
Diversity Action Council Student Focus Groups on 

Diversity & Inclusiveness May 2006
In March 2006, the Assessment Committee of the Diversity Action Council (DAC), in collaboration with the Office of Planning and Institutional Research (OPIR), conducted a series of four focus groups with Main Campus faculty.  This report describes the context of the assessment, summarizes the results, and suggests how they might be used to further Georgetown’s efforts to create and sustain a welcoming and inclusive campus climate.

Background and rationale
One of the roles of the DAC is to “examine critically the University’s structures and activities that facilitate or inhibit our stated commitment to diversity” (Diversity Action Council Mission and Charge, 2004).  As a part of that responsibility, the Assessment Committee began gathering data about student perceptions of the campus climate.  A
brief survey was given to 1,019 incoming students attending the New Student Orientation (NSO) ‘Pluralism in Action’ program on August 31, 2004 (see report on ‘Pluralism in Action New Student Survey on Diversity and Inclusiveness at Georgetown University,’ May 2005, Office of the Provost).  Among other findings, that survey indicated that new Georgetown students were both hopeful of meeting and interacting with a wide variety of students different from themselves, as well as apprehensive that most of their peers would, in fact, soon separate into ‘cliques’ of students that were similar in terms of race, socioeconomic class, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or religion.  
Two other student surveys, developed and administered to all undergraduates by OPIR, included specific items related to students’ experiences of diversity on campus.  The November 2004 Georgetown Undergraduate Student Survey (GUSS) asked about faculty and student “attitudes and behavior toward issues of diversity and inclusion in the classroom.”  Response patterns revealed that across all racial/ethnic groups and class years, students “consistently indicated greater dissatisfaction with the attitudes and behavior of their fellow students than those of faculty” (OPIR, 2005).  One possible interpretation of these results is that Georgetown students may be more receptive to faculty efforts to facilitate discussions of diversity issues in the classroom than they are to participating in informal out-of-class conversations with peers.  A second instrument, the fall 2005 Student Perceptions of Alcohol Survey (SPA), included 10 items related to diversity issues on campus.  When asked how satisfied they were with Georgetown’s current level of diversity, student responses were mixed.  While three-fourths of the respondents overall reported satisfaction with the ethnic/racial diversity of campus, only 52 percent of Black students and 66 percent of Hispanic students were satisfied.  According to OPIR, “similar proportions were observed for climate for minority students on campus, where the opinions of minority students should receive greater weight than the opinions of the White majority.  Areas of particular concern among Black students were curricular and faculty diversity.  While some students have experienced racism, sexism, and homophobia at Georgetown, the most common stressors involved financial and social class issues” (OPIR, 2006).
Considering the findings of both the NSO and the OPIR surveys, the DAC decided that providing students with structured opportunities to discuss diversity issues might facilitate additional dialogue on campus and help alleviate some of the tensions and divisions that have arisen among students or groups on campus.  The spring 2006 DAC-sponsored student focus groups were one small attempt to provide such an opportunity for dialogue.
The purpose of the conversations was to give a sample of Main Campus undergraduate students an opportunity to talk about their perceptions of the climate for diversity and inclusiveness at Georgetown, and to share in a safe environment their personal experiences with diversity issues.  Because OPIR regularly conducts confidential, anonymous surveys such as GUSS and SPA, focus groups would allow students a more personal, face-to-face occasion to bring up topics of mutual interest and concern and encourage continued dialogue beyond the focus groups.  OPIR handled the logistics of sampling and sent out invitations under the name of the DAC Assessment Committee, whose members coordinated the actual focus group facilitation.

