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Over 50% of American students in our public schools are Latinx, Black, Asian American, 
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (NHPI), or American Indian/Alaska Native (AIAN). 
Tapping into their talent and ensuring their access to a college education is essential to 
our future economic power and the success of our multi-racial democracy. Despite the 
historical exclusion and current underrepresentation of many Americans in our colleges and 
universities, in June 2023, the Supreme Court of the United States severely curtailed the 
use of race in higher education admissions, prohibiting the consideration of an applicant’s 
racial status as part of that process.

Race-conscious admissions helped ensure America’s colleges and universities were more 
diverse. Without it, there is a greater urgency for college leaders and policymakers to 
review current practices for equity, and to identify solutions that provide a fairer approach to 
preparing students for college, admitting them, and supporting their success. Towards that 
aim, the Campaign for College Opportunity is releasing a series of briefs, including this one, 
as part of our Affirming Equity, Ensuring Inclusion and Empowering Action initiative. The 
series elevates practices that support the college preparation, admission, affordability, and 
success of Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students, ensuring America does 
not return to an era of exclusion in higher education.

Preface
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Purpose of This Brief
Every student deserves a welcoming university and college environment. In fact, it is impossible for 
students to thrive and succeed without feeling safe, valued, and cared for as they work toward earning 
a college degree. Universities should proudly proclaim their commitment to racial diversity and its 
educational benefits and remember their legal obligation to create equal learning environments that 
safeguard the civil rights of all students. As our nation’s student body becomes increasingly diverse, the 
need to identify and ensure welcoming environments for all students, including racially minoritized ones, 
is paramount to ensure a strong multiracial democracy and workforce. In this brief, the authors highlight 
how campus leaders can create welcoming and equitable spaces for all of their students by using 
strategies informed by research and practice.

As a reminder, all colleges and universities must comply with federal anti-discrimination law.I  
More specifically, as a matter of federal law: 

• They may and should continue to consider each student’s personal experiences with race and racism.

• They may and should continue to collect and analyze aggregate demographic information, including the racial
identities of applicants and admitted students.

• They have a legal right to proudly proclaim their commitment to racial justice, diversity, equity, and inclusion.

• They have a legal obligation to remedy racially hostile environments and to curate an equal learning
environment for all students.

• They have a legal obligation to avoid unjustified practices—including the use of unnecessary admissions
criteria—that adversely affect minoritized students.

• Units and initiatives critical to supporting welcoming campus environments include diversity, equity,
and inclusion (DEI) offices; ethnic studies programs; ethnic student organizations; cultural centers;
race/ethnicity-themed houses or floors within residence halls; and the recruitment of a diverse faculty.
Assuming such programs do not employ racial classifications and remain open to all students, they comply
with the Supreme Court’s ruling in Students for Fair Admissions (SFFA) v. Harvard College and raise no
independent constitutional concern.

• Colleges and universities must ensure that offices without an explicit equity-related mission reach all
populations on campus, including racially minoritized students.

IThis brief focuses on colleges’ and universities’ rights and obligations arising under federal statutory and constitutional law. In recent years, multiple states have passed laws 
designed to prohibit “diversity, equity, and inclusion” (DEI) offices, programming, and personnel within institutions of higher education. See Jeff Sachs & Jeremy Young, More than 
Meets the DEI, PEN America (May 25, 2023), https://pen.org/more-than-meets-the-dei/. Many of these laws appear designed to circumscribe the equity-oriented activities and 
speech rights of universities and their employees. Because we focus on federal law, we do not assess the legal effect or constitutionality of “DEI bans” or related state laws.
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Introduction
In SFFA v. Harvard, (SFFA) the Supreme Court made it more difficult for universities to consider the 
race of individual applicants during the admissions process. SFFA has spawned numerous questions 
concerning the opinion’s scope. One common question is whether, and to what extent, universities can 
continue to undertake affirmative efforts to build a welcoming campus environment for all students.  

