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Introduction 

 
Dear Fellow Members of the 
Columbia Community: 
 
We are pleased to share with 
you the first report from the 
Race, Ethnicity, and Inclusion 
Task Force (REI). The Office 
of University Life began the 
Task Force in 2015 as a 
means to engage in critical 
conversations about 
inclusion, campus climate, and community citizenship.   
 
Over the past one-and-a-half years, students, faculty, and staff have gathered for Task Force 
meetings and events to consider how to create a campus free of bias and discrimination. Contextual 
points that informed the work of the Task Force included: 1) students’ concerns across the nation 
regarding the experiences of those from historically marginalized communities; 2) increasing 
desire from students, faculty and staff to facilitate and engage in productive conversations and 
enact meaningful inclusive and diversity programs; and 3) President Bollinger’s observation that 
successful citizenship in a pluralistic world requires a commitment to advancing diversity. These 
elements, and more, make the work of the Task Force layered and complex. While this work 
remains in process, what follows here is a review of projects designed this past academic year by 
members of the Task Force working groups to bring the Columbia community closer to the vision 
described above.  
 
As we share these updates from the Task Force, we would like to thank all of the students, faculty, 
and staff who joined us this year. Their commitment, knowledge, drive to make significant 
contributions, and willingness to think afresh about these issues propelled the groups forward and 
provided the focus to cull, from a myriad of ideas, concrete actions and plans.  
 
We are eager to continue the work of the Task Force in the coming year, and as always, appreciate 
your partnership and participation. Please share your thoughts and comments with us at 
universitylife@columbia.edu. We look forward to hearing from you and moving this work even 
further ahead. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ixchel Rosal 
Associate Vice President for University Life 
Office of University Life 
 
Roosevelt Montas 
Associate Dean 
Director of the Center for the Core Curriculum 
Columbia College 
 
Co-chairs for the Race, Ethnicity and Inclusion Task Force  

mailto:universitylife@columbia.edu
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Building a diverse university community is not the work of a moment. It requires sustained 

commitment, concerted effort, and the attention of us all. I reaffirm Columbia University's 

commitment to this mission and to the realization of our core values of inclusion and 

excellence.  

- Lee C. Bollinger, President, Columbia University 

 

Background 

 

The Office of University Life created the Race, Ethnicity and Inclusion Task Force in 2015 as 

a means to engage students, faculty, and staff from all schools at Columbia in projects, 

conversations, and initiatives that further cultivate a campus culture of inclusion.   

 

In November of 2015, University Life held 

a teach-in and speak-out event: Race, 

Ethnicity, and University Life.  Participants 

at the event called for the greater inclusion 

of students from historically marginalized 

communities at Columbia. Students also 

identified the need for such efforts to be 

centrally coordinated; “It seems that there 

are pockets of action happening in 

separate places across campus. Things get 

done in those spaces, but they aren’t 

extrapolated across schools at Columbia,” 

said Devon Wade, a sociology Ph.D. 

student. The momentum for University-

wide efforts that promote a culture of 

inclusion was generated through this and 

other conversations, leading to the 

creation of the Race, Ethnicity, and 

Inclusion Task Force. 

 

In speaking to the potential of the Task 

Force, Executive Vice President Suzanne 

Goldberg said, “The energy of these 

conversations reinforces our potential to 

make this not only a pivotal moment but 

also a shift toward sustained change in our 

community.”  As the Task Force emerged, the question was asked, “What would it be like to 

study, live, and work at Columbia and in a world free from racism and free from other 

Operational Questions: 

How does the work of the Task Force 

help to illuminate: 

 how power and privilege 
influence interpersonal 
interactions; 

 how our individual perspectives 
on identity, inclusion and 
diversity may or may not be 
shared by others, including our 
peers; 

 how making assumptions about 
someone’s identity can be risky 
from the standpoint of creating 
inclusive community; 

 how inclusive community 
citizenship is fundamental to 
developing leadership skills; how 
it takes work from each one of 
us; and how it can be powerfully 
educational and exhilarating, 
even when it can also be deeply 
difficult at many points along the 
way. 
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forms of discrimination and bias?” Students, faculty, and staff were then invited to join the 

Task Force with this question in mind as a guide.  