Focus group participant population and demographics

OPIR selected a stratified random sample of 500 Main Campus undergraduates
, drawn from the College of Arts and Sciences, the School of Foreign Service, the McDonough School of Business, and the School of Nursing and Health Studies.  The Director of OPIR, on behalf of the DAC Assessment Committee, obtained IRB approval for the project.  Email invitations (see Appendix A) were sent out to the entire list, and a total of 50 students responded.  Though ten students were unable to participate due to their class or work schedules, a total of 40 accepted the invitation to attend one of the four focus groups.  In the aggregate, the groups were diverse in terms of gender, class year, race & ethnicity, and academic discipline.  
Question protocol 

In order to ensure general comparability of responses across the four groups, the Committee prepared a detailed question protocol (see Appendix B).  All facilitators used this same list of questions as they conducted their groups; however, as often happens in such situations, each conversation developed its own particular dynamic, with the groups exploring common themes in varied ways.  Some groups discussed student life issues more fully (e.g. behavior on campus and during the first year), while others focused more on academic issues such as the diversity of the students in their classes and the need for more diverse curricular offerings within the academic disciplines.
Focus group administration and data analysis 

Four groups were convened during the last two weeks of March 2006, with one member of the Assessment Committee facilitating the discussion with the assistance of a student volunteer.  All groups were held in a private room in the Leavey Center or the Intercultural Center, and each discussion lasted approximately 90 minutes.  During the discussions, students shared their perceptions of the overall diversity of the Georgetown campus community and student body; reflections on their experiences of diversity and inclusion their classes and in the curriculum; and their opinions on the value of including 
a diversity question on the University end-of-semester course evaluation form.
Shortly after the groups were held, each note-taker shared her or his notes with a small working group of those who had facilitated the focus groups.  Table 1. displays the results of this preliminary thematic analysis of the aggregated student responses, grouping major themes according to classroom concerns, diversity in the curriculum, and general campus climate.

	Classroom concerns:

· Treatment/discussion of diversity depends on the course topic and class size
· Discussion of role of faculty in facilitating classroom discussion about diversity issues

· Apparent discomfort or inability of some faculty to do so

· Student-professor interaction limited to the classroom; not aware of student life issues outside of class

· Student reluctance to speak out in class on sensitive topics 
· Some students fear grades could be affected if they spoke their minds

· Faculty assumptions about particular groups stifle free discussion

	Diversity in the curriculum:

· Concerns about diversity in the academic curriculum

· Favorable discussion of a diversity requirement (parallel to theology requirement)
· Needs to be more flexibility in some of core requirements (e.g. History)

· Lack of attention to gender and sexual orientation issues in the curriculum
· Should incorporate community service work (DC’s diversity) into the curriculum
· International diversity accepted as the norm; ‘domestic diversity’ issues often ignored

	General campus climate:

· Self-segregation among racial and ethnic groups at GU
· Students in their comfort zone in the cafeteria (sitting in segregated groups)

· Freshman year is ‘trial by fire’ regarding how to get involved/find friends

· Challenges faced by minority or diverse students at GU

· Hard to gauge progress on campus around diversity issues & attitudes

· Many campus activities exclude those students who don’t want to drink

· Georgetown needs a more diverse faculty



Table 1.   Major themes from student focus groups
These themes are explored in more detail below, based on student comments during the focus groups (see ‘Discussion and interpretation of student responses’).

Student impressions of diversity at Georgetown

As a warm-up activity before the discussions began, each focus group participant was asked to respond to an anonymous written prompt similar to that used with students during the 2004 New Student Orientation (see page 1), asking them to “List three words that come to mind when you think of Georgetown University in relation to diversity and inclusion.”  The same exercise had been carried out during the DAC-sponsored faculty focus groups on diversity issues held in 2005 (see report on ‘Diversity Action Council Faculty Focus Groups on Diversity & Inclusiveness,’ May 2005, Office of the Provost), and the committee wanted to collect and compare similar data from the student focus group participants. 
Following the conclusion of the four student focus groups, a comparative analysis was carried out between the student responses and those collected at the 2005 DAC faculty focus groups.  There were a few overlapping themes, as well as some important differences.  Table 2. compares themes derived from the two sets of data:

2005 Faculty Focus Group Themes

2006 Student Focus Group Themes


Generally Positive Themes:







1 – Principled







2 – Diversity is important at GU





3 – GU is making a well-intentioned effort

1 – GU is a work in progress








2 – Communication









3 – Diversity exists at GU









4 – Expressed awareness/concern

Generally Negative Themes:


