“An Overview of Diversity: Current Issues for the Bryn Mawr Community.”
September 15, 2006
Summary prepared by Vanessa Christman

Vanessa began by informing the group that this conversation was in part a follow-up to questions and discussions stemming from the Customs Pluralism Panel on September 2nd. She then introduced OIA student coordinator Sheena Reed, OIA Assistant Director Peaches Valdes and Jody Cohen, Lecturer in the Education Program—all of whom had attended the panel that day. Sheena explained that 5 students made up the panel on 9/2/06. They answered questions about diversity on campus, some of which came from the audience that day. Sarah Mackin, a 9/2/06 panelist, and Dinu Ahmed and Elise Nelson, also OIA student coordinators, were introduced and took a role in facilitating.
Once the context had been provided, there was a brief evaluation of the Pluralism program this year (the panel, with small-group discussions following). People’s assessments varied. 

One person said that the students on the panel were so articulate, that she wondered if that inhibited small groups of students from speaking later. Her discussion group was not forthcoming. It was suggested that the freshman were negotiating “that PC space.” Frosh do not know how we do it here. One of the panelists said she herself is just breaking out [of worry about being PC] now.

Another person said that her group wanted to talk about class. They could have used even more time for discussion. 

In previous years, movies or texts (outside of us) stimulated the conversation. This year, the OIA wanted to hear from students--how do they define diversity—an approach similar to the recent Admissions brochure, Work in Progress.
Students from one discussion group seemed to get stuck on what happened to them in high school. However, having a panel and then opening the discussion modeled that we can talk about this issue—that it’s OK to share our stories. 
One group facilitator said that how to use the resources at BMC took up much of the time. Her group was really concerned about not hurting others.

One way of counteracting this is when we critique; then we get to the meat of the matter. For example, in the first round, everyone in one discussion group said the panel was perfect. (The PC thing.) Then the co-facilitator broke through that, and the discussion opened up.
In classes at BMC, someone observed, people can be afraid to deconstruct—to confront people about their personal experiences.

What do we want from the freshmen now? Do they understand that to do this work, to become part of the diversity work on campus, you do not have to be at any particular thing? Many things count as showing up and making a commitment to diversity awareness.

So now what? We are we? What brought you here today?

One student said that to some people it felt foreign to discuss religion (during Religion on Campus week last spring). They had not talked about this before at BMC or in their lives. She wants to see how that plays out this year, in multifaith discussions. 
A junior said she is still torn about how she feels about diversity on campus. It seems the same people show up--those who care about these issues. How do we get the others involved? People might feel they need to have some minority quality about them. DO majority people see how this pertains to them? Majority people need to see how they fit into the whole picture. We need to all work together.
Another student stressed the importance of having an opinion. She was a little disappointed that her Customs discussion group did not show up today. The Diversity Conversations are a really fun experience. Even if you don’t talk, you can listen.

Someone argued that today’s topic was vague--maybe too unclear . (Unlike trans-racial adoption and other specific topics coming up.) Some people might feel, “I’ve been working on this so long!”
What obstacles exist to diversity/pluralism on campus, and to that programming?

We have PR problems. Need bold statements, more provocative titles. “White Power” for WAAG ad, for example (!). Should appeal to young, carefree desires. Make fun.
People see this (diversity work) as just more work, like another class.
People feel overwhelmed. They see BMC as a place where you can talk about things. But the world! The Middle East, institutionalized racism. What is me having lunch in the MCC gonna help?

The “other side” is usually not represented. Must get them there.

People remain separate on this campus. You can go for 4 years and just be around people like you. [Here someone objected that that changes as you mature. Who she is has changed. She’s still with people like her, but that has changed because who she is has changed.]
If you stand up for issues you feel strong about, some friends disappear. Especially if you speak out against BMC.

We champion confrontation regarding roommates who bother us with their mess, but we don’t champion the harder confrontations—about deeper matters—to create a healthy community.

The amount that we talk about talking about diversity! When it actually exists between people, what does that look like? People don’t know how do we get the balls/skills/training to say things to people.
And one person’s experience is not going to represent everything for that group.
Are people ignorant?

It’s important to distinguish between people who are being ignorant/unlearned/curious and being ignorant/rude/stupid. Asking is important. The trick is—how to answer. You could be tempted to get smarmy—or to be stunned and not answer. You may be tired of teaching people, but you have to be open to helping people learn. 
Everyone can be part of the conversation. What’s it like to eat in your house that is so incredibly wealthy—that’s a question too—that’s a piece of diversity. Everyone can learn and teach others.
But maybe we have to focus on conversations like these, that are more open. The rest is so contrived. Action plans are created. And there is a value in realizing, once you’ve heard from someone, that you feel the same way. There is a value in panels. Maybe have the panel again, when people have more experience here.

That’s why we’re at college—to find out about people who are not us.

Some suggestions.

Hold 1-on-1 conversations, like at the Posse-plus retreat. You are paired with someone and have 25 minutes, which gives you enough time on task to get to some of the real questions. That’s artificial—but valuable. When else could we ask those questions? We can keep on asking them once the barrier is broken down.

We, especially we who are in this room, should make a commitment to this kind of work, like saying “I’m gonna work out, eat well. . . .” To leave the surface circles, one does have to sometimes make a commitment. Community Diversity Assistants (CDAs) make that commitment. Come up with goals for diversity: is there a perfect BMC that we can imagine? What are we working toward? Break out of the circular/spiral. SGA looked at what it wanted to fix. We in this room can do the same thing. What do we want to make a difference? MAKE GOALS.
Working on these issues in the dorms is important. Places that are most real, are often the residence halls. Majority allies can reach people who are also in the majority. Besides, the MCC is far away. If you have discussion or program in the dorm, it’s right here. What’s your excuse now? And it shows it’s everywhere, not in one place on campus. Maybe there should be required dorm talks. How can HAs and CDAs help? There could be hall teas with content. Look at in micro-environment of hall. Post minutes from Diversity Conversations in dorms.
Lucy Edwards and Betsy Gauthier, Community Diversity Assistants, will have continuation/alternative discussions on each topic on the following Monday at 5:30 in Rhoads Meeting Room (right next to the dining hall).  All are welcome!
