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Abstract 
 
 

The Role of On-campus, Race-Based Student Activism in a Multicultural Center at a 
Predominantly White Institution: An Ecological Case Study 

 
 Cultural centers on college and university campuses in the U.S. are deeply 

connected to student activism such that institutions were prompted by protests staged by 

Black, Asian American, and Latinx students to establish the first ethnic-specific centers 

in the 1970s and the first multicultural centers in the 1980s. Similar to their predecessors 

from 50 years ago, students of color today continue to issue demands for the creation of 

and sustained investment in cultural or multicultural centers on their campuses. These 

institutional entities are often charged with a duality of roles in which they must 

simultaneously serve the needs of their institutions and campus community members. 

However, such roles are challenged when there is misalignment in how different campus 

populations perceive the focus and purpose of these centers. Extant literature examines 

student activism and cultural centers as separate topics, yet there is a gap in research that 

considers the link between race-based student activism and multicultural centers. 

 Guided by the campus ecology framework and critical systems theory, this case 

study explored the role of on-campus, race-based student activism in a multicultural 

center at a predominantly White institution, specifically the Trotter Multicultural Center 

(TMC) at the University of Michigan. Through surveys and individual interviews with 

student activists, faculty and staff members, and senior-level administrators, along with 

direct observations and document analysis, this study demonstrates the 

interconnectedness of ecological components such as individuals, social norms and 

values, physical spaces, and organizational structures and policies that comprise the 



 x 

TMC. The findings reveal the prevailing presence of two competing views on 

multiculturalism, which shaped study participants’ perceptions of, expectations for, and 

engagement with the TMC. In addition, the findings indicate how the tension created by 

the two views is manifested in the TMC’s relationship with on-campus, race-based 

student activism and in its existence as a symbol, campus building, and administrative 

unit. Overall, this study contributes to higher education discourse by highlighting 

significant points for consideration for institutional responses to on-campus, race-based 

student activism, particularly responses that involve the creation of a new multicultural 

center or support of an existing multicultural center.
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 
Why do students need culture centers in the 21st century? Haven’t we moved past 
the need to divide into separate racial and ethnic groups? With all that we know 
about the spurious nature of race as a category, why are we continuing to use the 
category as a basis for organizing into separate and distinct groups? The answer to 
this question lies in the reality of life in the United States and on our college 
campuses. Despite advertising themselves as open and democratic spaces where 
the marketplace of ideas allows for different and divergent viewpoints, many 
college and university campuses remain difficult places for students of color to 
negotiate. (Ladson-Billings, 2010, p. xi-xii) 

Background 

 In this quote from the foreword of Lori D. Patton’s (2010a) edited book, Cultural 

Centers in Higher Education, Gloria Ladson-Billings contends that cultural centers on 

college and university campuses fulfill the need possessed by students of color to have a 

space that not only honors their racial and ethnic identities, but also serves to lessen the 

heavy burdens they must carry throughout their collegiate experiences as members of 

minoritized populations. The history of cultural centers is deeply rooted in the collective 

activism of students and the subsequent responses of colleges and universities to rising 

racial tensions on campuses (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). As such, these 

institutional entities are significant reminders of the long-standing impact that student 

activism, particularly student activism centered on race, has had on higher education. 

 Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibited the exclusion of 

persons on the basis of race, color, or national origin from participating in federally 

funded programs, as well as the Immigration Act of 1965 that eliminated discriminatory 

immigration quotas, led to an influx of students of color onto college and university 

campuses (Okihiro, 2016). Prompted by student protests during the Civil Rights 

Movement of the late 1960s and in response to increased numbers of Black, Asian 
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American, and Latinx students, institutions began to recognize that the unique needs of 

these underrepresented student populations warranted specialized support (Chung & 

Chang, 1998; Lozano, 2010; Okihiro, 2016; Patton & Hannon, 2008; Shuford & Palmer, 

2004; Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988; Thompson, 2004a; Thompson, 2004b; 

Umemoto, 1989; Young, 1991). As a result, offices of minority student services were 

established on many campuses (Patton, 2010; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Stewart, 2011; 

Young, 1991).  

 In 1968, a six-month strike was staged at San Francisco State College (now San 

Francisco State University) by a coalition formed between the Black Student Union and 

Asian American and Latinx student groups under the name of the Third World Liberation 

Front (Chang & Chung, 1998). The primary demand of these student activists was greater 

representation in the classroom through the hiring of faculty of color and changing of 

course curriculum (Chung & Chang, 1998; Okihiro, 2016; Umemoto, 1989). This effort 

resulted in the founding of ethnic studies departments (Chung & Chang, 1998), and 

shortly thereafter, ethnic-specific and multicultural centers burgeoned across the U.S. as 

extensions of offices of minority student services (Shuford & Palmer, 2004). 

 Today, cultural centers are faced with a wide range of responsibilities and 

challenges, some of which derive from their attempts to achieve their original purposes 

prescribed by student activists nearly 50 years ago. In their contemporary form, cultural 

centers, or what Renn (2011) calls identity centers, are “institutionally supported 

locations for the provision of programs and services related to members of one or more 

historically underrepresented groups in higher education” (p. 245). Often charged with 

supporting the acclimation and adjustment of underrepresented or minoritized students, 
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these centers also serve as valuable cultivators of a sense of belonging, inclusion, and 

community (Jenkins, 2010; Patton, 2006; Renn, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 

1998). Further, cultural centers are distinctively positioned within a campus environment, 

where they are tasked with providing advocacy and educational opportunities for 

underrepresented or minoritized student populations and other groups within the campus 

community, while simultaneously representing and advising their respective institutions 

(Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; Patton, 2010b; Renn, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; 

Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991).  

 However, this duality of roles is most poignantly challenged in the presence of 

increased racial conflict on campuses and large-scale social movements on local and 

national levels, which exacerbate student activism efforts (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016). 

Jacoby (2017) contrasts the student activism of the 1960s and 1970s with contemporary 

student activism, which she refers to the latter as “new student activism.” She emphasizes 

the major differences are the use of the Internet as a communication tool and a focus on 

broader social justice and moral issues, such as educational inequality, sexual assault, 

institutional racism, and corporate divestment (Jacoby, 2017). During the fall 2014 

semester alone, an estimated 160 student protests took place on college and university 

campuses in the U.S., with nearly half focused on two major themes: (a) sexism and 

sexual assault, and (b) university governance and student rights (Wong, 2015). The latter 

category was significantly marked by student demonstrations against institutional, local, 

and national acts of racial injustice. Similarly, from an analysis of student demands 

issued in 2015 at 73 U.S. colleges and universities, Chessman and Wayt (2016) 
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concluded that a major theme was diversity and campus climate, specifically related to 

institutional policies, practices, leadership, resources, and training.  

 Student-initiated and student-led activism is occurring more frequently on college 

and university campuses, in which students themselves are more likely to participate than 

their more recent predecessors (Higher Education Research Institute, 2016). This 

assertion is supported by the findings of the 2015 Cooperative Institutional Research 

Program (CIRP) Freshman Survey, which was first administered in 1966 by the Higher 

Education Research Institute (HERI) at the University of California, Los Angeles. The 

2015 survey of 141,189 full-time, first-year students at 199 four-year colleges and 

universities in the U.S. was statistically weighted to represent nearly 1.5 million students 

at 1,574 institutions (Higher Education Research Institute, 2016). Among the rich data 

provided by the 2015 CIRP Freshman Survey is the indication that incoming cohorts of 

students are more willing and wanting to engage in their communities and in the political 

process compared to their predecessors.  

 Key results reported by HERI (2016) highlight an increase in students’ 

“expectations for participating in student protests and demonstrations” for all seven racial 

and ethnic sub-populations sampled (Asian, Black, Latinx, Native American, White, two 

or more races/ethnicities, other race/ethnicity) compared to previous years. Nearly 40 

percent of the surveyed first-year students reported a desire to become community 

leaders, 60 percent conveyed a strong interest in improving their understanding of other 

countries and cultures, and 42 percent expressed that the personal goal of helping to 

promote social understanding is either “essential” or “very important” to them (Eagan et 

al., 2015). Two years later, CIRP findings from the 2017 Freshman Survey indicate 
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increases in all three objectives: 45 percent, 62 percent, and 60 percent, respectively 

(Stolzenberg et al., 2019). Clearly, the current generation of college and university 

students in the U.S. is becoming increasingly eager and poised for social, cultural, and 

political engagement. 

 As students continue to become involved on their campuses in more vocal, 

visible, and action-orientated ways, it is an undeniably pressing matter for higher 

education institutions to be sensitive, constructive, and intentional about how they 

support and respond to this emergent mode of student expression (Hope, Keels, & 

Durkee, 2016; Logan, Lightfoot, & Contreras, 2017; Rhoads, 2016). With the continued 

occurrence of student protests, it is worth considering whether or not these events are 

symptomatic of incongruences between stated and enacted institutional values and what 

counts as justice and equity for marginalized campus populations (Hoffman & Mitchell, 

2016). Given that contemporary race-based student activism in the U.S. is fueled by a 

particularly contentious social and racial climate (Logan, Lightfoot, & Contreras, 2017), 

cultural centers are not far removed from the impetus of their origins, in which they must 

navigate the intersection of their inherent responsibilities and those that have been added 

over time.  

 A myriad of scholars assert the importance of cultivating positive campus 

environments or climates for student activists (Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Linder, 2019; 

Martin, 2014), including the need for the creation and maintenance of “safe spaces” for 

student activists (Grim et al., 2019; Jacoby, 2017; Logan, Lightfoot, & Contreras, 2017). 

Arguably, drawing from the quote by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2010) at the beginning of 

this chapter, cultural centers on college and university campuses are likely in the position 
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to fulfill this need. However, these institutional entities are highly contextualized as a 

result of being intertwined in historical, organizational, and political influences, which 

dictate their respective positionality and functionality. Under the conceptualization that 

an institution is a complex system composed of foundational environmental elements, 

namely individuals, social norms and values, physical spaces, and organizational 

structures and policies, the manner in which a cultural center operates within such a 

system is unique and particularly telling in times of racial tension and campus unrest. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Expanded over the last 50 years, Shuford (2011) defines the mission of 

multicultural student affairs offices, inclusive of ethnic-specific and multicultural centers, 

as “providing direct services to targeted populations, providing multicultural 

programming and education for all students, and promoting systemic change to foster 

multicultural perspectives across campus” (p. 35). Highlighting the significance of 

campus contexts, cultural centers located at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) face 

additional challenges related to the determination and demonstration of their respective 

missions, purposes, effectiveness, and degree of value or contribution to their respective 

institutions (Lozano, 2010; Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988; Young, 1991). 

Yet while cultural centers are charged with addressing these hefty tasks, race-based 

student activism further complicates and blurs the purpose and functions of these entities 

(Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Patton, 2010b; Stewart & Bridges, 2011). Of 

additional importance, the staff of cultural centers at PWIs inevitably experience a push-

and-pull effect as they attempt to pacify situations of campus unrest, in which they may 

assume various roles, including “disciplinarian; advocate, mentor and friend; educator 
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and resource; mediator; initiator, and change agent” (Gaston-Gayles et al., 2005, p. 268). 

As such, cultural centers are met with the complexity of residing “in the middle of the 

battlefield” between institutions and campus constituency groups during times of racial 

conflict (p. 268).  

 Evidenced by the growing body of literature on the broader topic of student 

activism with students as the unit of analysis (Barnhardt, 2016; Biddix, 2014; Biddix, 

Somers, & Polman, 2009; Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Hamrick, 1998; Hope, Keels, & 

Durkee, 2016; Miser, 1988; Nguyen & Gasman, 2015; Pasque & Vargas, 2014; Ropers-

Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005; Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías, 2014; Winston, 2016), 

higher education researchers and practitioners alike are interested in cultivating a better 

understanding of this phenomenon. Research shows that the involvement of faculty and 

staff members of colleges and universities in student activism plays a significant role in 

how students engage in and make meaning of activities, such as on-campus protests and 

demonstrations (Bensimon, 2005; Cole & Harper, 2017; Harrison & Mather, 2017; 

Kezar, 2008; Kezar, 2010; Kezar & Maxey, 2014; Linder et al., 2017). However, there is 

a significant gap in literature on the individual topics of and connections between: (a) 

student activism centered on racial justice (race-based student activism), and (b) specific 

administrative units at colleges and universities tasked with providing support to students 

and the larger campus community around racial identity, such as ethnic-specific cultural 

centers and multicultural centers.  

Purpose and Research Question 

 Taking an ecological approach, the purpose of this study was to examine the role 

of on-campus, race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a PWI by exploring 
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how the positionality and functionality of this institutional entity are shaped and 

influenced by individuals, social norms and values, physical spaces, and organizational 

structures and policies. Specifically, this study focused on the case of the Trotter 

Multicultural Center (TMC) at the University of Michigan (U-M). According to Renn 

and Patton (2010), “Knowing how people occupy and interact with campus 

environments--and how those environments influence people--is an important element in 

understanding contexts for leadership, organizational change, and student learning and 

development” (p. 260). Thus, in acknowledging that cultural centers do not exist in 

isolation, but rather reside in and are affected by the multiple components that comprise 

an institution, the campus ecology framework (CEF) outlined by Strange & Banning 

(2001, 2015) provided the conceptual foundation for this study. In addition, the critical 

systems theory (CST) (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011) provided theoretical 

guidance for the examination of a singular system (cultural center) within a larger system 

(PWI). 

 As previously mentioned, there is a very limited body of research on the 

phenomenon of on-campus, race-based student activism, and even less is known about 

cultural centers at higher education institutions today, namely PWIs. Therefore, this study 

contributes to scholarly discourse by exploring these two concepts in tandem. The 

primary research question that guided this study was: What is the role of on-campus, 

race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White 

institution? With the unit of analysis as a specific multicultural center at a PWI, four sub-

questions were drawn from specific ecological components to offer a more nuanced 

approach to address the primary research question:  
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1. Who are the members of campus constituency groups who engage with a 

multicultural center, in general, and within the context of on-campus, race-

based student activism? 

2. How do members of campus constituency groups describe the focus and 

purpose of and their expectations for a multicultural center, in general, and 

within the context of on-campus, race based student activism?  

3. What are the physical elements of the campus environment that shape the 

positionality and functionality of a multicultural center, in general, and within 

the context of on-campus race-based student activism? 

4. What are the organizational elements of the campus environment that shape 

the positionality and functionality of a multicultural center, in general, and 

within the context of on-campus, race based student activism?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

 In The Power of Protest, Astin et al. (1975) present the findings of their national 

study on campus unrest, for which they surveyed students, faculty, and administrators. 

They conclude their work with the following statement: 

Just which issues will predominate and whether any will develop in the near 
future to the intensity experienced in the late 1960s are difficult to predict. Suffice 
it to say that many issues remain unresolved and that campus unrest, in one form 
or another, is likely to persist as a symptom of these issues for a long time to 
come. (p. 198) 

Arguably, the recent resurgence of student activism is illustrative of the long-standing 

racial tensions that remain not only in the broader social context of the U.S., but also in 

the microcosm of college and university campuses (Wheatle & Commodore, 2019). For 

this reason, coupled with the 2017 CIRP Freshman Survey findings that indicate an 
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increasing propensity of students of color to engage in activism (Stolzenberg et al., 2019), 

there is tremendous value in studying how an institution, by way of its administrative 

offices and priorities, is responding to, advocating for, and educating campus 

constituency groups in matters sparked by racial inequity and collective dissent.  