The short answer is: Yes, colleges and universities may and should take affirmative steps to create 
an equal learning environment where all students, regardless of their racial identities, can enjoy 
the full benefits of university membership. Moreover, universities may analyze how race and racism 
operate on their campuses and implement policies designed to mitigate institutional dynamics that 
uniquely burden Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students. To support institutional efforts, 
this brief identifies legal rights that universities possess and the legal obligations they must satisfy. The 
brief then outlines practices and policies universities can implement to create a welcoming campus 
environment for all.
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Legal Rights: Confront Racism and 
Proudly Proclaim Values 
Universities May Consider How Racism Affects Individual Students

In SFFA, the Supreme Court made it harder for universities to consider the racial identity of individual 
students during the admissions process. The ruling did not, however, outlaw all considerations of race 
during the admissions processes. At least three examples deserve note: 

First, universities retain the right to consider each student’s personal experiences with race 
and racism. Chief Justice Roberts, who authored the majority opinion in SFFA, emphasized 
this point: “[A]s all parties agree, nothing in this opinion should be construed as prohibiting 
universities from considering an applicant’s discussion of how race affected his or her life, 
be it through discrimination, inspiration, or otherwise.” This language should reassure 
universities that they may employ policies and practices that attend to each student’s 
personal experience with race and racism before and after the admissions process.

Second, SFFA reinforced that colleges and universities may employ “race-neutral 
alternatives”  to further equality-oriented goals like racial diversity and inclusion. For 
purposes of this brief, we employ the term “facially neutral” to capture such practices. Also, 
as a formal matter, SFFA directly applies to admissions decisions only. Chief Justice Roberts 
noted that the underlying “cases involve whether a university may make admissions 
decisions that turn on an applicant’s race.” Thus, on its face, SFFA does not prohibit other 
institutional practices—such as financial aid, programming, or recruitment strategies 
—that consider a student’s racial identity. Still, as a practical matter, it is clear that SFFA 
rendered all race-conscious practices vulnerable to legal attack. 

Third, the ruling exempts institutions with “distinct interests” in racial diversity. Chief Justice 
Roberts explicitly exempted military academies “in light of the potentially distinct interests” 
they present. There are reasons to believe that military academies are not the only type of 
educational institutions with “potentially distinct interests” in racial diversity. 
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Universities May Proudly Proclaim Their Equality-Oriented Values  

SFFA made it harder for universities to consider the race of individual applicants during the admissions 
process. But the ruling does not limit a university’s expansive right to openly and unapologetically 
express its commitment to racial justice, diversity, equity, and inclusion. As the U.S. Department of 
Education (ED) has noted, such public proclamations help to foster a welcoming campus environment.1  

A university’s right to speak is not diminished when a topic is controversial or divisive. In fact, such topics 
might increase the need for a university to share its viewpoint through intentional counter speech. This 
includes situations that, if left unaddressed, could create a racially hostile environment for Latinx, Black, 
Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students. To illustrate how a university can use counter speech to 
promote a racially inclusive climate, Education Law scholar Kristine Bowman recounts how the University 
of Florida President, Dr. Kent Fuchs, used his platform to condemn the ideas espoused by the right-wing 

ideologue Richard Spencer: 

“When Spencer came to the University of Florida in the fall of 2018, Fuchs was outspoken in 
his opposition to Spencer’s message. Fuchs conveyed this through messages sent to the 
university community in email, video, the campus newspaper, via social media, and in public 
spaces. In all circumstances, Fuchs spoke persuasively, seeking to convince those in the 
university community and beyond that Spencer’s views were wrong. Fuchs did not speak 
coercively, punishing Spencer or threatening to punish those who supported him. Fuchs 
was clear that he was speaking in his official capacity, so there was no confusion that he was 
speaking as the university.”II  

As institutions work to defend free speech, it is essential that 
they do not lose sight of their responsibility to communicate their 
commitment to equality in all spheres of campus life. 