4 – Commitment is tentative





5 – GU progress is hindered



5 – Progress towards diversity hindered

6 – Talk but no action











7 – Catholic tension







8 – Conservative









6 – Campus climate actively obstructs









7 – Stereotypical view of campus









8 – Segregated


9 – Little economic/other diversity


9 – Little economic/other diversity
Table 2.   Major themes from student focus groups

Based on this analysis and comparison, it appears that the student comments were more incisive (specific rather than general) and overall more negative, both in terms of topic (e.g. faculty’s “Talk but no action” versus students’ “Campus climate actively obstructs inclusiveness”) and in degree of negativity (faculty’s “Conservative” versus students’ “Segregated”), than were those gathered from faculty the year before.
Discussion and interpretation of student responses to focus group questions
Four general discussion prompts were used as core questions to anchor the conversation in each focus group.  This section presents summaries of the aggregated responses of students across all groups to each of these four key questions.

► Students view Georgetown as self-segregated among ethnic groups
The first question asked students was, “How would you describe the Georgetown University campus community, in terms of diversity and inclusion?”  Responses included generally positive impressions of the campus climate (“relatively diverse student body”; “lots of great student groups”) as well as more critical comments regarding student behaviors (“it’s not very easy to integrate as a freshman”; “Georgetown can seem extremely superficial and exclusive”).  Some students also responded to this question by expanding on the ‘three words’ they had used with the written prompt distributed before the discussion began, with comments such as 
· I have been asked questions out of ignorance. However, many students are open to learning about other cultures.

· Most people here who embrace diversity learned it before coming to GU so the people who need to be reached are not necessarily being reached. 
· I had an interviewer for GU who told me not to come because the campus is not diverse. He said that I would have a bad time here.

Two themes came up repeatedly across the groups:  that diversity does exist at Georgetown, coupled with self-segregation among racial and ethnic groups on campus.  Typical student comments included:  

· Diversity is existent, if one is willing to make the effort to find it.  
· Diversity exists but there needs to be a way to promote more minority students into leadership.  
· What I have noticed as a first year is that many of us tend to make our own groups, making others feel uncomfortable trying to fit in. 
· Freshmen Year at Georgetown tends to be trial by fire in terms of making new friends and trying to fit into a group that you are comfortable with; once you find that group it can be hard to break out and mingle with other groups.
· Integration workshops or similar should be available for all student organizations. 
· I feel that Georgetown has many opportunities and resources but they are not being used adequately.  

· Students need to be more active in inclusion and diversity.
· Racial groups pretty much just hang out with each other.

· There are also international student cliques.

· Sometimes there is ‘groupthink’.

One student comment summarized well the general view about diversity on the one hand, and exclusion on the other:

· The cafeteria is an excellent illustration of how diverse Georgetown is from a race/ethnicity standpoint, but how much it lacks in terms of mixing among these various groups.

► Diversity topics tend to be avoided in the classroom
The second and third questions asked students to reflect on their experience of diversity and inclusion in the classroom.  Participants commented on the classroom learning environment, atmosphere for diversity, and quality of student-student and student-faculty interaction.  Typical comments included: 
· Sometimes the climate in the classroom will keep me from asking a question; the climate can be intense.

· I felt intimidated by other students because I’m from a public school.  I felt like because I’m from public school and I’m Latino that I can’t be [academically] good. 

· There was a comment made in class by a classmate that wasn’t addressed by my economics professor.  The comment was about how public school students don’t deserve to go to private school because they don’t work hard enough.
· A professor once told me that I should have done better on an exam because of my ethnic background [I am South Asian]. 

· A professor told one of the non-white girls in the group that her people don’t have a good hold on the language so she should go to the writing center.

· Contesting something that the professor says can affect your grade; you want to pick and choose your battles.

· A professor once asked me why I [a South Asian] wanted to pursue coursework in Latin American Studies.
· I think there needs to be diversity training for faculty so they don’t make students feel uncomfortable with some of their comments.