 From the perspectives of scholarship and practice, the 2017 CIRP Freshman 

Survey findings illustrate the timely importance of studying student activism and its 

implications for higher education institutions and campus communities. As such, to 

inform practice, this study contributes insight into the alignment or misalignment 

between the expectations that specific campus constituency groups hold for and that 

institutions impose on a cultural center, with a particular focus on the phenomenon of on-

campus, race-based student activism. Also, this line of research explores how the 

responsibilities of a cultural center serve as manifestations of the ways in which they 

have met or have not met these varied expectations. Further, the implications of this study 

highlight how colleges and universities can better delineate and support the work of 

cultural centers as institutional entities that serve to advocate for and educate a multitude 

of campus constituency groups, as well as promote and foster equity-focused systemic 

change on campus (Shuford & Palmer, 2004). 

Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 

 Derived from Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) ecological systems theory to explore 

the relationship between an environment and human development, campus ecology is 

defined by Banning (2012) as “the behavioral study of the complex transactional 

relationships among the social and physical dimensions of campus environments and 

those who inhabit them--students, staff, faculty, and visitors” (para. 1). Recognizing the 
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many ways in which a cultural center, as a unit of analysis, is woven into the institutional 

fabric of a college or university, there are significant subunits of analysis within a cultural 

center that affect its positionality and functionality. These subunits align with the CEF 

(Strange & Banning, 2001, 2015), which considers the shaping of environments by four 

components: aggregate, socially constructed, physical, and organizational. The 

aggregate component refers to the collective characteristics of the people who inhabit an 

environment. Within a given context, the socially constructed component considers 

collective perceptions or social constructions, such as social norms and values. 

Additionally, environmental aspects related to the condition, design, and layout of a 

space fall under the physical component. Lastly, the organizational component consists 

of the structures and policies in place for an organization to achieve its purposes and 

goals. 

 Since on-campus, race-based student activism is deeply intertwined in systems of 

power (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016), the application of the CST guided this study to 

consider elements of critique, emancipation, and pluralism in research (Watson & 

Watson, 2011). The CST, which originates from systems theory and critical social theory, 

can serve to “understand the complex nature of education systems and problems, while 

incorporating critical perspectives in both methodology and broader research objectives 

such as emancipation and social justice” (Watson & Watson, 2011, p. 63). In conjunction 

with an ecological approach to addressing the primary research question, the application 

of the CST interrogated the elements of a system that promote and perpetuate oppressive 

ideologies and actions. In turn, these frameworks intentionally and meaningfully 

contributed to the breadth and scope of this study. 
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Summary of Methodology 

 In this study, I utilized a qualitative research design that included case study 

methodology. The goal of this study was to capture the meanings that were derived from 

multiple environmental components and ascribed to the role of a multicultural center, so 

it was fitting for this investigation to be qualitative in nature. Further, it was logical to 

conduct a case study given that this study focused on the phenomenon of on-campus, 

race-based student activism within the context of a multicultural center at a PWI. 

Incorporation of the tenets of the CEF (Strange & Banning, 2001, 2015) and the CST 

(Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011) in research design signified a constructivist 

orientation. Specifically, this orientation seeks to understand the historical and cultural 

contexts of individuals through the processes, interactions, and settings that comprise 

their lives (Creswell, 2014). 

 In this study, I conducted four data collection methods: (a) survey interviews, (b) 

individual interviews, (c) direct observations, and (d) document analysis. Three campus 

constituency groups served as data sources: (a) self-identified student activists; (b) 

faculty and staff members, and (c) TMC professional staff members and U-M senior-

level administrators. A basic document analysis of printed and online materials obtained 

from study participants, institutional websites, and popular media sources provided 

additional contextual and background information for the case. To increase the rigor and 

trustworthiness of this study, I employed three techniques: (a) triangulation (Houghton et 

al., 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2018); (b) researcher reflexivity (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Taylor & Thomas-Gregory, 2015), and (c) maximization of validity 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 



 13 

Limitations and Delimitations 

 The key limitations of this study were tied to generalizability and access, 

particularly in reference to each of the three campus constituency groups. For example, 

relevant to the specific case in this study, the combined group of TMC professional staff 

members and U-M senior-level administrators was significantly more representative than 

the group of self-identified student activists based on the sheer size of the sample 

populations. This limitation also applied to greater representativeness offered by the 

sample of the multicultural center staff members and institutional senior-level 

administrators compared to that offered by the sample of faculty and staff members. 

However, Stake (1995) offers that the goal of qualitative research, and case study 

research in particular, is not generalization, but rather particularization through an 

intentional and guided study of a particular case. From this perspective, the limited 

degree of representativeness obtained by the available samples, while a limitation of this 

study, can also be considered a beneficial facet of this study.  

 Due to a lack of prior connection to the TMC, U-M, and applicable social 

networks, there was a limitation in access to study participants. Additionally, there was a 

limitation in access to spaces and activities inside and outside of the study site where 

relevant data could be collected, including private meetings, restricted areas, and informal 

contexts. Other parameters such as timing and messaging, which were determined by the 

study site and host institution, posed limitations to this study in terms of what types of 

events took place during the data collection period and the perceptions held by the 

campus community about the study itself. 
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 The research design of this study consisted of delimitations related to the selected 

institution type and geographic region of interest. The focus of this study was a PWI for 

the purpose of examining an institutional context that contained racial demographic 

disparities and thus, was likely to be an “inhospitable and isolating environment” (Patton, 

2010b, p. 64). Also, it would likely have a greater propensity for racial tension and 

incidents on campus that may spark race-based student activism. For instance, in their 

research of Black and Brown millennial activism at a PWI, Logan, Lightfoot, and 

Contreras (2017) found that the institution bred “a culture of hostility toward their 

[student activists’] humanity as minoritized persons” (p. 266). Particular to PWIs, 

research shows that White students are less inclined to sense racial tension, whereas 

students of color have a heightened awareness as a result of historical legacies of 

institutional racism and because they must rely on continual interracial interactions 

within the curricular and cocurricular contexts of PWIs (Hurtado, 1992). 

 In contrast, because minority-serving institutions (MSIs) and historically Black 

colleges and universities (HBCUs) have larger proportions of populations of students of 

color, the assumption is that these institution types are likely to possess a lesser 

propensity for racial tension and racist incidents on campus, leading to fewer displays of 

race-based student activism as responses to oppressive campus climates and institutional 

practices. A necessary point of clarification is that while students at HBCUs may not be 

as heavily engaged in efforts directed at institutional change related to race relations, this 

does not negate their likelihood to be involved in efforts centered on racial justice on a 

broader scope, such as advocacy of local and national social movements (Zamundo-

Suarez, 2019). 
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 Additionally, the chosen location of the study site, in terms of the specific 

multicultural center and the host institution, indicates a degree of decision-making that 

includes one geographic region and excludes many others. Given that sociocultural and 

sociopolitical differences exist between regions of the U.S., an institution located near 

urban city centers where local activism centered on racial justice is prevalent will likely 

admit students who are from those areas and have a connection to or affinity towards 

participating in these efforts. Further, the establishment of the multicultural center at such 

an institution is likely to signify a deep history of on-campus, race-based student 

activism, in addition to the host institution’s level of response to student demands and 

attention given to supporting the needs of minoritized student populations (Stennis-

Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). 

 The aforementioned delimitations were grounded in researcher reflexivity and 

elements of research design of this study. In any qualitative research, reflexivity is an 

inevitable challenge for researchers. As a researcher who has a personal connection to the 

focus of this study, my selection of the specific topic, framing of research questions, 

choice of frameworks and data sources, determination of inclusion/exclusion criteria and 

sampling procedures, and approaches to data analysis were all associated with my pre-

conceived perspectives and assumptions. To promote the validity of this study, I provide 

a researcher subjectivity statement in Chapter 3. The purpose of writing this statement 

was for me to acknowledge and unpack the presence and influence of the subjectivity that 

was inherent in the design and implementation of this study. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

 Since the foundational concepts of this study may be interpreted and utilized 

differently in various contexts and across disciplines, clarification in the form of an 

operational definition is provided for key terms:  

▪ Activism: Drawing from the work of Hamrick (1998), Biddix, Somers, and 
Polman (2009) conceptualize this as “mobilizing others around a common 
cause, forming consensus among group members for action, and fighting for 
an issue that affects the common good and aligns with democratic aims” (p. 
134). 

▪ Student Activism: Extending from the definition of activism from Biddix, 
Somers, and Polman (2009), this form of activism pertains to efforts that are 
initiated and led by students. Samonte (1970) describes student activism as 
“the involvement in mass demonstrations of young people drawn 
predominantly from college and university populations who are protesting the 
status quo or some segment of it (a phenomenon of varying magnitude, 
intensity, and organization) and raising some problems of public order for the 
university and/or public authorities” (p. 162). 

▪ Race-Based Student Activism: This form of student activism is concentrated 
on creating awareness and advocacy of the pursuit of racial justice. The 
Philanthropic Initiative for Racial Equity and Applied Research Center (2009) 
defines racial justice as “the proactive reinforcement of policies, practices, 
attitudes and actions that produce equitable power, access, opportunities, 
treatment, impacts, and outcomes for all,” in which work “specifically targets 
institutional and structural racism through a continuum of activities that can 
include research, education, organizing, advocacy, and movement building” 
(p. 6). 

▪ Cultural Centers: Also termed identity centers, these are “institutionally 
supported locations for the provision of programs and services related to 
members of one or more historically underrepresented groups in higher 
education” (Renn, 2011, p. 245). These centers do not always have designated 
space on campus, and they are typically concentrated on specific identities, 
such as ability, race/ethnicity, gender, religion, or sexual orientation (Renn, 
2011).  

▪ Multicultural Centers: Originating as offices for “minority affairs” or 
“minority student services” (Shuford, 2011; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991), 
these are now more commonly referred to as centers for: ”multicultural 
affairs.” “intercultural services.” “AHANA”(African, Hispanic, Asian, Native 
American), or “ALANA” (African, Latino, Asian, Native American), among 
many other titles (Shuford, 2011). A departure from focusing on a specific 
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identity group signifies a noteworthy broadening of Young’s (1991) depiction 
of the purpose of “ethnic minority” cultural centers: “[They] should be a clear 
manifestation of the presence and validity of a cultural group and a 
representation of the academy’s acceptance of that group as an important and 
viable contributor to the community of teachers and learners” (p. 44). 

▪ Predominantly White Institution (PWI): “Oversimplified, ‘predominantly 
White’ can be taken to mean that more White students are enrolled at the 
institution than are students who are members of underrepresented racial 
groups” (Bourke, 2016, p. 15). From a critical perspective, Bourke (2016) 
argues that this label within higher education is far more complex and should 
acknowledge that predominance not only comes from larger numbers of 
White students on campuses, but also from the “embedded institutional 
practices that are based on Whiteness”(p. 19). 

Summary 

 Student activists continue to initiate and engage in efforts of a far broader scope 

than their predecessors to promote awareness and advocacy on their campuses for a 

variety of social justice issues (Jacoby, 2017). In turn, higher education scholars argue 

that institutions need to not only adopt and sustain approaches for supporting student 

activists (Broadhurst & Martin, 2014; Linder, 2019; Martin, 2014), but also foster 

campus environments that facilitate and encourage student learning and growth through 

activism (Grim et al., 2019; Jacoby, 2017; Logan, Lightfoot, & Contreras, 2017). The 

enduring influence of student activism at colleges and universities, particularly efforts 

focused on promoting racial justice, is evident in the creation and sustainment of cultural 

centers.  

 Yet in the current contentious racial climate in the U.S. that continues to spark 

small- and large-scale social movements, these cultural centers must meet the varying 

needs and expectations of multiple campus constituency groups while under mounting 

social, cultural, political, and financial pressures (Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; Patton, 

2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991). This heavy task is further 
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complicated by the rise of racial tensions and race-based student activism on campuses, 

which expose a different set of needs and expectations for student support and 

institutional response. Therefore, a comprehensive examination of the role of on-campus, 

race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a PWI that considers ecological 

components and institutional power structures contributes to gaps in higher education 

scholarship and offers insight into institutional policies and administrative practices. In 

the next chapter, I present a synthesis of literature related to the historical and 

contemporary contexts of student activism and cultural centers. I also provide a brief 

overview of the CEF and the CST and how they each pertain to the topic of this study. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
 
 The primary research question of this study was: What is the role of on-campus, 

race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White 

institution? In this chapter, I offer a synthesis of applicable scholarship on the two broad 

content areas featured in this question: student activism and cultural centers. I begin with 

a brief discussion on the search methodology employed to identify relevant literature. 

The subsequent section on student activism outlines the historical and contemporary 

context of this phenomenon on college and university campuses in the U.S. and presents 

research on applicable student- and institution-level factors and race-based student 

activism. Next, I share scholarship on cultural centers that shows the historical 

connections between the origins of these offices and race-based student activism, as well 

as the evolution of their purposes and functions and trends in administrative elements. 

Also in this section, I discuss organizational challenges associated with cultural centers at 

predominantly White institutions (PWIs) and the duality of campus roles. I conclude this 

chapter with descriptions and applications of the two frameworks that guided the research 

lens and design of this study: the campus ecology framework (CEF) (Strange & Banning 

(2001, 2015) and the critical systems theory (CST) (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 

2011). 

Methodology 

 Utilizing the catalog search tool on The George Washington University Library 

website, a variety of peer-reviewed journal articles, popular media articles, and book 

chapters were identified. In my first general search, I used “student activism” as the 

initial keyword, along with other keywords that are prevalent in current discourse and are 
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used to describe student activism, such as “collective action” (Barnhardt, 2015; Kezar & 

Maxey, 2014), “campus dissent” (Hamrick, 1998; Miser, 1998), and  “civic engagement” 

or “civic participation” (Barnhardt, 2016; Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 

2009; Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías, 2014). The search also indicated that a bulk of the 

research on student activism that is central to student development focuses on the positive 

outcomes of participation for students (Barnhardt, 2016; Pasque & Vargas, 2014; Quaye, 

2007).  

 When the keywords “university” and “college” were combined with “student 

activism,” the search collected a number of studies that highlight the impact of the 

following on student activism: (a) institutional characteristics (Barnhardt, 2015; Long & 

Foster, 1970; Peterson, 1970); (b) faculty and staff involvement (Kezar, 2010; Kezar & 

Maxey, 2014; Linder et al., 2017; Quaye, 2007), and (c) institutional responses 

(Ferguson, 2017; Fisher, 2018; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Quaye, 2007; Ropers-

Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005; Winston, 2013). Lastly, using the keyword “race” 

with “student activism” produced a handful of studies that showcase race-based student 

activism as a response to societal issues or events, as a source of awareness and 

advocacy, or aligned political action to the racial identity development of minoritized 

populations (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Logan, Lightfoot, & Contreras, 2017; 

Nguyen & Gasman, 2015; Rhoads, 2016; Thompson, 2004a; Thompson, 2004b; Zhao, 

1998). 