 

In its initial year, the Task Force hosted meetings and events to identify how students 

experience their racial, ethnic, and other intersecting aspects of identity on campus. After 

review of the qualitative data from the first year, staff in the Office of University Life 

identified two key areas of focus for the Task Force: 

 

 Interpersonal communications and interactions – This includes student/student, 

faculty/student, or staff/student interactions. 

 

 Institutional identity – This includes the values, beliefs, assumptions and norms that 

shape the campus culture at Columbia. 

 

This initial exploration of the Task Force’s work and scope done in 2015-2016 provided the 

foundation for the REI projects developed in 2016-2017. 

 

 

2016-2017 Overview 

 

In the fall of 2016, University Life invited all Columbia students to apply for membership on 

the Task Force. Over 100 students submitted applications (see Appendix A for a complete 

listing of Task Force members), and, on October 21, 2016, over 60 students, staff, and 

faculty gathered in Case Lounge of Columbia Law School to begin the work of the Task 

Force for the new academic year. 

 

At this initial meeting, attendees joined one of four working groups, each with a different 

focus: 

 

A. Awareness Project – to develop a campus-focused inclusion and belonging 

campaign. 

 

B. Campus Conversations – to create opportunities for the campus community to have 

conversations about diversity and inclusion.   

 

C. Discussion Group – to identify issues students are facing that impact their sense of 

inclusion and belonging at Columbia. 

 

D. Inclusive Classrooms – to examine the elements that play into creating an inclusive 

classroom. 
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Meaningful inclusion and belonging at Columbia are values that inform our 

interactions with one another and shape the projects we undertake as a community. 

They allow us to engage in dialogue across differences, past difficulties and challenges, 

and toward understanding. They guide us to see each person at the University as a 

valued member of the community. Not assumed, meaningful inclusion and belonging are 

principles to which we recommit ourselves continuously. [Current draft] 

 

In addition to the initial meeting and working group sessions, the full Task Force 

membership met twice in spring 2017 (February 3 and May 2, 2017). In these full Task 

Force meetings, working group members shared progress made on their projects and 

sought feedback from other Task Force members, which informed the next stages of 

development for each group’s projects. Please see Appendix B for agendas and meeting 

materials shared at full Task Force meetings. 

 

Additionally, Task Force members developed a value statement to define the terms 

meaningful inclusion and belonging, concepts central to Task Force projects. Currently, the 

statement is in draft form and will be finalized in the coming year. 

 

Meetings included presentations by students, faculty, and staff working on diversity and 

inclusion initiatives outside of the Task Force. These presentations included a review of an 

oral history project conducted within the Graduate School of Arts and Sciences and a 

student group strategic-planning project housed in the Office of Multicultural Affairs. These 

presentations at Task Force meetings helped to create synergies between projects and 

shared resources, attempting to break silos and improve progress and participation in 

diversity and inclusion goals. 

 

 

Awareness Project 

 

Members of this working group considered initiatives and campaigns in place at Columbia 

and elsewhere; conducted research on best practices regarding social engagement 

initiatives both within and outside higher education; and reviewed a variety of media for 

the initiatives (i.e. social media, poster campaigns, artistic expressions, public service 

announcements, etc.).  

 

Members of the group deliberated for some time on the medium and message of the 
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campaign, knowing they wanted to create something lasting, incentivize participation 

within schools, and be mindful of people who are not “at the table.”  

 

Awareness Project working group members selected video as the campaign’s medium. 