It is clear from these comments that some students experience a ‘chilly classroom’ environment and do not feel there is an inclusive atmosphere for discussions of diversity issues or diverse viewpoints.  This theme is particularly significant, as it parallels some comments made by faculty in the DAC-led focus groups in May 2005.  Faculty descriptions of their own classrooms’ climate for diversity pointed to a ‘culture of politeness’ on campus, where students are hesitant to challenge the thoughts of their professors.  Faculty especially noted this reticence to engage in their international, female, and first-year students.  Overall, the faculty participants in the May 2005 conversations agreed that there is not enough open discussion of diversity issues on campus or in the classroom.

As was also noted by the faculty themselves during their earlier focus group discussions, students participating in the 2006 groups felt that there seems to be hesitation among some faculty as to whether or how to engage students actively in class discussions of diversity and social justice issues.  In the students’ view, some faculty appear uncomfortable or unable to discuss diversity issues in class.  Student comments included:
· Professors think they need to cover certain things in class so they spend the whole time talking about those things and completely skip over other diverse topics or run through them very quickly instead of taking the time on these diverse issues, too.  
· How do you know if a professor is racist or sexist, or they’re just a bad professor?
· Most professors, because of their white privilege, have no idea what they’re saying that might be offensive.
· In Spanish class the professor said ‘describe your ideal mate’ and this is uncomfortable for incoming freshmen who may be gay or “in the closet”.

· International professors don’t understand how certain issues are addressed in the U.S. and the sensitivity that is required regarding the subject, like polling students about their views about homosexuality.
· Faculty in general are pretty respectful of diversity of ideas in the classroom.

· Professors don’t address when inappropriate speech is used (“that’s so gay”, fag, racial slurs, “I was so ADD”).
· Professors don’t want to change – I think asking a professor to change would upset them.
· Professors don’t address diversity if it’s not directly related to course materials/topics.
Students in the focus groups did not know why many professors didn’t address diversity issues or inappropriate student comments.  In one of the groups, a student mentioned an African Diaspora class that was taught by a middle-aged white man and said that though it was awkward at first, the attempt to incorporate all of the students in an inclusive way was welcomed by the class.  Further study is needed to uncover the reasons behind the apparent faculty reluctance at Georgetown to discuss diversity topics openly in the classroom.
► Georgetown needs a more diverse faculty and curriculum
Finally, students were asked how satisfied they were with the content of the curriculum and their courses in terms of diversity topics and/or issues.  There was strong agreement among students across the four focus groups that Georgetown would benefit from a more diverse faculty, who could serve as mentors for diverse students, and that the University needs a curriculum that includes a wider variety of perspectives on the academic disciplines.  Most of the groups also discussed what they viewed as the advantages of Georgetown’s instituting a curricular ‘diversity requirement.’  Typical comments included:  

· We have a theology requirement – what if we had a diversity requirement?  The diversity of religions taught/covered in the theology department is impressive.
· The diversity requirement is essential to the University's growth.  
· A diversity requirement would also help to attract professors who are interested in diversity which would help the campus break through the ignorance.

· I think there are many professors that care about diversity but there’s just no cohesive center for them.
· There needs to be a cohesive ethnic studies program that captures the hyphenated American experience like the US Latino studies program.

· There also needs to be a change in the College history requirement.  Changing the history requirement would help people know more about their peers, their country’s history, and where people come from.

· If you’re not written into the history books, you are not remembered.

· A more diverse curriculum would also encourage diversity: inter-religious classes, more African studies, Latino studies options.

· I took ‘History of the Atlantic World’ and many of the kids in the class were black . . . a lot of my friends who took ‘European Civilization’ said their classes were predominantly white.
The student consensus was that part of the University’s role is to socially educate students.  According to one student, “the ideal education for a college student is to not only walk away with a command of the subject matter that you studied but to also learn the life skills that will prepare you for the real world.”  There was strong agreement that such life preparation should include studying with faculty who foster an environment where students with different ideologies feel comfortable sharing those thoughts, and where faculty encourage discussion that is not limited to one viewpoint or belief.
► Diversity question on student course evaluations
Near the end of each focus group session, students were asked for feedback on the wording and usefulness of including a proposed ‘diversity question’ on University end-of-semester course evaluations.  This item was suggested in late spring 2004 by the Faculty Senate and used in a voluntary pilot administration of online course evaluations in fall semester 2004.  Focus group participants were given a copy of the question wording, as follows:  “The instructor promoted a learning environment that was respectful of students regardless of ability, ethnicity, gender, nationality, race, class, religion, or sexual orientation.”  Students were asked if they would favor including such a question on the course evaluations for their classes.  Comments included:
· Some students would prefer to take a course taught by professors who got a high rating in this area.
· The question doesn’t account for the students’ behavior; for example, did the students also promote such an atmosphere in the class?

