being a writer in a creative way. I knew that I wanted 
to do work that happened like maybe outside of the classroom. I didn’t quite 
know what it was yet but I figured I would apply to student affairs programs. 
 
 [00:17:13] And so for me I wanted to be an educator outside of the 
classroom, and funnily now I want to be an educator in the classroom so it’s 
just a number of full circle moments. But I applied to schools and went to a 
graduate school somewhere else; not TC, and I started in a traditional program 
and didn’t love it. The environment was not a good fit for me and so I decided 
to transfer to the Teachers College, and that was the best thing I ever did. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What were your initial impressions of Teachers College and 
how was it different from your other graduate school? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:17:48] So when I applied the first time to graduate 
school I started a TC application and never finished it because I thought like, 
“That’s Columbia, that’s Teachers College, I’ll never get in,” and I kind of took 
myself through that even though I had already surpassed many other obstacles. 
So I talked myself out of it and then went onto another graduate school 
elsewhere. 
 
 [00:18:08] And after seeing the kind of – the racialized climate and 
strife that was going on at the campus that I went to I decided I have to go back 
home and I have to apply to TC, this is the time. And so I didn’t really have 
another option; I only applied for TC and that was it. I was going to get in or I 
wasn’t going to get in. Luckily I got in and I’ve been here – this is my third year 
now at pursing my EDM.  
 
 [00:18:36] This was just what I was looking for. Focus on research, 
opportunities to network with other students and faculty across the tristate area, 
opportunities to join a research team and have a curriculum that was, for me, 
focused on social justice and also more of a researcher side and not as much of 
a practitioner point of view, which my other program was heavily focused on 
that and I wanted something more varied. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What led you to focus on higher and postsecondary 
education aspects of the field versus other available options? 
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Kat Stephens: [00:19:08] I came to an open house. I came to the final open 
house. I remember coming. I had just gotten off a plane from where I was in 
my other program. Turned in my final exam, got on a plane, came to New York, 
dropped my suitcases off and got back on the subway and came all the way to 
Harlem. 
 
 [00:19:25] When I got to the open house I just felt the electricity in the 
air. I felt the presentation that was being given by [Hipsy] faculty and I 
remember raising my hand when they were talking about the concentric circles 
and talking about community colleges, and in that moment I felt like I belonged 
and there was a space for me here. 
 
 [00:19:45] So that for me, I was sold and I finished my application and 
turned it right in and I just knew that – I didn’t have a plan B so there was no 
other option. Luckily, there was no other option. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What are some memorable courses you’ve taken at Teachers 
College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:20:00] I think one of my favorite courses was a course 
that I took with Doctor Dwaine Bruce and the title of the class escapes me right 
now, but I loved the class because it was really diverse, as most of our classes 
are; they’re diverse. But his curriculum really allowed me to sink my teeth into 
things that I was interested in. 
 
 [00:20:22] I got to write a paper on nontraditional students, 
nontraditional aged students and their journey from community college to the 
doctorate. How they are socialized to take that path if they are socialized to take 
that path, and I think at that moment I was able to see myself as a population in 
a different kind of way. 
 
 [00:20:42] Another course that I loved was [divisional] diversity with 
Doctor Dresner of course. That course I also got to think a lot about transfer, 
transition, transition theory and all of the transitions I’ve been through as a 
student. It really came home for me in that class. I think so many of the classes 
I just loved. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How does your identity affect your experience as a student 
at TC? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:21:05] I think that over time my identity has shifted. I 
think my identity stays the same but I think that what makes you walk from day 
to day may look different, depending on what’s happening, what the 
environment asks for. And so now I think what I'm definitely standing in is my 
roots, my understanding of myself as an immigrant woman; an immigrant 
woman that happens to be black, that happens to be an older student that 
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happens to be a careerchanger. I also happen to be all of these things but I also 
would say that my immigrant path, my immigrant story, my immigrant roots 
are as prevalent as ever right now, especially given everything that’s going on 
in this country. 
  
 [00:21:54] And so that’s something that I come back to time and time 
again, so being a woman, being a black woman, those are all the things that are 
incredibly important to me, but I think it’s disconnected if I don’t talk about 
being born somewhere else and sometimes also still navigating race in an 
American context, when I also have a very different context in understanding 
of race and ethnicity as well. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How does your race affect your classroom experience at TC? 
Does it ever feel isolating? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:22:23] I think there maybe have been like a few times 
that my race has felt isolated for me as a TC student and I think that may have 
been earlier in my TC student life where maybe I was like one or two in a class 
that looked like myself. 
 
 [00:22:39] But I think where I am now I use it as a tool to learn, to share 
and also to engage and listen and learn from other people as well, so I don’t 
think it hinders me in any way. I think sometimes it feels like it’s a burden to 
have to carry and talk about certain things that I feel like other people could do. 
Sometimes that gets heavy, having to feel like I have to be the representative. I 
don’t want to be the representative. I just want to be me. I don’t want to be 
myself and I don’t want to have to speak for everyone, but I also know that 
sometimes you have to step up. 
 
 [00:23:15] I know there have been moments where I felt like I’ve had 
to be more of a – it’s more of like a model minority in a way of, well, you have 
to represent yourself well. You have to represent women well. You have to 
represent black women well. You have to represent immigrant people well. 
 
 [00:23:37] And so there comes a point I think, at least for me, there 
became a point where I knew that performing blackness or performing it in an 
American context, turning it on and turning it off in different spaces. When I'm 
with my students across the school that are also immigrants, or come from other 
places in the Biafra, there is a level of comfort that I don’t have to pretend 
anything. I can just be my full self. 
 
 [00:24:05] And then sometimes when I'm with other students that goes 
away, so I think I'm at a place where I recognize that for me to go forward with 
my education and to be a scholar and researcher, that my identity has to be full 
center. Like I cannot perform a certain kind of blackness just to appease and 
make everyone else more comfortable. 
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 [00:24:26] Like if you don’t understand what I'm saying you can ask me 
what I mean, you can ask me to slow down but I don’t think that I should hide 
my past in order to fit in anywhere, and I think that may have been more of 
where I started the program. And now I think as I'm reflecting on finishing the 
program in May I am a proud AfroCaribbean woman and that is where I come 
to at this point with everything. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Do you believe faculty and students value diversity at 
Teachers College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:24:55] I think yes and no. I think for the higher Ed 
program I think absolutely, yes, 100 percent. I think that I'm really fortunate to 
be in the program that I'm in. I think other people across the school as I’ve 
gotten to know other students have not had the same experiences that I’ve had, 
and I think that there is work to be done across the university, across the college. 
 
 [00:25:17] But I do think that we have a really good solid roadmap in 
our program; I'm very proud to be a higher Ed student in our program, coming 
from our school. And I think that what sets the work apart here is that we’re not 
resting on being a Columbia college or a Columbia affiliate. That only gets you 
so far but what is the work? What are students doing? What is going into the 
curriculum? What are the faculties doing? How are they supporting you in front 
of the scenes and behind the scenes as well? And so I think that, for me, I have 
had nothing but support in every step of my career here. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What barriers exist that prevent Teachers College from being 
inclusive to all students? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:25:59] When I think about it from a student’s standpoint 
and then I think about it from a researcher’s standpoint, I think about it from a 
practitioner’s standpoint, I think the things that connect for me would be access 
and that being a tool to really help people get into a school like this and also 
remain in a school like this. 
 
 [00:26:19] I think there is not enough synergy between programs or 
departments so that students know what availability they have for opportunities, 
but also just how people are doing. I think, again, I feel very fortunate to be in 
the higher Ed program because it is so strongly rooted in social justice, but 
social justice can look different for every field or discipline. 
 
 [00:26:42] And so I think because in higher Ed we look at the 
institutions, we look at systems of oppression, we talk about this stuff, so I think 
if other programs have some sort of mandated discussion point for that to 
happen – I'm not saying that it’s not – but I see from peers that they’re lacking 
in certain things in that area. 
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Cynthia Tobar: How does your race affect your ability to succeed at 
Teachers College? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:27:05] I don’t know that my race has inhibited anything. 
I think – and I don’t know that it has made anything better either. I'm sort of 
neutral about race in that aspect. I think more along the lines of ethnicity. I think 
that that is a sticking point where there could be more work, more knowledge, 
more education across the institution as far as where people are actually from 
and how they identify and how they break down. I think that there is nuance 
there and I don’t that we go into the nuance enough. 
 
 [00:27:42] And I think that there is a great learning that can be had 
across the students, across faculty, across staff, but I don’t know that I think of 
race – my race and my understanding of race in this context is still developing 
even though I’ve been here, in this country for a long time. It’s still developing 
and it changes because race – if I go home to my country it looks different. Race 
when I'm in Little Caribbean, in Brooklyn or Queens looks different. Race when 
I'm here in Harlem, because we are in Harlem, looks different so I think for me 
it’s more of an ethnicity thing. 
 
 [00:28:15] I’ve just found that I find other students that share similar 
stories, that share similar understandings, they share similar backgrounds to 
myself – and it’s funny, I don’t necessarily consider myself like, oh, I would 
say I'm an international student but I was born somewhere else and I was raised 
here, so I think that there could be some kind of fluidity or nuance between 
programming that’s done for international students and maybe broadening that. 
 
 [00:28:45] But I think there is work for TC to do in understanding that 
all students don’t – that look the same are not from the same place, are not 
talking the same language. TC has done a great job but I think there is more 
work to do just like anything else. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What are your recollections of your initial involvement with 
Black Lives Matter in higher education? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:29:05] I think it was 2016 during the summer or 
beginning – like late summer I got an email from Doctor Campbell and Doctor 
Dresner in our program asking if I’d like to be involved in this Black Lives 
Matter in higher education.  
 
 [00:29:23] I think the prior academic year – with like myself I had 
talked to my advisor, Doctor Dresner, repeatedly about what was going on in 
the world and how I felt a little frustrated and stifled and wanted to really just 
do something. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. 
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 [00:29:41] So it was a very surprising thing to see that email coming 
into the fall; fall of 2016 and seeing that they had thought about what I’d even 
talked about or had thought about what they may have wanted to see or ways to 
get students involved. 
 
 [00:29:57] So it was just a very surprising moment and one that I was 
really honored and excited to join in and do anything about, and it’s definitely 
surpassed anything that I thought that it might be, but it was a surprise for sure. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What was the atmosphere on campus like at this time? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:30:11] That summer in particular was a very hard 
summer as I remember correctly. I think that was the summer with definitely 
Philando Castile. I think that was the summer of Alton Sterling I think and I 
think that was also the summer of [Curran Gaines] untimely – all untimely 
deaths.  
 
 [00:30:30] And so I think I’d been feeling a lot of frustration about black 
women being left out of the conversation often in the face of police brutality 
and state violence and I think that I was really frustrated and wanted a space to 
do something. 
 
 [00:30:47] And so coming into my second year at TC the summer there 
was just so much happening in the world, so much happening in New York that 
it was just a very sad time, and to be able to come back with hope into the school 
year – I didn’t know what we were going to do. I didn’t know how TC would 
receive students and faculty joining together to do this thing called Black Lives 
Matter. And so me it’s just like, again, surpassed any expectations that I had 
because I didn’t know how this campus culture would acclimate to that idea. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What did the initial organizing entail and what was it like? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:31:25] So when we came to the school year myself, 
Doctor Dresner, Doctor Campbell, another student, Brian Alan and I, we all sat 
often in Noah’s office and just talked about what could this look like? What we 
wanted it to be. What is our intention? What is our goal? What would a wild 
dream be? 
 
 [00:31:49] After we started to do that I know Brian brought on Shar I 
believe, [Shar McNeil], and she also came in and Brian and I had worked on a 
research project for Doctor Bruce prior, so we had already been acquainted 
through that. And so it was just like the more the merrier; let’s see what we can 
do. 
 
 [00:32:09] So I had never done something that explicit such as Black 
Lives Matter in higher education, and I think I thought at moments like are they 
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going to let us do this? Is this OK? We have their support but do we really have 
their support? And so there were a few moments where I'm thinking, wow, is 
TC ready for this? This might seem a little too radical but it all worked out. 
 
 [00:32:35] I think a lot of it – like we met often in Noah’s office and we 
would go through what we wanted to talk about [unintelligible]. I know that I 
wanted to talk a lot about identity. I wanted to talk about the formation of ethnic 
identity among people that identify as black across the board and I wanted to 
talk about police brutality. I wanted to talk about the psychological state of 
students and what they would be going through on campuses as they were 
dealing with all of these different racial strifes across the country. 
 
 [00:33:07] I also wanted to talk about women in higher education, black 
women in higher education and how they navigate the spaces, so I think for me 
identity always came up as who I am comes into the work. But we then really 
had to formalize and think, well, who do we know? Who can we invite and what 
kind of programming can we put together to really support getting the message 
across. 
 
 [00:33:30] And the question of Black Lives Matter in higher education 
and does it matter in higher education and how does it matter in higher 
education? How do we know that it matters? Do we see that money follows? 
Do we see that admission follows? Do we see that more faculty hires follow? 
How can we look at black lives mattering across the board, but also in TC 
because this is where we all live? 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How has your vision of activism in higher education 
changed since beginning your work with Black Lives Matter at TC? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:33:55] It’s so different. I think, again, when I was at 
BMCC my activism was like baby activism then and it was about getting 
funding for student newspapers and getting to print what we wanted to print and 
put out what we wanted to put out that would have been critical of BMCC. That 
was really difficult there. 
 
 [00:34:17] Then I think about going to Sarah Lawrence and starting 
DOSN with three other women, all who were either African women or 
AfroCaribbean women and we started this together, and thinking how do we 
push back against that institution? That was a little more difficult as well. We 
did have buyin in the end but we did not have that kind of support that we’d 
have here at Teachers College with Black Lives Matter for higher Ed. 
 
 [00:34:45] And so here we were welcome and we were seen as people 
to coconspire with. There wasn’t a hierarchy of, oh, we’re faculty and we know 
what’s best and you’re going to do this thing for us; it was let’s all get together, 
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we care about this environment, we want to see each other and have a room and 
a space to create something, and so that’s what we did. 
 
 [00:35:07] And so there wasn’t pushback in a certain way. It was let’s 
think of something and see if it sticks, and the first year’s programming was 
just wild. I can’t even think of – I didn’t know any of that was going to happen, 
that people show up. People came to our events.  
 
 [00:35:26] We had an event that focused on black activism, student 
activism across campuses. We looked at the situation at the University of 
Missouri that had taken place. We had an event that looked at mental health and 
black lives mattering in higher education. That was collaboration with 
counseling psyche and clinical psyche programs at Teachers College as well 
with some of their students, and Doctor [Daryl Su] came to that as well. 
 
 [00:35:53] We had [DeRay Mekasin] – I'm probably saying his name 
wrong so I apologize, but he came as well with Doctor Charles F. Davis from 
USC Rossier. They came and spoke about the action – actual work, excuse me 
– of activists that are going on right now within Black Lives Matter. That would 
probably close out the year as well. 
 
 [00:36:19] Starting this year we had Doctor Chrystal George Mwangi 
from UMass Amherst come and help us to talk about black lives mattering but 
across the diaspora and what that looks like as far as identity for our students, 
so we’ve had rich programming.  
 
Cynthia Tobar: How has your participation in programming followed your 
own development from a student to a practitioner at TC? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:36:40] I think knowing that when we took a break for the 
summer and we were coming back into fall of 2017 I personally wanted to start 
at the beginning, and for me the beginning looked like how can we even identify 
what is black lives in Black Lives Matter if we don’t know who the black lives 
are? 
 
 [00:36:58] And so for me, as someone who has had training in sociology 
and being a Carribeanist, that goes through all of the work that I do. If I really 
wanted to be able to – like let’s talk about and break down who is actually black 
and who are we actually talking to because not everyone’s blackness is the 
same. 
 
 [00:37:17] Blackness is not a monolith and so everyone’s blackness 
looks different and so I think if we think about the diaspora, knowing that 
students come here from all over the world, we really should be thinking about 
what peoples’ identities are and how they see themselves, how they interface 
with race and ethnicity. 
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 [00:37:35] And before we can even go any further into thinking about 
does Black Lives Matter, who is in our universities? Who is here? Who is being 
admitted? Who is not being admitted? How does this impact the bottom line for 
universities? So I think for me, because I care so much about access, that’s my 
starting point always. Who is actually here and what do they call home? 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What are your plans moving forward based on that theme? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:38:01] So right now I am hoping to start a PhD program 
in the fall, so still waiting to hear from all of the schools, the many schools. And 
for my work and what I hope to be my life’s work, to think about black women 
in the diaspora, particularly those that are Caribbean, AfroCaribbean women 
and how they navigate norms within their cultural understandings of education, 
cultural understandings of educational attainment and also family and culture. 
 
 [00:38:32] And so for me I want to be able to focus on women that have 
these experiences because it is different, but there are things that are the same 
but there are things that are also very different. And so I know for a lot of 
students they often feel very silenced and so I want to give them a voice. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What do you see as the future of Black Lives Matter at TC 
and how will you be involved going forward? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:38:53] We are so fortunate. We have a great number of 
students that started, this cohort that came in the fall of 2017, and they jumped 
right in and they are also part of the planning committee now. We meet on 
Sundays and we sketch things out and everyone has a part that they play and 
they pick something that they want to do and attack that part of the process. 
 
 [00:39:15] And so we have students that will be here for the year or two 
years, maybe even three years that are doing the work and also will take over, 
you know, if and when we leave, how we leave this space. Something I imagine, 
if I don’t stay at TC to continue doctoral work, I would hope to still be some 
kind of affiliate and do some kind of work wherever I end up going and maybe 
starting a chapter of it at that campus, wherever I go. I think the issue is going 
to remain the same regardless. I think the institution might look different but I 
still want to do the work wherever I go. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What overarching goal do you have and how does a degree 
from Teachers College help you accomplish it? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:39:51] I think it helps in every way. I think there is that 
thing of, you know that shiny sticker of people hear and think and bring up lots 
of ideas about whatever Columbia means to them, and whatever Teachers 
College means to them as well. I feel like I'm very fortunate to go to a school 
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where Teachers College means something and Columbia University means 
something. 
 
 [00:40:10] And so I know that people understand what kind of training 
I would have had up until this point; that speaks for itself. But also the support 
that I’ve had from faculty here and the support that I’ve had from administrators 
here and staff, I feel like it primed me to really do whatever I want to do going 
forward, including this programming that has allowed me to really reconcile 
my identity in a way where I'm confident in whatever I go on next.  
 
 [00:40:41] That it is OK to study what I want to study and not have to 
think about, well, maybe I can only study this kind of blackness or this kind of 
blackness, like I think I have a duty to stay honest to what I want to study and 
this program and this work has given me a great license to do that going 
forward. So I'm going to study women that look like me, I'm going to study the 
richness and vastness of the diaspora but I'm going to study people in the islands 
because one island is not the whole island and so there’s difference even in that. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What are your individual strengths and talents and how do 
you use them to achieve your goals? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:41:14] I love social media and so a way that that’s shown 
up with Black Lives Matter has been we’ve created Tshirts and we’ve created 
stickers with our logo on them and we have started campaigns. We have a 
Twitter account. We have an Instagram account. We have gone to Naspers with 
our shirts to the national conferences, to the regional conference, and people 
across the country and the globe have been ordering Black Lives Matter 
Columbia Teachers College swag, so that has been mind-blowing to see. 
 
 [00:41:47] Like OK, we really need to produce something that people 
can touch and get and wear and to see people doing the work, showing up at 
professional conferences in our swag. A great sense of pride for me to see that 
people want the gear, are wearing it and it means something to them. That even 
if they’re not here the message is still being spread. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: What obstacles have you encountered and how have you 
overcome them? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:42:12] The biggest thing I’d probably say is for as much 
as I know how institutions work, as much as I understand hierarchy and power 
and people in positions, as much as I understand how to code switch in a way 
there are still moments where I have gotten frustrated. There are still moments 
where institutions feel like these mammoth things that you cannot break 
through. There are still moments where I feel like is this all worth it? Why am 
I doing this? Why don’t I just go back and get a simple job and do something 
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instead of trying to change the world because that feels like, why me? Why am 
I doing this work? 
 