IIKristine Bowman, Universities’ Speech and the First Amendment, 99 Nebraska Law Review 896 (2020).
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Legal Obligations:  
Prevent Racially Hostile Environments & 
Avoid Unjustifiable Disparities
Title VI Mandates Equal Learning Environments 

SFFA made it more difficult for universities to consider the race of individual applicants during the 
admissions process. But the ruling has no effect on universities’ ongoing obligation to ensure equal 
learning environments for all students. Specifically, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 19642 mandates 
that universities take affirmative steps to remedy racially hostile environments.3  Title IX creates parallel 
institutional obligations that protect students on the basis of sex.4   

The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) within the ED has explained that “the existence of a racially hostile 
environment that is created, encouraged, accepted, tolerated or left uncorrected by a recipient” with 
actual or constructive knowledge violates Title VI.5  To constitute a racially hostile environment, the 
underlying conduct (e.g., physical, verbal, graphic, or written) must be “sufficiently severe, pervasive or 
persistent so as to interfere with or limit the ability of an individual to participate in or benefit from the 
services, activities or privileges provided by a recipient.” OCR further explains that “an alleged harasser 
need not be an agent or employee of the recipient, because this theory of liability under Title VI is 
premised on a recipient’s general duty to provide a nondiscriminatory educational environment.”
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When a racially hostile environment exists, the university’s response “must be tailored to redress fully 
the specific problems experienced at the institution as a result of the harassment … the responsive 
action must be reasonably calculated to prevent recurrence and ensure that participants are not 
restricted in their participation or benefits as a result of a racially hostile environment.”6  

In short, Title VI mandates that all covered universities take affirmative measures to remedy racially 
hostile environments. Failure to do so violates students’ civil rights and exposes the university to legal 
liability and the potential loss of federal funding. 

Notably, Title VI’s campus climate requirements align with every student’s equality interests under 
the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment. The Supreme Court has interpreted the equal 
protection clause as principally concerned with present and personal rights of identifiable students.7  
Racially hostile environments undermine such rights because they deny actual students—because of 
their race—an equal opportunity to enjoy the full benefits of university membership. 

Title VI’s Implementing Regulations Prohibit Disparate Impact 
Discrimination  

The ED issues regulations to effectuate Title VI’s various mandates. These “implementing regulations” 
include a provision that prohibits universities from adopting admissions criteria—or employing other 
institutional practices—that “have the effect of subjecting individuals to discrimination because of their 
race, color, or national origin.”8  The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) has explained that this disparate 

impact-styled provision “seeks to ensure that programs accepting federal money are not administered 
in a way that perpetuates the repercussions of past discrimination.”

Under disparate impact theories of discrimination, the analysis focuses on the impact of a university’s 
actions, not the university’s motive or intent. The basic requirement is that a university avoid policies 
or practices that unjustifiably harm an identifiable racial group.9  When a policy is shown to have a 

sufficient negative effect on an identifiable racial group, the university must offer a “substantial legitimate 
justification” to support the policy. Even if the university offers an otherwise valid justification, the policy 
still violates Title VI’s implementing regulations if an available alternative could achieve the same goal 
with a less discriminatory impact.
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Translated to the current context, Title VI’s disparate impact provision implicates university policies that 
disparately disadvantage an identifiable racial group during the admissions process or on campus.10  
This could include a college or university’s overreliance on facially neutral admissions criteria, like 
standardized tests or legacy preferences. Drawing on this theory of liability, a Boston-based civil rights 
organization recently filed a complaint with OCR claiming that Harvard’s legacy admissions preferences 
violate Title VI’s implementing regulations because they overwhelmingly favor wealthy white applicants.11  

It is also worth noting that when universities fail to “rectify [admissions practices that produce an] 
unjustified racially discriminatory impact,” they compromise their ability to recruit and retain critical 
masses of underrepresented racially minoritized (URM)12 students. This creates campus environments 
that subject URM students to heightened tokenization, stigma, and isolation—and thereby compromise 
their right to a learning environment free from racial harassment.13   
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To learn more about the importance of diversity in higher education 
leadership and faculty, read Still Left Out: How Exclusion In California’s 
Colleges & Universities Continues To Hurt Our Values, Students, and 
Democracy.