Through further discussion, the group identified elements of the video, including a series of 

testimonials by students, faculty, and staff responding to the prompt: “Are you in…?” This 

prompt was intended partly to play on the 

prefix “in”:  INspiring, INtrospective, 

INsightful, INternational, INterracial, 

INtentional, etc. The group suggested that 

even if the question inspired someone to say 

that they were “not in,” highlighting 

someone feeling “out” could also be 

powerful and instructive.  

 

The group developed an additional prompt: 

“What is the difference between inclusion 

and belonging? How do you feel included / 

How do you feel as though you belong?” The 

group discussed that one could be 

“included,” but not feel as though they 

belong, which is a compelling difference. Participants could say what they think of the two 

words, and then whether and how they belong. In the end, the group wanted to reinforce 

that all people who are here, regardless of their identities, income, political party, etc., 

belong in our Columbia community. 

 

To date, the group has recorded video clips from four students. Clips from these will be 

shown at incoming fall 2017 orientations to elicit and invite additional participants. For the 

2017-2018 academic year, the working group plans to expand the subject of the video to 

the work of student organizations. The video will be shared broadly to the campus 

community via social media platforms. 

 

 

Campus Conversations 

 

With the understanding that interpersonal interactions are often where microaggressions 

and other tensions arise, the need for conversations becomes more apparent. Members of 

this working group investigated models for hosting conversations (including conversation 

guides, facilitation strategies, and formats) that could seek to address the following 

question: How do we as a community have difficult conversations, particularly those that 

Awareness Project Goals: 

 Greater “connectedness” on 

campus via a “cool,” accessible and 

meaningful campaign. 

 Activate partners across schools 

and campuses for broader 

awareness and engagement with 

our campaign.  

 If needed, create supplemental 

educational materials for project. 
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lead to greater understanding among participants?  

 

The fall semester meetings for the group were used to brainstorm and discuss ideas related 

to conversation and dialogue-based programming for the Task Force. The group provided 

feedback in three key areas: 

 

 Key issues, events, and cultural phenomenon that could inform programming 
objectives. 
 

 Qualitative and quantitative components of successful conversations. 
 

 Potential frameworks for the conversation. 
 

In the spring, this working group developed Having the Talk: Conversations Across 

Difference. The group designed the initiative as a series of conversation packets, each 

centered on a different theme, with three distinct exercises to explore the given theme 

along with facilitation guides. The group selected fear, privilege, and identity as the first 

three themes to use in the initiative’s development. The subcommittees presented initial 

drafts of the packets at the Task Force’s final meeting of the year, sought feedback from the 

larger group, and plans to refine the packets in early fall 2017.  

 

The Having the Talk (draft title) conversation packets, once complete and finalized, will be 

made available to the campus community via the Office of University Life website. 

Members of the Columbia community can download the packets, which will include 

facilitation instructions, conversation guidelines, and exercises to explore a given theme.  

Each theme’s exploration will have three parts: 

1. An introductory exercise for participants to consider the theme within their own 

lived experiences. 

2. A discussion focused on a text or art that asks participants to consider how the 

author/artist explored the given theme. 

3. A closing exercise that places the theme within a contemporary context, which has 

implications for the campus community. 

The purpose of the initiative is to provide structure for conversations that are necessary in 

further cultivating a culture of inclusion at Columbia. To review a sample conversation 

packet, please see Appendix C for the draft identity-themed packet. 

 
 

Discussion Group 

 

Members of this working group convened three times throughout the year and continued 
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the conversations from the previous year, which sought to identify key campus climate 

issues impacting the quality of student life. This group’s sharing of their lived experience on 

campus informed the selection and trajectory of the Task Force’s projects.  

 

After the group’s initial meeting, inconsistent attendance and participation in regular 

meetings made it challenging to sustain cumulative work throughout the year. However, 

having different voices representative of various parts of the University provided an 

unexpected opportunity to approach each meeting as a focus group for thinking through 

current experiences particular to students’ program, school, and campus.  The following 

themes emerged from these meetings:  

 

• Microaggressions are experienced in and out of the classroom, and it is difficult to 

address them effectively. 