 [00:42:52] So I think at times I do get frustrated with that and it feels 
like there is no way I can make any difference here. But I do know that if not 
for this, if not for other programs, I wouldn’t be where I am now so I have to 
continue to do the work for other people that I don’t even know their names yet. 
So I think the biggest obstacle would be finding a way to survive as a student.  
 
 [00:43:14] Finding a way to pay my bills as a student. Finding a way to 
juggle three or four jobs as a student and still keep a high GPA and still present 
at conferences and work on research and writing my IP and trying to graduate. 
You know, these are all things that nobody talks about because you’re just 
expected to perform, and sometimes I think that in performing we lose the 
humanity and who we are because we’re just so used to doing. 
 
 [00:43:45] I think that works up until a certain degree but I don’t know 
that it’s the most healthy socialization for graduate students, and so I think about 
that a lot and that may show up in future work. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How are you able to balance and sustain your obligations 
effectively? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:43:58] This being my third year at TC I have done it and 
I don’t know how I’ve done it, but I do know that community is important. I do 
know that I have my grad mates; I have my grad friends in the program. I feel 
very connected to people across my time that I’ve been here.  
 
 [00:44:14] I also have undergraduate roommates that are here at TC 
now and also studying, so I have people that I know for some years now. And 
I have family and if I get, you know, bogged down with this I’ll get on the Long 
Island railroad and go to Queens and hang out for a day or two and then I’ll 
come back to campus. 
 
 [00:44:35] But I think keeping organized is difficult but I also know that 
I’ve been maybe a professional student for some time now so I feel like this is 
the best space for me to be me. I'm more comfortable with it than probably 
having a nine to five, like this is for me the life that I'm choosing and this is 
what I feel comfortable doing even though it gets difficult. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Who are the key people in your life who have played a strong 
role in your educational journey? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:45:01] I think – something I think right now what I am 
comfortable with, what I see myself as is an emerging or learning young junior 
scholar activist, and that is what I think I will end up seeing myself doing. It has 



   

 229  

to be both for me. I don’t know that at that point I can divorce one and keep the 
other.  
 
 [00:45:24] I think that while I have done practitioner work in the past, 
and I loved the work that I’ve done in admissions and recruitment, that work is 
near and dear to me. I don’t think that I will do that for the rest of my life. I 
think I'm meant to be a faculty member and be in front, engaging with students, 
so I think that for me, that part of myself while also being an activist have to go 
hand in hand. There is not one without the other at this point. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: Who are the key people in your life who have played a strong 
role in your educational journey? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:45:54] I think about my nieces and nephews. They’re 
younger obviously, they’re the next generation in my family and I think about 
them, and I think about – even if they don’t see it, even if they don’t put the 
dots together. You know, there was a moment I had with one of my nieces and 
she asked me I think last year maybe, you know, do I have my doctorate? I think 
she was 12 at the time and she asked me, “Do you have your doctorate?” When 
I was 12 I didn’t ask anyone that question and I said, “No, I don’t have it yet 
but I will.” She said, “Oh, OK, because that’s cool. I know other people with a 
doctorate and my aunty is going to have hers one day.” 
 
 [00:46:34] You know, I think about things like that sometimes. I try not 
to think about it too much because it adds a little bit of pressure to me, which I 
have a lot on me already, but I think about them and I think about the past. I 
think about my grandparents. I think about my great grandparents. I think about 
the indentured servants that were my great grandparents. I think about them 
travelling all over the world and being brought involuntarily and dropped 
wherever they were on the globe, and that for me sustains me in not giving up. 
 
 [00:47:05] And I think, of course, like my advisor. My advisor, Doctor 
Dresner, is the best advisor and I will say that forever. He is the best advisor, 
and my community college advisors still are in touch with me today. They still 
[write] me today and I think about a moment that I had in a class at community 
college was a professor that told me that, you know, you’re going to be a faculty 
member one day. You’re going to be a great teacher. I never saw that for myself 
but he said it and now I believe it. So Doctor [Faisec], that’s him and, yeah, I 
feel very grateful to have a community of people across the way. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How has your work with Black Lives Matter in higher 
education changed the way you engage in activism in your community? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:47:47] I think, if anything, it sharpened it for me. It’s 
sharpened my focus on women and knowing that I want to do work that impacts 
women. I think about women that have stopped their education for a myriad of 
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reasons. I think about women that have gotten the short end of the stick and are 
bright and have tons to offer, but for whatever reason were not able to get that 
certification on paper that they needed. 
 
 [00:48:10] And so how can I then help them to get this formal education 
so that they can feed their families and take care of themselves and be 
selfsufficient. I think about the ways in which women are perpetually harmed 
in society and left out to pasture, in a sense sometimes, because of anything that 
may have happened.  
 
 [00:48:30] Failed relationships or failed – or just bad luck, and I think 
that sometimes we [assess] that women can do everything because we can, but 
I think that there needs to be a focus in higher Ed on women in the diaspora that 
are speaking different stories and have different narratives and helping them 
navigate an American system while still navigating their home systems as well 
and their home norms. So I think about that becoming more finite and more 
narrow as I go along. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: It’s the 50th anniversary of the Columbia student revolt on 
1968. What are your thoughts about student activism’s continued influence on 
culture and politics? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:49:04] Sure, I think about a show like “Grownish” on 
TV, for example, and a show like “A Different World” and I think about those 
two shows in particular being so far apart in years, but also still having a thread 
in them of students in these bodies, in those spaces that are revolutionary and 
are not always seen as the norm. 
 
 [00:49:24] And I think that it creates a space where, yes, students of 
color are in schools, they are going to college and they are at faster rates than 
ever before. I think it’s just normal now and I think pop culture has done a lot 
for that. That going to school is a thing to do and is not a bad thing to do. It’s a 
great thing to do. 
 
Cynthia Tobar: How would you characterize the impact of all the work 
you’ve done on your own life and your own thinking? 
 
Kat Stephens: [00:49:49] I think that it’s probably given me a little more 
confidence as far as knowing what I'm about and having conviction within that. 
I know that whatever my impulse is, whatever my gut is, to go with my gut, to 
stick with that and I cannot produce scholarship or I cannot produce ideas that 
don’t come from an authentic place for me. 
 
 [00:50:12] I think that it’s helped me to just recognize and stand firm in 
who I am and know that I'm not going to be able to tell a story the way that any 
other student is. I can only tell it my way from where I’ve been in the world. 
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And so for me that is probably the turning point where I'm at now; that anything 
I do going forward has to be because it’s authentic and because I love it and not 
because I think it will make a great journal article or it will be a trendy thing to 
talk about. I must do work that I believe in. 
 
[End of recorded material 00:50:45] 
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APPENDIX B: Kat Stephens Transcript - 2023 Follow-up Interview 

The following oral history interview is the result of one video recorded session of an interview 
with Dr. Kat J. Stephens by Cynthia Tobar on February 8, 2023 in New York City. This interview 
is part of the Black Lives Matter in Higher Education oral history project. Dr. Kat J. Stephens has 
reviewed the transcript and has made minor corrections and emendations. The reader is asked to 
bear in mind that they/she/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the spoken word, rather than 
written prose. 
 
[Start of recorded material 00:00:00] 

 
Interviewer: [00:00:01] So we are recording, and it is Wednesday, 
February 8, 2023. And can you please state your name and affiliation? 
 
Kat: [00:00:14] Yeah, absolutely so, my name is Kat Stephens, and I am 
a current visiting assistant professor at Allegheny College in Pennsylvania, and 
I am teaching with the Community and Justice Studies Program. So a lot of our 
work is around community and also justice studies. And I focus on higher 
education in my teaching. 
 
Interviewer: [00:00:35] So thank you, Dr. Stevens for making time 
out of your very busy schedule to revisit with us on this project. Documenting 
Black Lives Matter in Higher Education and I wanted to ask you, first of all, 
congratulations on all your achievements post-TC and in your programs at 
UMass, so delighted and proud, and all good things. So congratulations, and 
what were, in your opinion, we're just gonna dive right in, what in your opinion 
was the impact of pushing Black Lives Matter in Higher Education as a broader 
movement outside of TC towards other higher education institutions, if at all. 
For example, if with some experiences at ASHE, the ASHE Conference with 
the promotion or the sale of the BLMHE swag, for instance. But it doesn't have 
to be just that example. 
 
Kat: [00:01:34] Sure, Thank you. I'm so happy to see you again and have 
a great conversation. I had to go back into my memory and dig deep, so I hope 
that I can capture everything for you, but I think some of the really, the most 
meaningful consequences for me, and I don't have another word, but some of 
the most meaningful things that I will, was left with was an ability to stand up 
for what I thought was right? And that's not an easy position to take as a grad 
student. It's not a an easy position to take while you're working on a master's 
degree, and not yet having solidified your path, as you know, a pathway to the 
professoriate. 



   

 233  

 [00:02:15] And so it's a risky position to take, to be honest with you. I think 
some of the consequences for me were more positive in continuing to solidify 
what kind of educator I am, what kind of belief systems I hold, moving towards 
a doctoral degree, moving towards designing my pedagogy, and what I am, and 
who I am as an educator in the classroom. So I think that was one consequence 
for me, is like, what am I doing? Why am I in a higher-ed program? And what 
is going to happen after that like, why am I here? What is the purpose? So that's 
one consequence for me. 
   
 [00:02:52] I'm thinking about another consequence of pushing the 
movement further and the story further. Obviously, this is pre-2020, pre-
everything having to do with the global moment. It escapes me the name of the 
gentleman, of course, which we all know, and I'm blanking on 2020, and but 
you it's – I'm forgetting, I am literally forgetting his name. But the gentleman 
who lost his life in 2020, if you know what i'm talking about, please just kind 
of put that in. But with the whole case now, I'm going to have to Google it. But 
I can't, but I'm sorry I forget his name, but pretty that moment for that historical 
moment with the knee on the neck and all of that global unrest. So this is pre-
that, and so I think that it helped me have more difficult conversations, it help 
me be more comfortable with approaching almost anyone that you to approach 
with difficult conversations.  
 
 [00:04:02] I think, because I had this experience prior to starting a doctoral 
program. It really helped shore up what I was about – yes, George Floyd, thank 
you so much. My coffee has worn off. But thank you. Yes, so I think one of the 
bigger consequences for me just really has to do with like the constitution of 
who I am as an educator connecting with who I am as a person, and not being 
as nervous to put so much on the line to speak out about what's  important to 
me. And what should be important to everyone, and also challenging higher ed 
more broadly. So that's just something I could think about right up the top of 
my head. 
 
Interviewer: [00:04:40] Thank you so much for that. I appreciate it. And 
thinking about that, our follow up question would be like, what are your 
thoughts on anti-racism? Of what was experienced, and what was witnessed in 
2016 to 2018, with the rise of the Black Lives Matter Movement, versus now 
the  present day 2023, with the recent episode of police violence in Memphis 
with a Tyre, the racial uprising during the pandemic in 2020, with George Floyd 
and the current attack on teaching critical race theory and the ban for advanced 
placement African American studies courses in Florida, for instance, there are, 
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there are such a long list, but these are just some. It's definitely not meant to be 
exhaustive, and it could be overwhelming. So do you have any thoughts on that? 
 
Kat: [00:05:30] Yeah, absolutely. So, unfortunately, I think as things 
progress, as time progresses, we see great change but then so many things 
remain the  same unfortunately. So as far, as how much as an impact we're 
making, we're still dealing with the same types of issues with just, feel more, 
We may be more hyper aware. I may be more hyper aware, just because, you 
know, everyone's ability to generally have a camera in their pocket. So I think 
as much good work is being done and continues to be done, it's unfortunate that 
we're still managing the same issues. And still having these conversations, you 
know, almost like eight, nine years later. So I think that the anti-racist 
movement could stand to be overhauled, and that overhauling may not look the 
same for everyone. It may not look the same for every region in the United 
States. It may not look the same globally. But I think that there tends to be, you 
know,  an opportunity, a real rich opportunity, to make true change within 
the movement of anti-racism, and moving it forward.  
  
 [00:06:38] Because I think we can get stuck where we are. And when I say 
“we,” what I specifically mean is those of us in the classroom, those of us that 
worked through this whole moment together at TC, and wherever we are with 
our careers now. I think higher ed, you know, picking in this context, higher ed 
has a lot to do, but also to dismantle what we've known, and to completely do 
over and start again. I think there's a real opportunity which is unfortunate that 
so many of the same things keep happening over and over again. But there's a 
real opportunity to do things differently and turn everything on his head, and I 
don't think that higher ed has gotten close to that yet. So I struggle with it. Some 
places are doing it better than others. Some people are doing a better job. But 
in this context, in higher ed, there's much more to be done 
 
Interviewer: [00:07:29] Right, and it's so poignant that you mentioned 
that because going from the broader macro of thinking just the overall anti-
racist movement, and then funneling it back to this area of research in regards 
to higher education. What do you see as the possibilities and the limitations? 
Where has higher ed come in strong in its support of anti-racist teaching and 
learning and practices towards creating spaces that foster inclusivity for all 
participants, and towards the limitations or words are falling short. Do you have 
any insights or questions about that or observations you care to share? 
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Kat: [00:08:12] Yeah, absolutely. I think that the conversation needs to 
truly be intersectional. I think that we have too many, there's too many 
conversations that are decentralized, too many pockets of people doing amazing 
work, but not talking to each other, not connecting with each other. And so I 
think that, for example, one issue, all of these issues are under the same 
umbrella. However, it's how we connect the issues and bring each other along 
is really important. So, for example, my dissertation work has a lot to do with 
disability and race, and higher ed. And disability and race may be separate 
issues, but truly, they're so connected. So I think that there's a real opportunity 
to push all of this forward by not just isolating race or race conversation in 
higher ed, truly looking at the full picture of who or what is actually 
disenfranchised. But how we move these conversations forward, but not just 
conversation, action, action, then policy, money, you know all of these things 
kind of have a domino effect together, but I think race should not be necessarily 
just isolated, as oh, we're going to help our race. I'm gonna work on anti-racism 
when, in fact, all of these issues are connected together. So. 
 
Interviewer: [00:09:33] Thank you for that. The next question is, what are 
the messages you want to share with other aspiring students who wish to create 
spaces of knowledge, creation, and belonging for poc communities in 
predominantly white institutions in higher education. 
 
Kat: [00:09:50] That's a good question. Messages. Let me think. I think. 
That you've got to know what you're about. You've got to know what your 
foundation is, and you have to be grounded. And the earlier you can determine 
what that is, the better it will be for you, so that when you're faced with 
opposition, you can be truly rooted in something. It stands for something. I 
think, early on I made some decisions that – Hey, either I was gonna be 
successful in going all the way to, you know, a doctoral program and getting a 
PhD, and then getting a faculty job, and I was gonna do it the way I am, or I'm 
not gonna do it at all. But that was a very specific decision that I made earlier 
on, that by the time I got into TC, and was in the Master's program, I already 
knew that there was a lot at risk, and it was a lot to potentially lose, and there's 
a lot that my career in the future could be shorted by me having taken such a 
visible stance on so many of these issues, including Black Lives Matter in 
Higher Education.  
 
 [00:10:58] So I would say, to be encouraged and to be courageous, and that 
you can go a lot farther with many people versus just by yourself, because the 
load is simply too heavy. And I would also say, reach out to people that have 
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done it before you, you know. Look back at history. I can say now. You know, 
teaching where I'm teaching, teaching with predominantly undergraduate 
students, I look back at some of those moments, and they're really like teaching 
moments in the classroom. I can look back on things I did in undergrad, things 
I did in my grad program, things I did in my doc program that all were 
connected. But I think if you're truly an educator, you have to figure out, or you 
may benefit from truly figuring out what it is that you're willing to do, and how 
that you can engage with that and your pedagogy and developing it. So I think 
you've got a real decision to make. If this is the work you want to do. But it's a–
it's a hard decision. I'm not going to sugar coat it. There are many moments, I 
thought, like, you know, are people going to take up a troublemaker when I 
apply to doc programs? Are they going to want to truly read my application, are 
they really going to want to embrace me as a student at their institution. And so 
that was the risk, you know, for being known for doing this, and being a part of 
this community at TC, but also, what would that mean for my future? So. 
 
Interviewer: [00:12:22] Thank you. The next question is, what parts of 
BLMHE were you able to take with you once you left TC to other institutions 
or work locations, or other areas of research, and how has it aligned or inspired 
you with your current work? 
 
Kat: [00:12:44] Yeah. So I would say. Once I graduated from TC and 
then started my doc program that September. I started it kind of hitting the 
ground running in our higher ed program where I was at UMass Amherst. And 
so I kind of immediately took a position of leadership, of student leadership and 
activism alongside, you know, a full time course load, which I maintained for 
the entire 4 years, from beginning to end of my program. And so, I was 
determined to support students, to support students across the College of Ed, 
where I was. I was part of a task force, I was part of – I was involved with a lot 
of things, probably too many things, but I enjoyed it so it didn't feel like too 
much work. But it translated into tangible moments on campus and advocating 
for graduate student needs, advocating for graduate students to have more 
funding, advocating for quality of life in how we're able to live and work and 
study.  
  
 [00:13:50] It turned into advocating for leadership at the College of Ed, to 
really truly treat us as comparable to our peers in other colleges across the 
university system. So like the College of Business or other students in some of 
the sciences they had more of a cushion than we had in education, which may 
signify a bigger problem. However, I turned it into more of an activist stance of 
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like quality of life. If we're going to be the next set of educators and faculty 
members and people doing the work, pressing the flesh and doing the work on 
the ground. We really need to be able to live. So it kind of moved more in that 
direction of quality of life, for student parents on campus, for students that were 
caretakers. So it took a lot of different directions, but it did – I did do that for 
pretty much the entire like three out of four years when I was there. I think I 
kind of took my hands off of the wheel a little bit in my last year, so I could 
dissertate but three of the four years that I was there, I was very heavily 
involved. Which was challenging on another level, but it felt like it was the 
thing I needed to do, and people knew I was doing it in my grad program, so I 
continued to do it when I moved on. I'm thinking I'm probably forgetting 
another part of the question. You can remind me. 
 
Interviewer: [00:15:17] Oh no, just how it aligns and continues to inspire 
you in your current work. 
 
Kat: [00:15:25] Absolutely. So, As I said before, I teach it in 
undergraduate institutions. I teach at a small Liberal Arts institution, very, very 
super tiny with one of the brightest students across the country. I'm a little bit 
biased, but they are super engaged. They want to talk to a professor who can 
talk to them like a person. They want to talk to someone who has had some of 
the same experiences that maybe they are still dealing with, while being, you 
know, a college student in 2023 or 2022. And so some of my past experiences 
as a student leader and activist have even worked their way into my curriculum. 
They've worked my way into, although I'm teaching in a program that is titled 
Community and Justice Studies, and I'm not traditionally teaching in an 
education program. There's a lot of room for me to meet a lot of different 
students, with a lot of different areas of interest, so to speak, and so I can reach 
out to wide swaths of students. And so because of that I'm able to bring in the 
one thing that all connects them which is being undergraduate students and 
caring about something. And so the way that I position my courses is like 
position them focusing on higher education at the site of all the activity.  
  