· Professors should be held responsible for what they do, so a comment section is needed for people to explain situations and incidents, etc.

· Yes; professors should be able to regulate the atmosphere of their classes.

· Ask something about political or intellectual diversity as well in the question. 

· There should be bubbles corresponding to each type of diversity.
In contrast to the faculty views expressed the year before on this question (that it would not have clear faculty support), the consensus across the student focus groups was that while the wording and format need some work, some sort of ‘diversity question’ on the course evaluations would be useful and appreciated by students.
Summary and implications for improving campus climate

Based on our analysis of the results of the student focus groups, the DAC Assessment Committee recommends the following next steps and areas for further study: 
· Provide continuing, structured opportunities for students from diverse backgrounds to discuss issues of inclusiveness and social justice, both within the classroom and on campus socially.
· Encourage more faculty to take advantage of professional development opportunities focused on inclusive teaching and learning, such as at CNDLS’ summer institute.
· Consider reopening the Faculty Senate discussion of a University diversity course requirement.

· Renew the Faculty Senate discussion of the development and use of a diversity question on the University end-of-course evaluations.
One of the DAC facilitators summarized her group’s discussion in this way:  “As a community, most of us recognize that silos exist, but figuring out how to get past them is really difficult; the group agreed it starts with recognizing the bigger issues, facilitating discussion about them, and providing environments where people feel free to speak openly and honestly about diversity issues.”  In order to support students in their intellectual and social development, University administration and faculty must take the lead in creating and sustaining an inclusive and welcoming environment in which such discussions can take place.
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Appendix A.  Invitation email to prospective student participants
Dear Georgetown Students,

The Diversity Action Council (DAC) was established in 2004 and charged by the Provost to create and advocate for diversity-related programming, to serve as a clearinghouse for diversity-related information, and to reach out to members of the University community who do not generally gravitate toward discussions of diversity.  
In an effort to continue to examine the overall campus climate, we would like to develop a better sense of the attitudes of undergraduate students with respect to community and inclusion issues.  The DAC Assessment Committee is inviting 50 randomly selected students to participate in focus groups this spring.  You have been selected as a potential participant in one of the focus groups.  We hope that you will accept this invitation by responding to this email and indicating your schedule preference below.  Participation in the focus groups is voluntary, but we hope that you will take advantage of this opportunity to share your insights on these important issues with us and with your fellow students.
The focus groups will be facilitated by members of the DAC Assessment Committee, who conducted similar focus group discussions with faculty last year, and assisted by a student facilitator.  Applicable IRB regulations will be followed, so we can assure you that your comments will be held in the strictest confidentiality.  Reports on the focus groups will mainly concentrate on general summaries of aggregated responses; while occasionally a specific student comment may be used, no response will be identified with any individual student, either by name, gender, ethnic background, or any other potentially identifying information.

Thank you for taking an active role in improving the campus climate at Georgetown University.  We look forward to hearing your positive response to this invitation.

Sincerely,

DAC Assessment Committee


FOCUS GROUP SCHEDULE

We have scheduled the following days and times for these focus groups, and invite you to RSVP to this email by selecting the timeslot that best fits your schedule.  Please respond by Tuesday, March 14, and indicate at least two preferences, as some shifting of groups may be necessary once we’ve heard from all participants.  Pizza or other refreshments will be provided at each session.