 The same search process was conducted using the keywords “culture center” and 

“cultural center,” which produced primary sources for this study (Patton, 2010a; Renn, 

2011; Shuford, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 
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1988; Stewart, 2011; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991). Other sources were either mined from 

these citations or came up in the initial general search. Lori D. Patton’s (2010a) edited 

book, Culture Centers in Higher Education: Perspectives on Identity, Theory, and 

Practice, provided abundant information on the topic of cultural centers, including 

ethnic-specific cultural centers (Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Patton, 2010b; 

Shotton, Yellowfish, & Cintrón, 2010) and implications for practice (Benitez, 2010; 

Howard-Hamilton, Hinton, & Hughes, 2010; Jenkins, 2010; Mena, 2010). Select chapters 

in D.L. Stewart’s (2011) edited book, Multicultural Student Services on Campus: 

Building Bridges, Re-Visioning Community, offered insight into the evolution (Shuford, 

2011), demographics (Stewart & Bridges, 2011), and administrative context (McCoy, 

2011; Patton, Ranero, & Everett, 2011) of multicultural student services, which are 

inclusive of cultural centers.  

Student Activism 

 In this section, I first present the historical and contemporary context of student 

activism to provide some insight into the evolution of this phenomenon. Secondly, I 

describe student-level factors in student activism derived from research with students as 

the unit of analysis. Considering the educational implications of this topic for colleges 

and universities, researchers have focused the majority of their efforts on how student 

activism fosters the learning and personal development of students (Barnhardt, 2016; 

Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Chambers & Phelps, 1993; Hamrick, 

1998; Miser, 1988; Nguyen & Gasman, 2015; Pasque & Vargas, 2014) and the 

engagement of students (Barnhardt, 2016; Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Ropers-

Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005; Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías, 2014; Winston, 2016). 
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Next, I highlight the work of scholars who examined the influence and implications of 

student activism and diversity-related efforts for institutions (Barnhardt, 2015; Bensimon, 

2005; Cole & Harper, 2017; Fisher, 2018; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Hoffman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Kezar, 2008; Kezar, 2010; Kezar & Maxey, 2914; Linder et al., 2017; 

Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005). Lastly, I present scholarship that focuses on 

students’ involvement in racial justice movements through race-based student activism 

((Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Nguyen & Gasman, 2015). 

Historical and Contemporary Contexts 

 The idea of student activism and its presence on college and university campuses 

in the U.S. is not new, yet the visibility and frequency of this phenomenon has signaled a 

resurgence, particularly since 2010, with the incorporation of social media and 

technology as a means for students to engage in multiple national issues and large-scale 

social movements (Andaluz Ruiz et al., 2017; Rhoads, 2016). Similarly, Jacoby (2017) 

uses the term “new student activism” to differentiate between the efforts of the student 

activists of today and those of the 1960s and 1970s, citing major variation as having 

access to the internet as a communication tool and a wider breadth of social justice and 

moral issues to tackle. 

 Tracing back as early as the 17th and 18th centuries, students at the colonial 

colleges often rebelled against campus administrators in response to imposed restrictions 

and an exhaustive list of punishable offenses related to in loco parentis, the classical 

curriculum, and low-quality food and housing (Moore, 1976; Novak, 1977). Over the 

course of the 19th century, students partook in what is reminiscent of the activism efforts 

of their contemporary counterparts, including demonstrations targeting local campus 
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doctrines and national concerns. Interestingly, it was the more affluent students who were 

involved in the rebellions, whereas the students from less-resourced backgrounds tended 

to express greater appreciation for their educational opportunities by not challenging their 

institutions (Broadhurst, 2014). 

 Student activists in the 1930s shifted their focus to larger social problems, 

including the rise of Socialism, Communism, and anti-war sentiments. In the 1940s and 

1950s, students born during the Great Depression, World War II, and the Holocaust were 

more conservative than their counterparts of previous decades (Broadhurst, 2014). The 

1960s ushered in identity-related issues as a new focus for student activism, which 

subsequently sparked equity movements across the country (Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016). 

Shortly thereafter, the nation witnessed the violence that could ensue from student 

activism. As a result of gunshots fired by the National Guard, four students were killed 

and nine students were injured at Kent State University in Ohio during their protest 

against the Vietnam War in 1970 (Eckert, 2010). Ferguson (2017) aptly characterizes this 

incident as being demonstrative of the “criminalization” of student activism, where 

students were subjected to violence and approached as individuals guilty of wrongdoing 

(p. 18).  

 While this example illustrates a poignant moment in the history of student 

activism on college and university campuses in the U.S., the trajectory of student 

activism as a phenomenon is much more nuanced and deeply entrenched in the social, 

cultural, and political context in which the nation is situated at any given time. In a 

historical framing of student activism, Broadhurst (2014) offers: 
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Regardless of the time period, the tactics employed, or the causes fought for, one 
commonality exists among student activists: They are trying to change the world. 
That world might be as small as their campus or as large as humanity itself, but 
each student, each group, each movement, is moved in some way to better 
society. (p. 12) 

As with the examination of any history, the conclusion is that it often repeats itself. This 

is evident in considering what student activism looks like and means for today’s students 

and on today’s campuses. In an article titled, “Embracing Student Activism” written for 

the American Council on Education, Barnhardt (2016) comments that students’ responses 

to grievances caused by the nation’s political activity remain a mainstay of higher 

education and represent their efforts to address social injustices in a more localized 

manner. In other words, students devise strategies that enable them to grasp what is 

happening in the macrocosm of the world and then issue calls for change in the 

microcosms of the campus in which they reside (Wheatle & Commodore, 2019). For 

instance, larger social movements have found a place on college and university campuses 

in the recent decade, as demonstrated by the scholarship of Asal, Testa, and Young 

(2017) on the Occupy Wall Street Movement, of Hope, Keels, and Durkee (2016) on the 

Black Lives Matter (BLM) Movement and advocacy of Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA), and of Nguyen and Gasman (2015) on the Asian American Movement. 

Student–Level Factors 

 While the intention of student activists on campuses today to serve as catalysts for 

social change mirror those of their predecessors from 50 years ago, the issues they tackle 

differ in scope (Jacoby, 2017). For example, the most pressing issues for students in the 

1960s and 1970s were tied to the Civil Rights Movement and Vietnam War, whereas the 

student activism since the 2010s is marked by the advocacy of a variety of social, 
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economic, and political causes, such as educational inequality, sexual assault, 

institutional racism, rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals and other marginalized 

populations, and corporate divestment (Jacoby, 2017; Rhoads, 2016). Additionally, 

Wheatle and Commodore (2019) indicate higher education affordability and gun control 

as notable critical issues facing today’s students.  

 A limited, although significant, body of literature highlights students’ reasons for 

and approaches to participating in student activism (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; 

Pasque & Vargas, 2014; Quaye, 2007; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005; 

Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías, 2014; Winston, 2013). Furthermore, studies delineate the 

ways in which involvement in activism offers opportunities for learning and growth to 

students (Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Kezar & Maxey, 2014). This 

subsection will synthesize these studies pertaining to student-level factors in student 

activism as: (a) motivations and forms of participation, and (b) educational and 

developmental outcomes. 

Motivations and Forms of Participation  

 Contemporary student activism encompasses efforts that are centered on critical 

hope, which Quaye (2007) depicts as students’ belief that while the inequities and forms 

of oppression that exist around them are not easily eliminated, the challenging of 

behaviors is required in order to create lasting change that positively affects their current 

and future peers. Critical hope, in this sense, appropriately captures the mindset of 

students who choose to engage in activism on their campuses because it moves beyond 

their acknowledgement of social injustice and towards their desire to take action. The 

proliferation of student activism in higher education is undoubtedly a result of the ways 
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in which students are connecting what is happening in the broader social context to their 

on-campus experiences (Barnhardt, 2016). Literature shows that many students choose to 

become involved based on their goal of learning how to engage in a society governed by 

multiple perspectives and democratic aims (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Ropers-

Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005).  

 The work of Winston (2013) illustrates that students choose differing amounts of 

time and levels of effort to devote to a Student Movement Organization (SMO), such as 

attending regular meetings, taking on a leadership role, and promoting the organization to 

others. Winston’s (2013) study shows that two main pragmatic concerns hold the greatest 

weight in undergraduate students’ decisions to actively participate in a SMO. Firstly, 

students were motivated to increase their involvement from general interest to active 

participation based on their perceptions of organizational efficacy, which Winston (2013) 

describes as an organization’s potential to make a difference and achieve tangible 

outcomes. Secondly, students’ perceptions of personal efficacy, which were based on 

their assessment of their time, talents, and efforts to determine which SMOs will best 

capitalize from their involvement, also affected their decisions to participate (Winston, 

2013). In short, while students focus on their coursework and career objectives, they will 

make time to participate in a SMO if they perceive that it needs their contributions in 

order to achieve its goals. 

 Another area of research involves the categorizing of student activists in terms of 

their type and degree of involvement. Looking at the civic engagement of students, 

Weerts, Cabrera, and Mejías (2014) conducted a latent class analysis that utilized the 

American College Testing (ACT) dataset of 17,167 college graduates from 268 colleges 
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and universities. The researchers concentrated on the Pre-College Assessment and 

Alumni Outcomes Survey (AOS) administered during 1993-2006, which included five 

types of involvement in the dataset: community, professional, service, social, and youth. 

For degrees of involvement, the study drew from Morton’s (1995) three paradigms of 

service: (a) charity (short-term volunteer activities focusing on how citizens with 

resources address deficits in society); (b) project (takes on broader projects to address 

community concerns through brokering partnerships with resourced entities), and (c) 

social change model (emphasizes building relationships with disenfranchised groups and 

creating power-neutral learning communities).  

 From the study, Weerts, Cabrera, and Mejías (2014) identified four groupings of 

students: (a) Super-Engagers (30% of total) were highly engaged in community, service, 

and youth; (b) Social-Cultural Engagers (6% of total) were highly engaged in service and 

social; (c) Apolitical Engagers (39% of total) were engaged in community, professional, 

service, and social, and (d) Non-Engagers (25% of total) were often engaged in 

professional and social. Not surprisingly, the Super-Engagers, comprising nearly one-

third of the total sample, displayed preferences for involvement that aligned with all three 

of Morton’s (1995) paradigms of service. Simply put, this research illustrates that 

students, in a general sense, possess a strong desire to serve their communities, including 

younger generations, through a variety of activities and relationships. 

 Alongside students’ rationales for deciding to engage in activism are the ways in 

which they actually do so, namely the forms and methods they employ. Pasque and 

Vargas (2014) consider these as “a physical manifestation of resistance to 

marginalization and oppression” (p. 60). In their qualitative study of 17 graduate students 
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enrolled in a “Community-University Engagement toward Social Justice” course, Pasque 

and Vargas (2014) found that performances grounded in expressions of sound or silence 

or derived from identities of gender or disability were reflective of the students’ “small 

stories” and acts of radical expression. Current trends indicate that student activists are 

opting for more demonstrative elements, incorporating technology, and focusing on 

multiculturalism and social identity (Pasque & Vargas, 2014). 

Educational and Developmental Outcomes  

 The outcomes for students who participate in activism on their campuses have the 

potential to influence every aspect of their collegiate experience. The preparation of 

young adults to be informed and participatory citizens is consistently regarded as the 

primary purpose of higher education in the U.S. (Hamrick, 1998; Labaree, 2017). In 

accomplishing this task, student activism is an avenue through which college and 

university students express their views and positionality within a democratic citizenship 

(Hamrick, 1998). Thus, administrators at higher education institutions face the mounting 

challenge of designing learning opportunities for students that acknowledge and welcome 

the changing nature of civic engagement (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009). As students 

become increasingly involved in small- and large-scale activism efforts on their 

campuses, a primary motivator for them may be to create change on at least one 

contextual level, such as their institution, their local community, the nation, or society 

writ large. 

 Along with a sense of personal responsibility that students take on to guide their 

co-curricular activities, which may include participating in student organizations, faculty-

led research, and enrichment programs, they may also align a sense of social 
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responsibility to their individual or professional interests through acts of service. Kezar 

and Maxey (2014) examined the ways in which collective action between faculty, staff, 

and students can foster different types of learning. They identified seven learning 

outcomes from their study: (a) developing plans for change; (b) determining strategies; 

(c) learning approaches to consciousness raising; (d) learning the language of those in 

power and how “the system” works; (e) understanding mediation and negotiation; (f) 

using data to influence decision makers, and (g) navigating and overcoming obstacles in 

the change process (Kezar & Maxey, 2014). Relevant to the topic of student activism, 

this study points to the valuable knowledge and skills that students can receive from their 

participation, which can be transferred to other contexts in their lives. 

 In 2012, the U.S. Department of Education created the National Task Force on 

Civil Learning and Democratic Engagement, which crafted the report, A Crucible 

Moment: College Learning and Democratic Future, as a call to action to emphasize the 

need for higher education institutions to produce engaged citizens (Biddix, 2014). In 

response to these efforts, the research of Biddix (2014) used the results of the 2007 

College Senior Survey (CSS) to illustrate the effect of participation in war or political 

demonstrations on three measures of civic learning for undergraduate students. The first 

measure utilized by Biddix (2014) was social agency (action), which measured to what 

degree students were keeping up to date with political affairs, participating in community 

action programs and leadership roles, helping others, and promoting social 

understanding. The second measure, civic awareness (knowledge), assessed students’ 

understanding of national and global social issues. The third measure, outspoken 

leadership (skills), indicated students’ leadership ability in terms of public speaking, risk-
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taking, and self-confidence. Biddix (2014) concluded that: (a) participation in 

demonstrations during high school significantly influenced social agency and outspoken 

leadership; (b) political demonstration participation significantly influenced social agency 

and civic awareness, and (c) war demonstration participation significantly influenced 

social agency, civic awareness, and outspoken leadership. The major findings from this 

study highlight the importance of social agency in both forms of activism participation, as 

well as signal the particular value of the knowledge and skills required for and gained 

from students’ civic participation. 

 A case study by Biddix, Somers, and Polman (2009) explored the democratic and 

civic engagement learning outcomes of a specific campus protest that took place during 

the 2004-2005 academic year. With a practice-to-outcome model, the researchers derived 

three categories of potential learning outcomes from the event. The first category, 

democratic aims, showed that students learned how to advance a community’s search for 

mutual agreement and to preserve and legitimize the expression of a broad range of 

perspectives and judgments. The category of student development theory indicated that 

students examined and developed personal values, demonstrated how to bring about 

change in society, and developed a sense of community on campus. Through what the 

Biddix, Somers, and Polman (2009) termed digital age democracy, students reconsidered 

the role of individual versus society, demonstrated a commitment to global citizenry 

through involvement, and recognized the importance of direct access and free 

information as democratic ideals. This study, similar to the presented research by Kezar 

and Maxey (2014) and Biddix (2014), showcases the many avenues through which 
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student learning can take place and the positive implications of interactions, resources, 

and relationships for student activism. 