 [00:16:43] And so I brought in work on you know things that I've done in 
undergrad, things that have happened in grad school, and of course, all of the 
BLMHE work as well that actually made it into my curriculum. That's made it 
onto the syllabus. We've had conversations about it. We brought out documents. 
I've shown them the website, so it's kind of blown their mind that, like hey, 
these things were happening when my professor was an undergrad, and i'm still 
experiencing some version of this. What do I do about it? I like to say, because 
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I have a true higher ed person at heart. I still have a student affairs hat, and that 
still follows me in the classroom. So, because of my employment experiences 
like working in student affairs I still bring that with me in the classroom. So 
we're still problem solving, although that's not. You know. I'm not teaching in 
a traditional student affairs program, but it's all over the work. It's everywhere 
in the classroom for real. 
 
Interviewer:  [00:17:46] That's so inspiring. I'm so excited to hear what 
that environment must be like in the classroom as well. 
 
Kat: [00:17:54] Yeah, it's really exciting because some of this stuff for 
me, at least in my experience. Once I've done it, I kinda file it away and move 
on to the next thing, so I don't, I'm not revisiting this all the time. So then, when 
I revisit it, it's kind of fascinating to look back at, like, Oh, I forgot about this 
like I didn't remember we did this, or we did this really particular thing. And 
while I'm very careful to let students know I am not advising you to do any of 
the things I did, at all. I'm not telling you what to do, I’m not coaching you on 
how to do any of this. I am also just letting you know about the power of 
community, the power of activism, and that you do have a right to receive a 
certain type of education. While not instructing anyone to do anything in any 
way. But hey, let's look at history. Let's look at higher ed. Let's look at the 
trends. Let's see what's happening and what's continuing to happen. And so it's 
really guarded a lot of really rich conversations, great discussions, and I think, 
I hope, students feeling a little more empowered that it will be okay if they don't 
solve their massive problem, you know, during their tenure at an institution. 
They can move on and institute some of this behavior in their own lives and 
their work in their future profession. It doesn't have to be that I solved this 
problem in four years. Sometimes it's a lifelong commitment to social justice, 
and that's what it looks like. But at least hoping to plant the seed while they're 
here in my classroom, is something that is important to me. 
 
Interviewer: [00:19:26] Absolutely. I hope to observe that at some point 
and come and visit. It sounds amazing. I can't wait. I can't wait. What made, in 
your thoughts, upon your reflection, looking back, what made BLMHE unique? 
 
Kat: [00:19:52] I think. Hmm. I think there are a couple of factors that 
made it really unique. I think the fact that we had such supported faculty, we 
had amazing, amazing faculty supporting us throughout the way, and they 
weren't going to let their students, so to speak, just go out there wild, and stand 
on their own. So we really were working alongside our faculty. We really had 
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the ears and the support of faculty, such as Dr. Dresner, Dr. Campbell, to walk 
into rooms that we weren't necessarily in as students, and to advocate for this 
in another way that we weren't, we didn't have access to. I think it was really 
kind of remarkable and unique that we did this at an Ivy League institution, or 
an Ivy League Associated Institution, and that may have been a little bit 
different as well. To kind of go into that kind of space that rarefied air, and it 
truly examined even Columbia's, you know, connection to slavery and the 
business that comes after that.  
  
 [00:21:00] I think it was also unique in that, this was a little bit pre-social 
media. Social media was around, but not as present as it is today, and so there 
was no tik tok to capture all of this, and to and to snapshot this there was no--
we weren't going on Instagram lives and making reels, and going on snapchat, 
that wasn't happening. And I think the fact that we had, we had things that 
people could buy, they could buy a t-shirt and they could buy stickers, they 
could buy a hoodie, and they could wear it and show up at conferences. It's 
pretty cool to see people wearing, you know this flag, but also like signifying, 
hey, silently, I'm here and I care about this as well as my scholarship, so you 
could really see. you know where people's politics were to a certain degree. But 
I think it was really unique, because we had the support. We had the full support 
of the program.  
  
 [00:21:52] And that's remarkable, and we had the full support of you know 
the department and the, you know the college of Ed, like everyone we had 
support, which is… I don't know how the faculty felt as far as their own careers, 
and where they were at that point in time and kind of putting their proverbial 
neck out there to stand up with us and do this. But I gotta imagine that it wasn't 
always easy for them as well, especially with myself now, being a faculty 
member. It's something that I think of a lot about like, Hmm I wonder where 
they were. I wonder what days were difficult for them. I wonder how they made 
the call. But nonetheless, they still did it and that's remarkable for me. I think 
that that was. It was brave on all of our parts. Every single person, and we 
graduated, people graduated, and then the other students were folded in, and 
then other students took it and kept it going, and I think it doesn't need to be 
successful to carry on for 10-15 years. I think it can be successful for the 
moment in time that it made that impact. And it's something to be examined. So 
I'm really excited that you're doing this project because I-- it helps me to see it 
through your eyes as well. So this is wonderful. 
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Interviewer: [00:23:04] I mean what you all did. You were all on the 
vanguard, thinking in an innovative way. And so I'm really humbled and just 
grateful to be able to document this in collaboration with you all, it really means 
a lot. And thinking about that last comment, and thinking about the next 
question, thinking about like, even if it didn't last for a long time. Where do you 
see BLMHE now? And where do you believe it could be headed? 
 
Kat: [00:23:39] So I don't know. I don't know, I think, possibly, seeing 
where you take this project, and seeing what you come up with, and what makes 
sense to you? What jumped out to you when you're, you know, done with your 
dissertation and done with your research, I think that will indicate a lot. I think 
you'll be able to pull out things that I couldn't ever think or see. And also I think 
that it's evolved to include other issues and other significant points of justice for 
folks that we need to be concerned with. So again. All of the issues pertaining 
to individuals, rights and people and bodies, and ability and access to health 
care. All of the things like adequate housing, fair housing, so many of the things 
that we're managing today, that people are having real struggles and difficulty 
with. I think that BLMHE now looks like a multi-issue thing, and many things 
can fall under that umbrella. 
  
 [00:24:45] So yeah, I think it can be a global thing. I think it can be people 
dealing with challenges wherever they are. And however they are connected to 
higher ed, I think higher ed has a true responsibility to do some of this work. I 
think I do think that that will never change. But I think the scope of the work, 
and who it reaches may look a little bit differently today rather than the origins 
of BLMHE, I think the umbrella is widening. So I think it's a never ending 
project. I really do. Yeah, but I think it's an opportunity to get other folks 
involved. Perhaps it looks different on someone else's campus. Perhaps it looks 
different than like something an iteration of just at a non-metropolitan 
institution at an institution. That's maybe a regional school or a small regional, 
comprehensive, or a you know, a state school like, I think it looks very different. 
So I think it's endless to be honest with you. Yeah. 
 
Interviewer:  [00:25:50] Thank you so much. Do you have any other final 
thoughts you want to share before we wrap up? 
 
Kat: [00:25:59] I think the only thing I would say is, I'm just really 
excited to see where you take things. I'm really excited to reflect and kind of 
see what this looks like. What your analysis shows. I'm really excited to see. It's 
not something that I think about every day, but it is ingrained in the type of 
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educator I am, and the type of work that I do overall, so I guess I do carry it 
with me every day, because those were, those are not the easiest conversations 
to have. And I think that a lot of professors, a lot of programs, a lot of higher ed 
or student affairs programs in particular, can benefit from perhaps doing some 
analysis of this, or like truly teaching this in their courses like having an entire 
unit on like, this is what happened. This is the little engine that could, you know, 
at TC. And this is how it continues to move on. I know higher ed the student 
affairs program loves to talk about ideas and have committee meetings all the 
time, and perhaps you know, a retrospective look at, hey, This was happening 
a handful of years ago. How does it still impact people today? And who else 
can we reach? We're doing good work. but I just think, like I'm. I'm curious to 
see, you know, implications, the true implications that it can have on our field, 
and our practice of work, and not just necessarily keeping it like this thing that 
happened, but also where does it go next? So I'm curious, because I think there's 
more to say, more to do. So yeah, I can't wait to find out what it looks like to 
you. 
 
Interviewer: [00:27:38] And what it'll look like with us, collaborating on 
this jointly with everyone else who is a co-founder as well, because this is an 
ongoing thing. But thank you so very much. I'm so grateful, and I will stop the 
recording now. But thank you again for your time 
 
Kat:  [00:27:55] Absolutely. 
 
[End of recorded material: 00:28:00] 
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APPENDIX C: Charlen McNeil 2018 Interview 

 
The following oral history interview is the result of one video-recorded session of an interview 
with Charlen McNeil by Cynthia Tobar on February 9, 2018 in New York City. This interview is 
part of the Black Live Matter in Higher Education oral history project. Charlen McNeil has 
reviewed the transcript and has made minor corrections and emendations. The reader is asked to 
bear in mind that they/she/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the spoken word, rather than 
written prose. 
 
[Start of recorded material 00:00:00] 
 

Charlen: [00:00:01] Hello. My name is Charlen McNeil. And I’m a [HP C] 
student, higher and post-secondary education master’s student, second year. 
 
Interviewer: What is your background? 
 
Charlen: [00:00:11] So I grew up in Hoboken, New Jersey. And my mom is 
my biggest influence. She was a Black Panther when she was growing up. So 
she started Meals on Wheels and the breakfast for children and just being very 
involved in that. And then as she got older, she joined the NAACP and that’s 
around when I was born so she was involved in that for all of my life. She pretty 
much taught me how to be an activist. I didn’t really have a choice. So many 
people were like oh, of course you’re about doing what’s right. You’re 
Dorothy’s daughter. It’s fine. And I kind of got inspired by her and just wanted 
to see what that was really about.  
 
 [00:01:09] I also grew up on the children’s principles of the Black Panther 
parties so it was very much ingrained into my upbringing. And as I got older, I 
grew up in Hoboken Projects and a lot of crime and drugs and all that stuff. So 
trying to keep myself out of trouble. I thought I wanted to be a lawyer. And I 
was like oh I’m going to help my friends and help the people around me to be 
upstanding citizens and also help them get out of jail. It wasn’t until I’d seen, 
at a very young age, I think I might have been 13 or 14 years old when I changed 
my decision when one of my friends got arrested that was the same age as me. 
It was for something that they didn’t do and I couldn’t understand why the 
system would do that, why would the system put someone away that didn’t 
deserve it. And my mom, being who she was, had also went to jail for something 
she didn’t do. She was in federal prison for three years. And the more I was 
seeing people that I loved and I cared about being in prisoned, falsely 
imprisoned, I didn’t want to be a lawyer anymore because I didn’t want to 
contribute to such a corrupt being that is the criminal justice system.  
 
 [00:02:43] So I was like I’m going to go onto international studies. I want 
to be the U.N. and be the secretary general of the United Nations. I wanted to 
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study French and work in Africa, but at the same time, there was something 
always about social justice there. I wanted to do what’s right and help others do 
what’s right and uncover things that are being wrongly done against people. But 
something was always pulling me back to education because I worked in a 
daycare for a very long time. Most of my family is in education in some aspect. 
Although my mom is the only one in her siblings to receive a college degree. 
And then my grandmother actually went to Bank Street College which is down 
the street at 66 years old is when she got her degree. 
 
 [00:03:45] So education was sprinkled there and social justice was heavily 
involved. My dad is 25 years older than my mom, but my dad attended the 
March on Washington and had always talked to me about what’s right even 
though he had passed away when I was four. The things that I have left of him 
were – I have a video when I was six months and he’s holding me, he’s like, 
bring home a man that doesn’t wear sneakers and only wears dress shoes and 
wears suits. I’m like no one dresses like that dad. You’re looking at a video like 
that’s not going to work.  
 
 [00:04:34] He was the first black man to own a bar in Hoboken, New Jersey 
and so having that aspect with the Civil Rights Movement and then being the 
first black man to own a bar. And then my mom being heavily involved in the 
church, it was like my life was so all over the place that I knew I could do 
anything and yet I always came back to what my family was all about. 
 
Interviewer: What was your community experience like in regards to 
education? 
 
 
Charlen: [00:05:04] My family, weirdly enough, early childhood education, I 
went to charter schools. I went to Catholic high school. I went to St. Anthony 
High School in Jersey City. They always wanted the best for us, to make sure 
that we went to college and stuff. Although my mom, myself, my grandmother 
and two of my cousins are the only ones who actually went to college. We 
believe that education is important and we hold onto the fact that everybody 
should be educated and should have the right to want to be educated but I think 
a lot of my cousins went to it and it was like college is hard. 
 
 [00:05:46] I kind of learned that college isn’t for everybody in a sense of 
education is for everybody, but college, the being might not be for everyone 
because there are some people that can’t sit in the classroom the same way that 
we can sit in the classroom and learn from Noah or Corbin or Daugherty. There 
are people that their brain doesn’t work that way. But if you give them tools, 
they are able to work with their hands a lot better. So growing up, I learned that 
education comes not only from books and from classrooms but from 
experiences and it’s about learning how you learn and what’s the best way for 
you to learn.  
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 [00:06:35] I had a cousin that is great with animals. He should’ve been a 
vet, but because of his experiences with the police when he was 13, 14 years 
old, having something on your record and going to jail for some amount of time, 
it hurts your financial aid and it hurts the way that people look at you. So when 
I went to college, he was telling me how proud he was and how much he loves 
me and I was like you should’ve went too, you should go too and become a vet. 
He was like when I was younger if I thought that black people can become 
doctors, I might have actually tried. That’s the thought of the people that I’m 
around. Once they get in trouble once or once they get told once that you’re not 
gonna be worth it, why even bother? They kind of gave up. But those are the 
same people that made sure that I never gave up, that even when I wanted to be 
out in the street and I wanted to not do homework and wanted to be a kid, they 
were like no, go inside. You can’t hang out with us. Not because you’re not 
cool enough, but because you’re going to be the one to make it out. You’re 
going to be the one to do better and bring our whole community higher. Which 
is a lot of pressure to have that weight that no matter what I do or where I go, I 
will always have Hoboken on my back. But at the same time, it's an honor to 
know that there are thousands of people that look to me like [bashocka] do it.  
 
Interviewer: What was your personal educational experience growing up 
in Hoboken? 
 
Charlen: [00:08:12] So I went to Elysian Charter School from first through 
eighth grade. I was a part of the second class. So kindergarten was in [nargo] 
class and then I joined those kids in first grade. It was a predominantly white 
school. Even though I like to call it the U.N. because in my class we had one 
person from almost every background which allowed me to learn from different 
cultures.  
 
 [00:08:40] I remember third grade, one of my best friends at the time, his 
name was [Sunny] and he’s Indian and he said, for show and tell, I have a wife 
in third grade. I was like what do you mean you have a wife? He was like my 
dad said that either he picks my wife or he picks my career. So I said he could 
pick my wife. I was like OK. As little kids, we’re like what, you’re already 
married? That’s super cool. And then the older we got, the more I watched him 
grow and grow out of you know what, you can pick my career, I’m going to 
marry love not for what you want me to do. So kind of watching him go through 
his journey. 
 
 [00:09:26] And then I had another friend named Iman and she’s Egyptian. 
She’s Egyptian descent but she didn’t have any connection to her culture when 
we were younger. We called her Bitty because her middle name was Elizabeth 
and she liked that we called her Bitty. But when we got to eighth grade and 
when we graduated and in ninth grade, tenth grade, she wanted people to call 
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her Eman because she wanted to connect back to her culture and why she was 
named that and that her name had a purpose.  
 
 [00:10:01] So I feel like where I went to school, going to Elysian, I got to 
not only go through my own development but go watch everyone else go 
through their cultural development for all of us to end up where we are now and 
super proud of our history and my birthday is in February. I remember in sixth 
grade, we watch Roots in class, part of it, and for Black History Month and then 
on my birthday I got all the presents. I go so many presents and so much money 
because felt bad for slavery. I got a card that said, “I’m sorry for what my 
ancestors did to your ancestors.” And I think that’s the first time I realized I was 
black. I don’t know how I feel about this card. 
 
 [00:10:58] We were all on the same level. Oh this is scary what we’re 
watching. Wow, this actually happened. And then for me, it was like do I get 
mad at the people around me and then they were like let’s make sure she’s not 
getting mad at us. It’s not our fault. How can we make up for these things? So 
my education at Elysian made me culturally aware. It made me appreciate 
different cultures, appreciate different people and the different levels that 
they’re at. It made me appreciate myself and the fact that I did have somewhere 
to go that I felt comfortable saying what would now be considered outrageous 
things. 
 
 [00:11:50] So I had that there. And then when I graduated from eighth 
grade, I went to St. Anthony High School which was totally different. It was all 
black. We had like three white kids in the entire school. It’s a basketball high 
school, most of our students that played basketball, whether male or female, go 
to D1 institutions and I think 15 percent of them go into the NBA or the WNBA. 
So there I learned what it means to be black. And what it meant to be black in 
Jersey and what does that look like and how do you walk, how do you wear 
your hair? 
 
 [00:12:30] I came into my blackness there I feel. I played a lot of sports. I 
played basketball, softball, volleyball, track. I played all the way up until my 
senior year until I broke my leg and then I kind of was like bye guys. But my 
education there was again, more social. When it comes to being book smart, I 
go to Columbia so I guess I’m book smart but when it comes to math, I didn’t 
learn math the way that everybody learned math. I learned a lot of it on my own, 
which is why I feel like I’m behind because both places were very creative. You 
do you. You express yourself and we’ll make edits later. Express yourself and 
then we’ll fix it.  
 
 [00:13:28] Writing a paper, don’t worry about citing, don’t worry about this, 
don’t worry about that. You just get your thoughts down on paper, which is 
good but when you get to college, now you’re in remedial courses. I remember 
my math teacher in high school said if you play softball, the lowest grade you 
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can get is a B. So I didn’t try. I just played that year because I wasn’t going to 
play my senior year. And he was like if you play, the lowest grade you could 
get is a B and don’t worry about it. And who wouldn’t take that, right?  
 
 [00:14:06] So my social education was awesome but my academics 
struggled with math, specifically, just because people kept giving me a pass – 
this is going to sound really conceited but because I’m an amazing person. 
Because I am who I am and I can charismatically get out of things if I wanted 
to. I try not to because that’s bad but I can get out of things. They let me go. I 
got to college and I started at Ramapo College in New Jersey, and when I got 
there, I was in remedial math and I was in remedial writing. And there’s two 
levels of remedial math and I took both of those. I think I might have just gotten 
Bs. And then remedial writing, my professor said, “You can do better than this. 
I could give you this B but I know you could do an A and you’re BSing me 
pretty much. I’m failing you so that somebody can give you some form of 
consequence because you’re not giving me your all and you’re not going to 
make it through college if you don’t give me your all. So I’m failing you. You 
have to take this class next semester.”  
 
 [00:15:32] At the time, I was livid. I think now I appreciate it because it 
made me try harder with my writing and not just everybody is going to be OK 
if I smile at them and walk away. I’m not going to be able to do certain things 
like that. But again, I didn’t get EOF so it allows for students that are under a 
certain academic level and financial level to get admitted into schools and then 
they do a six or seven week classes over the summer before school starts to get 
you to get to college level. College readiness pretty much. I didn’t qualify 
financially but I qualified academically and because it’s a government program, 
they wouldn’t let that go. So that’s why I started that way. 
 
 [00:16:38] I was at Ramapo for a year and a half until they said, hey, this 
loan that you were eligible for, you’re actually not eligible for even though we 
applied it to your account. So now you owe that money back and you have to 
pay that money before spring semester starts which was a week from where I 
was. I was like so what do you want me to do about that? So I called my mom 
and my mom drove from Hoboken up to Mahwah, which is about 45 minutes. 
She was like what do you mean you’re not gonna let her into school? Do I look 
like – it was $12,000 I needed. It was like do I look like a prostitute to you? I 
know I’m black but do I look like a drug dealer where I could get $12,000 in a 
week? You’re telling me that and my daughter can’t move on campus? You’re 
stifling her education for $12,000 that you messed up on.  
 