Policy and Practice Recommendations 
Institutions can and should engage in thoughtful campus programming and initiatives that convey 
a commitment to inclusion and healthy intergroup relations. In this section, we first note how SFFA’s 
limitation on race-conscious admissions practices could negatively affect campus life. We then outline 
policies and practices that institutions can utilize to foster more welcoming environments, which are 
especially needed following SFFA. 

A welcoming campus has diverse faculty and leadership  

While SFFA restricted a university’s ability to consider the race of individual students during the 
admissions process, it remains essential and legal for institutions to attend to the demographic 
composition of students, faculty, and leadership. The racial composition of students, faculty, and 
administration constitutes a key component of the campus racial climate.14  Among other benefits, 
racial diversity is linked with more positive views of the campus climate.15  The campus climate is also 
impacted by other interrelated components. For example, campus climate’s behavioral dimension 
refers to how racial/ethnic groups interact with one another, as well as to how students engage within 
their own communities. Campus climate’s psychological aspects include issues like whether students 
experience tokenism and isolation.16  Shifts in campus demographics have the potential to affect other 
components of climate, possibly trickling down into everyday campus life. 
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Welcoming Students: Campus Practices and Policies in Student Affairs 
and Academic Affairs 

Practices that can help foster more welcoming campus environments are identified below. All the 
practices described are open to all students. They are also utilized in states that have banned  
race-conscious admissions (e.g., California and Michigan), showing how race- and diversity-related 
initiatives may and should exist, regardless of SFFA. We encourage universities not to “overread” SFFA 
as mandating silence on race in broader campus life.17  If anything, the reverse is true: Chief Justice 
Roberts described Harvard College’s and the University of North Carolina’s (UNC’s) underlying  
diversity-related goals as “worthy.” This language, from the Supreme Court’s Chief Justice, reflects 
that facially neutral policies designed to achieve equality-oriented goals should remain legally 
sound. This would include, for example, facially neutral policies designed to promote racial diversity, 
combat racial stereotypes, or cultivate a racially inclusive campus environment free from racial 
discrimination and harassment.  The following list is not exhaustive, but it offers examples of facially 
neutral practices and initiatives that can facilitate more welcoming environments.

Policies and Initiatives Within Student Affairs to Support Racially Minoritized Students 

Within student affairs, we address diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) offices/initiatives, cultural 
centers, support for racial/cultural organizations, and residential life theme houses or floors. 

✓ DEI offices and initiatives broadly capture institutional efforts to create more diverse,
equitable, and inclusive campus communities. DEI efforts further, and at times are necessary
to satisfy, a university’s Title VI and Title IX obligations to create campuses free from race- and
sex-based discrimination and harassment.18  DEI offices and initiatives can exist within both
student affairs and academic affairs; they can also exist as independent divisions or structures.

In the months since SFFA, right-wing think tanks and public officials have escalated rhetorical
and legislative attacks targeting DEI offices, personnel, and programming.19  These efforts
buttress a broader campaign to discredit and purge universities of equality-oriented policies
and initiatives.20  We emphasize that facially neutral DEI practices (i.e., programming that
is open to all and does not distinguish between individual students on the basis of race)
remain legal under SFFA.21  The breadth of DEI offices in states with longstanding bans on
race-conscious admissions reinforces that SFFA does not constrain such efforts. Roles, offices,
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and titles related to DEI and related variants—e.g., JEDI (justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion) 
and EDI (equity, diversity, and inclusion)—are also common in states with bans on  
race-conscious admissions. 