Institution-Level Factors 

 A burgeoning area of research in higher education is the impact of institutions on 

student activists’ efforts to create awareness, generate knowledge, or instigate change on 

their campuses and in the larger society. In their examination of predictors of student 

mobilization, scholars attribute institutional characteristics (Asal, Testa, & Young, 2017; 

Barnhardt, 2015) and campus racial climate (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; 

Hurtado et al., 2012) to the phenomenon. Additionally, the involvement of institutional 

personnel has not only been associated with students’ experiences with activism (Biddix, 

2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Kezar & Maxey, 

2014; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005), but also with the implications of 

institutional approaches taken toward diversity initiatives (Bensimon, 2005; Kezar, 2008) 

and institutional responses to student activism (Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Patton et al., 

2019). This subsection will synthesize these studies pertaining to institution-level factors 

in student activism as: (a) predictors of student mobilization; (b) campus racial climate; 

(c) role and involvement of institutional personnel, and (d) implications of institutional 

responses. 

Predictors of Student Mobilization  

 Research studies link institutional characteristics with the propensity for incidents 

of student protests and demonstrations, yet some of the findings are inconsistent. For 

example, Peterson (1970) found that public institutions had a greater association, whereas 

Long and Foster (1970) concluded that private secular institutions had a slightly greater 
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association. Also, studies on the geographic location of institutions have not conclusively 

offered insight into the likelihood of student activism (Barnhardt, 2015). According to the 

scholarship of Barnhardt (2015), colleges and universities with a general education 

requirement and more class offerings in area studies, including ethnic studies and gender 

studies, have a greater likelihood for mobilization. She asserts that demographic 

attributes such as larger enrollment size and out-of-state student residency are also 

predictors (Barnhardt, 2015). 

 In the fall of 2011, college and university students from across the U.S. organized 

campus protests in line with the larger Occupy Wall Street Movement, which sought to 

bring attention to the economic disparities between the “99 and 1 percent” (Asal, Testa, 

& Young, 2017). Localized on national issues and those specific to their campuses, 

students fought against a system that produced mounting financial debt, increasing tuition 

costs, and low employment opportunities. The findings of a study conducted by Asal, 

Testa, and Young (2017) of 191 Occupy events that took place on campuses between 

September 2011 and May 2012 illustrate through a resource lens that institutions with 

more students, higher paid faculty, higher student costs, and more staff were the most 

likely to have an Occupy event. From a grievance lens, however, the researchers found 

that “the percentage change in the cost of attendance in the year leading up to the Occupy 

Movement” was significantly associated with the occurrence of an event (Asal, Testa, & 

Young, 2017, p. 95). Further, the researchers concluded that of the 191 events they 

documented, 96 percent occurred at public institutions, 76 percent occurred at four-year 

institutions, and events were more common in the New England and Far West regions 

(Asal, Testa, & Young, 2017).  
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 The findings of Asal, Testa, and Young (2017) shed light on the impact of 

geographic region on the likelihood for student mobilization, which run counter to the 

conclusion of Barnhardt (2015). Their findings also support the assertion of Peterson 

(1970) regarding institution type, specifically that public institutions are more likely to be 

sites of activism. Additionally, there is corroboration from the studies of Asal, Testa, and 

Young (2017) and Barnhardt (2015) to indicate that institutions with larger enrollments 

have a greater likelihood of seeing student embolization. This significant line of research 

highlights potential predictors of student activism that institutions should consider when 

designing and implementing policies and processes, particularly those related to 

curriculum and enrollment. 

Campus Racial Climate  

 Scholars have concentrated on exploring the components of a campus climate, 

including some that have examined the impact of race on a campus climate and the 

resulting experiences of students. From an analysis of 15 years of empirical research 

published since 1992, Harper and Hurtado (2007) derive three categories of findings that 

showcase the evolution of campus racial climates: (a) differential perceptions of campus 

climate by race; (b) racial/ethnic student reports of prejudicial treatment and racist 

campus environments, and (c) benefits associated with campus climates that facilitate 

cross-racial engagement (p. 9). Acknowledging the gaps present in the body of research 

on campus racial climates, Harper and Hurtado (2007) conducted a qualitative study at 

five PWIs using racially homogeneous focus groups with 278 students and staff 

members. The nine themes that emerged from their work illustrate the challenges 

affecting campus racial climates: (a) cross-race consensus regarding institutional 



 34 

negligence; (b) race as a four-letter word and an avoidable topic; (c) self-reports of racial 

segregation; (d) gaps in social satisfaction by race; (e) reputational legacies for racism; (f) 

White student overestimation of minority student satisfaction; (g) pervasiveness of 

Whiteness in space, curricula, and activities; (h) consciousness-powerlessness paradox 

among racial/ethnic minority staff, and (i) unexplored qualitative realities of race in 

institutional assessment (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). The importance of this line of 

research points to the need for institutions to acknowledge where these elements exist 

within campuses and to assess where intentional and directed actions and decisions are 

warranted to address racial inequities. 

 As such, race-based student activism may be the result of a negative campus 

racial climate, particularly when higher education institutions foster racial tension 

through the support of exclusive or divisive priorities (Hurtado, 1992). Moreover, 

institutions that promote traditional conceptions of quality that prioritize selectivity, 

resource levels, and reputation tend to have a greater association with perceptions of high 

racial tension (Hurtado, 1992). In contrast, Hurtado (1992) asserts that an emphasis 

placed by institutions on student-centered priorities is a predictor for perceptions of low 

racial tension. In the cases where institutions are ineffective at advancing racial equity, 

students often assume the roles of critic and change-maker to bring attention and 

contribute to the remedying of unfavorable situations (Hurtado, 1992). Further, Hurtado 

(1992) posits that because colleges and universities are shaped by the changing needs of 

society, students seek to embrace and enact their social agency as members of their 

campus communities. Recognizing the undercurrents of diversity within institutional-

level contexts, Hurtado et al. (2012) stress that the scope of institutional diversity should 
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extend beyond structural diversity (the numerical representation of individuals from 

various populations) and consider the implications of inclusive and exclusive traditions 

that reflect the positioning, perceptions, and interactions of certain populations on 

campuses. 

 From an organizational perspective, colleges and universities operate as open 

systems that are subjected to internal and external factors. In turn, Hurtado et al. (2012) 

argue that the interactions between higher education institutions and these factors are not 

only essential to their existence, but also enable them to affect and be affected by their 

environment. The authors outline five dimensions (historical, compositional, 

organizational, psychological, and behavioral) that comprise campus climate, and 

contend these dimensions engage in a dynamic interplay that influences the curricular and 

cocurricular contexts shaped by students, faculty, and staff (Hurtado et al., 2012). 

Likewise, Hurtado (1992) maintains, “Perhaps no single element of the environment may 

work to produce racial tension on college campuses. It is a configuration of external 

influences (historical and contemporary), structural characteristics of institutions and 

group relations, and institutionalized ideologies” (p. 564). The scholarship of Hurtado 

(1992) and Hurtado et al. (2012) indicate the necessity of institutions to comprehensively 

evaluate sources of racial tension and establish ways to encourage civility and collective 

values on their campuses. 

 Moreover, Harper and Hurtado (2007) assert, “If accountability for student 

learning is a high priority, dialogue and strategic efforts must be directed toward 

addressing undercurrents of racial segregation that inhibit the rich learning that occurs in 

cross-racial engagement” (p. 21). These scholars emphasize that institutional personnel 
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need to play a proactive part in creating the appropriate context for effective change by 

acknowledging how their curricular and co-curricular responsibilities respond to such 

challenges (Harper & Hurtado, 2007). Faculty and staff have opportunities to engage with 

students inside and outside of the classroom to address the factors that comprise a 

positive campus racial climate. Furthermore, since learning occurs in all pockets and 

corners of a college or university, institutional personnel have the ability to promote the 

idea that “knowledge production itself may become the form of mobilization” (Gaventa 

& Cornwall, 2001). 

Role and Involvement of Institutional Personnel  

 In the research that showcases the influence of colleges and universities on 

student activism, a majority of studies focus on how students activists view senior-level 

administrators (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Hoffman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005) and how faculty and staff do 

or do not play supporting roles for student activists (Biddix, 2014; Kezar & Maxey, 

2014). The work of Andaluz Ruiz et al. (2017) indicates that student activists associate 

support from administrators, faculty, and staff with visibility, partnerships, and holistic 

practice grounded in social justice. Putting into context how students experience 

activism, it is also particularly important to consider the manner in which figures of 

institutional authority influence the development or conveyance of institutional responses 

to students and the surrounding community. 

 Senior-Level Administrators. A common recommendation in scholarship on 

student activism is for institutions, namely senior-level administrators, to recognize and 

leverage the unique skills that students acquire and utilize during their activism efforts by 
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designing opportunities for engagement. However, few studies look specifically at the 

influence of these individuals, who are tasked with making large-scale, institutional 

decisions. For institutional leaders, the difficulty of their positions does not reside in 

acknowledging the centrality of political expression in civic engagement, but in 

determining how to create environments in which this form of learning is cultivated and 

sustained (Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009). Two specific studies offer insight into 

student activists’ perceptions of senior-level administrators and their responses to student 

activism (Harrison & Mather, 2017; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005). It is 

important to note that much of this research is from the student perspective and the 

findings further strengthen the juxtaposition of students and institutional leaders. 

 Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, and Barnett (2005) conducted 26 interviews with 

student activists at one institution during the 2002-2003 academic year, and concluded 

that students often desired to be engaged in institutional decision-making but struggled to 

identify opportunities to do so. For the purpose of their study, the researchers clarified 

their language, particularly the terms “administration” (any non-faculty member who 

held power within the university to enable students to accomplish their goals), “the 

system” (the processes and functions associated with the university that represent a 

political, social, and hierarchical structure that dictates participation and behavior), and 

“student activist”(college students who are both involved in and committed to social 

change) (Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005).  

 Based on their interviews, Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, and Barnett (2005) 

identified four major perceptions of administrators held by the student activists. The first, 

gatekeepers in the system, conceived that administrators had a great deal of power and 
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were interested in protecting the system by ensuring stability and continuity in the 

university through their positions, although it was difficult for them to change the system 

from within because of their roles. The second, antagonists and enemies, depicted 

administrators as unwilling to listen carefully, offer information, and give students’ views 

full consideration, thus they were unwilling to go beyond oppositional and antagonistic 

relationships with students. Thirdly, students saw administrators as supporters who 

offered support in the form of availability of communication, access to institutional 

resources, personal attention, and meeting time. Administrators were also characterized 

as absentee leaders, where they were viewed as likely important people, yet their lack of 

communication with students led to tensions and ambiguity about the scope and functions 

of their roles on campus. The work of Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, and Barnett (2005) 

captures the impact of administrators’ decisions, actions, and behaviors on student 

activists’ opportunities to engage in institutional matters and overall understanding of 

institutional operations. 

 Research highlighting approaches to leadership in diversity-related initiatives 

indicate that institutional leaders, mainly presidents, must balance the diverging interests 

of multiple stakeholders with their own desires to implement positive change (Bensimon, 

2005; Cole & Harper, 2017; Kezar, 2008). For example, Bensimon (2005) argues that 

those in positions of power and authority must employ an equity-focused approach to 

their work, which is especially applicable to senior-level administrators as they undergo 

the process of crafting institutional responses to student activists, the campus community, 

and the broader social context. Kezar (2008) concludes the six most impactful strategies 

of college and university presidents in navigating the increasingly political nature of their 
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roles are: (a) developing coalitions and advocates; (b) taking the political pulse regularly; 

(c) anticipating resistance; (d) using data to neutralize politics and rationalizing the 

process; (e) creating public relations campaigns and showcasing success, and (f) 

capitalizing on controversy for learning (p. 420). Research reflects the necessity of 

presidents and other senior-level administrators to create and sustain opportunities for 

student activists to be involved in the development process of institutional responses as 

opposed to seeing them as problematic or inconsequential during contentious times on 

campus. 

 Nonetheless, while administrators have the potential and opportunity to play a 

positive and constructive role in student activism, particularly to the benefit of students, 

the challenges embedded in their positions within an institution cannot be overlooked or 

minimized. Harrison and Mather (2017) comment, “Responding to student activism is, 

indeed, a complex endeavor, often creating tension between administrators’ interests in 

supporting social justice while also serving in a role that requires support for institutional 

conventions” (p. 121). Furthermore, these authors point to the considerable demands that 

student activism places upon institutions in the form of human and financial resources, 

including the staff time and skill associated with “establishing parameters, responding to 

complaints, managing the press, working with law enforcement, and advising the student 

activists themselves” (Harrison & Mather, 2017, p. 117).  

 In their study of meaning making in student activism, Harrison and Mather (2017) 

found that student activists and administrators must navigate the intersections of their 

personal and social identities with respect to their relationships with peers and one 

another. Central to the complexity of student activism faced by administrators is the 
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ambiguity they feel about their roles and the strategic nature of building coalitions 

(Harrison & Mather, 2017). According to the researchers, the student activists and 

administrators affirmed that student activism has the ability to foster student learning and 

citizenship development. However, both groups acknowledged that conflicts are often 

instigated by power dynamics in which administrators draw their power from within the 

system and student activists acquire their power from interrupting the system (Harrison & 

Mather, 2017). 

 Faculty and Professional Staff. According to Wolf-Wendel (2004), four themes 

of student affairs work have significantly impacted individual and institutional responses 

to student activism: (a) treating the whole student; (b) the role of discipline; (c) the rise of 

student rights, and (d) the roles of student affairs as a student advocate (p. 5). In 

interpreting, balancing, and enacting these themes, faculty and staff members are charged 

with the difficult task of being on the front lines with student activists. Scholars have 

studied student activism for its positive effects on students during and after college and 

its use as an instrument for gauging the quality of undergraduate education (Biddix, 

Somers, & Polman, 2009). As such, Biddix (2014) offers that educators should work to 

ensure the presence of campus conditions that are inviting and tolerant of opposing views 

and actions, along with incorporating forms of student activism into learning activities.  

 In the five-campus study conducted by Kezar and Maxey (2014), students 

indicated a recognition of the varying levels of support they received by characterizing 

the involvement of faculty and staff as “more overt and open,” “open, but mostly as 

advisors,” and “behind the scenes” (p. 37). The study revealed four campus 

characteristics and practices that are supportive of collective action: (a) mission (student 
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activism and grassroots leadership are seen by campus leaders as a primary objective and 

are connected to political engagement, where they encourage participation by inviting 

student activists to speak and encourage faculty and staff to serve as mentors and 

advisors); (b) formal and informal curriculum (activist skills are taught by faculty in the 

classroom and through advising student organizations); (c) networks (connections 

between faculty, staff, and students with similar interests create channels for 

communication and informal pathways for meeting); and (d) hiring and socialization 

(hiring individuals who have a history or experience as a student or community activist 

and creating opportunities for socialization through talks, events, and discussions) (Kezar 

& Maxey, 2014, p. 38). These findings make evident the immense potential for learning 

and development that exists when student activists have collaborative working 

relationships with faculty and staff, in addition to the significant impact that institutions 

have on cultivating and facilitating environments that promote these types of 

relationships. 