 [00:17:33] And they said, well, the only thing we could do is tell her to a 
community college and build her GPA is what they said, improve her GPA and 
then she could come back. But that’s not the case. That’s not how community 
college and four years work. I didn’t know that at the time. So I went from 
Ramapo, left mid-semester, devastating, sink, depression, anxiety all the other 
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stuff. Started Bergen Community College and ended up getting a 3.0 my first 
semester and really liking the community college feel. I had changed from the 
international studies to psychology. I wanted to study why do people commit 
crimes. So more like criminology. Then I graduated from there and I went to 
Fairleigh Dickinson University on scholarship because they have an articulation 
agreement with them that if you graduate, you get 40 percent of your tuition for 
FDU taken off. And FDU is about a $50,000 school. So I got that taken off and 
I graduated from there. And now I’m at TC.  
 
 [00:18:56] It’s been a journey. It’s been a process. It’s been like I had a 
counselor in high school that told me I’ll never get into Columbia. Don’t bother 
applying. That’s a reach school. And then when I got accepted to TC, I sent her 
my acceptance letter like what’d you say? Try again. I think throughout my 
education I always tried to pull people with me. Especially people of color with 
me. I quickly realized that you can’t force anybody to be educated. You can’t 
force anybody to want to be educated. There’s a lot of things that I take on, but 
I realized that I can’t take on somebody else’s education and what they value. 
 
 [00:19:40] That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to be in higher ed. Just 
finding those people that do want this and they don’t know the way, they don’t 
have the information or anything like that and giving that to them to move 
forward. My goal with education based off of mine, is to open a boarding school 
for at-risk youth as an alternative to prison. So it would be students who went 
to jail or got sentenced to go to jail from 6th through 12th and have them come 
to the school instead of their sentence and giving them the – to use Dory words, 
cultural capital, information that they need to be in order to survive and progress 
and move forward and be bigger than their crime. That there’s more to them 
than the fact that they stole a candy bar or even that they sold drugs. There’s 
more to that.  
 
 [00:20:45] I had people that graduated with me from FDU that sold drugs. 
I was like you just didn’t get caught but you’re a businessman now. He’s in the 
business school and learning that if you give people what they need when they 
need it, they can always modify what they felt that they had to do. I learned 
through my education that some people sell drugs because they feel like that’s 
what they need to do in order to survive. Not because they want to be a criminal. 
People do illegal things to pay for education. That’s a thing. That’s legit. I need 
to pay for my textbooks so do you want to buy some weed? That’s the lines that 
I know people have went through and they have said and had the experience.  
 
Interviewer: Could you elaborate on your decision to come to Teachers 
College? 
 
Charlen: [00:21:42] I didn’t want to apply to TC because I didn’t think I was 
going to get in because of what was previously told to me. So my girlfriend and 
I – I identify as bisexual, and my girlfriend and I were sitting on my couch, this 
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was before we were actually dating, and I was telling her I have to submit my 
Columbia application today, I have to submit my TC application today and 
she’s like, okay. I’m like I’m too scared to press the button. I don’t want to press 
it. Why bother? I’m just going to waste my aunt’s money because my aunt paid 
for my application because I didn’t have the money at the time. So she paid for 
my application. I had edited my personal statement and I had given it to this 
editor that my mom knows to edit my personal statement to make sure 
everything was good. I had everything setup and I could not bring myself to 
push the button. Her name is Rachel. Rachel said, “Just do it. The worst that 
they can say is no. All they can say is no. It’s okay. All they can say is no.” And 
I’m like nope, I’m not doing it. I’m just going to let the deadline pass. It was 
11:00. The deadline closed at midnight. I was like I’m just going to let it go. So 
she pressed the button for me.  
 
[00:23:15] I technically didn’t apply to Columbia. She applied for me. So she 
pressed the button and it got sent off. I forgot about my application. I went to 
something to the Mid-Atlantic Placement Conference which helps people 
graduating apply for positions in residence life at different institutions. So I 
actually got a job offer at Wagner where Wagner was going to pay 80 percent 
of my tuition. I was going to go to their higher ed program. Very new. I think I 
might have been part of the inaugural class. Higher ed program. Had a job, had 
an apartment. Was going to live in Staten Island. I was totally fine with this and 
then somebody from TC Admissions called and said you have to make a 
decision on your application. I said, “What are you talking about?” She was like 
have you looked at your email. I looked at my email, I didn’t have anything. 
My letter actually got sent to spam. So there’s that. 
 
[00:24:18] She helped me log in because I forgot all of my application log in. I 
no longer cared about this application. I had a job and they were going to pay 
for most of my tuition and the confetti fell and I looked and it said, 
“Congratulations. You have been accepted to Teachers College Columbia 
University in the higher postsecondary education program.” I just stopped and 
I was on the phone. I don’t know if I’m allowed to curse. Bleep this out. I was 
like holy shit. I got into Columbia. And my mom said, “What?” And then the 
lady started laughing. I was like I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean – don’t 
take my acceptance letter back because I cursed with you on the phone. She was 
like, I’ve heard way worse. Congratulations. You have to make a decision by 
the end of the week. I was like all right.  
 
[00:25:13] I hung up the phone and I brought my letter to my mom and there’s 
like tears falling and I couldn’t speak. And then my mom’s crying and we just 
cried in silence and watched the confetti continue to fall from the letter. And it 
was just like oh what do I do now? I have a job. I was a week away from signing 
the contract so both of them had the same deadline. I called Rachel and I called 
my aunt and I told her; I was like your application money didn’t go to waste. I 
called all my friends, all my mentors. But my question wasn’t oh I got accepted 
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to Columbia, we should go to campus. It was, “Do I actually want to go? Should 
I go?” 
 
[00:26:10] Is there a purpose of getting – how much is TC? Expensive AF. So 
what, 50, $60,000 in debt with loans? Like I don’t have the money to pay for 
this school. I don’t know if I’m going to qualify for a loan to pay for this school. 
Is it worth going or is it good enough that I got in? Strangely enough, I called 
Wagner and I told my supposed to be boss, that I got accepted to Columbia. 
And she said, congratulations. Email me when you graduate to see if there’s a 
position open. I hope you enjoy TC. She did not even give me a choice. Not 
that she fired me. I probably could’ve said to her, “No, I’m choosing to go to 
Wagner.” But she was like, no, you take this opportunity. You said that this was 
your dream school. Did you mean that? I’m like, “Yeah, it is my dream school.”  
 
[00:27:18] I visited Columbia when I was in high school. I did a program called 
People to People, International Studies. And I did a week at Columbia studying 
international studies and a week at George Washington University studying 
international studies. We did Model U.N. I was the UAE delegate so I have 
visited campus and fell in love but it was an Ivy league school and I was a little 
black girl. I wanted to go here but do black people go to Ivy league schools? As 
far as I knew, no. So it was – and then when I wanted to apply, somebody told 
me not to. 
 
[00:27:55] So it was just all of these things were reinforced so is there a point 
in going to TC even though I know I can get in when I can go and not succeed? 
Am I actually smart enough to be here? The letter, as beautiful as it was, was 
more an identity crisis or I really had to evaluate my self-esteem and I say I’m 
a strong person. And my mom always says stand in your power. And I try to 
live by that but that letter shook me to my core. Not because I’m really happy 
but will I get good grades? Will I fail out? Am I going to fail out of a graduate 
program but I could’ve had somebody pay 80 percent of my previous program? 
 
[00:28:42] And I came and I met with a financial advisor and she was telling 
me about the loans that I can take out. And I told my mom before went in, if I 
don’t qualify for a loan, we will not force this. I’m not forcing this institution 
to go here. I’m not going to suffer and tighten my belt and do any extra work to 
be here just to say that I went here. I knew that TC could teach me things but I 
didn’t think that it could teach me anything that I wouldn’t be able to learn 
somewhere else.  
 
[00:29:21] It has a network if I want to be able to get anywhere else but I didn’t 
think that it can actually teach me how to be a higher ed professional better than 
anywhere else. At the time, and I feel like I said that to make it better for me. 
Not that I believed it but that I wanted to believe that I can get the same amount 
of education just in case I wasn’t able to come here. Then I did the loan stuff 
and it tells you right on the spot whether or not you’re approved and when it 
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said approved, my heart sank. And then I actually felt like I got into Columbia. 
I felt like I can be here. I felt like I can pay for it. I just need to work hard now.  
 
[00:30:06] I’m not going to fail out because failing is not something that I do. I 
don’t know how to fail. I wasn’t taught that. So it was like I can pay for it. All 
right. I got in. Yay guys. Let’s go back and call everyone else that I actually got 
in. Let’s post it on Instagram and show the confetti. It took a lot to screenshot 
the confetti falling. That’s a talent, and I had it because I tried. It took me about 
an hour to get it the way I wanted to where the confetti will be there but you 
will also see TC on it. It took a minute but that was my journey to just getting 
to the door.  
 
Interviewer: How does your identity affect your experience as a student 
at TC? 
 
Charlen: [00:31:01] I feel like it’s solidified since I’ve been here. I’ve known 
who I want to be and who I try to be and who I am in my head. And I try to 
outwardly display that. I know when I first got here, I was trying to keep up 
with everybody and it was like all right, all these people are doing stuff. It’s 
strangely enough how I got involved with Black Lives Matter Higher Ed. Brian 
had – they had started it. They had had the first meeting already about what they 
wanted to do. And then I had met Brian, and Brian said, “You’ll be really good 
for this. You should do this.” And I, already in my head deemed him my mentor 
so whatever he said, fine.  
 
 [00:31:48] At that point, I was like well, I don’t want to let him down and 
this might just be something that I need to do to fit in here. It’s something that 
I’m passionate about so it works. I believe in this and what Black Lives Matter 
stands for and then to do it in the field that I love is fantastic. I would tell him 
and Kat, we were doing our first program, putting our first program together 
because I joined Black Lives Matters my second month in TC. So this is very 
much a part of my identity here. And when we started, I told him I didn’t feel 
like I’m doing enough. You and Kat are just so smart. You guys are so 
intelligent and you write emails better than me. I just don’t know how to do 
those things. I was feeling inadequate to them just because I was asked to put 
on the first program that we did that was talking about what was going on at 
MissU and what Black Lives Matter for Higher Ed will actually mean and stand 
for, what we will be doing with this program. And they were like Cha, you got 
this. You can do this. I’m like, no, I can’t. I cannot do this. I need your help to 
pull in things. They kind of were like you’re fine. You got this. 
 
 [00:33:24] And then it turned out to be a good program which is awesome. 
But my mom comes to the programs and stuff because this is what she is 
passionate about as well. And I found myself trying to look at her so I can feel 
her strength because that’s what she just exudes, strength. To be able to get 
through the program but I was very nervous and I was stuttering and all kinds 
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of – I was not confident in myself at that moment because I was like I’m not 
good enough to talk to you guys about this. 
 
 [00:34:00] That was my first two months. It was like can I be here? I feel 
like I’m a little bit too real for certain people. When I say things, people think 
that they should be censored and I don’t censor myself when it comes to talking 
about things that I’m very passionate about or things that I feel like I’m 
knowledgeable about and if we can have a dialogue, let’s have a dialogue about 
it. And my silliness, people will look at me strange and just like you’re weird. 
And then my hair was red and I wear really big earrings and I’m tall and this 
other stuff. I found myself at one point trying to shrink myself because I was 
like I stand out too much here. But I didn’t feel like it was in a good way. Then 
I went to the BSN Gala and I brought my girlfriend and she felt the same way 
when she came that we were on the outside and everybody else was looking in. 
I said to her, “Let’s go have fun. Let’s go enjoy ourselves.” That was the 
weekend before my birthday. So I was like this is my birthday weekend. I’m 
turning 25. Let’s do all these other things. It’s going to be fine. We’re going to 
be okay. And then from that moment, I had to live that. So people might still 
look at me weird but I don’t notice it. People still might act different or not like 
what I have to say but I don’t notice it the same way that I did the first two 
months because I was really questioning whether I deserved to be here.  
 
 [00:35:58] I work at Columbia Engineering and I would be there and see 
the math that is on the wall and me and math, we don’t talk. So I was like yay, 
engineering is not where I need to be. Then I would walk across the library and 
walk past the statue and be like this is my campus. This is going to be my alma 
mater. My degree is going to say Columbia and yet I feel so small here and so 
isolated. I was like I don’t like this feeling. I’m changing this feeling. I just 
don’t give AF. I just don’t care anymore. I just can’t.  
 
 [00:36:39] And then having Noah and Katie and Anna and Dwayne as 
professors, people that do not care. They have to be professional to whatever 
extent but Anna is always in her own little world. And then Katie is this strong 
person and I’m watched how they don’t let the name Columbia overpower 
them. So once you get past the name of this school, you can do anything. When 
you stop thinking about oh, I go to an ivy league school and you just think oh I 
just go to college, it made everything better. 
 
Interviewer: Could you tell us about the people you describe as your 
support system? 
 
Charlen: [00:37:27] My support system is lit. There’s no other way to put it. 
They’re just the most amazing group of people and I have support for all areas 
of my life. If I needed somebody just to talk to, I have that. If I needed somebody 
for education, I have that. If I need someone – like I want to be a doctoral 
student, I’ve already thrown off dissertation ideas too. I have all these people 
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and when I feel like I’m sinking or that I’m drowning, I have people that I can 
go to. And support is everything. My support system is such a blessing. I have 
mentors from high school, Bergen, FDU – Ramapo too. Ramapo, Bergen, FDU. 
I have a mentor at every school I go to but then TC, I have all these people that 
really care about me whereas other people don’t really get that. So I feel like 
I’m blessed and I’m honored to have these amazing professors and faculty 
members and staff that actually just care about my life and whether I’m doing 
well emotionally and everything like that. 
 
Interviewer: Do you believe faculty and students value diversity at 
Teachers College? 
 
Charlen: [00:39:03] I think our department specifically values diversity. I 
think that Janice Robinson who works in the diversity office and her staff values 
diversity. I’d like to believe that President Fuhrman and her media staff values 
diversity. I do not think that all of TC values diversity though. I do not think 
that. There are professors that are sensitive to what’s happening in the world 
and feel like it’s necessary to talk about in your classes. For example, I have 
friends that are in different psych programs and their professors don’t talk about 
mass shootings happening on campuses unless it was done by somebody of 
color. Or talking about police brutality and when – not Treyvon, you can pick 
any one of the last police brutality murders that’s happening. That their class 
didn’t talk about it. There professors didn’t care if their students of color were 
okay because a lot of us were not okay. Or when Trump got elected, no one 
cared. They taught class like it was another class but that wasn’t the time to do 
that. That wasn’t the time to just sweep it under the rug and say, all right, it was 
another election, let’s move forward. It was a time to talk about if you’re talking 
about school psychology or school counseling and you can be placed into urban 
neighborhoods where a child is killed by the hands of the police, these 
counselors need to know how to handle that but yet you’re not talking about it? 
You’re in a multicultural class but you don’t address the things that’s happening 
to everyone in the United States. 
 
 [00:41:15] You’re not addressing how Trump is affecting people or how 
Trump is affecting the decline of international students coming into 
universities. You’re not talking about how schools are scared whether or not 
their students are going to come back from winter break or going to be allowed 
into the country but you’re talking about multiculturalism and you’re talking 
about counseling and you’re talking about psych and you’re talking about how 
this teacher is supposed to be able to teach all kinds of kids. You don’t learn 
how to be a teacher for white kids. You don’t learn how to be a teacher for black 
kids. You learn how to be a teacher for kids. But knowing that you could be 
anywhere in this mix, you need to be able to cover it. Which is why I feel 
teachers that haven’t learned multiculturalism or don’t have that kind of 
competency at all, can’t teach in urban neighborhoods and that’s why they get 
overwhelmed and they result to screaming and yelling and suspending students 
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because they’re not trying to help. They’re teaching the way the way that they 
were taught to teach. Not teaching the way that kids are taught to learn. 
 
 [00:42:30] Because they have that conflict, they end up failing. And TC is 
not stopping that cycle. There are friends of mine that are saying I want to 
change my major or I want to transfer because as a black woman, I can’t learn 
this way because this is not reality. This is an ideal teaching situation. You’re 
not teaching for life. You’re teaching for theory. So I don’t think that TC – and 
I think it’s due to a lot of TC professors are older and they don’t enforce 
diversity completely because it’s like well, I’m an ivy league professor. So blah, 
blah, blah. They don’t care. There are some professors, this is definitely not 
generalization like that that everybody is like that but I think that there are a lot 
of professors here that just don’t care.  
 
Interviewer: How has your work with Black Lives Matter in Higher 
Education changed the way you engage in activism in your community? 
 
Charlen: [00:43:36] We had an effect on it for – people that come to our 
events I think gain a knowledge that they didn’t know that they didn’t know 
which is really good that they feel like oh let me try to bring this back to what 
program I’m in because we have people from all programs that come to our 
events, which is really good. But having an effect on the greater TC community, 
unfortunately, I don’t think that we have in other departments. There are a lot 
of departments that don’t know who we are or what we do. Which is okay 
because this is our second year. That’s not to say that – and we have to make 
sure that we know as HP C so that we can then spread out to curriculum or 
[unintelligible 00:44:36] or to somewhere else. To be able to do that, we have 
to really get our foundation solidified so this is not we’re not doing enough kind 
of thing.  
 
[00:44:55] But I don’t think that we’ve touched the community the way that we 
want to yet but it’s good with people like Brian who was a master’s student, 
graduated and is not a doctoral student and plans to continue to be involved 
here. Although I do plan on leaving TC, I’m not getting my doctoral degree 
right away, whether I come back or not, Kat and I are not that far away that we 
will be able to help. And then with expanding and getting six people that are 
involved that are first year HP C students and are going to be here for two years, 
we’re ensuring the longevity of the organization that we can get to the place 
where we’re touching the school. We have to host trainings for faculty members 
and make it a mandatory thing for them to be there. We can do that. 
 
[00:45:46] We can get involved in the community more. TC and greater TC 
community. So we are on our way to really touching and doing things like this 
ensures that decades from now, god forbid HP C Black Lives Matter Higher Ed 
is not here, someone can look at it and say we want to bring that back. Where 
are they now so we can – after listening to your stories, we’re really compelled 
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to do this again. So yeah. We haven’t touched it yet but I think we’re going to 
get there. 
 
Interviewer: What was your vision of activism before becoming involved 
in Black Lives Matter in Higher Education? How has it changed? 
 
Charlen: [00:46:36] So my vision of activism, even though my mom didn’t 
do a lot of protesting, I figured she didn’t do a lot of protesting because she was 
older, not because she wasn’t a protester. But my vision of activism was being 
out in the streets and the picket signs and taking over buildings, sit-ins, that kind 
of stuff. And it wasn’t until I started this that I was like oh wait, activism is 
making sure that people are informed. My mom would never really let me go 
to protests. I really wanted to go to Occupy Wall Street so bad. I wanted to go 
so bad and she was like no, because if you’re going to be a lawyer or you’re 
going to be in the U.N. or you’re going to be whatever and they look back at 
these pictures and that was you there, these white guys aren’t going to hire you. 
So you need to get in, infiltrate from the inside and then outwardly express 
things. Everybody has to have spies is the way that my mom kind of put it.  
 
 [00:47:41] Not everyone is supposed to be on the frontlines. Somebody has 
to be the lawyer to get them out of jail. Not everybody has to be on the frontline. 
Somebody has to be the teacher to teach them the way to correctly protest, not 
in the sense of going with the law. You can’t protest with the law. That doesn’t 
make any sense. But to make sure that you’re safe. Somebody has to be these 
things and those people should not be on the front lines because if something 
happens to them, they can’t teach the next person.  
 
 [00:48:13] So I identify with the background people, the education and 
doing Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed and showing people what it’s like on an 
academic level instead of people being like oh those kids are being too loud 
protesting, let me shut my window. Somebody arrest them. Somebody do this. 
But being able to sit down and have a conversation and be like this is why 
they’re doing this. Don’t you feel like this is wrong? Let me educate you on 
what happened at MissU. Let me educate you on this. Let me educate you on 
that. Let’s have a dialogue. Tell me why you feel this way? I feel like I’m on 
that side of activism and I learned that when I got to Black Lives Matter in 
Higher Ed because I lost the desire to protest. 
 