Universities must invest in necessary infrastructure needed to fulfill their responsibilities  
vis-à-vis students, staff, and faculty. This responsibility includes equipping personnel and 
offices with the skills and expertise necessary to design an inclusive campus community and 
to conduct professional and impartial investigations when discrimination complaints arise. 
Offices related to student programming and student organizations can fall under DEI 
infrastructure or under other units in student affairs. These offices provide critical support for 
students, supporting leadership development, programming, community-building, and other 
cocurricular initiatives. 

✓ Cultural centers are a vital resource and source of community for students. Open to all
students, regardless of race/ethnicity, these centers provide support for various populations, as
well as raise awareness and support programming within the broader campus community.22

Of note, such centers are not limited to supporting students’ racial/ethnic identities; for
example, in addition to developing cultural centers for Asian American and Pacific Islander,
bi- and multi-racial, Latinx, and Native/Indigenous students, the University of Maryland, College
Park is also opening a cultural center geared toward supporting students with disabilities that
will also offer programming and support to “uplift, affirm, and honor the diverse histories and
experiences of students who identify with these communities.”23
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The mere existence of a cultural center does not guarantee that it is adequately equipped to 
serve students. Cultural centers may exist, but be persistently underfunded, and centers may 
have difficulty retaining staff due to salary, morale, or other issues.24  In order to live out their 
mission, cultural centers need to be well staffed, with staff well supported and retained. Given 
the vital role that these centers play in supporting racially minoritized students, staff often serve 
as “institutional agents,” connecting students to key resources on campus.25  SFFA has no 
direct impact on these centers. 

✓ Supporting racial/ethnic and cultural student organizations is a vital part of welcoming and
retaining Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students during their college years.
Affinity organizations are historically open to all students, regardless of race or ethnicity.26

Participation in such communities is linked with higher interracial interaction, especially for
Black and Latinx students, making these organizations an essential component of a healthy
campus environment.27  They provide students with many benefits as they learn how to
navigate campus and class environments and offer them the chance to “refuel” so they can
return to the broader campus and engage with peers of other races in the classroom and
other settings.28  Such refueling can include connecting with students with similar experiences,
engaging in opportunities for peer and faculty support, and receiving affirmation around one’s
culture and experiences. Participation in such groups is linked with other benefits for students,
such as a greater sense of belonging.29  Participation also contributes to critical educational
programming on campus.

✓ Race/ethnicity and culturally based theme halls within residential life are other structures that
support students with interests in a particular community or culture. Such programs, which are
open to all students regardless of their race/ethnicity, have full rein under the post-SFFA legal
landscape. University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) is home to both Chicanx and African
theme halls, and University of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley) has several theme programs
and houses that support racially minoritized communities (e.g., the African American Theme
Program, the Asian Pacific American Theme House, Casa Magdalena Mora Theme Program,
Native American Theme Program, and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander Pilot Program).
Residential Life at UC Berkeley (2020) notes: “Theme Programs bring together students with
a shared identity, interest, or academic area into unique living and learning environments. The
programs combine all the opportunities of a large university with all the benefits of a small,
close-knit community.”30
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Theme programs provide several initiatives, retreats, and programs that help enhance the 
residential experience. They often are integrated with an academic seminar, but also blend 
community service and cultural events, helping students reap the benefits that are commonly 
associated with living-learning programs.31  In this way, they can represent some of the richest 
offerings of a university, providing the chance to blend learning from both inside and outside of 
the classroom. Colleges and universities that do not already support theme hall/program type 
initiatives in residential life should consider these initiatives, which provide environments that 
support students desiring to explore racial/ethnic and cultural identity. 