· Tuesday, March 21, 6:00-8:00PM

· Wednesday, March 22, 6:00-8:00PM

· Friday, March 24, 1:00-3:00PM

· Tuesday, March 28, 6:00-8:00PM

Once we have finalized the schedule, we will confirm your time and inform you of the room location as well as the name and contact information of your focus group facilitator.  If you have further questions prior to the focus group meeting, please let us know.  Thank you in advance for your cooperation.

Appendix B.  Student focus group question protocol

DAC Student Focus Group Protocol,

March 2005
Introductory Remarks (5 minutes)

· Welcome and thank participants for coming 

· Review purpose of discussion:  talk about perceptions of the Georgetown campus community and climate for diversity and inclusion

· Introduce self and note-taker

· Verify that all have responded to ‘word association’ diversity question; be sure to  collect these
· Give assurances of confidentiality and anonymity of student responses

· Encourage free-flowing conversation among participants (expand, disagree, etc.)

· Convey DAC’s sincere desire to hear perspective of each individual present

Opening Question (5 minutes) 

► As some of us may not know each other, please give your name and school, major, and perhaps tell us what prompted you to accept our invitation to this focus group.

Introductory Question (10 minutes):

► How would you describe the Georgetown University campus community, in terms of diversity and inclusion?

[prompt] – How do you define ‘diversity’?

· racial/ethnic

· class/socioeconomic

· gender/sexual orientation

· intellectual

· other…

[prompt] – If you’ve been at Georgetown more than a year or two, do you think the campus climate is changing, and if so, how? 

Transition Question (10 minutes):

► How diverse are the students in your classes?

[prompt] – Do you think the courses taught at GU attract diverse students?        

[prompt] – Assuming GU attracts a diverse student body, do you think that students interact across ethnic groups outside of classes on their own?

[prompt] – Is interaction across and between groups something that’s socially encouraged or discouraged at GU?

Core Questions (20 minutes) 
Let’s turn now to your reflections on your experience of diversity and inclusion in the classroom.

► How relevant are student diversity issues to the classroom learning environment?

► How satisfied are you with the quality of interaction among students in your classes, and between students and your professors, about diversity issues?

[prompt] – How would you describe the classroom atmosphere, or the professors’ and students’ willingness to engage with each other intellectually in class?

► How satisfied are you with the content of the curriculum and your courses in terms of diversity topics and/or issues?

[prompt]- What content/activities would need to be included in a course or curriculum to address the goal of decreasing prejudice, increasing understanding and acceptance? 
Follow-up Questions (10-15 minutes)
    In our final question, we’re asking you to act as consultants regarding a proposed   

    ‘diversity item’ on the end of course evaluations students fill out each semester.

    ►  An optional ‘diversity item’ was suggested last spring by the Faculty Senate and

        used by some faculty during a pilot administration of online course evaluations 

        last fall.  We’d like your opinion on the language of that item.  That question

     
      [pass out printed copy of question to participants here] 
        was phrased:  “The instructor promoted a learning environment that was

        respectful of students regardless of ability, ethnicity, gender, nationality, race, 

        class, religion, or sexual orientation,” with an agree/disagree scale, one end of

        the scale labeled Strongly Agree and other end Strongly Disagree, with no labels 

        for three points in between. 

      [Allow some time for participants to read and consider wording]



[prompt] – Would you want to see such a question on the course 

                           evaluations you fill out for your classes?  

          [prompt] – How might we improve the wording of this question?

    ►  Is there anything else you would like to share with us about your experiences     

         regarding diversity or inclusion at Georgetown? 



Thank you very much for taking the time to participate today. We’ll be combining your responses with those of faculty participating in the other two focus groups and will be presenting this collective feedback to the Diversity Action Council to help complete their assessment of the campus climate for diversity and inclusion.  

If you have any questions about your participation in these focus groups, or any additional comments or concerns you would like to convey, please contact your focus group facilitator [provide your contact information], or Dr. Barbara Craig, Director of Assessment & Diversity at CNDLS, 687-5104 or bac@georgetown.edu.


























































































































































� In preparing the sample, it was decided to oversample for minority students in order to assure that invitations went to a diverse group of students, and to increase the likelihood that the resulting focus groups would include a wide variety of student views and experiences. 
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