[00:49:04] I used to want to but then I studied abroad in China for five months 
and that’s when the riots in Baltimore happened and I was there with a bunch 
of kids from Norwood University which is a military university and they were 
like why are your people rioting? I’m like I can’t answer that. Why is that for 
me to answer? I don’t riot. That’s not what I do. That’s not who I am. It’s like 
yeah, but why are they doing it? I am in China. How can I answer that? I’m not 
there. I didn’t even know what happened. So I can’t help you there. And after 
that, I was like I don’t want to protest. I don’t want people to question me why 
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I’m doing this. I’d rather sit down and tell you why I’m angry. So it started there 
but it solidified here where I can actually put words to what was happening. 
 
Interviewer: How has that realization influenced your experience as a 
student and your future as a higher education practitioner?  
 
Charlen: [00:50:12] Yeah. I think that the dialogue part versus the protest part 
are both have to happen. The dialogue has to happen and the protest/riot has to 
happen. I’m not sure about the riot part exactly but the protest part definitely 
needs to happen. It has to be some discourse for somebody to say why is this 
happening so now we can go back and have a conversation. And I think that 
part of my development here at TC and in the higher ed courses has let me to 
not have a filter when it comes to certain things. When it comes to there are a 
lot of people at TC that are getting here and coming to grips with white 
privilege. They don’t understand. They’ve never understood and it’s because 
they’ve never had to understand. They went to all white institutions, all white 
grammar schools, all white high schools. They never was faced with diversity 
to say no, you’re wrong and that’s okay. But somebody has to tell you that 
you’re wrong. And I’m fine with being that person. I’m okay with no holding 
back speaking about things.  
 
[00:51:29] For instance, there are some students that will say well, people 
should be able to pay for their own education. If you can’t pay for education, 
you shouldn’t go. And my answer to you is do you think that I should be here? 
Do you think that I can be here? It’s like yeah. I am on loans and financial aid. 
I would not be here if it wasn’t for that. So if you think that I deserve to be here 
and that I can be and I’m holding my weight because I’m getting higher grades 
than you, if you think that I can be here, then why would you say if I couldn’t 
afford it, I shouldn’t be here? 
 
[00:52:13] And then when you say those things and people stop because it’s not 
about some random black person, Spanish person, Asian person, whatever 
person that they read in the textbook or that they seen out in some PowerPoint 
at NSPA. It’s somebody that’s sitting right in front of them that they have drinks 
with, that they have conversation with, that they feel that they care about on 
some level. I am that person. So when you wake people up to like oh wow, 
maybe that’s not exactly what I mean. What I mean is that you should be able 
to pay the loans back or you should be able to do this, you should be able to do 
that. Yeah, so should you. Where are the jobs? Where are these things that are 
happening.  
 
[00:53:04] Like I said, I’m okay with that part of my development. Making 
people aware of their – or somebody said, not here, this was at a conference. 
Called black and brown people colored. And I was just like [eye roll]. No, I’m 
not going to do that. I’m not just going to go into my innate primal instincts to 
beat the crap out of you because that’s just what that word does. But why do 
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you say that? That’s how his family addressed people of color. And no one has 
ever said anything wrong to him because he’s been around white people all the 
time that have not corrected him or not felt anything wrong with what he said. 
But you’re not there anymore. So this is why this is wrong. No one says that 
work anymore. I was like that’s not how we operate and he was like, “I’m really 
sorry. I didn’t know.” I wasn’t like one of those, oh I don’t know, get off my 
back type things. He was red. He was really embarrassed and he was really 
scared because he didn’t know what was happening and a lot of people almost 
took him out. So I was like wait, why? Let’s find out the root of this issue. 
 
Interviewer: How has your with Black Lives Matter in Higher Education 
changed the way you engage in activism in your community? 
 
Charlen: [00:54:39] Well, because of Black Lives Matter and because of my 
family back at home and specifically the NAACP back in Hoboken, I have 
gotten offered to shadow the current president of the NAACP. His name is Gene 
Drayton and he’s a really old friend of my mom’s. He was like when are you 
going to join the NAACP back here? I’m like if I move back to Jersey 
City/Hoboken area because Hoboken is super expensive, I’ll think about it. So 
he wants me to be involved. My mom is speaking at the Black History Month 
Celebration at Hoboken High on the 28th and I was supposed to speak there too 
but I’m going to be at NSPA so I can’t go. Yeah. It’s the education part of 
activism like I was saying before that I tried to give back and nieces and 
nephews that are getting to the age of college, trying to work with them and 
finding where they are on their path and how can I best assist them in that way. 
Just trying to be there and be visual so that people know if they do need me, I 
can do that. But because I do live in New York, it’s difficult. But New York 
wise, my best friend and I are hosting a Black Panther red carpet event. So 
everyone can get really dressed up and all this other stuff. We sold out in four 
days, which is awesome. So we’re just celebrating blackness on this day of this 
marble god coming into the big screens. So we’re doing that, celebrating 
blackness and celebrating black people that are educated as well and the hard 
work that happens with that.  
 
Interviewer: It’s the 50th Anniversary of the Columbia Student Revolt of 
1968. What are your thoughts about student activism's continued influence on 
culture and politics? 
 
Charlen: [00:56:41] The student movement, I believe, are the start of all 
movements. Civil Rights and everything started with students and college 
students that wanted to change Black Lives Matter. Although the women were 
older, the protest and the people that formerly started Black Lives Matter but 
the protest and stuff at MissU and everything like that, those are all college 
students changing their surroundings. Not being okay with just the norm and 
wanting to be more and wanting better for themselves. So wanting that and 
fighting for that, it’s so important. I think for any change to really happen, I 
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think the students really do have to be on board because we as students can talk 
in many languages whether it be in academics or being taught in slang, to be 
able to bring people together. We have that ability. People tend to pay attention 
to what happens on college campuses more than what happens in just 
communities I feel. So they’re just so important and dyer and the backbone and 
foundation to any great movement.  
 
Interviewer: How would you characterize the impact of all the work 
you’ve done on your own life and your own thinking? 
 
Charlen: [00:58:24] Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed is my professional 
foundation I would say. It helped me to feel comfortable at TC even though it 
was a process to get there. It helped me to organize and just taught me about 
professionalism in general. It’s opened so many doors to other people, like, just 
getting to know President Fuhrman and when I say I do this to help people and 
they widen their eyes and get really excited and they want to talk to me. So I 
get to have more dialogue with individuals about what I’m passionate about. I 
wouldn’t be able to talk about my life, like, if I was to write a book on my life, 
I wouldn’t be able to talk about my life without this being a chapter. And I 
wouldn’t be able to talk about my time at TC without this being a giant part of 
it. So I love this. And I love Kat and Brian and everyone else involved and 
everybody who supports us and works with us to make this come true and that 
really believes that Black Lives do matter and that we belong in higher 
education and that it is the job of all of us to understand that and make sure that 
other people understand that. 
 
[End of recorded material, 00:59:59] 
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APPENDIX D: Charlen McNeil-Wade 2023 Follow-up Interview 

 
The following oral history interview is the result of one video recorded session of an interview with 
Charlene McNeil-Wade by Cynthia: on February 21, 2023 in New York City. This interview is part of the 
Black Lives Matter in Higher Education oral history project. Charlene McNeil-Wade has reviewed the 
transcript and has made minor corrections and emendations. The reader is asked to bear in mind that 
they/she/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the spoken word, rather than written prose. 
 

[Start of recorded material 00:00:00] 
 

Cynthia: [00:00:02] Great. Thank you so very much. And it is February 20, first, 
2023, And would you please state your name and affiliation. 
  
Cha: [00:00:14] Yeah. So I'm Charlen McNeil-Wade. I am currently at Salt 
Lake Community College, in Salt Lake City, Utah. 
  
Cynthia: [00:00:27] Fantastic. Thank you so very much for being part of this follow 
up interview for the project. And I'm just going to kick things off with the first question 
for our follow up interview. What were the consequences in your perspective of 
pushing Black Lives Matter in Higher Education as a broader movement outside of 
Teachers College to other higher education institutions in retrospect, such as the 
interactions that you participated with with the group at ASHE, distributing BLMHE 
swag, for instance. 
  
Cha: [00:01:02] Yeah. So I didn't get to present at ASHE with Kat and them 
when they went, but seeing, I have a lot of friends that work in higher ed in different 
capacities, and seeing everybody buy the swag from offline and walking into 
conferences or other places that ,and folks had the shirt on, like was this huge sense of 
pride for me. Just being really excited to see that, like, folks identified with what we 
were talking about. And while I don't, I'm not sure if any like smaller sectors started 
happening in different institution, it did start the conversation of like, what does it mean 
for black lives matter in higher education to be a conversation point, like, what are 
we… what are we actually talking about? How does black lives -- How does higher ed 
affect black faculty, staff and students in a way that we're still seeing different 
repercussions and consequences today.  
  
 [00:02:20] There's actually a GroupMe group chat that's like black, higher ed 
professionals from all over the country, and the profile picture is the picture of the, like 
the logo of the Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed, which is like something that we did 
on … kinda on the side to our studies, and to, you know, like I worked 2 jobs while I 
was at Columbia. And so this was like this other Brainchild project. But to see it on, 
like this national level, like it has been the photo since 2018 0r whenever we 20-- yeah, 
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2016 since we started it like. Soon as the shirts went out and the logo went out, this 
picture became that, and it's been that since, and it's like every time I see it. I'm like oh, 
that's us. I did that. I was a part of that.  
  
 [00:03:28] But I think also it gives folks the thing about like T-shirts, even the one 
like I'm wearing now it gives folks a way to start the conversation, and to, like when 
folks read it, or they ask questions or say, like I love your shirt, or whatever like it just 
opens that door a little bit to start talking about like, “Well, what do you mean by Black 
Lives Matter in higher education,” and it's like on the surface is like well, exactly what 
it says, but I think folks got to dive deeper, and speaking more about like, Well. Let's 
talk compensation. Let's talk mental health. Let's talk all these things for folks that are 
involved in higher ed and then attending conferences like NASPA or ACPA, and 
seeing folks still wearing the shirt, like years later, or folks that know that we were a 
part of it, or like help, started reaching out to be like, “Are there any new shirts?” Like, 
“Can I still order?” “I've seen somebody have this, and they said, there aren't any more, 
can I? Is this ever going to open again?” But admittedly, being like more disconnected 
from the Columbia community, I have no idea what's happening, like with the 
organization at all. I know that, like Brian Allen is, I think, still at Columbia getting 
his PhD and uh, I'm not sure where Kat is. But yeah, it's like being in Utah has me very 
disconnected, but still disconnected in like community-wise, not in doing the work-
wise. So 
  
Cynthia:  [00:05:19] And would you mind sharing where you're at in Utah, in your 
life, in your trajectory for those folks who might be curious. 
  
Cha: [00:05:28] Yeah, No problem. So I again work at Salt Lake Community 
College. I am the coordinator for justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion. Which means 
that I oversee several programs, one of which is like our equity and hiring program that 
is called Search Advocates. And what we do is that I train folks on advocacy and how 
to advocate in the hiring process, while also teaching equitable hiring tactics. Right 
and then, once they're trained, folks reach out to me and say, like, “Hey, I have this. 
I'm hiring for a Dean. I'm hiring for an advisor. I would like to have a search advocate 
on my search.” and then I place a search advocate on that search and help support all 
the hiring committees throughout the college on our 11 campuses. We hire a lot of 
people. I think there's about 4,000 people that work here, so I help with all of the hiring 
in that way. And then I do all of our JEDI training for the college.  
  
 [00:06:37] So microaggressions training, cultural belonging training, equity, and 
hiring training. We have, part of our strategic plan is to have more diverse faculty and 
staff. So any trainings, conversations, dialogues that need to happen in order to achieve 
that strategic goal, I do those conversations along with some other folks around the 
campus, but I'm the main point of contact for that. So I've been doing that for, like, 2 
years. Before that, I was working at the University of Utah in housing where I supervise 
students that did social justice work in our housing communities. So specifically, also 
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training more more around a student programming of like, what is a microaggression? 
Like, what does “black lives matter” mean? What is social change? What does all 
like… So I would teach my students, and then my students would teach their peers.  
  
Cha: [00:07:53] So that's what I've been up to. I also started a nonprofit that's 
called the Moore Foundation. And our website is “doingmooretogether.com,” but that's 
M-O-O-R-E. It was named after my grandmother, and it's a family ran nonprofit, my 
whole board of directors, are my mom, my aunt, my cousins. and really leaning into 
supporting formerly incarcerated students by giving scholarships and doing 
programming. We operate out of three States, New Jersey, Florida, Utah. So everything 
that we do in Utah we do in the other states, and I'm the founder and executive director 
of that. And I'm a PhD student as well, which oh, I don't even know how I'm finding 
the time. I'm. Not really. But anyway. So I’m a PhD student at the University of Utah 
in the Education Leadership and Policy program, and my research is formerly 
incarcerated students, and how we support them on our college campuses.  
  
 [00:09:06] Ideally, I would like to make a federal law that all community colleges 
throughout the country will have reintegration centers on their campuses, and creating 
a prison to school pipeline that once you get out, you are enrolled into, let's say, Salt 
Lake Community College, and you get the support like they help you find housing, 
like there's a hub where all of the different organizations that help this population will 
have a place to come to help with housing, help with food, help with daycare, help with 
therapy, all the things that you need to really re-adjust back into society, while also 
being able to pursue an education. And that's not just degrees, but also certificates and 
working with folks to like, maybe you can work at the college, because here, if you 
have a, if you work here, you go to school for free. So, helping with employment in 
that way, too, like we always have jobs open. So see, and how do we get folks in those 
positions? And then supporting them?  
  
 [00:10:27] So since we last met that's all that I've been doing. I got married. Which 
is cool. I met him out here in Utah. His name is [Jalifa?] and I simply adore him. My 
birthday was yesterday, and we went to Ruth Chris, and it's also All Star Weekend, 
2023 was in Salt Lake City. So I got to party all weekend. So I was just like out here 
trying to live, like, my best black life in the middle of Utah. Which is a hit a miss, like 
honestly, but after meeting my husband here, and like, really finding community and 
finding folks, I don’t… I know that I am where I'm supposed to be, which is super cool. 
  
Cynthia: [00:11:17] And you are amazing and unstoppable, and I would expect 
nothing less. Congratulations on all things, and happy belated birthday. 
 
Cha:  [00:11:30] Thank you! Yeah I’m tired. 
 
Cynthia:  [00:11:34] I would assume! You look as, like you look very fresh, though 
so wonderful, wonderful. So I'm gonna ask the next question: what are your thoughts 
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on anti-racism in 2016 to 2018 with the rise of the Black Lives Matter Movement, 
versus now with the racial uprising during the pandemic in 2020, the current attack on 
the teaching of Critical Race Theory, the death of Tyre Nicholls, The ban on AP 
African American Studies courses in Florida, for instance? It's oh, certainly an 
overwhelming list, but any thoughts or observations or reflections that you wanted to 
share. 
  
Cha: [00:12:20] Yeah. So I think what like has been so hard, right for me is 
that? And I know I talk about this, in the last time we interviewed was like, with my 
mom being a black panther growing up and her fighting so hard for justice that-- and 
getting as far as she could in the work that you know, before they were disbanded, and 
like infiltrated, and everything with the Black Panther party that, like I feel like I'm 
still find the same fight that she fought. And it's exhausting. And I felt that so much 
more during the 2020 protests, if you remember the guy that had the, it wasn't a bow 
and arrow, a crossbow. There was a guy that, in Salt Lake that had a crossbow that was 
like pointing it at protesters and stuff, and they end up like flipping his car, and like 
setting all this stuff on fire, I think.  
 
 [00:13:42] But it was so dangerous, like that day lives in my heart as one of the 
most terrifying days of my life. Like one, because, if like, if I can have a conversation 
with 2016 Cha, or even like 20-, when I start college. 2011, 2010, 2011 Cha when there 
was the occupy movement in New York. I wanted to go so bad, and my Mom just was 
like, Nope, like you need a job, and they're not going to hire people that went to the 
occupy movement. They're not gonna like, she went into mom mode. I need you to be 
safe instead of like advocate, like at activist mode, right? Like, and I couldn't 
understand it then. But I under, I understood it in 2020. Why she was so scared. Even 
though we've talked about her time protesting, and what she did. It's really different to 
relive it.  
 
 [00:15:05] So in 20- I think it was like at the end of May in 2020, when we, after 
the murder of George Floyd, and everybody was protesting across the country. They 
had set up a protest here in Salt Lake City. It was a lot of people there. It was like a 
good time. The beginning part was a good time, and the way that we like, we had a 
permit to walk around certain, like the library which is across from the police station, 
and some folks got frustrated understandably that, like, a protest, is not something that's 
supposed to be scheduled. A protest is something that's supposed to happen if we're 
following the law, is it actually a protest? Are we actually doing the work? If we're 
not-- If they gave us permission to occupy the space and not just occupying space, 
right. And because of that, folks, instead of staying on the library side, had crossed the 
street into the police department side. And it was cool for a while, the chanting and 
everything. And then folks started climbing on the awning, like it was like this metal 
awning, and folks started climbing on it and spray painting the windows and 
everything, and I started getting nervous because at the time I was working at the U. I 
was working with a lot of students. A lot of, a lot of students of color here in Utah don't 
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get the opportunity to protest or see protest, or because usually they're the only in their 
school. So it was really hard to… for them to fathom what this was about to be.  
 
Cha: [00:17:09] So I went through the crowd, finding my kiddos, and was like 
I need you as close to the street as possible. Just in case something pops off. I need you 
to be able to run, like I need you to be able to get out of here because we had seen what 
happened in places all over the country where, like this tear gas, the smoke, like people 
had milk handy. People had water handy, like there was these stations of other 
protesters that… I was like, Things can get really real in the blink of an eye. I need you 
by the exit. I'm not telling you to leave. I just need you by the exits. So, after seeing 
that folks left, the organizers of the protest completely left everybody and was like y'all 
are not where we told you all to be. We're not-- we're no longer responsible for 
whatever happens. And they left.  
 
 [00:18:21] So towards the end of that, like some folks ran up to me because I'm 
standing in the back, and I'm like scanning and-- shout out to my friend, Joshua 
Hutchinson, we work together at the University of Utah. He's still over there. He is my 
designated white boy, like he, he goes to every protest with me, meeting with me, using 
his whiteness and privilege, especially as a man, a tall white man from Texas. Being 
able to be like no, like, you're not going to talk to her that way, and where I, while I do 
demand respect in the instances where that's not happening, he always comes and steps 
up for me like, so I don't go to anything without him. So we're standing there in there 
like. “Are you all the organizers?” And we were like No. But what's up? And they're 
like, “They're putting on riot gear.” and I was like, what do you mean they're putting 
on riot gear. There was like, you can see, because, like the whole police, the whole 
building is glass. And, like none of the shades are pulled down. So you see folks 
gearing up so then I'm like, I look at him, and I was like we have to evacuate. That was 
the privilege of working at a school and working in housing where we had to get like 
FEMA trained. We had to get evacuation trained. We had to do this because we're 
managing students and buildings.  
 