Challenging Color Blindness to Combat Discrimination and Foster Inclusion 

Besides student-facing initiatives with an explicit race- or DEI-related focus, institutions must 
ensure that units and services throughout campus are accessible to all students, including those 
from historically excluded and underrepresented backgrounds. The responsibility for fostering a 
welcoming campus environment cannot rest on DEI- and multicultural-oriented units alone. 
For example, units such as the career center and student advising are traditionally not seen as 
DEI-related offices. However, when such units take a generic “all students matter” or colorblind 
approach, they often fail to serve students from historically excluded populations. Student affairs is a 
predominantly white profession, with high attrition from educators of color; units not explicitly related 
to equity- or inclusion-related purposes often operate under more colorblind norms versus being 
intentional about cultivating inclusion.32  Advising, which straddles the area between student affairs 
and academic affairs, has widespread influence on racially minoritized and low-income students. 
However, advising professionals often operate under colorblind and classist norms, despite the 
numerous implications of advising for racial and economic equity.33  

Both within student affairs and academic affairs, facially neutral or generalist policies often have 
disparate impacts on Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students. For example, limited 
enrollment majors with strict GPA requirements for enrollment or transfer often shut out many Black, 
Latinx, and Indigenous students who have the potential to succeed.34  This practice is often justified 
as necessary, given the high demand for these majors, but it often occurs alongside available 
alternatives that would not shut out qualified students. Further, this approach has major negative 
consequences for economic mobility.35  
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Instead of taking a “talent development” perspective, where institutions see themselves as 
developing the talent and potential of students, many institutions exclude students who do 
not reach arbitrary academic thresholds. Policies from the university registrar can also adversely 

affect racially minoritized students; for example, putting a hold on a student’s transcript due to a 
small unpaid fine is a pedagogically unsound practice that should be discarded for the benefit of all 
students. 

Another key element of fostering welcoming environments is supporting students’ needs, like 
food security, emergency financial support, consideration if they work full time, and childcare. 

Even if these supports are not explicitly marked as DEI, they play a critical role in supporting racially 
minoritized and low-income students. These students often are vulnerable to a number of 
stressors; unanticipated circumstances, like an unexpected bill or family emergency, can come 
with significant repercussions. Institutions must proactively prevent students from falling through 
the cracks. For example, at The Ohio State University, its Student Advocacy Center is a one-stop 
shop “committed to helping students navigate Ohio State’s structure and to resolving issues 
that they encounter at the university.”36  The office provides support for students’ academic 

struggles, financial emergencies, and health/personal crises. Access to affordable, on-site, high-
quality childcare is also essential to supporting student parents, a growing population within higher 
education. The Anna Bing Arnold Children’s Center and the W.M. Keck Infant and Toddler Center 
at California State University, Los Angeles, are examples of support for student parents, as well 
as for the children of faculty/staff members and members of the local community.  
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The Role of Academic Affairs in Building Welcoming Environments 

Within the academic space, key initiatives and resources that support welcoming environments 
include ethnic studies programs; programs that help retain racially diverse faculty members and 
graduate students; equity-minded efforts within colleges and departments; centers that support 
racially-minoritized students; and initiatives to support a sense of belonging.  

✓ Ethnic studies programs and courses are a vital part of promoting a robust curriculum and
a welcoming environment so students can learn about key historical and contemporary
issues related to minoritized communities. Many vibrant programs are hosted in states with
bans on race-conscious admissions. California is known as the birthplace of ethnic studies,
with the historic strike for ethnic studies that occurred in 1968 at San Francisco State University
and pioneered academic programs and departments in African American/Black studies, Asian
American studies, Latinx/Chicanx studies, and American Indian/Native American studies. At
some institutions, programs and departments are supported by centers that provide important
complementary programming and research functions (e.g., the Asian American Studies Center
at UCLA). These programs represent institutional commitments to scholarship and education
that are intertwined with and responsive to community-based needs. Other program benefits
include students learning the historical context of key issues; learning about communities
traditionally underrepresented in the curriculum, including their own; and benefitting from the
expertise of diverse faculty members. Various studies on ethnic studies programs at the K-12
level have linked participation by students with “surprisingly large effects” on outcomes—such
as an increase in attendance, in GPA scores, and in the number of credits earned—to the point
of reducing racial “achievement gaps.”37  Critically, students from all racial and ethnic groups
benefit from taking ethnic studies courses, and accordingly, many universities have integrated
courses that address issues about race, diversity, and related issues into general education
requirements.