Implications of Institutional Responses 

 In relation to student activism, a number of scholars indicate that institutional 

responses may be a mere “performative” gesture meant to demonstrate political 

correctness as opposed to implementing intentional efforts to improve campus climate 

(Ahmed, 2012; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Patton et al., 2019). Hoffman and Mitchell 

(2016) referenced the work of Ahmed (2012) on the institutionalization of diversity 

efforts in higher education to derive four categories of institutional responses received by 

a specific student group at one university. The first, “Action and Not Just Word,” is 

demonstrated by using non-performative language coupled with a historically espoused 
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value to demonstrate the ways in which the institution is committed to ongoing diversity 

efforts. Secondly, “Everyone’s Ongoing Responsibility” refers to when the 

administration expects minoritized students to do the work of advancing equity on 

campus. The category of “Getting Caught Up in Minutiae” encompasses the 

reinforcement of power dynamics by deferring students to the administration and 

belittling their efforts while going against institutional rhetoric. The fourth category, 

“Much More Subjective,” describes the situations when administrators fail to name and 

acknowledge the very real damage and structural violence perpetrated against students. 

The study shows “how the values of equity and diversity are only considered inasmuch as 

they support other institutional values” and questions how institutions might explore and 

advance the intersections between academic excellence and social justice (Hoffman & 

Mitchell, 2016, p. 287). 

 In a similar vein, Patton et al. (2019) analyzed a set of articles published in nine 

mainstream higher educational journals on the topic of institutional responses to 

diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice (DEIJ) issues. The authors concluded that of the 

45 articles yielded in their search, which were published between 1968 and 2018, major 

areas of focus for the resulting DEIJ initiatives fell under the groupings of student support 

services, administration and leadership, and institutional policy (Patton et al. 2019). 

Importantly, PWIs have continued to develop and implement diversity initiatives over the 

past 50 years in conjunction with federal legislation. For example, due to the increased 

numbers of students of color on campuses after the passage of the 1965 Higher Education 

Act and subsequent student protests aimed at securing adequate and applicable services, 
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institutions looked to the creation of cultural centers, among other initiatives, as avenues 

to offer student support (Patton et al., 2019).  

 This area of research indicates that while some attention has been paid to 

addressing DEIJ issues, most of these issues have not changed over time. Patton et al. 

(2019) argue that DEIJ values should be infused into institutional culture as opposed to 

ascribing an approach that renders subsequent initiatives as a secondary function of the 

institution. Similarly, Ahmed (2012), in reference to colleges and universities, warns 

against allowing diversity to become so normative that it takes the place of commitment 

and subsequent action. She contends, “The use of diversity as an official description can 

be a way of maintaining rather than transforming existing organizational values” 

(Ahmed, 2012, p. 57). Patton et al. (2019) stress that an incongruence between 

institutional claims and actions is evident in the cases where institutions, in spite of the 

commitment they make to promote DEIJ in their mission and vision statements, continue 

to make financial decisions that downsize or eliminate significant diversity efforts. 

Race-Based Student Activism 

 The limited body of scholarship regarding race-based student activism 

concentrates specifically on students’ participation in larger racial justice movements. 

The work of Hope, Keels, and Durkee (2016) draws attention to the motivating factors 

for Black and Latinx students to participate in race-based activism. In their quantitative 

study, the researchers concluded: (a) Black students were more involved online and 

offline in Black Lives Matter (BLM) efforts than Latinx students; (b) Black and Latinx 

students were equally as involved online and offline in Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA) advocacy efforts, and (c) those who experienced greater levels of 
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exposure to racial/ethnic microaggressions during their senior year of high school were 

more likely to engage in BLM and DACA activism as undergraduate students. 

Participation in political efforts, particularly national-level movements, is one way that 

racially and ethnically marginalized students are able to address racism and prejudice, as 

well as take action towards equity and justice (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016). 

 Nguyen and Gasman (2015) assert that in spite of changes in the compositional 

diversity of colleges and universities, students from racial and ethnic minority 

backgrounds still experience blatant and overt acts of racism. The scholars cite that the 

Civil Rights Movement found its place in the microcosms of college and university 

campuses when Black, Asian American, and Latinx students discovered that in order to 

advance the needs of their own communities, they had to create their own movements. 

Through these movements, student activists fought to accomplish the mutual goal of 

racial equity as they addressed the challenges of their respective groups (Nguyen & 

Gasman, 2015).  

 The founding of the Asian American Movement, which consisted of students’ 

conflicting ideas of its purpose, the adoption and rejection of the Model Minority Myth, 

and the establishment and growth of Asian American Studies, was a pivotal moment in 

the history of Asian American student activism (Nguyen & Gasman, 2015). Attributing to 

Asian American studies programs, the researchers contend, “From these courses students 

were to acquire or enhance their capabilities to be civically engaged or active in their 

battle for equal opportunity and representation for the Asian community” (Nguyen & 

Gasman, 2015, p. 350). Additionally, Nguyen and Gasman (2015) offer, “Civic 

engagement and political action did not solely include participation in sit-ins and rallies, 
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but required students to be mindful of the significance and malleability of education to 

serve the needs of communities and revolutionize a movement” (p. 353). In turn, this 

historical account places the Asian American Movement within the context of the greater 

Civil Rights Movement, acknowledges the influence of race-based social movements, 

and expands the discourse of race-based student activism beyond the Black-White binary 

by addressing the Asian American student experience. 

Cultural Centers 

 In this section, I offer the historical background of cultural centers, beginning 

with the impetus for the creation of these institutional entities. Next, I trace the evolution 

of the purpose and functions of cultural centers, which have altered over time and are 

reflective of varied perspectives among scholars. I continue by outlining trends in the 

administrative elements of cultural centers, namely staffing, funding, and space. This 

section concludes with the scholarly discourse on the presence of cultural centers at PWIs 

and the duality of campus roles with which cultural centers are tasked. 

Historical and Contemporary Contexts  

 The efforts of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s shifted the focus of 

campus movements to desegregation and race relations. For the first time in the history of 

student activism, students mobilized around the advocacy of racial justice. The passage of 

the Immigration Act of 1965, which outlawed discriminatory immigration quotas that 

were in effect since the 1920s, ushered in increased numbers of Asian and Latinx 

students in higher education (Okihiro, 2016). At the end of the 1960s on the West Coast, 

notably at the University of California, Berkeley and San Francisco State College (now 

San Francisco State University), Black, Asian American, and Latinx student groups 
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formed a coalition known as the Third World Liberation Front and demanded 

representation on their campuses through the hiring of faculty of color and the offering of 

support services and ethnic studies courses (Chung & Chang, 1998; Okihiro, 2016; 

Thompson, 2004a; Thompson, 2004b; Umemoto, 1989).  

 For the students at San Francisco State College, the key priority in their “Notice 

of Demands” was the creation of a School of Ethnic Studies, for which they staged a six-

month strike in 1968 until it was met, making the school the first of its kind in the nation 

(Ferguson, 2017; Okihiro, 2016). After seeing this outcome, students at other institutions, 

including the University of California at San Diego and the City College of New York, 

were motivated to issue demands for the designation of a school for the study of topics 

relevant to minoritized populations and social problems, as well as to the recognition and 

inclusion of the histories of minoritized populations (Ferguson, 2017). Beginning in the 

1970s, college and university students across the country, fueled by the energy of these 

events, began to demand the creation of ethnic-specific cultural centers on their campuses 

(Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Patton, 2010b; Patton & Hannon, 2008; 

Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988; Young, 1991). Young (1991) describes the 

purpose of these “ethnic minority” cultural centers as, “[They] should be a clear 

manifestation of the presence and validity of a cultural group and a representation of the 

academy’s acceptance of that group as an important and viable contributor to the 

community of teachers and learners” (p. 44).  

 The Multicultural Movement of the late 1970s and early 1980s, sparked by 

changes in federal policies such as affirmative action and the increased enrollment of 

students of color, signaled a shift in the scope of existing and new cultural centers to a 
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multicultural concentration (Patton & Hannon, 2008). As a result, centers for “minority 

affairs” or “minority student services” (Shuford, 2011; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991) 

became centers for “multicultural affairs,” “intercultural services,” “AHANA” (African, 

Hispanic, Asian, Native American), or “ALANA” (African, Latino, Asian, Native 

American), among many other titles (Shuford, 2011). More recently, the focus of cultural 

centers has widened to support social identities other than race and ethnicity, including 

ability, gender, religion, and sexual orientation (Renn, 2011; Sutton, 1998). In their 

contemporary form, Renn (2011) refers to these centers as identity centers and defines 

them as “institutionally supported locations for the provision of programs and services 

related to members of one or more historically underrepresented groups in higher 

education” that may or may not have designated space on campus (p. 245). 

Evolution of Purpose and Administrative Functions 

 The doctrine of in loco parentis of the 16th and 17th centuries established a 

precedent for college and university personnel to have control over the conduct of 

students (Leonard, 1956). With the adoption of the German university model in the mid-

1800s, however, the priorities of faculty members shifted from disciplining and advising 

undergraduate students to training and conducting research with graduate students who 

shared similar academic interests as their professors (Long, 2012). Ultimately, as faculty 

engagement in undergraduate matters dwindled, the first administrators were hired in the 

1920s to fill the void, thus marking the creation of student affairs. The grounding of the 

profession has become more established over time in spite of the immense strain imposed 

by growing student demands, which has served to strengthen its role within the 

educational mission of institutions (Sandeen & Barr, 2006). Amidst student protests and 
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strikes in the 1960s and 1970s, the field of student affairs expanded to include 

multicultural affairs, although this change led to increasing overlap between the work of 

minority student services offices and student affairs offices (Shuford & Palmer, 2009). 

 During this time, cultural centers served to make visible specific ethnic 

populations on campuses, in addition to supporting institutional efforts for faculty 

recruitment, student retention, and scholarship and financial aid programs (Young, 1991). 

The findings of a study conducted by Stewart and Bridges (2011), however, substantiate 

the trend of increased services and broadened scope of multicultural student services 

offices, inclusive of cultural centers, to meet the heightened needs and demands of an 

increasingly racially and ethnically diverse student body. Shuford and Palmer (2004) 

offer a three-part expanded mission for multicultural affairs offices as: (a) to provide 

support to underrepresented cultural groups; (b) to provide multicultural education for all 

students, and (c) to promote systemic change that fosters a multicultural perspective 

across campus (p. 22). Within these tenets, the scholars assert that the typical functions of 

these offices are: pre-college recruitment; leadership development programs; academic 

and financial aid advising; tutoring services; personal counseling; career development; 

student activities, and cultural programs (Shuford & Palmer, 2004, p. 226). According to 

Young (1991), the programming functions of cultural centers may include educational 

and social opportunities, such as art exhibits, cultural celebrations, lectures and 

discussions, and film screenings. 

 Scholars identify the general purpose of cultural centers is to cultivate 

opportunities for campus community members to: (a) learn about themselves and the 

history, culture, and experience of others; (b) engage across differences, and (c) 
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participate in unique developmental experiences (Ladson-Billings, 2010; Liu, Cayjet, & 

Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; Patton & Hannon, 2008). Aligned with this 

purpose, Jenkins (2008) presents a cultural programming framework for cultural centers 

through a five-point plan, which consists of: (a) cultural education; (b) cultural 

engagement; (c) cultural student development; (d) cultural community building, and (e) 

cultural environment enhancement. By outlining a strategic plan for service and program 

delivery on an annual basis, Jenkins (2008) asserts, “Adopting a viable programming 

framework solidifies the position of [a] cultural center,” which enables it to “move 

beyond serving as a passive venue for cultural programs created by others” (p. 28). From 

an institutional perspective, Young (1991) argues that cultural centers are vital 

instruments for the advancement of a college or university’s mission to promote cultural 

understanding and acceptance. As such, cultural centers should function beyond a service 

mission by also maintaining an educational mission (Young, 1991).  

 Despite adopting an expanded scope, cultural centers continue to receive criticism 

under the premise that they are spaces that separate groups from one another or foster a 

practice of self-segregation (Renn, 2011). Patton (2011) offers a counterargument, stating 

the problematic nature of this criticism is that it “erroneously situates the majority 

students as deprived by the other” (p. 255). Aligned with this juxtaposition, Young 

(1991) poses two models of cultural centers that are both functional but differ in their 

approach to offering support and education. The first model, which Young (1991) refers 

to as the “safe haven” model and Patton (2011) describes as the “fortress” model, 

positions a cultural center as a space of shelter and protection for students of color who 

feel isolation and exclusion on campus. As an alternative, the “oasis” model positions a 
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cultural center as a space that is open to all and offers “relief form the surrounding 

sameness, as a place where cultures meet, exchange, interact, and then emerge renewed, 

refreshed, and made stronger for the sharing” (Young, 1991, p. 52).  

 However, Liu, Cayjet, and Lee (2010) blur the distinction between Young’s 

(1991) models by offering that cultural centers should serve as “a social gathering place, 

as a non-Eurocentric cultural refuge on campus, as a place where they [students] can 

learn about ethnic cultures besides their own” (p. 40). Conversely, scholars contend that 

in order for these centers to be effective, they must meet the needs of students of color 

and the larger campus community, as well as expand their missions to include more 

academic, cultural, and social activities that will attract a broader audience (Stennis-

Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). In addition, Young (1991) posits that an effective 

cultural center must not only be adequately staffed and funded, but also be considered as 

complementary to the other essential aspects of an institution. 

Trends in Administrative Elements 

 As with any institutional entity, the capacity of a cultural center to offer services 

and programming is contingent upon its available human and financial resources (Young, 

1991). Lozano (2010) argues that institutional shortcomings, such as providing 

inadequate funding, are essentially setting a cultural center up to fail. Moreover, Renn 

(2011) notes that cultural centers powerfully symbolize the commitment of an institution 

to advancing diversity and inclusion through the allocation of critical resources, including 

staffing, funding, and space. Considering the importance of institutional support, trends 

in these administrative elements point to the continued challenges faced by cultural 



 51 

centers as they strive to fulfill their missions and purposes by meeting the needs and 

expectations of a broad constituency. 

Staffing  

 The complex nature of cultural centers calls for an organized and trained staff led 

by dynamic and innovative leaders (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). A few 

individuals, such as a full-time or part-time professional, a faculty member, or a graduate 

assistant, typically carry the heavy workload associated with running these centers, 

although some are fully operated by student and community volunteers (Renn, 2011). 

Although students may possess the invested interest and dedication to oversee a cultural 

center, Lozano (2010) cautions that they often have limited experience and availability to 

devote to such a commitment. Scholars stress the significance of having a prepared and 

qualified full-time director and support staff who are capable of contributing to the 

center’s effectiveness and prosperity (Lozano, 2010; Young, 1991). Selection of a 

director is of utmost importance because this individual has to serve as a liaison between 

the center and the institution. For this, Stennis-Williams, Terrell, and Haynes (1988) 

emphasize the director must not only be committed to the pluralistic foundations of the 

center, but also have a sound grasp and acceptance of the mission and goals of the 

institution. 