 [00:19:55] So in that moment we went like straight into work mode, and I was like, 
okay. Josh, you take the left. These two folks take the middle. I'm gonna take the right, 
and we need to get everybody out of here like just tell them, “Get to the streets” like 
just get away from here. Tell them they're putting on riot gear, and we need to disperse 
right before things get too wild. And we do that. But my anxiety gets so bad that I had 
a sharp pain in my side that almost made me collapse. So I'm like sitting there, like 
bent over in pain, and like still trying to tell people that they gotta go, and Josh is like 
you stay here, breathe, calm down, imma handle the rest of it. So he handles of the rest 
of it, and in evacuating we give folks to the streets like news crews are there. We talk 
to some of the news crews a little bit, and then, the protests from downtown up to the 
state capital happens. And I get a call from-- well, I see a group of my students, and I 
just like break down crying because I'm like I want to tell you to go home. But I'm not 
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gonna do that, because I know what this means, and I know what-- what's happening 
here, and I just need you to be safe. Call me if you find yourself in any trouble. 
  
Cha:  [00:21:24] So I go get food, because I also realized I hadn't had food yet, 
and then I get a call from my students that there is police lining the whole way up to 
the capital. And they're like we're not in trouble. But like, can you come get us? And I 
was like, yeah, cause they’re, they marched up there. I was driving because they have 
like, a folks walking and folks in cars. So I'm in the car part. And I see that they got 
snatched out of the parking, so I don't know exactly what happened. But there was like 
three or four cops berating them and like, I had pulled over, and I was like, y'all get in 
the car. And they were like, Who are you? Like the cops were like yelling at me, and I 
was like totally ignoring them. I'm like, get in the car, like we're leaving, we gotta go, 
get in the car, and they’re like you can't do that.  
  
 [00:22:34] And I was like, actually based off like I'm a employee of the University 
of Utah. These are University of Utah students. I'm removing them from this space, 
right. Just like you're a state employee. I am also a state employee. I am moving them 
now. And like we get the like, I get them in the car, and we drive around, and they had, 
like, when you drive up there is like this big concrete wall that says like “Capital 
Building of Utah,” and they had defaced the whole thing and like, were defacing the 
capital building, and I was like this-- and this is still daytime, and I was like, this is 
about to go south so fast, like I can feel it. And that feeling came true, later. With so 
where my apartment was is on like, one of the main streets in Salt Lake, and it just 
happened to be where these folks had flipped a cop car and set the cop car on fire.  
 
 [00:23:43] So when the military came, they passed by my apartment. So, like 
everybody's on the-- in their balconies, or in the common area, like outside common 
area, just watching tanks drive down Salt Lake City, and I'm just like I don't know what 
to do! Like part of me is like I need to go down there, but I had already gotten sick. I 
was in pain earlier. Like I-- it was a self-preservation moment for me. And then I went 
into protection mode and like, have put out text messages to all my colleagues that 
have group chats with their students, and like as resident advisors. And then, like every 
resident advisor has group chats with the students that they oversee, and I was like I'm 
in this building it's called block 44, because and I was like i'm on-- I'm in this building 
on this floor. Here's my number. If you find yourself in trouble where you need to get 
off the street and need a place to go, come here and call me. I'm letting you in the 
building like, I'll let you in and come to the apartment. We have water. We have 
whatever, like, come up here.  
 
 [00:25:08] And it was about like ten, eleven students that, and like on the balcony, 
and we're watching like the dogs, get brought out, the military with guns and the cops 
with assault-- well, I guess it wasn't an assault rifle, it was the the gas canister ones, 
and the rubber bullet stuff, and I was like y'all need to get upstairs. I was like, I get it, 
I totally understand the want to be down there and to be a part of the action, and like 
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to protest and stuff -- your life matters. I need you in the house. So well, and I was also 
with a she's an assistant director who lived on like the very corner of the building, and 
we're on her balcony like just trying to point out students that we know, or if anybody, 
we seen anybody that needed help. And then we have folks that was right downstairs 
that can go and like, snatch somebody up if it was like, oh, like, maybe they fell, or 
maybe they're being harassed in some way. I got friends that had got hit with rubber 
bullets that night that got arrested that night. And we just like, because the other part 
of it is that, at the time we're emergency responders. So any, like the University 
President had put out like  not a “state of emergency,” but like a “university 
emergency,” and that oh, my lights just turned off weird. 
  
 [00:27:01] But because we have, because that happened, I was like now at work, 
like it went from me just experiencing this thing and trying to help, to me like actually 
being at work and having work responsibilities to protect students. And it was hard, it 
was so hard. And then so after that happened two days later the KKK did a protest in 
the same spaces, and other militia were down there in the same spaces, and it was just 
like what-- I was supposed to move on campus that day. Cause I was like we had 
brought out an apartment building, and our schools lease was up. So they were moving 
all the staff off campus that day, and I was like I can't leave like, I called my director, 
and I was like, the KKK is outside like a block away from my house, two blocks away 
from my house. In order for me to get up to the school, I have to pass them. I can't. I 
was like in like paralyzing fear like I can't. I can't do this thing. And University police 
actually had to come and escort me up to campus.  
  
 [00:28:26] And then, when we got up there it was kind of just like "What do I do 
now? What does this mean? What does this change? How do we…What does it mean 
with fear? Right? Because that was June. October, the Vice President’s debate was 
held at the University of Utah. And it was really hard, because we…after everything 
that's happened, if you look up anything bad that's happened at the University of Utah 
in the last-- since 2018, like we had, I think, a student was killed every year that I 
worked at the U. One was on campus-- two was on campus. One of them, I was like 
600 feet away teaching when that happened, and like when it's a lockdown, and all this 
other stuff. So there was already this fear of being on campus, and like that uneasiness 
that happens when you're in the space where a crime happens. And then we're trying 
to have conversations with folks of like, black folks don't feel safe because we had 
confirmed that twenty-one, at least twenty-one militia plan to be on campus during the 
Vice Presidential debate. 
  
Cha:   [00:29:56] Utah is an open carry state. Our campus is a concealed carry 
campus. So it was like. Are we in danger? And no one can definitively say yes or no. 
So we went from that to, okay, we need to get off campus for the debate. So a group 
of folks of color actually got an airbnb four or five towns over. And we stayed there 
because they were like, “Oh, well, cops are gonna be on campus.” I was like cops are 
the problem. Like I can't, I can't be there because I don't know… I don't know if they're 
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a good cop, and because I don't know that they're a good cop, or that they're not gonna 
take this opportunity. Or maybe they're a part of the militia, and they just happen to 
have to work today like, I can't guarantee my safety. I cannot be here. I also can't 
guarantee my students safety. So we all chipped in and got another airbnb for students. 
It was like, Hey. This is not us as your supervisors or people that work at the college. 
This is people that are worried about you, and where you're located, whatever happens 
to y’all, like, whatever, whatever y'all end up doing in this Airbnb is not our 
responsibility, like the legal part of it, of like we're putting a bunch of twenty-
something year olds, eighteen year olds in a house for a couple of days. There's a bunch 
of different things that can transpire, but it was like I need you to be on your best 
behavior. I need you to understand, like, why we're doing this. 
  
  [00:31:45] And like you could take it or not like we had. We had got the house. 
But we had enough time to cancel it. And if all the students were like no, I'm not going 
to do it, but a couple of students did, and they were saying like, yeah, this will make 
me feel safer during this time. But just the institution and the state's response too, like, 
they didn't understand our fear. And like bringing it back to the Black Lives Matter in 
higher ed section is that our students that live on campus, our staff that lives on campus, 
when acts of injustice happen, or when acts of blatant racism happen, and we react and 
are emotional and fear, and sometimes, trying to be the strong one, be the superhero in 
the moment ways, they don't understand the intense strain that that puts on everybody 
because I had to go to work the next day. Even when we were at the Airbnb I still had 
to work. I got to work remotely, because Covid, they like we were in that remote phase. 
We were able to do those things right, but I still had to go to work. And if I took off it 
was either vacation or sick time, and it wasn't until like, when the protests happened.  
 
 [00:33:34] I had like screamed at everybody and was like, folks were, because 
folks were saying, my former supervisor actually specifically, was like the reason why 
I don't always speak up for injustice in meetings is because I feel like I'm going to get 
fired. And I was like, never in the history of ever has a white woman been fired for 
speaking her mind in any way. Like it just doesn't happen to you that way. And so if 
you see injustice happening and you let it slide, and you're supervising the black 
woman that will be affected by it, why wouldn't you speak up? And then I was like 
y'all lied your interviews right? Like the folks that were hired after I was hired. I was 
like you’re all lying in your interviews. You said that this is what you would do in these 
situations. You said this is what the reason why you were hired was partially because 
of your views on social justice and standing up for it. And yet now you're telling me 
you're worried about your job. I'm worried about my life, like your husband makes 
enough money for you to never have to work again. You work for fun. What are you 
worried about being fired for? It was those kind of things, and I was like the whole F-
ing world’s on fire, and if you don't want to burn with this bitch you better get your 
shit together. And then I immediately called my mom. When I was like i'm probably 
getting fired. 
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Cha:   [00:35:06] I didn’t, thank goodness, I ended up leaving that January to the 
position I'm in now, but it was super hard. It was super hard. And I think that also tying 
it back to the Black Lives Matter in higher ed. When I joined the program I was fresh 
out of undergrad, and I think I didn't have, I didn't fully grasp at the time the severity 
of what's happening in higher ed to folks of color and like indigenous folks, and 
everything like that, like I didn't understand it until joining the program. And then 
working with Noah and Brian and Kat, who were able to like, really take me under 
their wing and give me that level of education, and while I appreciated it while I was 
at school, I was able to put those things into practice at work. And I think that there's 
some level of it that I felt kind of spoiled at Columbia, with, we had it, or even though 
we had a predominantly white faculty, we were able to have conversations and 
challenge things in class and, like, I felt like they were very social justice focused.  
 
 [00:36:38] And yeah, everybody can use work, and everybody needs to keep 
learning and teaching and stuff. But I don't think I realized how hard it is until, like, I 
started working full time. And I'm just like, from hiring to office space to like what 
groups have different types of programming, how much money affinity groups get 
versus other affinity groups is all race based. It's like, I don't think it's intentional. I 
think it was made intentionally, but I don't think that it's practiced intentionally, like I 
think people are just trying to follow the rules. But the rules were made in this biased 
way, and so we just run into all these different issues and then looking and talking 
about the ban on AP African American studies. There is actually a bill in Utah right 
now, I don't know where it is. I'm gonna try to find it really, really, really, quickly. But 
anti- come on, laptop. There is a bill. So the University-- not the University. Utah's 
legislative period is only four or five weeks. 
  
 [00:38:20] Right, it's one, it’s one of the shortest in the country. And there was a 
bill that went up last week to the legislation that was saying, like you cannot use. you 
cannot use, you know, like if you're applying for a job, and they might say, like, what's 
your diversity statement? Or can you answer these interview questions on diversity? 
Where, if it's passed, we would not be allowed to ask any of those questions. Nor can 
you actually consult. Nor could you actually consult with anybody talking about, like 
in a justice, equity, diversity way. Like you wouldn't be able to get paid to do that. 
Talking about JEDI work will be banned… would be banned from all state-ran things 
like you cannot talk about, JEDI work at all. It's not like, not in interviews, you can't 
use it for tenure, you can't use it for promotions, you can't use it for anything. And I'm 
like, okay. My job literally, says “JEDI” in it like. What does that mean, like? How do 
you hire somebody for this position then? If you don't talk about those things does the 
job just disappear? We do an anti-racist workshop that was made for white people to 
attend, and we were told that we had to change the name and all other stuff because it 
made people feel uncomfortable. 
  
 [00:40:30] You know, so like it's so… weird just going like, I'm in a policy class. 
Which is why I know about the bill that way. Oh, I think it was sent to me too-- which 



   

 267  

is why I know about the bill that way. But it was just like this. How do we? How do 
we? What do we do? Right, like it's… how. I don't even know where we're-- where to 
go from here. It feels kind of… slightly helpless from time to time. Not enough to quit. 
But enough to be stressed and questioned. Let me see, it’s HB0451 Utah. 
  
Cynthia: [00:41:34] But this is all astounding. Cha what you're telling me, and I 
think that in the northeast of the country, specifically, a lot of folks who work in this 
type of work within higher education institutions do get a lot of support. And it's 
astounding to me, what you've had to encounter and face in a state that is openly hostile 
from what you're telling me. How are you balancing that along with the work that 
you're doing for your community and for your students and the work that you're trying 
to devote your professional calling to? How do you balance that all out? 
  
Cha:   [00:42:14] Yeah. I'm still working on that. I think that… that's for sure 
where my husband and family and support system comes in. I don't think that I would 
be able to make it without them in that way. That, like, you know, when I get too 
stressed, He picks up on the the signs really early, which is great. And like I also live 
with anxiety, depression, and PTSD even before all this stuff, right and also suicidal 
ideations. So that, like this is stuff that I've been living with my whole life that, like I 
was used to holding in and holding on my own and like I'm, just gonna be Superwoman. 
And then being able to have an amazing support system that is like you don't have to 
be Superwoman-- like so being Superwoman is not a necessity. You need to take care 
of yourself, and and then therapy and stuff, that helps, pushes me to me. What did? 
What does it look like to take care of myself? What are the things that I can do that 
cost money and don't cost money to make sure my balancing, how do I say, No? How 
do I step back? How do I? Managing emotions, which is difficult, right like. I mean it's 
difficult for anybody, but I think that it has been interesting. It has been interesting, 
being in Utah. Where there's so many people here that are from other states. 
  
Cha:  [00:44:37] Like it's almost rare to find somebody that actually is from 
Utah. It is funny like, because there's like this influx of folks. But at the same time 
there's this level of hesitation to really get involved, because it's like, I'm not going to 
stay here. But as somebody that's kinda like. All right. I am going to plant my feet in 
here like. What does it mean to buy a home here and like, invest into being a part of 
not just black Utah, but Utah as a whole. It really took some soul searching. My 
husband's Senegalese. Which, like many forms of the African diaspora doesn't really 
do therapy things or understand mental health. So when we started dating I like, gave 
him a lot of resources, and I was like, hey, this is what anxiety is. This is what 
depression is. This is what this feels like. This is-- here's my triggers that I recognize. 
Before we got married, and he talked to my mom, and my mom was telling like these 
are the triggers that I recognize when, like when Cha’s overwhelmed and stuff like 
that. Here's the healing parts of that. And then I have this amazing group of women 
that are all also planting their feet into Utah, and into staying in Utah that it's like. 
“Hey, girl, Can I tell you the mess that I went through today.” and, like “I don't know 
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how to solve this.” So like we're able to hang out on a social part. We all work in higher 
ed. So then we're able to navigate higher ed in that way and support each other in that 
way. Stand up for each other and everything like that, too. 
  
  [00:46:38] I'm blessed to have that balance that I know most people that do this 
fight do not have. So I'm…yeah, and like it's so weird. Utah is this bubble that like 
recently burst, and it's just trying to figure out where everything is landing. Like we 
had All Star Weekend here this past weekend, we're advocating-- not advocating, 
bidding for the 2030 Winter Olympics to be here. And what does it mean to have people 
from all over the world in Utah? A state that's ran by the Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints. I say LDS so much, like 
Mormons and stuff… it's ran by the church. Like even the streets. Girl, all the streets 
are numbered, based on how far it is from the church. The church is 0. Then there's 
100 south, 200 south, all the way to like 90-- 91,000-- 9100 So that's ninety-one 100 
blocks away from the church. Like that's how built into the culture this is. Students 
don't learn about sex-ed, don't learn about other cultures, unless if you're in school. 
Unless you're going on a mission, and then you don't really learn about the culture, you 
learned about how to influence the culture into joining LDS. 
  
 [00:48:36] Most of the students that do attend college are not traditionally aged 
students because they're not seventeen and eighteen. They're twenty, like our first year 
students are like nineteen, twenty, because you do two years of mission right after 
school, right after high school. So you go away for two years, then you come back and 
go to college. And so it’s those things, too like. It's built into our liquor laws. You can't 
have more than an ounce of alcohol in front of you at once. So if I want a shot of 
tequila, they don't do doubles, which sucks. But if I want to have a shot of tequila in a 
Margarita, I can't do that, because technically that’s two ounces of alcohol, of the same 
alcohol in front of me. But I can do a shot of tequila, and a whiskey sour. That's fine, 
but I just can't do two at once. It's a mess, so like those social constructs then affect 
how we operate in our colleges, because especially state ran ones right. We have to 
listen to in some capacity. If the Government says like, hey, we don't want you to teach 
this, or hey? I don't, these kind of trainings aren't allowed to happen. I don't know if 
you know Dr. Larry Parker. He does critical race theory work. And I took his critical 
race theory class last year, and in the syllabus it said Due to all the anti-CRT stuff that's 
going on, We might get flooded with cameras. 
  
  [00:50:26] People might come and protest the class. We're not allowed to ask them 
to leave or anything like that, because this is a public institution, and technically they 
have the right to be on the campus. But if that makes you feel uncomfortable, and you 
want to drop the class or anything like that feel free. He'll do his best to protect our 
learning, but he was just like, “Hey, if this happens, I do not have any power to do 
anything about it, unless they start to physically threaten our lives. But if they just come 
and like, occupy the classroom while I'm trying to teach. they're allowed to do that. 
And I was like, “What? Excuse me?” so it's like. It's really not that this kind of stuff 
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doesn't happen in Jersey or California, New York, Florida, places that have more 
diversity. But to be in a place where black folks are like 1.8%. And then this happens. 
And then it's just like…kay! Yeah! 

 
Cynthia: [00:51:41] I mean, rather than asking you about what your thoughts are. I 
mean you're living, you're obviously in the midst of it. And I appreciate you sharing 
and being so candid and sharing what you're going through. And I'm relieved to some 
extent that you're still able to take that gift that you have for creating pockets of 
community wherever you go to, to somehow sustain you during these really difficult 
moments that you just described. Thank goodness. Without that, without those peer 
networks, where would you see yourself? How would you see yourself sustaining a 
situation like this? Day in a day out with the type of work that you're doing at a state 
institution. 
  
Cha:   [00:52:26] Yeah, I don't think I would be able to. I think I would be left. 
Like my friends back home tell me to come home every time they hear something that 
every time I tell them, or they hear something that happens. Especially when we had 
this shooting on campus because it. And it was a domestic dispute and-- 
  
Cynthia: [00:52:54] And I mean it's not just Utah right? I mean what happened last 
week at Michigan State and like there are all these other places in the country that have 
all these volatile incidents.  
  
Cha:   [00:53:11] It hits so…so pre- that happening, growing up in Hoboken 
projects, and like people, get killed like I-- you hear gunshots like in Hoboken, not as 
often as maybe in some other places. But it happens, and there is almost this level of I 
expect to always be on my guard that this place might be 80% safe. But there's still that 
20%. But when you go to college, and I think for me personally, the amount of money 
and time that I've put into my education, it’s 2023, I've been on a college campus since 
Fall 2010 like I've been in school or working on a school ever since then. What's that? 
Thirteen years? That's a long time. 
  
 [00:54:11] Right? Of feeling like campus is a safe place like I'm safe on campus. 
I'm not back in the hood. I'm not in these places where I can expect these things to 
happen. And to be at work, and then, like hearing gunshots, having students like panic 
attacking, like all the things that happen, and not being able to break down yourself 
because you're at work right, like it's my duty to take care of these students. I need to 
do what I need to do to take care of these students, and that is it. And then, having folks 
call and be like, “Hey? This happened in Utah,” but I can't answer my phone because 
we're on lockdown, again, taking care of people, funneling students into different 
classrooms or closets and everything, and like getting everybody safe before you can 
make sure yourself is safe. And then at the time had a student, which, this particular 
person is a whole different entity of conversation. But he was in… he was in the 
building next to where the shooting happened, so it was like three buildings, I was in 
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one, he was in another one, but he was, he's a student that was stuck in this place. And 
he had messaged another student that he was there, stuck, and didn't know what to do. 
So I'm like on the phone with him, coaching him through like, go like, the bathroom 
that he was in doesn't have a lock, like a real lock on it, and doesn't have anything, 
because it was just like the door. and there is nothing to like, to barricade anything with 
really that wouldn't take so much time that, like, cause we didn't know what was 
happening. We didn't know that it was a domestic case until later. It was just. There's 
an active shooter on campus, and we're 600 feet away from this happening, like my car 
was supposed to be in the parking lot of where that happened at. And I just happened 
to move my car before the meeting. So being in that, being there, like every college 
campus doesn't feel safe now. And it's like, it’s not that something happened on that 
particular campus.   
 