✓ Fostering a racially diverse faculty remains an essential part of a positive campus climate.
Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN faculty members play a critical role by serving
as “debiasing agents”38 and “possibility models,” and by providing all students with examples
of leadership. They are also more likely to participate in activities vital to student learning,
such as high quality, equity-minded teaching and scholarship.39  Faculty of color—particularly
women faculty members of color—often carry heavy service loads, working extra to support
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Latinx, Black, Asian American, NHPI, and AIAN students. Thus, it is crucial that universities not 
only recruit faculty members of color, but that they support these instructors’ progress toward 
tenure and promotion—in part, by formally recognizing this often-invisible source of labor. More 
specifically, universities can provide targeted mentoring, course releases from teaching, efforts 
to eliminate salary inequities, and compensation for extra service contributions.  

SFFA does not directly address employment and hiring. Nor does it constrain, in any regard, 
facially neutral efforts to recruit, hire, and retain faculty members of color. Equity-minded hiring 
efforts are critical to making progress in this area and can include, but are not limited to, cluster 
hiring and the use of hiring criteria that consider a faculty candidate’s demonstrated efforts to 
create inclusive educational environments in which all students, including racially-minoritized 
students, can thrive.40  Numerous programs that further these goals have long existed in states 
that already have banned race-conscious admissions. For example, the UC system maintains: 
“We are committed to . . . reflecting the population of California in our faculty, students, and 
other academic personnel, especially those who have been systematically and historically 
underrepresented.”41  Initiatives like the UC President’s Postdoctoral Fellowship awards have 
been pivotal in helping to open the UC system to faculty members from historically excluded 
groups. UC institutions have also turned to methods like cluster hiring, such as University of 
California, Irvine’s Black Thriving Initiative Faculty Cluster Hiring Program, which sought to hire 
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cohorts of faculty members committed to interrogating anti-Blackness through their research, 
teaching, and service.42  A benefit of cluster hiring is that the cluster, or cohort, structure can 
provide a sense of connection and support for faculty members as they navigate the institution.

18

✓ Supporting graduate students is also essential to pave the way for the next generation of
faculty members. Graduate student needs, such as salary, insurance and benefits, affordable
childcare, and parental/family leave have an outsized effect on racially-minoritized and low-
income graduate students. Retaining and supporting graduate students—including, but not
limited to, graduate students of color—are essential to laying the groundwork for the future
of the university, as well as to supporting innovation, creativity, and diversity in graduate
education.

To learn more about effective practices for recruiting, hiring, and 
supporting diverse faculty, read Equity-Minded Faculty Hiring 
Practices: Promoting Fairness, Inclusion, and Faculty Diversity to 
Support Student Success in Higher Education.
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✓ Comprehensive support for equity-minded efforts within colleges and academic units
can buttress efforts to support racially-minoritized students. These initiatives can be
undertaken by departments or colleges, and they vary considerably in scope. Some functions
of these units include structures for bias reporting, mediation, programming, admissions
support, climate assessments, faculty support, and long-term vision-setting. One challenge
is that leadership roles related to diversity and equity in academic units are at times held by
non-tenured individuals (sometimes due to the lack of available faculty members with relevant
expertise in a particular department or college), which can limit the ability of individuals to
advocate without fear of losing employment. Having a tenured individual hold a leadership
position is no guarantee that the person will lead effectively, but it does allow for key
protections given the sensitive manner of equity-related advocacy.