 The organizational structure under which a cultural center operates is dictated by 

a variety of institutional elements and is reflective of the role that it is expected to play 

(Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988; Young, 1991). These centers fall under the 

umbrella of student affairs at some institutions, whereas they may be connected to an 

academic department or the office of the chief academic affairs officer or president at 
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other institutions (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). In a survey of offices of 

multicultural student services, inclusive of cultural centers, Stewart and Bridges (2011) 

found that 79.1 percent of respondents indicated oversight through student affairs and 8.2 

percent reported being housed within academic affairs. Further, the positioning of a 

cultural center in terms of reporting lines may determine the likelihood and feasibility of 

new or sustained collaborations with academic units (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & 

Haynes, 1988). 

 The internal dynamics of a cultural center, which involve a smooth flow of 

interethnic cooperation, respect, and communication within its walls and among its 

professional and student staff, can indicate its legitimacy to the campus community 

(Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). Therefore, a truly authentic cultural center, 

particularly one that identifies as a multicultural center, must have the capacity to serve 

as a model to students, faculty, staff, and community members (Stennis-Williams, 

Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). Likewise, Liu, Cayjet, and Lee (2010) posit that cultural center 

staff members must be able to fill the roles of advisors and consultants to a variety of 

student organizations by conveying their understanding of institutional policies and 

practices. In addition, staff members should be visible on campus through active 

involvement in student activities, orientation sessions, classroom lectures, and 

departmental workshops (Jenkins, 2010). To accomplish these tasks well, Jenkins (2010) 

contends that staff members must have a level of expertise or proficiency in the areas of 

college student development, cultural/ethnic studies, and program administration. 
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Funding  

 Institutional contexts determine the level of financial resources allocated to 

cultural centers, where some may have large operating budgets and state-of-the-art 

facilities and others may be limited in available funds for programming, staffing, and 

facility maintenance (Mena, 2010). In acquiring adequate funding at institutions where 

resources are tight, perceptions of value are key to a center’s existence. For example, if 

viewed as ineffective, archaic, or unnecessary by a campus community, a cultural center 

may run the risk of imposed budget cuts or elimination (Lozano, 2010). Stewart and 

Bridges (2011) assert that multiple institutional factors affect the budget size of cultural 

centers, thus it would be contrived to assume that larger institutions are more likely to 

provide greater funding. 

 According to Stennis-Williams, Terrell, and Haynes (1988), “Funding has always 

been accomplished by a combination of creativity and expediency” (p. 94). This 

perspective underscores the pressures that cultural centers face to be innovative with their 

requests and to propose efforts that are timely in nature. Common funding streams 

include institutional funds earmarked for student services or general purposes, 

educational grants, fundraising activities, and gifts from private donors. However, it is 

possible that cultural centers must submit requests to student governments or student 

programming boards that are likely to place a greater emphasis on program attractiveness 

to students (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). 

Space  

 Physical spaces affect the “feel” of campuses (Hawkins & Larabee, 2009); 

therefore, institutions must foster environments that provide culturally sensitive resources 
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for students (Jenkins, 2010). A necessity of cultural centers is access to space on campus, 

which serves to not only provide opportunities for programming and interactions 

(Jenkins, 2010), but also as a tangible signal of institutional commitment to a center’s 

purpose (Renn, 2011; Young, 1991). The cultural centers established in the 1960s and 

1970s were typically located in old houses on the borders of campuses. More recently, it 

has become more common for them to be housed in a suite of offices in a student services 

building, which is more formal and offers spaces for meetings and programs (Lozano, 

2010). Described by Jenkins (2010), “Culture centers across the country range in size and 

scope from very small, one-office, one-person operations to very large organizations 

housed in multimillion-dollar buildings with several staff members” (p. 145). While the 

size and condition of facilities vary from one institution to another, scholars contend that 

adequate space should be provided for cultural centers to accommodate administrative 

offices, meeting rooms, display areas, a library, a kitchen, and restrooms, along with 

designated areas for student organizations, programming, and storage (Jenkins, 2010; 

Lozano, 2010; Young, 1991). 

  The visibility of cultural centers is reliant upon its proximity to the center of 

campus, which Lozano (2010) and Young (1991) both argue is vital for attracting 

students and creating opportunities for campus engagement. Physical separation of a 

cultural center, by way of residing in a self-contained or free-standing facility, sends 

specific messaging to students (Young, 1991). From the perspective of addressing social 

isolation, scholars posit that some students may view a center as a “cultural cocoon” 

(Young, 1991), while others may interpret it as a “cultural refuge” (Stennis-Williams, 

Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). Nonetheless, scholars agree that these spaces must be 
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comfortable (Lozano, 2010), culturally welcoming (Jenkins, 2010), and feel like a 

“home-away-from-home” (McDowell & Higbee, 2014) for students. 

Presence at Predominantly White Institutions 

 Whereas minoritized students may find PWIs to be riddled with a new and 

unfamiliar set of rules, norms, and expectations, a cultural center can be a source of 

identity representation and expression for specific groups on campus (Young, 1991). 

According to Young (1991), “The minority cultural center on a predominantly White 

campus goes to the heart of the unresolved societal issue of providing equity to victims of 

exclusion and injustice” (p. 42). Yet cultural centers at colleges and universities have 

been continuously challenged to justify their presence and relevance (Lozano, 2010). 

Some critics argue that these institutional entities are divisive, separatist, and 

discriminatory; promote special interests, and run counter to the mission of the academy 

(Patton, 2011; Young, 1991). However, Young (1991) questions how the acceptance of 

minoritized students and their cultures as part of the academy could not necessitate the 

acceptance of the one institutional entity that possesses the mission and purpose to 

educationally and respectfully promote, present, and protect those cultures. 

 Renn (2011) specifies four justifications for the presence of cultural centers: “(a) 

they respond to noninclusive campus cultures; (b) they are part of the ecology of identity 

groups on campus; (c) some centers play a role in bridging academic and student affairs, 

and (d) they carry on traditions and have a symbolic function” (p. 245). Reflected in these 

reasons and the primary rationale for cultural centers is what Young (1991) 

conceptualizes as educational justice in which the driving presumption is that society, by 

adhering to the principles of fairness, goodness, and virtue, is committed to maximizing 
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opportunities for as many individuals as possible to reach their full potential. Resulting 

from the pursuit of educational justice is the notion that society will benefit and be better 

off as a whole when its members have access to upward mobility and are able to thrive. 

As such, Young (1991) argues that cultural centers serve to transmit educational justice 

by correcting the historical wrongs endured by populations of color and those committed 

against the majority by limiting their learning to a Eurocentric lens. 

  Although not an indicative factor, the value of a cultural center is generally 

associated with its utilization. However, some minoritized students, for the sake of 

assimilating into the dominant culture, may avoid engaging with centers in fear that their 

association may have a negative impact on their social and professional opportunities 

(Young, 1991). Such circumstances may fuel the arguments of administrators who seek a 

reason to reallocate resources away from cultural centers, thus illustrating the tension that 

exists between the need for and the utilization of these entities. Still, cultural centers are 

often positioned to be what Young (1991) describes as the “front-line agents in the battle 

against bigotry in society” (p. 51), and because of this, their value lies in the fact that they 

serve to the benefit of campus communities and society writ large through education, 

development, community building, and advocacy. 

Duality of Campus Roles 

 Higher education scholars indicate a clear juxtaposition between the two 

commonly perceived roles of cultural centers, which are to simultaneously serve the 

needs of their institutions and campus community members (Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; 

Patton, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991). On the one hand, 

cultural centers and the professionals who staff them are expected to not only function as 
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educators and advisors to their colleagues, but also as creators and coordinators of 

educational opportunities for the institution as a whole (Shuford & Palmer, 2004). 

Additionally, these centers are looked upon to confront racial issues on campus (Sutton, 

1998) and to promote systemic change (Shuford & Palmer, 2004) as a means to address 

inequitable and discriminatory institutional policies and practices. 

 On the other hand, cultural centers must attend to the academic and social 

development of underrepresented groups, particularly students from minoritized 

populations, through specialized services and intentional programming (Shuford & 

Palmer, 2004). Moreover, Sutton (1998) asserts that along with maintaining an advocacy 

imperative, cultural centers must focus on cultivating interactions between and within 

cultural and ethnic groups. Young (1991) outlines the relevance of this unique duality of 

campus roles within the larger institutional context: 

The office and its staff also work to interpret and intercede with the central 
administration on behalf of minority students in an effort to ensure that decisions 
and policy making incorporates a pluralistic viewpoint. This simultaneous mission 
of working between and across two or more somewhat overlapping publics has no 
precise parallel in other student affairs units. (p. 43) 

According to scholars, while it should be the responsibility of every department and 

office on a campus to advocate for students from minoritized populations, provide cross-

cultural learning opportunities to students in the majority, and foster equitable 

environments for all students, these tasks are often left to the cultural center (Patton, 

2001; Patton & Hannon, 2008; Young, 1991). 

 The lack of extant empirical research on cultural centers, specifically best 

practices and organizational models for student affairs professionals (Lozano, 2010), may 

be a driving factor for the blurred nature of the roles of these institutional entities and the 
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staff members who run them. Likewise, the broadening purview of cultural centers, 

including which populations are considered as clientele, contributes a degree of confusion 

(Sutton, 1998). In highlighting one area of priority, Mena (2010) emphasizes that cultural 

centers are perceived to be spaces that offer students with a sense of validation, safety, 

and support. Further, Lozano (2010) contends that cultural centers, particularly those at 

PWIs, must seamlessly contribute to both academic affairs and student affairs. 

Nonetheless, the accomplishment of such weighty charges requires a high level of 

commitment from an institution to the mission and purpose of its cultural center (Stennis-

Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988) and on the part of senior-level administrators and 

presidents (Sutton, 1998).  

Campus Ecology Framework 

 Proposed by Banning and Kaiser (1974) as being foundational in student affairs 

work, they define the ecological perspective as “the transaction between the student and 

his or her environment. This perspective, therefore, incorporates the influence of 

environments on persons and persons on environments” (p. 371). Strange and Banning 

(2001, 2015) offer the campus ecology framework (CEF), which is derived from 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1993) ecological systems theory and his work on the 

relationship between environment and human development (Cabrera, Watson, & 

Franklin, 2016; Renn & Patton, 2010). Renn and Patton (2010) elaborate, 

“Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) explicit attention to a person’s developmentally instigative 

characteristics balances the detailed attention paid by Strange and Banning (2001) to the 

environmental characteristics of a campus” (p. 262). In their framework, Strange and 

Banning (2001, 2015) argue that campus environments hold a central role in student 
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success, thus intentionality is crucial to the design and evaluation of spaces for learning 

and development.  

 Moreover, campus physical artifacts, such as art, signs, and architecture, play a 

vital part in constructing spaces, comprising the ecology that surrounds individuals, and 

composing the types of messages that these individuals receive (Banning & Bartels, 

1997). According to Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin (2016) who apply a critical lens 

informed by Critical Whiteness Studies to examine campus ecology literature, there is a 

prevailing concentration on “fostering social comfort via the creation of inclusion and 

safe campus environments” (p. 131). The researchers argue these environments stunt the 

racial identity development of White students because they limit opportunities for racial 

dissonance and minimize racial discomfort through the conveyance of nonverbal 

messages that reinforce “White entitlement over communal space” and the promotion of 

the inclusion and safety of these students (Cabrera, Watson, & Franklin, 2016, p. 128). 

 The CEF comprises four components: aggregate, socially constructed, physical, 

and organizational (Strange & Banning, 2015, p. 5). The first component, aggregate, 

refers to the characteristics of the people who inhabit a campus environment, such as 

demographic information and personal qualities. The socially constructed component 

considers the collective perceptions or social constructions that exist and are sustained 

within a campus environment, including the values, norms, practices, and expectations 

held by individuals. The physical component pertains to the condition, design, uses, and 

layout of a campus environment. Lastly, the organizational component denotes the 

structures and processes in place within a campus environment that enable an institution 

to achieve its purposes and goals. Particular to this study, Figure 2.1 visually depicts how 
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the CEF is applied to the phenomenon of race-based student activism within the context 

of a multicultural center at an institution and illustrates the inherent overlap of the four 

ecological components.  

 
 
Figure 2.1 Race-Based Student Activism in a Multicultural Center: An Ecological 
Framework 
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secondary home. In addition, the organizational component is reflected in the variety of 

administrative responsibilities that cultural centers are tasked with as institutionally 

funded offices and the institutional policies, systems, structures, and processes they must 

follow. Furthermore, Strange and Banning (2001) argue that individuals not only reside 

in campus environments, but they also construct them through their experiences. Within 

the context of race-based student activism, the CEF informed this comprehensive study 

of a multicultural center, with particular consideration for not only the individuals who 

inhabit this specific campus environment, but also construct its positionality and 

functionality through their experiences (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

Critical Systems Theory 

 The theoretical underpinnings of the critical systems theory (CST), which 

originated from systems theory and critical social theory (Watson & Watson, 2011), 

guided this study to “understand the complex nature of education systems and problems, 

while incorporating critical perspectives in both methodology and broader research 

objectives such as emancipation and social justice” (p. 63). Largely utilized in 

management sciences and research, systems thinking emphasizes the identification of the 

components that comprise a system, acknowledging the relations between these 

components, and understanding how these components influence the larger system 

(Watson & Watson, 2011).  

 Two approaches are foundational to systems thinking, hard (positivistic) and soft 

(interpretivist), where the former involves research methods concentrated on precision 

and control and the latter combines hard systems thinking with a focus on human activity 

in terms of cultural and psychological processes (Watson & Watson, 2011). While both 
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types of thinking are criticized for either being too objective or too subjective, scholars of 

the 1980s pushed for a more critical approach to systems thinking and practice. As such, 

Watson and Watson (2011) argue, “When researching a complex system, critical theory 

without systems thinking is likewise limited with respect to understanding the system, its 

components, boundaries and relations to one another;” therefore, the use of the CST 

“guides the critical researcher in how to understand complex systems where issues of 

power or oppression may exist” (p. 67).  

 According to Watson and Watson (2011), the CST comprises three core 

principles: critique, emancipation, and pluralism. The first, critique, leads systems 

researchers to examine all aspects of research through a critical lens, such as the 

underlying philosophies of certain methods. The second principle is a commitment to 

emancipation, which “directs the systems researcher to recognize the barriers to human 

liberation: the unequal power relations and the conceptual traps that exist in real social 

systems that are often ignored” (p. 68). Thirdly, pluralism offers an “emancipation of 

researchers” from the limited purview of traditional research methodologies and 

encourages the use of a wide range of creative methods (p. 69). Similarly, Kogetsidis 

(2012) presents the CST as a creative approach to organizational change and defines the 

three core principles of the theory as commitments to: critical awareness, improvement, 

and methodological pluralism. 