  [00:56:45] But even where my office is now, I'm at the end of a hallway and there's 
only one door, like to get out. If, like an active shooter thing came into the space where 
I work, I would be stuck right, like it's more of the hide and fight, for there's no running 
in there because there's no we would have to pass by that to get out. So and then being 
in the state again with open carry. So you're at grocery stores. You see folks with guns 
on their holster, on their leg, and you just have to hope that they're not racist. Right like 
you just have to hope that they're not going to harm you in that this is just their 
protection thing. 
  
Cha:   [00:57:38] But you also don't want to get desensitized to seeing it. Yeah, 
it's like this constant state of feeling uneasy and like, yeah, maybe I would feel better 
in a different place. But at the same time, one of the reasons why I came to Utah was, 
I was like, if there's a student that looks like me that needs support. I'll go where I'm 
needed, and so that's how I like for me. How I wound up here in the first place, and it's 
like I still feel that if every person of color left that had the ability to leave, left, that 
will leave all the students that don't have the ability. We have a really high population 
of transracial adoption here, so we have, especially from Africa or South American 
countries. So there's a lot of kids of color that are growing up with white parents that 
don't know how to do their hair, that don't know how to teach them about their culture 
and the black and other communities of color take it upon ourselves to invest in those 
kids.. 
  
 [00:58:49] There's like whole nonprofits that's like. Here's how you do your kids' 
hair, in general, but more specifically for white parents with children of color. So like 
going back to what I was saying before I was like, all this is like so built into the culture 
here that like, going to places, like when I go to Florida to go see my mom, it's is funny, 
because, like I'm used to being like “oh, I'm the Black girl standing in this place,” 
because then it's like. Oh, yes, Black person. Because there's not many of us, but in 
Florida. If I'm trying to describe where I'm at like, I actually have to look around and 
be like. This is because I'm not the only black person anymore. I'm seeing a bunch of 
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people of color. I don't stand out anymore. Which is fine, because sometimes you need 
that break. But yeah, it's just like this.  
 
 [00:59:53] It makes you think about raising kids here. I don't know if you're 
familiar, but there was a twelve year old I think she was. She was between nine and 
twelve, that committed suicide last year, because she was being bullied by her 
classmates and teacher for having autism and being black. To the point where, like the 
Department of Justice, did a-- or is in the process of doing an investigation into the 
schools in Utah, what’s happening. My niece, she is seven, and last year-- well, she 
just turned eight. But she, last year, when she was in first grade, a student said to her 
“I want to kill you because you're black.” Another 7 year old. And when it was 
addressed, his parents was like, oh, well, he watched some movie over the weekend. 
We're really sorry. Over Thanksgiving Break. We're really sorry, he has autism, he like 
just got fixated on this thing.   
 
  [01:01:03] What movie were you watching? That that was the message that your 
7 year old got out of it? Right. But those questions were never answered. Her mother 
moved her to a new school, and similar things are happening. She's like, I don't, like I 
said my husband's family is Senegalese, she's like, I almost want to send her back to 
Senegal to go to school, so I know that she'll be safe and okay because it's not, 
everywhere she goes, she is like the only in her class. And without the ability to teach 
about race to teach about just different cultures! Italian culture, Greek culture, like any 
other culture with, with not being able to do that. But seeing on media how folks talk 
about Black folks specifically, or African folks specifically, like our kids are suffering. 
And, like the suicide rate in Black children, is rising every day from the amount of 
bullying that ha-- like that's across the country, from bullying and racial instances that 
families don't want to have a conversation about race because they're too young. But 
we have to have the conversation about race at such a young age because of the actions 
of others. 
  
Cha:   [01:02:38] Right? I need you to be protected. I need you to know what 
happened. My other niece in Florida plays basketball. She's in high school. This girl 
that was on defense was making monkey noises in her ear. Right? And did it twice. 
And then the third time she did it, my niece, like wild out on her, and my niece got in 
trouble because they didn't understand what had happened. They just thought that she 
was being a sore loser because they lost the game. The coach berated my niece about 
being a sore loser, and making her an example, using her as an example of what not to 
do until my mom and my aunt went into the school and was like you didn't even ask 
her what happened. You just assumed it was like she was a she experienced like, a hate 
a hate crime. It was harassment. And they were like “Oh, we didn't know we're so sorry 
we'll make you so that that student never plays basketball here, like they'll never be on 
the court at the same time,” and she was like, yeah, all right, fine.  
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 [01:03:50] But you, as the adult in the space that's supposed to be the person that 
keeps her safe, you didn't. You didn't have that conversation. So, knowing all of this, 
and as a person that doesn't have kids, how do you willingly bring a child into-- a black 
child into the world right now? And then, mortality rate of Black women, mortality 
rate of black babies. Like not being listened to in medicine and everything. And you're 
just like, and part of me is like it's my duty to continue the black population, but at the 
same time as like, at what cost if I'm gonna just create traumatized black people 
because of the racism that I can't control. That, I can give folks the tools to but that 
doesn't mean that they'll have the ability to use them when needed or… I heard about 
another story recently a guy got called the n-word, and sorry-- 
  
 [01:05:09] He got called the n-word and beat up the guy that called him the n-word 
and then he had to do two years in prison. Even though the person that said it was at a 
bar drunk, underaged. And the mother had the chance to drop charges. And said that 
not only does she not want to drop charges, she wants the guy to be charged to the, like 
the max that he can be charged. So he did two years in prison, and then has another 
two to three years of probation. And it's like he was discriminated against and went to 
jail for it. How do you, like knowing that information, being a part of that process and 
needing to follow the law, the rules, whatever. How do you do that, right? How do you 
do that without fighting against everything else? Without possibly losing your job 
without losing your sanity, right that you have to be like a cog in this machine. So one 
of the things that I try to pride myself on here is just like what are the things that I can 
do to fight against the system in which I operate? Knowing that the system was never 
built for me, anyone that looks like me, not even females. Right? 
  
Cha:   [01:06:49] How do we continue the fight? What does support look like? 
What does self care look like? I sat on a panel recently that was like, how do you heal 
from racism? And everybody was like “You can't heal from something that's currently 
happening to you.” Like, our racism is built into the fabric of America. With every 
brick, every caulking and stuff like, racism is ingrained in this. And the system is not 
built for it to be destroyed like there was no self-destruct button for the system. And 
because of that, folks that are-- that consider themselves activists, freedom fighters, 
revolutionaries, have to choose, in what way they are going to do in his fight. Once 
you, not like-- even though, like my shirt says, like “woke” on it. I don't use the word 
normally, but once you come to the realization of what's going on around you, and you 
can-- and there's that point that you can't unsee it. What does it mean to operate in the 
things that you control to dismantle racism and to decolonize your thought process and 
the processes that you enact, right? And there's some folks, and I think I talked about 
this in the first video that, there's some folks that’s boots on the ground, like they're 
gonna be at protests. They're going to do those things. 
  
 [01:08:37] They're gonna be geared up and out there and making their voices 
heard. But at the same time we need the lawyers that gets them out of prison, right? 
We need the educators that goes against the grain to push for policy and change within 
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institutions, whether it's K through 12 or higher ed. We need the politicians that believe 
in these causes, and that will continue to fight for those bills and stuff like that to get 
past or block the ones that will be more harmful, like in every space where racism lives. 
We need activists and freedom fighters to be there too, right? And if everybody can 
dismantle a brick, right, just one thing, whatever your one thing is. And you dismantle 
that there the whole thing will crumble, right? And it might not like a brick might not 
feel like a lot. But if everybody has a brick like, if you just like, think about all the 
students that are in the HPSE at TC. Right? Like the current students now. If everybody 
has a brick and they remove one, the foundation is no longer there, the pillars can no 
longer uphold those things. So I encourage the folks that I train here, and the 
conversations I have with students and others that like, What’s your brick? 
  
Cha:   [01:10:23] What like, what's your thing? Is it libraries, right, making 
libraries more accessible by helping with transit and going out and helping people sign 
up for library cards to get access to knowledge, right, like whatever it is. And you find 
out, all right. So this is how this is injust for folks of color. This is not accessible for 
folks that live with disabilities. This is how this can be decolonized in this way. I talk 
about like “professionalism” all the time. Professionalism is building whiteness and a 
patriarchy. I don’t care, I am not white, nor am I male, so I can’t, I don't give a fuck 
like I just don't. I just don't at all. And like those are-- in those ways, it makes me more 
relatable for students. It may, like people feel more comfortable, being able to say what 
they have issues with. I get to be a voice for a lot of people, because the hierarchy 
doesn't allow for the folks at the bottom to speak up, but because I don't care about the 
hierarchy, I'm talking to the President. Like, “Hey, this happened. I feel uncomfortable 
about this. This is something that I think you should talk about in Cabinet or at Vice 
Presidents,” or whatever, where and I'm blessed to have a supervisor that supports that 
kind of conversation, and backs me up in those kinds of conversations. Because again, 
a lot of people don't get that. But I think that I was put in Utah in the places that I'm in. 
Whether you say God, the universe, whatever your respective deity is. 
  
  [01:12:14] I think I was placed here to be that voice. And to be that support and to 
be that push. There's so many students that-- especially when I was working at the U 
and working with students most of the time that are like, yeah, I wouldn't have been 
able to do what I did if it wasn't for you, teaching me how to do that. One of my favorite 
students, she-- her sophomore year, which was my first year that I met her like straight 
up, tried to drop out of school because of the depression she was feeling with all the 
racism and stuff, and I was able to help her get her outlets, helped her get back on track 
with passing her classes. Even to the point of like, you're gonna come into my office 
and you're gonna do homework. I'm not doing this with you like I didn't ask you, this 
is happening, and now she works for ABC. In New York right like she graduated. She's 
in her dream job. She's doing those things, and it's like those moments are the moments 
that I'm like. This is why I'm here, this like yes, all this other stuff sucks. It really does. 
But the moment that I get to see somebody, like a light bulb in somebody's head where 
they get to change their mind where they get to think outside of the box that they were 
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raised in. When folks, when I help folks push past their doubts or push past the 
heaviness of racism, of not wanting to progress, then it's like, alright. I could do another 
year. Fine! I'll stay on another year, and then I like, I-- that's literally what happened. 
And then, two months later, I met my husband, and I was like alright. 
  
Cynthia: [01:14:09] Well, Utah is blessed to have you, Cha, honestly! And I think 
that throughout that comment as you were, you are sort of also addressing some of the 
needs of the third question which you are like what messages would you share with 
other aspiring students who wish to create spaces of knowledge, creation, or belonging 
for people of color and communities within predominantly white institutions, nut were 
there any additional messages you wanted to add to that? Because I feel like you 
covered it, but in case I didn't want to make you feel like you're being cut off in any 
way. But it’s all so much, so much wisdom. Thank you. 
  
Cha:  [01:14:49] I think that what I would suggest for folks is to learn a lot about 
psychological safety and the need for psychological safety before you try to create any 
spaces and also, and that's for yourself and for others, but being honest with yourself 
of what you're trying to create right? And being willing to listen to hard-- to people's 
hard truths. It's really hard for me now, like I don't get me wrong, like racism sucks, 
and there, but there's some level of racism. Well all racism is taught. Racism is not 
genetic right? So recognizing that folks that some of the issues that people have with 
racism, we're talking about racism. Especially white people, is that they have to admit 
that their family did bad things or have said bad things. But that's the same family that 
put them through school that brought their first car that has been nothing but loving 
and encouraging to them. So there's this duality of a person that they have done horrible 
things to others, but they have done a lot of positive things for me. So is mom, grandpa, 
sister whatever actually a bad person, if all races are monsters right? So if the way that 
the media portrays it in this white and black thing, it's very gray of like, I need you to 
understand that good people can do bad things. somebody that's a good person, for you 
could have done bad things to others.   
 
 [01:16:47] And how do you have that conversation in a safe and secure way so that 
people don't shut down and get defensive. Because then it's like, well, I don't want to 
talk about this. I don't want to listen to this, because if I listen to it, and I know that it's 
right, I can never look at my family the same again. I can like, thinking of the amount 
of millennials and Gen Zs that, like don't want to go home for Christmas or the holidays 
and everything because they know that they're gonna run into these situations with 
these folks, and you know, protect your peace and everything. But if you're going to 
be a person that creates spaces for hard dialogue. You have to be ready for the hard 
dialogue and help folks navigate through the process of understanding. 
  
 [01:17:40] I have one person, we were getting new name badges, and they said, 
“Oh, you can put your pronouns on a name badge.” He was like, I don't understand 
why I need to do that. And I was like, tell me more. He was like well, because, like I'm 
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a male, and I just like a male, and I'm clearly a male. So why do I have to tell you that 
I'm this thing? And I was-- this was like right when we started having stuff in person 
again. And I was like, do you have Covid? He’s like no. I was like, Why do you wear 
a mask then? If you don't have Covid, why are you wearing a mask? And he was like 
well, I wear it, not so much to like to protect himself, because we all have to get tested 
on a regular basis. So most of us know that almost everybody in the room nine times 
out of ten, that it doesn't have Covid and he was like, but I wear-- I put a mask on when 
folks come into my office, because I want to make them feel safe. I was like well, 
pronouns is the mask. You might not need it. But seeing it or having it, makes other 
people feel like they can talk to you more. And he was just like, I never considered it 
like that. I never thought about that, and he was like, I think I need to do more looking 
at it because I-- he did it because of the conversations about it and that level of 
hesitation. So we partner with, one of the programs that I run in the fall, is that we 
partner with the YWCA and do their 21 Day Racial Equity Challenge. And in that, 
every day you get an email and that's something that's like five minutes, ten minutes, 
thirty minutes, and you can choose which thing is like all like the week's topic is “Race 
in media.” and you can say, Well, I have five minutes today. I might have thirty minutes 
tomorrow, but it's to get into the habit of doing some research and listening to 
something. And then, at the end of the week I host facilitation sessions, and I had one 
history teacher that was like, I didn't realize that the disservice I was doing by 
intentionally, not teaching about race and racism in my class because I was 
uncomfortable with having the conversation, because I wasn't sure what other people 
was gonna say. But I didn't realize the disservice I was doing by not doing the research 
and knowledge and work myself. So that I did feel comfortable. I thought I could just 
ignore it. I didn't realize that this is how people feel or what have you? And I think I-- 
by that point she was a teacher for like twelve, fourteen years and she was just like “I 
feel terrible.” 
  
Cha:   [01:20:50] And I was like, fine. What are you gonna do next semester, 
though? Now that you know this right now that we're here, I cannot fault you for things 
that you did or didn't do when you didn't have the knowledge. Now that you do have 
the knowledge. What are you doing next semester? What are you doing at your next 
meeting? What are you doing in your next programming thing? Like alright. Fine, You 
didn't know, or you didn't care to know. But if you do now, how are you changing that? 
  
 [01:21:25] I try not to focus in my trainings on so much of the past issues unless 
somebody's like, verbally “I want to work through this” because it's like I can't change 
any of that. But if you are now like “Oh, I see the error of my ways.” But you kept-- 
but you keep doing it? It's like, okay, so now you're a problem. Now you don't like, 
now you're intentionally disregarding the set that you have already learned about and 
learned how harmful it is now you're intentionally creating harm, because you might 
be uncomfortable. But so like just with psychological safety, and having that-- creating 
a space to say like “I was wrong.” “I didn't know.” Or asking questions that people feel 
like, “Well, I don't want to get canceled, so I don't want to lose my job.” “I don't want 
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to fight with anybody,” so i'm not gonna have these conversations at all creating those 
spaces to be like as long as we're respectful, one of the rules that I have is like, don't 
attack the person. Listen to the statement, like we're not going after each other. I want 
you to listen to the statement and challenge the statement. Don't like, knock the person 
directly, so that it allows for folks to not feel attacked in spaces. It allows for folks to 
feel like I want to come back and keep learning. I feel safe in this room. 
  
  [01:23:12] And then always give folks the ability to be like, look if we're on Zoom 
and you need a moment, turn your camera off. If we're in person, and you need to, it's 
getting too heavy, take care of yourself right? If you're halfway through this, and you're 
like, “My anxiety is too high. I can't do this.” Shoot me an email, and we'll have a 
conversation one on one like just trying to make myself available. And so I think, for 
those that are looking to do this type of work and engage in and save dialogue that is 
still challenging is not hand holding right? 
  
 [01:23:50] It's the, “So, tell me why you think that” and making people go all the 
way down to the very core of the idea and be like oh, that doesn't make as much sense, 
for this is not as relevant as I thought it was before, or I can now see how this can make 
people feel uncomfortable like, helping people work through, if you're going to do that 
work you have to be ready to hear the good, the bad, the ugly of it all, and you have to 
be able to not react. You had to like, what is the self-care for right afterwards of like, 
there's times afterwards like I've just cried and been like, I need to get out these 
emotions, because also as an empathetic person, I'm feeling the fear that folks are 
feeling whether it's on Zoom or in person. I'm feeling the stress that folks are feeling. 
So how do you relax again? Blessed to have an amazing supervisor! It'd be like I'm not 
home like I'm done for the rest of the day. This was a lot, I'm out, like my brain will 
not allow me to do any more work, so. Just being able to have that access. Think about 
how these things affect you. What are the emotional regulation things that you can do 
beforehand and afterwards? Who's your support system? What are the policies and 
stuff like that in your organization, that, if it is about taking off work, if it is about 
taking a longer lunch, like you know, depending on where you are. So yeah. 
  
Cynthia:  [01:25:42] Thank you so much for that. And I want to be sensitive to the 
time because we're going a little over. Would it be all right with you if we could like 
go over the last 2 questions, or would you like us to pause now….Okay, No worries in 
the least. What parts of BLMHE were you able to take with you once you left teacher’s 
college to other institutions and locations, and how has it aligned or inspired you with 
your current work, and I feel like you've alluded to a lot of this throughout the 
conversation. But if there was anything you wanted to highlight. 
  
Cha:  [01:26:18] Yeah, I think, watching the leadership of Kat and Brian, and 
the way that they push for things the way that they challenged authority. Especially at 
an Ivy League Institution, where it's like, I walked into it feeling like a lot of imposter 
syndrome, and feeling like I couldn't challenge things because it almost wasn't my 
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place to, I felt like it wasn't my place to be there. Like I'm not even supposed to be 
here, let alone causing trouble like keep your head down kind of do stuff, but they 
really inspired me to speak out more in the world of education and challenge things 
more. 
 
 [01:28:00] After our first year we had Dr. Ray and Charles H. Something, the third. 
I can't remember his last name, but I talked to them on Twitter all the time, though, 
like and we, like I was-- there was connections that were made through the speakers 
actually, we teach here Dr. Sue's microaggressions work. And he was our second 
presenter with the Black Psychologist Club and stuff like that, and like. He presented 
all these microaggressions. And I remember sitting in this meeting at work and they're 
like we're going to use Dr. Sue's microagressions. That sounds so familiar. Why does 
that name sounds so familiar? But then I like, brushed it off, and then we like pulled 
them up, and I was like. Oh, yes! He works at Columbia, and they're like, yeah. And 
then, like I clicked. It was like Cha, you went to Columbia like, you know him? and I 
was like I do. I was like, I doubt that he like, remembers me. But I was like, yeah, like 
I thought that he like formally remembers me because I, in the moment didn’t 
remember him, and he has billions of students. So like those kind of things, Like I, I 
see the bits and pieces of like HPSE as a whole. But specifically the Black Lives Matter 
in higher education part sprinkled throughout my career like just randomly. So that's 
always fun. 
  