✓ Support for centers working to support racially-minoritized students in the academic
realm via stable and sufficient funding and staffing remains essential. These programs are
especially critical in STEM fields, where Black, Latinx, and Indigenous students, among others,
often face a hostile climate.43  Academic support services, federal TRIO programs, and other
programs, like the California State University Louis Stokes Alliance for Minority Participation
program, remain vital to students. Also critical are research centers and institutes that foster
research and creative collaboration around issues related to racial equity. Even with a ban on
race-conscious admissions, the National Center for Institutional Diversity at the University of
Michigan has been a vital hub that nurtures research related to race and anti-racism in higher
education and provides support and mentorship for numerous graduate students and faculty
members.

✓ Social-psychological interventions that seek to increase a sense of belonging and to reduce
stereotype threat (i.e., when academic performance is diminished due to the activation
of negative assumptions about group identity44) are not exclusively related to academic
affairs or student affairs, but they are helpful in supporting students from a wide variety of
backgrounds.45  The Indiana University (IU) Equity Accelerator houses a number of resources
developed by the College Transition Collaborative (CTC) and other partners that seek to help
students overcome challenges, support a growth mindset, and foster a sense of belonging
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in higher education.46  Initiatives like the Social Belonging for College Students program, 
developed by CTC and the Project for Education Research That Scales (PERTS), aim to help 
students recognize that setbacks and incidents in their transition to college, like failing a 
test, are “normal and improvable,” and that they still have a place in college, even when they 
encounter challenges.47  While these interventions can be helpful to all students, they can be 
especially helpful to students from historically underrepresented backgrounds, given that they 
are especially vulnerable to conditions like stereotype threat and imposter syndrome. The 
IU Equity Accelerator also houses resources related to syllabus revision and other ways to 
facilitate inclusive pedagogy. Of note, mindset interventions are no replacement for financial 
and other resource-related investments in addressing structural and institutionalized inequality, 
such as efforts to diversify the faculty and the student body. However, they do offer one set of 
initiatives that can help educators reflect on the role of language and messaging in supporting 
historically excluded students.   
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Conclusion
SFFA is a setback for higher education. However, it neither diminishes a university’s right to proudly 
proclaim its commitment to racial diversity and its educational benefits, nor does it relieve a college or 
university of its legal obligation to create equal learning environments that safeguard the civil rights of 
all students. As higher education braces for changes in campus demographics nationwide, the need 
to foster welcoming environments for racially minoritized students has never been more essential. The 
programs and initiatives listed above are non-exhaustive; a welcoming campus requires additional 
efforts, ranging from inclusive pedagogy to campus policing. Altogether, SFFA should be viewed as a 
call for campuses to not only double down on measures to attract a racially and economically diverse 
student body, but to work harder than ever to retain students by fostering a positive campus experience 
for all. From efforts that specifically address diversity-, equality-, and inclusion-related issues (e.g., 
cultural centers and ethnic student support organizations) to ensuring that all parts of the campus are 
truly accessible, inclusive, and supportive, educators, researchers, and policymakers must continuously 
collaborate to foster campus environments where all students can flourish, with special attention to 
those populations that have been historically excluded from, and underrepresented within, higher 
education.  

To learn more about the many ways campuses can better support their students, please explore the 
following briefs that also are part of this Affirming Equity, Ensuring Inclusion, Empowering Action series, 
including: 

• Ensuring Fairness in College Admissions: Rethinking Recruitment, Demonstrated Interest
Strategies, Early Decision, and Legacy Admissions

• The Urgency of Fair and Equitable Holistic Review of College Applicants

• Advancing Equity by Rethinking the Use of Tests in College Admissions

• Direct Admissions: Reimagining College Applications to Promote Equity

• Equitable College Affordability Policies and Practices

• Equity-Minded Faculty Hiring Practices: Promoting Fairness, Inclusion, and Faculty Diversity to
Support Student Success in Higher Education
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