Application to Cultural Centers 

 The application of the CST to the study of a complex system in part and in whole 

allows a researcher to uncover and initiate change in the areas in which inequities and 

injustices reside (Kogetsidis, 2012). The intentionality behind studying a multicultural 
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center located at a PWI is to explore how power and oppression, in connection to and 

stemming from racial tensions and activism, impact the organizational and physical 

capacities of the center as it exists within a larger system that is the institution. Cultural 

centers operate within a politicized context through a system of campus politics and 

symbols that either reinforce or dismantle their perceived significance and value at an 

institution (Renn, 2011). It is necessary and fitting to conduct this study through a critical 

lens given the complexity surrounding the positionality and functionality of a cultural 

center as an entity within an entity, which is further complicated by the socio-political 

and socio-cultural drivers of race-based student activism. 

Summary 

 With the increasing prevalence of student activism on college and university 

campuses in the U.S. (Andaluz Ruiz et al., 2017; Rhoads, 2016) centered on a broader 

range of social justice issues than those addressed by students 50 years ago (Jacoby, 

2017), higher education institutions are faced with a multitude of student-level and 

institution-level factors to consider. With students as the unit of analysis, research on 

their motivations and forms of participation in activism shows that they rely on 

perceptions of personal and organizational efficacy to determine their level of 

involvement (Winston, 2013); prefer to offer service to their communities through short-

term opportunities and long-term projects (Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías; 2014), and opt to 

engage in expressive, identity-based forms of resistance (Pasque & Vargas, 2014). 

Additionally, scholarship on the educational and developmental outcomes of student 

activism indicates that through their participation, students gain valuable skills and 

knowledge that are transferable to contexts outside of their institutions (Kezar & Maxey, 
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2014), including political awareness, engagement in community action and leadership, 

use of informational resources, and identity development (Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, 

& Polman, 2009).  

 Scholars of student activism also focus on colleges and universities as the unit of 

analysis by examining the impact of institutional characteristics, racial climate, 

personnel, and responses. For example, the work Asal, Testa, & Young (2017) identifies 

predictors of student mobilization related to enrollment, cost, institution type, and 

geographic region, whereas Barnhardt (2015) points to predictors associated with 

enrollment and curriculum. Further, studies by Harper and Hurtado (2007), Hurtado 

(1992), and Hurtado et al. (2012) illustrate the implications of campus racial climate on 

the presence and pervasiveness of racial tensions that are reflective of oppressive and 

inequitable institutional priorities; conceptions of diversity, and curricular and co-

curricular practices. Research on the role of institutional personnel indicates that student 

activists who wish to engage in campus decision-making and initiatives often encounter 

performative action or inaction, receive mixed messages, or find sources of support 

through partnerships and collective action from senior-level administrators, faculty, and 

staff (Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Kezar 

& Maxey, 2014; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005). Tied to the other presented 

institution-level factors, research on institutional responses highlights the impact of 

words and actions on the racial tensions and perceptions of institutional commitment to 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Patton et al., 2019). Studies 

on race-based student activism, although limited, reveal that larger social movements 

rooted in racial justice, such as the Black Lives Matter Movement, advocacy of Deferred 
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Action for Childhood Arrivals, and the Asian American Movement, provide a context for 

mobilization for students of color (Hope, Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Nguyen & Gasman, 

2015). 

 A significant outcome of race-based student activism on many campuses was, and 

continues to be, the establishment of cultural centers (Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 

2010; Patton, 2010b; Patton & Hannon, 2008; Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 

1988; Young, 1991). Although the missions, purposes, and administrative functions of 

these offices have expanded in scope over time (Renn, 2011; Shuford, 2011; Shuford & 

Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991), they continue to face a duality of campus 

roles in which they often must serve as representatives of and consultants for their 

respective institutions, as well as advocates and educators for minoritized student 

populations (Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; Patton, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 

1998; Young, 1991). Scholarship shows that these roles are further complicated for the 

centers located at PWIs because they must constantly justify their relevance and 

contributions to their campus communities (Lozano, 2010; Young, 1991). Often linked to 

criticisms of being separatist and segregated spaces (Patton, 2011; Young, 1991), cultural 

centers encounter additional challenges with securing and sustaining administrative 

resources, including staffing, funding, and space. However, research offers support for 

their presence and influence on the cultivation of a sense of belonging, inclusion, and 

community for minoritized students, in particular (Jenkins, 2010; Patton, 2006; Renn, 

2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998). 

 The literature presented in this chapter on the general topics of student activism 

and cultural centers reveals clear connections between the two, yet gaps remain in the 
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understanding of the role of race-based student activism in multicultural centers. The 

CEF (Strange & Banning, 2001; 2015) and the CST (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & 

Watson, 2011) provided guidance for the critical examination of a phenomenon within a 

social system that took into account the existence and impact of ecological components 

and power structures. In the next chapter, I present the research design aspects of this 

case study, for which I outline my epistemological orientation, methodological approach, 

site and sample selection, and methods for data collection and analysis. I also discuss 

trustworthiness, researcher subjectivity, and considerations for human participants and 

ethical precautions. 
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Chapter Three: Methods 
 
 
 This study utilized a qualitative research approach, specifically employing case 

study methodology. According to Creswell & Creswell (2018), a qualitative approach is 

most appropriate when a researcher seeks to inductively explore and understand the 

meanings that individuals and groups develop and attribute to specific social problems 

and situations. Likewise, qualitative research is described as the pursuit of examining 

how individuals “construct their worlds” and interpret their own experiences (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). Since the purpose of this study was to capture the ways in which 

multiple environmental components contribute to the role of on-campus, race-based 

student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White institution (PWI), it is 

fitting that this investigation was qualitative in nature.  

 Further, it was logical to conduct a case study given that the methodology 

concentrates on a phenomenon within a context or a “bounded” case, for which the unit 

of analysis (the case) is intertwined with its context (Yin, 2018). For this study, the case 

and the context were the multicultural center at a PWI, and the phenomenon was on-

campus, race-based student activism. Offering direction for research design, the tenets of 

the campus ecology framework (CEF) (Strange & Banning, 2001, 2015) and critical 

systems theory (CST) (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011) signify and align with 

a constructivist orientation, which seeks to comprehend the historical and cultural 

contexts of individuals through the processes, interactions, and settings that comprise 

their lives (Creswell, 2014). Both grounded in a constructivist orientation, the CEF poses 

a set of four components to examine a given environment and the CST offers a lens to 

evaluate a system with consideration for power structures and inequitable outcomes. 
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 To outline the method and methodology of this study, I begin this chapter with the 

primary research question and sub-questions, and then describe the epistemological 

orientation. Next, I provide a description of research procedures, including a rationale for 

the use of case study methodology, criteria for site and sample selection, methods for data 

collection and analysis, and strategies to promote trustworthiness. Lastly, I share a 

researcher subjectivity statement, which is followed by a discussion on considerations for 

human subjects and ethical precautions. 

Research Question 

 The primary research question that guided this study was: What is the role of on-

campus, race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White 

institution?  With the unit of analysis as a specific multicultural center at a PWI, four 

sub-questions were derived from ecological components to offer a more nuanced 

approach to address the primary research question:  

1. Who are the members of campus constituency groups who engage with a 

multicultural center, in general, and within the context of on-campus, race-

based student activism? 

2. How do members of campus constituency groups describe the focus and 

purpose of and their expectations for a multicultural center, in general, and 

within the context of on-campus, race based student activism?  

3. What are the physical elements of the campus environment that shape the 

positionality and functionality of a multicultural center, in general, and within 

the context of on-campus race-based student activism? 
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4. What are the organizational elements of the campus environment that shape 

the positionality and functionality of a multicultural center, in general, and 

within the context of on-campus, race based student activism?  

Referencing the CEF outlined by Strange and Banning (2001, 2015), which is described 

in detail in Chapter 2, the four sub-questions of this study correspond to the four 

components of the framework: aggregate, socially constructed, physical, and 

organizational, respectively. 

Epistemological Orientation 

 Yin’s (2018) flexibility with the use of different epistemological orientations is of 

particular importance, for which he asserts that case study research can be oriented 

toward a realist or relativist perspective. In line with the primary research question and 

sub-questions of this study, Yin (2018) offers that a relativist perspective allows for the 

recognition of the multiple meanings and realities that individuals possess, which can 

consist of a constructivist approach to research design that is “attempting to capture the 

perspectives of different participants and focusing on how their different meanings 

illuminate your topic of study” (p. 16). The epistemological foundation of constructivism 

asserts that truth is relative and dependent upon one’s perspective, yet also values the 

subjective human construction of reality and does not outright reject the presence of 

objectivity (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Further, Crotty (1998) contends that human beings 

construct meanings through their interactions with the world and that the world itself had 

no meaning until human beings were capable of forming such interpretations. Within the 

context of this study, a constructivist perspective of roles “views role structure as 
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emergent and enacted, thus highlighting the agency of individuals to construct their own 

roles in relation to others” (Bess & Dee, 2012, p. 258).  

 Since the topic of this study is the role of on-campus, race-based student activism 

in a multicultural center, it is necessary to acknowledge that the richness of the collected 

data is the product of the various perceptions, behaviors, and experiences shared by the 

participants. Moreover, the manner in which a multicultural center fits into the larger 

context of an institution is a reflection of the environment that different groups of 

individuals inhabit and simultaneously construct. Creswell (2014) asserts that 

constructivist researchers “focus on the specific contexts in which people live and work 

in order to understand the historical and cultural settings of the participants” (p. 8). 

Therefore, holding a constructivist orientation for this study aligned well with case study 

methodology (Yin, 2018) and with the selected conceptual and theoretical frameworks 

used to address the research question.  

 As an extension of constructivism, social constructivism brings attention to the 

“system of significant symbols” that an individual is born into and is taught how to make 

meaning of through interpretations and social interactions that provide a lens to see the 

world (Crotty, 1998). For the CEF, the goal of understanding how and why individuals 

experience their environments relies on constructing meaning from their unique lived 

realities. This intention is echoed in the constructivist approach outlined by Creswell 

(2014), where he specifically notes the roles of contexts and settings as valid sources 

from which to draw and attribute interpretations of reality. Similarly, the CST guides the 

examination of a complex entity through an assessment of where and how power and 

oppression exist and are sustained within it.  
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 Critical theories are depicted as “conceptual accounts of the social world that 

attempt to understand and explain the causes of structural domination and inequality in 

order to facilitate human emancipation and equity” (Levinson, 2011, p. 2). Couched in 

this perspective, the CST acknowledges that power structures are constructed and 

maintained by individuals. Also coinciding with constructivism, this study relied upon 

the incorporation of the viewpoints of those who engaged with the entity and the 

recognition of how they were a part of the processes that enabled the system to function. 

In research, critical theories emphasize the voices of individuals, which Solórzano and 

Yosso (2002) offer as three distinct forms of counternarratives: personal stories, other 

people’s stories, and composite stories. These stories serve to propose equity-framed 

perspectives that juxtapose the majoritative, deficit-framed perspectives that comprise the 

dominant narrative and lead to educational inequities and experiences (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002). 

Methodological Approach 

 Case study methodology is utilized to examine a phenomenon involving an 

individual, group, or organization that is social or political in nature, thereby lending 

itself relevant in a variety of fields, including psychology, sociology, political science, 

business, nursing, and education (Yin, 2014). Yin (2018) posits there are three conditions 

that aid in determining the most suitable research method: (a) the form of research 

question asked; (b) the amount of control a researcher has over actual behavioral activity, 

and (c) the focus on contemporary events versus completely historical events (p. 9). 

Drawing from these conditions, Yin (2018) asserts that case study is ideal for situations 
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that ask a “how” or “why” question regarding a set of contemporary events over which a 

researcher has little or no control.  

 Yin (2018) offers a two-fold definition of case study methodology, in which the 

first part includes considerations for scope (contemporariness, blurry boundaries between 

a phenomenon and context) (p. 15). In terms of scope, studying a multicultural center 

within the context of on-campus, race-based student activism fulfills Yin’s (2018) 

conception of contemporary as “a fluid rendition of the recent past and the present, not 

just the present” (p. 12). Not only does the multicultural center exist in the present, but its 

on-going engagement with the phenomenon of on-campus, race-based student activism is 

also in the present. Because of this, the phenomenon and the context must be studied in 

conjunction with one another given that their interconnectedness does not allow them to 

be easily separated. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) and Stake (1995) argue that a case must 

be a “bounded system,” which they regard as an object rather than a process consisting of 

a purpose and working parts that comprise an integrative system. In turn, the boundaries 

and the phenomenon under examination must be “intrinsically bounded” with an evident 

limit to data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 38). Conversely, Yin (2018) 

proposes a less rigid view of boundaries, where blurriness between the phenomenon and 

context makes it difficult to separate them.  

 The second part of Yin’s (2018) definition is function, which “copes with a 

distinctive situation that has many more variables of interest than data points, benefits 

from the prior development of theoretical propositions, and relies on multiple data 

sources” (p. 15). In relation to function, the contextual complexity of the case of a 

multicultural center as an institutional entity that serves multiple campus constituency 
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groups in a variety of ways lends itself to case study methodology because the interplay 

between all of these can be explored. Furthermore, the opportunity to gather information 

from numerous data sources and conduct direct observations allowed for a more well-

rounded examination of the case of interest. Stake (1995) offers that the goal of 

qualitative research, especially case study research, is not generalization, but rather 

particularization through an intentional and guided study of a particular case. 

 Specifically, this study employed an embedded single-case study design, for 

which Yin (2018) describes embedded as consisting of subunits of analysis. Regarding 

the use of a single case, this is appropriate when the case represents: “(a) a critical test of 

existing theory; (b) an extreme or unusual circumstance, or (c) a common case or when 

the case serves a revelatory or longitudinal purpose” (Yin, 2018, p. 53). The subunits of 

analysis included the individual descriptions, perceptions, and experiences shared by 

members of three key constituent groups and those derived from the physical space of the 

multicultural center and organizational elements of the institution. Additionally, this case 

allowed for the applications of a conceptual and theoretical framework that have not yet 

been connected to this particular phenomenon and context in higher education.  

 Since the focus of this study was a multicultural center, another applicable design 

descriptor is what Stake (1995) offers as intrinsic, where the interest of the study is a 

particular case. Baxter and Jack (2008) assert that some of the strengths of case study are: 

(a) the ability to modify the study design during data collection; (b) it is the preferred 

method for studying contemporary events; (c) it allows for the use of various data 

sources, and (d) it allows researchers to examine individuals and organizations in context. 

For these reasons, which closely mirror the aforementioned characteristics offered by Yin 
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(2018), case study methodology was best suited to address the research question of this 

study. 