Cynthia: [01:29:11] Awesome, and it is a small world. What made Black Lives 
Matter in higher education, unique to you? 
  
Cha:  [01:29:20] Yeah, I think that it was. It just wasn't a conversation before we 
were making it a conversation. I think it was like higher ed as a whole was focused on 
students going through college, and this thing that students suffer through college and 
I think that it wasn't until, like, the t-shirts were made, and the conversation in the 
programs that we were having discussions, that we were having with other folks in 
different campuses really brought the whole thing to light of like, Yes, we need to 
worry about students but what about the faculty and staff that, when we know that 
faculty and staff take on not just the work of being faculty, but also take on the work 
of being mentors to like every black student, especially if you're like one of three black 
faculty, right? The same thing with Dr. Parker at the U. We only have but so many 
people of color in our program. And we're approaching-- I'm approaching the end of 
my second year. And we have to determine who our board is going to be, our 
committee. And I'm like, so Dr. P. And he is like Yup. And then another person made 
joke, he was like, oh, you didn't know Dr. P is on every black person's board like he's, 
he just is, and he's the-- he's our Dean right now. No, he's Department head of the 
Education Leadership and Policy department. So he's doing all that, he's still teaching. 
He-- we're researching one institution. So he has to do research stuff. And then he sits 
on every last black person who walks through those doors, PhD Committee.  
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 [01:31:34] How many dissertations is that? How many drafts of dissertations? Is 
that right, like, or just draft of papers, or anything or advice or comes in in his office 
like when, and I joke about this with my mentors once I started becoming a mentor to 
my students. I was like, I'm so sorry that I used to just walk into your office and cry, 
or like scream, and not be worried about what you were doing for work, because that 
is exhausting. When you feel like you can't get work done because you have this 
expectation from your department to finish the work that you were assigned. But you 
have this expectation morally to support all students of color that walk through your 
door all students period, but specifically, students of color that walk through your door, 
and you're teaching them about racism. You're trying to keep them from dropping out. 
You're trying to help them get scholarships you're like, hey? I think you have a learning 
disability. Let me pay this money so that you can get tested because you can't afford it 
like, things that I’m watching my colleagues do, or things I know that mentors have 
done for others. But those conversations weren't happening about how hard it was for 
the people that work in higher ed. It was just how hard it was for students. So I think 
now we're starting to see that conversation pick up more. I don't know if I can fully 
credit us for it, but I'm going. Like it was that moment of like, “oh, yeah,” cause I 
remember talking to folks at the different conferences of like, “So do you all have this 
conversation?” They're like “No?” Well, I'm gonna wear this shirt for people to ask 
me, to be able to have that conversation, or to be able to tell people why we're in it, and 
like what this means for me, so. 
  
Cynthia: [01:33:42] And the last question, if you feel you have anything you want 
to offer, any insights on this, where do you see Black Lives Matter in higher education 
heading, and I know that it's been a while since you've connected to the group of TC, 
but any insights or any thoughts? 
  
Cha:   [01:33:58] Yeah, I would really love for it to head in the policy 
development area. And not like policy for State or Federal, but like proposing 
institutional policies for supporting and like being able to, people that get paid for it, 
but to do the research on how folks are navigating, surviving, especially with the great 
resignation and the great hiring that is happening, people are less likely to take rudeness 
and stuff like that from their institutions. 
  
 [01:34:49] So what does that mean? If your institution doesn't outwardly like 
support or help folks of color like what policies would need to happen, what kind of 
things would need like that it can hopefully become the space where we have folks 
represented from all across the country, even though like it could be housed at 
Columbia, and whatever, but having folks from all across the country to come and 
really discuss and say, okay, this is what we would like to see, kind of like a working 
group. And then being able to be like, hey, this is what you should suggest. This is how 
you take the steps to do this in your institution like, and stuff like that. I would love it, 
to see it, for it to go there. 
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Cynthia: [01:35:42] Great. Thank you so much. I believe we're done. Do you have 
any other closing remarks or thoughts you want to share before we wrap up? 
  
Cha:   [01:35:50] Yeah, you're amazing. And I think that the work that you're 
doing, and like I don't reflect a lot. I feel like by talking to you and doing this project 
both before and now, being able to reflect on where I've come from, and like how far 
I've come in the work that I do has been very helpful, and fills me with pride. But then 
also like the way that you show respect and honor us is oh, like it-- it makes me want 
to cry, I'm not going to. But it does make me-- like it does give me emotion. 
  
 [01:36:45] But it does make me emotional in that there’s so, so often are folks that 
do the work not recognized or not talked about or just fade into history. But the work 
that you do makes sure that we don't and I appreciate you and everything that you're 
doing, and the hard work that it takes to listen to the stories, to transcribe everything, 
to also experience and see these things from your point of view. And again, like, this 
is your brick, right? Or like this is the brick that you're doing this work with and like 
I'm immensely proud of you, and glad to know you and have you, also part of this wide 
support system that I have.  So. 
  
Cynthia: [01:37:32] That means so much Cha, Thank you so much. I'm really 
honored that you're sharing your story with us today, and thank you again so much for 
participating. I'm going to stop the recording now. But again, thank you so much. 
  
Cha:   [01:37:51] Yeah, No problem. 
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APPENDIX E: Brian Allen 2018 Interview 

The following oral history interview is the result of one video recorded session of an interview 
with Brian Allen by Cynthia Tobar on February 22, 2018 in New York City. This interview is 
part of the Black Live Matter in Higher Education oral history project. Brian Allen has reviewed 
the transcript and has made minor corrections and emendations. The reader is asked to bear in 
mind that they/she/he is reading a verbatim transcript of the spoken word, rather than written 
prose. 
 
[Start of recorded material 00:00:00] 
 

Brian: [00:00:01] Hello. My name is Brian Allen. I’m a first-year doc 
student in the higher and post-secondary ed program. I work at NYU in the 
Center for Multicultural Education and Programs. 
 
Interviewer: How long have you been at Teachers College? 
 
Brian: [00:00:13] So this is my first year in the doc program, but I actually 
was a student in the master’s program for two years. So this will be my third 
year here at TC. 
 
Interviewer: How does your identity affect your experience as a student 
at TC? 
 
Brian: [00:00:26] So I identify as a black queer cisgender man, male here 
at TC. I think searching for community has really informed a lot of my 
experience here. Being a master’s student, I quickly joined the Black Student 
Network here which is an organization for black graduate students at TC. They 
help building community, providing professional development opportunities 
and just kind of coming together and finding that source of unity in an 
environment that doesn’t necessarily cater to the needs of that particular 
community. So I think being a part of the higher ed program, having that 
background, really helped me see that that was something that was necessary. 
So yeah, I definitely think that the intersectional identities that I hold can be 
marginal in some ways but I often try to look at them as sources of liberation in 
terms of the community that does come by finding black-minded individuals 
and folks who share those identities. 
 
Interviewer: How does your race effect your classroom experience at TC? 
Does it ever feel isolating? 
 
Brian: [00:01:30] So first coming to TC, I would say yes. Imposter 
Syndrome is a very real thing. So I think just like not having many folks. And 
don’t get me wrong, TC is becoming much more diverse than it was in prior 
years, and the higher ed program, in particular, is very diverse. If not the most 
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diverse here at TC. So I think just going through the general qualms of not 
feeling inclined to participate in classroom experiences or feeling as though 
what I had to share or my perspective wasn’t valued or legitimate, I think those 
were some of the things I went through earlier on in my graduate career. But 
now I think I’ve kind of settled into the socialization identity of being a graduate 
student so it comes a little bit easier for me.  
 
 [00:02:18] So in a contemporary student issues course we were having a 
discussion about diversity and diverse student populations, specifically when it 
comes to race and ethnicity. And we were having conversations around 
allyship] and diversity and social justice. And in my second year, I think that I 
was a little bit more vocal in classroom discussions, and this is where I felt it 
was necessary to kind of throw nuance into the conversation around why 
allyship is important and there are certain ways that we can go about enacting 
allyship. For many folks in marginal communities, allyship doesn’t exist. So 
thinking about how others offer support to different communities should be 
based in the needs and the wants of the community and not those who are 
searching to help. So I think I was a little cautious of sharing that information 
with the class but I think it was definitely something that was necessary. So it 
took a little bit more effort or oomph to share that with the class, being one of 
the only students of color in the classroom.  
 
 [00:03:17] Some students cried. Some pushed back. In that classroom that 
same evening, I had to inform one of my classmates as to why as a black man I 
can’t benefit from reverse racism. So there was just a lot going on in that 
classroom but yeah. 
 
Interviewer: Do you believe faculty and students value diversity at 
Teachers College? 
 
Brian: [00:03:41] I think because TC is specifically a graduate school, it 
does value diversity more than other higher education institutions. I think just 
with the age being as though TC isn’t mostly traditionally age students, and the 
fact that folks are a little bit more mature and advanced in their social justice 
understanding that folks, for the most part, are very much more appreciative 
and value diversity. I think the vice president’s office for diversity and 
community affairs is a really great place for diversity issues and work that takes 
place here at TC and I think that’s one of the main areas where support is 
provided in terms of scholarships, grants, just emotional well-being support and 
things like that.  
 
[00:04:30] Janice and her staff really do a really good job at providing 
opportunities for students here. And if there ever are any issues or concerns that 
are raised, they do a pretty good at trying to field those questions, respond to 
those concerns rather than just sweeping them under the rug. 
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Interviewer: What are your recollections of your initial involvement with 
Black Lives Matter in higher education? 
 
Brian: [00:04:49] So that was about two years ago. I was entering my 
second year as a master’s student. We were reached out to by two faculty in the 
higher program: Dr. Noah Drezner and Dr. Corbin Campbell. Initially, they 
wanted to find ways to better position are program to show our support of the 
Black Lives Matter Movement nationally but then also to showcase the 
importance of diversity and social justice in the context of higher education. So 
Black Lives Matter in higher ed was an idea that came from three students, two 
faculty and really it was just a push for relating systemic issues surrounding 
white supremacy, anti-blackness, institutionalized racism and relating it 
specifically to higher education in the ways that it manifest in our field. So just 
having those conversations, whether it is seminars or lectures or roundtable 
discussions. They’re really tackling those issues. They kind of discuss the ways 
that certain communities are pushed to the margins in higher education and 
aren’t afforded the same level of access, opportunity or just well-being. 
 
Interviewer: How is the organization and programmatic planning 
structured? 
 
Brian: [00:06:07] So we actually just incorporated a planning community 
that involves more students, beyond the three students that initially were part of 
the founding of the organization. So there are about six new students who help 
us in terms of planning and executing programs, handling marketing and 
promoting, social media outreach and engagement. Things like that. But 
initially, it was just three students and the faculty who were kind of executing 
and planning all of these programs and ideas. And then we began to loop in 
more students who showed interest as we’ve progressed beyond our first year. 
 
Interviewer: What was your vision of activism before becoming involved 
in Black Lives Matter in Higher Education? How has it changed? 
 
Brian: [00:06:47] So I came from the University of Wisconsin, Madison 
which presented what I would consider a very chilly or hostile campus climate 
to their students of color, particularly the black students on their campus. So for 
me, I was a student activist on campus and I envisioned that being protesting, 
demonstrations, creating demands list, reaching out to executive leadership. So 
that’s kind of the way that I viewed activism in terms of being very much in 
your face, calling out those types of things. I think throughout my graduate 
school experience and being a part of Black Lives Matter in higher education, 
that has changed. Or not necessarily has changed, but I’ve been introduced to 
more diverse ways of resisting and promoting justice and equity. 
 
 [00:07:42] So for me I think that activism has not evolved, but just become 
more open in terms of there are various ways and strategies that one can take in 
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order to promote social justice inequity and I think that being in academia, 
taking the route of researching these issues, talking with folks who are directly 
impacted by these systems and just kind of advocating through different means 
within the academy is a new way that I envision me taking on this work. 
 
Interviewer: What do you see as the future of Black Lives Matter at TC? 
 
Brian: [00:08:14] I think that a lot of students who are interested in these 
concepts or these conversations around social justice in higher ed so I think by 
presenting these topics around blackness in higher education, around free 
speech issues, around unemployment, around intersectionality, I think that that 
draws folks in who are either 1) interested and well-adept to these concepts or 
these conversations or topics and are looking for a deeper dive or folks who 
don’t have any experience in these issues and are looking to gain some 
foundational knowledge. So I think that that interest will always be there. And 
there’s always going to be an opportunity to bring students in which only 
amplifies our outreach and our ability to engage in more nuance conversation. 
 
Interviewer: What are some of the highlights and challenges you’ve 
encountered during your two years working with Black Lives Matter at 
Teachers College? 
 
Brian: [00:09:04] So far me, I think that one of my highlights was our first 
event. We had a roundtable discussion amongst higher ed, faculty, staff, 
students, around the campus protest at Missouri University when there was a 
student who was on a fast who wasn’t eating because of the campus climate that 
the institution was facilitating. The football team was protesting and said that 
they weren’t playing due to the campus environment. There were a lot of faculty 
who were disgruntled by the actions of the president. So we just had a genuine 
conversation around what our thoughts were on the issue in terms of how can 
higher education student affairs professionals better support students of color at 
predominantly white institutions. 
 
 [00:09:58] So we talked. We had guests from the White House at that event. 
David Johns, they shared their perspective in terms of education nationally and 
this new political climate. But it was a very uplifting, productive conversation 
around what can we do on the ground applicably to think about these concepts 
that we’re talking about. And we talk about knowledge to practice gaps and 
there’s research that says how you can ameliorate or improve campus 
environments but at the end of the day, that’s not happening nationally. So what 
is it that we as folks who are studying this field do? 
 
Interviewer: What impact has BLMHE had in terms of ameliorating 
issues associated with diversity at TC? 
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Brian: [00:10:41] Yeah, I think the folks are really excited the 
[#HIPC4BLM] is the hashtag that we use, exists here at TC. I’m thinking back 
to one event we had last year when we had presentations on Columbia 
Universities involvement in the Atlantic Slave Trade. And President Fuhrman, 
Susan Fuhrman, actually gave an address at that event on a video call. She 
wasn’t able to be there in person but I think just by her doing that and kind of 
being present at that event showed her investment in this issue and these topics. 
But I think across the board folk’s turnout to events, they attend programs. I 
think there’s just an eagerness to dive into social justice conversations because 
like I said earlier, either folks aren’t understanding of these concepts or they 
have a foundational knowledge and are looking to explore more in terms of 
receiving information about what can we do tangibly to improve the experience 
of students here at TC, but across the board at other institutions. 
 
 [00:11:49] So our faculty are really involved in these events and programs. 
The students are very involved and are joining planning committees. And even 
staff come and have really good points and conversational questions that they 
pose to either facilitators or lecturers that we bring in. So I think that the interest 
is there. I think that folks see that the mission of the organization is something 
that is substantial or of importance to the community. I think that’s really good.  
 
Interviewer: What do you see as the future of Black Lives Matter at TC? 
And how will you be involved going forward? 
 
Brian: [00:12:24] In the next year or so I see Black Lives Matter in higher 
education having more students involved in the planning process. I see it 
becoming more diverse and focusing not just on issues and concerns within the 
black community but across identity in terms of marginalization. I see students 
conducting research that is guided by faculty. I see us going to conferences. I 
see us presenting and I see this energy and this mission based on certain values 
and beliefs spreading to different institutions. So having the Black Lives Matter 
in higher education at different institutions and colleges and universities, not 
just TC as a graduate school.  
 
Interviewer: Can you describe how Black Lives Matter in Higher 
Education has expanded beyond Teachers College? 
 
Brian: [00:13:16] Honestly, Black Lives Matter in Higher Education is a 
very bold and unapologetic statement that I don’t think many folks have made 
before. So when it comes to the tee shirt sales, I think in the first month or two 
we sold over 500 shirts or something like that. A ridiculous amount of shirts 
that just Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed. And throughout that semester, folks 
were wearing them to conferences, different retreats, they were wearing them 
in their offices, in classrooms. So folks were very excited to make that 
declaration that Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed or at their respective colleges 
or universities. I think the tee shirts were a really great addition to the 
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programmatic efforts that we’re making here at TC. And I think just getting 
people more invested in the conversation, in addition to the physical display of 
solidarity that tee shirts bring is really important as well. 
 
Interviewer: How has your work with Black Lives Matter in Higher 
Education changed the way you engage in activism in your community? 
 
Brian: [00:14:14] I think it’s changed my perspective on callout culture. So 
thinking about folks who don’t necessarily know terminology or understand the 
way the systems work or the way that folks become oppressed or how they 
navigate society. I think I’ve become much more able to call in folks in terms 
of you don’t understand this so let me have this conversation or try to bring this 
information in a way that’s a little bit more palatable to you so that it doesn’t 
necessarily point blame or callout in terms of this is what you’re doing wrong 
or saying wrong or you don’t understand this. But rather saying these are the 
issues and this is what I know to be true and I know that you have another 
understanding of the way that the world works or the way that society works or 
the way that higher education works, but how do we come to an agreement in 
terms of you seeing my perspective and me using your perspective in order to 
help you better understand where we’re coming from. 
 
Interviewer: How could Black Lives Matter in Higher Education help 
provide support for issues that occur across other campuses? For example, 
NYUs offensive Black History Month dining hall menu? 
 
Brian: [00:15:14] This is something that always come into question, at least 
since I’ve been an undergraduate student thinking about themed months in a 
variety of offices, and not just in cafeterias. But thinking about how can you be 
more intentional in involving either those who have that identity that you’re 
looking to celebrate into the conversation around what can we do? Because I 
think that would better inform the direction that you took in celebrating Black 
History Month and the menu selection and all of that. I think these are the 
conversations that Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed seeks to highlight, is what 
are instances in which certain individuals feel excluded or silenced or directly 
discriminated against and what kind of directions can we take in order to better 
support those students and their experiences? 
 
Interviewer: It’s the 50th Anniversary of the Columbia Student Revolt of 
1968. What are your thoughts about student activism’s continued influence on 
culture and politics? 
 
Brian: [00:16:09] I think that especially at Columbia University, I know 
that this has been a very politically active campus, whether it’s students 
protesting, whether it’s students creating demands and sending them to the 
president’s office. I think that students very much inform the change that takes 
place at this university. But I think across the board students are the driving 
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force for change in higher ed. So I think as long as students are given the 
opportunity to share their voice, there will always be opportunity for faculty, 
staff, executive leadership to take up what is being said and figure out ways to 
implement change in the most productive and affective ways.  
 
 [00:16:54] So again, I see Black Lives Matter in Higher Education being 
one of those student-driven forces that can inform change here at the institution. 
I think that through collaboration with other student organizations, it only 
amplifies that effort so whether its students for quality education here at TC or 
the Black Student Network or Coalition of Latino Scholars, I think that 
everyone pretty much has the same vision in terms of an institution that supports 
all of its students and that brings their voice into the classroom and the 
curriculum and the readings that they’re doing because representation is really 
important as well. So I think touching all of those bases and just kind of building 
coalitions or solidarity is what that speaks to. 
 
 [00:17:46] I think, if anything, it’s kind of helped me sustain my energy in 
this work. I think coming from undergrad; I’ve gone straight through graduate 
school since undergrad so I think I’ve been invested in this work and just 
understanding what my rationale is behind staying in this work because it is 
exhausting in terms of trying to appeal to the moral senses of other folk. And 
it's like you can’t really continue that for so long, and at some point, you just 
have to understand that this is the way that societies been structured, these are 
the systems that are in place. And whether you agree with it or not, this is what 
we know to be true and this is the work that needs to be done. So I think being 
a part of Black Lives Matter in Higher Ed has kind of affirmed that work and 
given me another outlet and a different method to addressing all of the needs 
and issues that I see on an everyday basis. 
 
[End of recorded material 00:18:37] 

 