 

• The responsibility to raise awareness of and address issues of racism often falls on 

students of color and other underrepresented groups. 

 

• There can be a lack of community responsibility when incidents of bias occur among 

students. 

 

• In the context of a campus that values free speech, many students of color are 

negatively impacted when extreme, racist, and/or hateful speech is not challenged. 

 

• Tension sometimes occur among 

students when incidents beyond campus 

impact communities on campus 

differently.  

 

These five themes were shared with both the 

Task Force ands the Student of Color Advisory 

Board (SOCAB), which is part of Multicultural 

Affairs, Undergraduate Student Life (CC&SEAS). 

SOCAB then utilized these themes to inform 

their own SOC awareness campaign, which will 

be used to inform, develop, enhance, or change 

programs and services to better support 

students. 

 

Discussion Group Objectives 

 Identify and compile student 

experiences. 

 Identify themes and share with 

campus partners and the full REI 

Task Force. 

 Explore ways for continual climate 

assessment beyond the Task 

Force. 
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Inclusive Classrooms 

 

This group explored the dynamics that shape the classroom environment. The group’s 

conversations generated a series of stories that reflected both the presence of and absence 

of the principles of inclusion in a variety of learning environments (classrooms, 

conferences, etc.). Through their conversations and storytelling, working group members 

found that the stories proved to be useful pedagogical tools.  And thus, the group’s project 

came into focus: a collection of stories from students across the University that would 

provide opportunity for reflection on the principles of inclusivity and their further 

incorporation into the campus culture and classrooms. 

 

Given the power of narrative and its ability to engage people in meaningful ways, the 

Inclusive Classrooms Working Group’s collection of stories from students was imagined as 

a teaching tool. Through this project, perspectives on what it means to experience, learn 

from, or be denied the opportunity to thrive within learning environments will be shared 

with the campus community to stimulate dialogue and reflection on inclusive learning 

environments. For the 2017-2018 academic year, this working group plans to refine the 

scope of this project and identify campus partners for its implementation. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Excerpt from Draft Call for Stories: 

We all have stories to tell. The Race, Ethnicity and Inclusion Task Force wants to hear 
your story of belonging, or not, in the classroom. Given the power of narrative and its 
ability to engage us in meaningful and transformative ways, the Task Force is 
collecting stories from Columbians (students, faculty and staff) that shed light on the 
question: What is an inclusive learning environment?  
 
You are invited to submit a story about a time you felt included or excluded in a 
learning space. What made you feel that way? If you felt excluded, what would have 
changed things for you so that you felt included? What did you learn from that 
experience?  
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Summary and Next Steps 

 

Over the course of the 2016-2017 academic year, the Race, Ethnicity, and Inclusion Task 

Force working groups met to select and design projects for the University community that 

would cultivate a greater sense of inclusion on campus. While still in development, each 

project was designed, with input from students, faculty, and staff from throughout the 

University community, to inform interpersonal communications and interactions and/or 

Columbia’s institutional identity.   

 

For the 2017-2018 academic year, the Task Force will again invite the campus community 

to join this effort. New members will be briefed on the development and current stage of 

each project, as well as plans for implementation. They will then join a working group of 

their choice. Each working group will further develop and complete their project and will 

introduce it to the campus community by spring of 2018.   

 

The working groups will remain the same in scope and charge, with one exception: the 

Discussion Group. Next year, this group will have a specific focus for their conversation: 

bias incidents on campus. In the coming year, this group will function as a think tank and 

explore ways for the student community to recover from a bias incident. Through research 

on best practices at other universities and group conversations, the group will consider 

what could happen at Columbia when incidents of bias occur and the community requires 

opportunities for process, reflection, and moving forward.    
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A – Race, Ethnicity, and Inclusion Task Force Full Roster 
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Appendix B – Task Force Agendas and Meeting Materials 
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Appendix C – Identity-Themed Packet (Draft) 
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