Site Selection 

 The site of this case study was the William Monroe Trotter Multicultural Center 

(TMC) at the University of Michigan (U-M) in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The criteria for site 

selection included the history, organizational structure, physical attributes, and 

administrative functions of the multicultural center itself and in relation to its respective 

institution. U-M was a fitting host institution for this study considering its alignment with 

the institutional characteristics identified as predictors of student activism by higher 

education scholars, which are outlined later in this section. Also summarized in this 

section are the long history and continued efforts of student activism on this specific 

campus, which are reflective of a vibrant campus culture that is not only conducive to, 

but is also encouraging of students’ expressions of advocacy and dissent. This is 

particularly evident in U-M’s mission statement:  

The mission of the University of Michigan is to serve the people of Michigan and 
the world through preeminence in creating, communicating, preserving and 
applying knowledge, art, and academic values, and in developing leaders and 
citizens who will challenge the present and enrich the future. (University of 
Michigan Office of the President, 2019) 

Furthermore, the TMC was the ideal site for this study because it is the direct outcome of 

on-campus, race-based student activism, as made clear by its enduring symbolic presence 

and recent relocation to the center of campus. To some, this site could be seen as a 

reminder of and a marker for U-M’s commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

Nonetheless, it is a signifier of the power that students possess as campus constituents.  
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U-M’s Propensity for Student Activism 

 Research shows that larger enrollment sizes and higher out-of-state residency 

contribute to a greater propensity for a college or university to experience student 

mobilization (Barnhardt, 2015). Asal, Testa, and Young (2017), in their study of campus 

protests for the Occupy Movement, concluded that a vast majority of those events took 

place at large, four-year, and public institutions. Given these findings, the ideal institution 

for this study is characterized as large, four-year, and public per the designations 

determined by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (2019a). 

The flagship campus of U-M in Ann Arbor is classified as a “four-year, large, primarily 

residential” campus (The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 

2019b). This category denotes full-time equivalent (FTE) enrollment of a minimum of 

10,000 degree-seeking undergraduate or graduate/professional students, with 25-49 

percent of undergraduate students living on campus and at least 50 percent of 

undergraduate students attending full-time (The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 

Higher Education, 2019a). In the fall 2019 semester, the total enrollment of U-M in Ann 

Arbor was 48,090 students, consisting of 31,266 undergraduate students and 16,824 

graduate/professional students, of which 47 percent and 56 percent, respectively, had out-

of-state residency status (University of Michigan Office of Budget and Planning, 2020). 

 According to Barnhardt (2015), other predictors of student mobilization include 

the presence of a general education requirement and the abundant offering of courses in 

area studies, such as those focused on race, gender identity, spirituality, or social, 

cultural, or political topics. U-M, with undergraduate students comprising 65 percent of 

the total student population, has an undergraduate instructional program of “arts and 
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sciences plus professions, high graduate coexistence,” which is signified by 60-79 

percent of undergraduate majors falling in the arts and sciences (The Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, 2019a). In the College of Literature, 

Science, and the Arts alone, 17,737 undergraduate students (56 percent of the total 

undergraduate population) were enrolled in degree programs in the fall 2019 semester 

(University of Michigan Office of Budget and Planning, 2020). These programs require 

undergraduate students to complete courses from a variety of designated general 

education categories, including Race and Ethnicity, Quantitative Reasoning, Natural 

Science, Social Science, Humanities, and Creative Expression (University of Michigan 

Undergraduate Admissions, 2019). 

 Lastly, with the phenomenon of interest for this study being on-campus, race-

based student activism at a PWI, the ideal institution has more White students enrolled 

than students from underrepresented racial identity groups per the distinction made by 

Bourke (2016). Of the domestic undergraduate student population enrolled in the fall 

2019 semester, approximately 61 percent identified as White and close to 14 percent of 

students were considered by U-M as an “underrepresented minority” (University of 

Michigan Office of Budget and Planning, 2019). Further, of the domestic 

graduate/professional students enrolled in that semester, nearly 62 percent identified as 

White and almost 17 percent of students were considered by U-M as an 

“underrepresented minority” (University of Michigan Office of Budget and Planning, 

2019). 
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History of Race-Based Student Activism at U-M 

 Established in 1817, U-M has an enduring history of student activism, beginning 

in 1842 with the first-ever petition filed by students that urged the Board of Regents to 

increase their access to the campus library (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 

2019). Throughout the years, students formed identity-based organizations to establish 

camaraderie and advocate for the specific needs and interests of their group, including the 

Women’s League in 1890, Epsilon Chapter of Alpha Phi Alpha African American 

Fraternity in 1909, Menorah Society in 1910; Jewish Student Congregation in 1914, and 

the first interracial student organization in the country known as the Negro-Caucasian 

Club in 1925 (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019).  

 Central to the focus of this study, U-M students have engaged in race-based 

activism on campus since as early as 1929, when they dismantled the university’s plans 

to construct segregated housing for African American women, as well as in 1934, when 

they protested the coach’s benching of an African American football player during a 

game in which the opposing team refused to play against him (University of Michigan 

Heritage Project, 2019). The University of Michigan Heritage Project (2019) notes that 

students were also active during the Civil Rights Movement in the late 1960s, citing a 

take-over of the Administration Building following Martin Luther King Jr.’s funeral in 

pursuit of increased representation and financial support.  

 Subsequent demonstrations included a two-week boycott of classes held by the 

Black Action Movement (BAM) in response to the lack of African American students in 

1970 (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019). The movement reoccurred in 1975 

as BAM II and involved a two-day occupation of the Administration Building to protest 
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the university’s failure to enroll more African American students and hire more African 

American administrators (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019). In 1987, BAM 

III took place, for which Reverend Jesse Jackson traveled to U-M to assist with mediation 

as students rallied for greater racial diversity in admissions and faculty, in addition to 

institutional responses to racist incidents involving the campus radio station, residence 

halls, and the local police (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019).  

 In the early 2000s, students concentrated their activism on two federal cases 

involving the use of affirmative action in U-M’s admissions policies. In the 2003 Grutter 

v. Bollinger case, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in a 5-4 opinion in favor of the 

University’s consideration of race, among multiple factors, in its law school admissions 

process, citing the court’s position on diversity as a “compelling state interest” (Kramer, 

2019, para. 8). On the same date, the court released a decision on another case, Gratz v. 

Bollinger, involving U-M’s practice of automatically awarding 20 points to 

undergraduate applicants from underrepresented racial groups in a system that required 

100 points for admittance (Kramer, 2019). Holding a different position, the court ruled in 

a 6-3 opinion against the University’s practice of using race as a determining factor, 

noting the standard of scrutiny established in previous cases was not met (Kramer, 2019).  

 A few years later, U-M students also took to expressing dissent over Proposal 2, a 

2006 Michigan voter referendum that passed a ban against affirmative action whereby 

publicly funded institutions could not give “preferential treatment to any individual or 

group on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity or national origin” (Mears, 2014, para. 3). 

Despite the efforts of lower courts to counter the ban, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 

2014 to uphold Proposal 2 in a 6-2 vote to allow states and its voters to determine the 
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ability of public colleges and universities to utilize affirmative action in admissions 

(Mears, 2014). The significant drop in the enrollment of racially underrepresented student 

populations from 2006 to 2015, including that of Black students from 7 percent to 4.5 

percent, continues to spark unrest and protests over experiences of racial isolation and the 

lack of racial diversity in U-M’s student population (Felton, 2015). 

 In November 2013, the “Being Black at the University of Michigan” (#BBUM) 

Twitter campaign was launched by the Black Student Union (BSU) to bring attention to 

the severe underrepresentation of Black students on campus, in which the Black student 

population at less than five percent was far below Michigan’s total Black population of 

14 percent (Jaschik, 2014). Beyond highlighting statistics, the #BBUM hashtag sparked a 

nationwide discussion on the status of racial and ethnic diversity at higher education 

institutions (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019). Following this campaign, a 

list of seven demands was issued by BSU to U-M administration in January 2014, which 

included the specific request for the creation of a new and centrally located physical 

space for the TMC (Jaschik, 2014). This demand coincided with the efforts of the student 

activists involved in the “A New Trotter” Initiative (ANT), who began advocating for the 

relocation of the TMC in the previous semester. The series of events that took place in 

both of these movements of on-campus, race-based student activism at U-M, as well as 

all three iterations of BAM and the anti-affirmative action legislation in Michigan, are 

described in detail in Chapter 4.   

Sample Selection 

 Particular to case study methodology, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) argue that two-

tier sampling must take place, involving the selection of the case as the unit of analysis 
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and then the selection of the participant groups, events, activities, and other elements 

within the case to examine. While the previous section of this chapter describes the first 

step of this sampling strategy, this section delineates the second step by identifying the 

data sources utilized in this study. The sample included members of three campus 

constituency groups: (a) self-identified student activists; (b) faculty and staff members, 

and (c) TMC professional staff members and U-M senior-level administrators. Table 3.1 

outlines the inclusion and exclusion criteria for these three groups. Additionally, data was 

collected from direct, non-participant observations that were conducted during the site 

visit and a basic analysis of printed and online materials.  

 Merriam and Tisdell (2016) assert there are two basic types of sampling, 

probability and non-probability, where the former is not recommended since it is an 

attempt at generalizing results by randomly selecting a sample that is representative of a 

larger population. Therefore, I concluded that non-probabilistic sampling was more 

appropriate for this study and utilized purposeful sampling and snowball sampling. These 

strategies require researchers to identify individuals or groups of individuals who are not 

only knowledgeable about the topic of interest, but are also available to participate and 

willing to reflectively share their experiences (Palinkas et al., 2013). For purposeful 

sampling, I referenced a publicly available, online student organization directory called 

the Maize Pages, which is maintained by U-M. Using the search categories of 

“cultural/ethnic” and “activism” for organization type, I collected the available names 

and university email addresses of student leaders and advisors for participant recruitment.  
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Table 3.1 Participant Group Inclusion & Exclusion Criteria 
 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 
 

Group 1: Self-identified student activists 
¥ Current or former U-M undergraduate 

or graduate/professional student 
 

¥ Self-identify as a student activist 
 
¥ Current and/or previous in-person 

involvement in on-campus, race-based 
student activism  

¥ Familiarity with the TMC related to: 
1. General programs, services, 

events, and spaces 
– AND/OR – 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based 
student activism efforts 

¥ Not a current or former U-M 
undergraduate or 
graduate/professional student 

¥ Does not self-identify as a student 
activist 

¥ No current and/or previous in-person 
involvement in on-campus, race-based 
student activism 

¥ No familiarity with the TMC related 
to: 
1. General programs, services, 

events, and spaces 
– AND/OR – 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based 
student activism efforts 

 
Group 2: Faculty and staff members 

¥ Current or former U-M faculty or staff 
member 

¥ Current and/or previous first-hand 
involvement in supporting on-campus, 
race-based student activism  

¥ Familiarity with the TMC related to: 
1. General programs, services, 

events, and spaces  
– AND/OR – 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based 
student activism efforts 

¥ Not a current or former U-M faculty 
or staff member 

¥ No current and/or previous first-hand 
involvement in supporting on-campus, 
race-based student activism  

¥ No familiarity with the TMC related 
to: 
1. General programs, services, 

events, and spaces 
– AND/OR – 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based 
student activism efforts 

 
Group 3: TMC professional staff members 

¥ Current TMC professional staff 
member  

¥ Current first-hand involvement in 
TMC operations 

¥ Not a current TMC professional staff 
member 

¥ No current first-hand involvement in 
TMC operations 

 
Group 3: U-M senior-level administrators 

¥ Current U-M senior-level 
administrator 

¥ Current oversight and reporting 
responsibilities for the TMC 

¥ Not a current U-M senior-level 
administrator 

¥ No current oversight and reporting 
responsibilities for the TMC 
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 Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe snowball sampling as beginning with a set of 

participants who easily meet the inclusion criteria and asking them to draw from their 

networks for participant recommendations. This strategy was conducted via a designated 

question on the online survey form and online individual interview interest form that 

enabled respondents to provide the names and email addresses of potential participants. 

Additionally, the director of the TMC forwarded the participant recruitment emails to 

listservs for groups affiliated with the TMC, which consisted of students, faculty, and 

staff. Since student activists and supportive faculty and staff members were not easily 

identifiable or accessible, coupled with the fact that I had very few connections to U-M at 

the time of the site visit, snowball sampling was the most logical approach for this study. 

 The key inclusion criteria for the three campus constituency groups consisted of a 

current or former association with U-M and a familiarity with the TMC. For the groups 

student activists and faculty and staff members, familiarity with the TMC was related to: 

(a) general programs, services, events, and spaces, and (b) specific on-campus, race-

based student activism efforts. Given that each group engaged with and was impacted by 

the TMC in multiple and varied ways, this criterion was intentionally broad. The students 

in the sample had to be current or former undergraduate or graduate/professional students 

who self-identified as “student activists” and able to indicate the details of their in-person 

involvement in on-campus, race-based student activism. Further, faculty and staff 

members had to be current or former U-M employees and have current and/or previous 

first-hand involvement in supporting on-campus, race-based student activism.  

 The TMC professional staff consisted of six individuals, including the director, 

associate director, program manager, office supervisor, intercultural learning and 
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innovation lead, and operations and event coordinator. The TMC student staff had over 

30 undergraduate and graduate students in the roles of programming assistants, building 

managers, and graduate assistants. Since the TMC falls under Student Life, the senior-

level administrators who were most appropriate to include in this study were those who 

had direct oversight and reporting responsibilities for the TMC, along with other 

individuals who held related responsibilities that required partnerships with the TMC. 

Data Collection 

 Previously noted as a strength of case study methodology by Baxter and Jack 

(2008), this study relied on multiple data sources and data collection methods to address 

the primary research question and sub-questions. I conducted four methods: (a) survey 

interviews; (b) individual interviews; (c) direct observations, and (d) document analysis. 

Table 3.2 presents the data sources for each data collection method. These methods 

offered insight into the selected case, with attention directed to the phenomenon and 

context under investigation.  

 Of particular significance is the fact that each data collection method provided 

opportunities to address the four ecological components of the CEF. For example, the 

survey interviews and individual interviews served as tools to explore the aggregate 

component by collecting demographic information for individuals who engage with the 

TMC and in on-campus, race-based student activism. These methods also allowed for an 

examination of the socially constructed component by capturing how these individuals 

interpret the focus and purpose of the TMC and thus construct their expectations for it in 

a general sense and with respect to on-campus, race-based student activism. The duration 

of data collection for this study, with the exception of document collection, was 
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approximately three months. Table 3.3 delineates the actual timeframe for each data 

collection method that coincided with a two-week, in-person site visit at U-M from 

Monday, November 4 to Friday, November 15, 2019. 

 
 
Table 3.2 Data Collection Methods & Data Sources 
 

Data Collection Method Data Sources 
 
Survey interviews 
(Online form; 15-20 minutes each) 
 

 
1. Self-identified student activists 
2. Faculty and staff members 

Individual interviews 
(Semi-structured; 1-1.5 hours each) 
 
 
 

1. Self-identified student activists 
2. Faculty and staff members 
3. TMC professional staff members 
4. U-M senior-level administrators 

Direct observations 
(In-person, non-participant) 
 

1. TMC 
2. Surrounding U-M campus spaces  

and areas 
Document analysis 
¥ Printed 
 
 
¥ Online 
 

 
1. Publicly available 
2. Obtained from study participants 

 
1. Institutional websites 
2. Popular media articles 

 
 
 
Table 3.3 Data Collection Timeline 
 

Date Data Collection Method 
 
Mon, October 28 – Fri, November 15 
(Extended to Tues, December 31) 
 

 
Conduct survey interviews  
(Extend date if more responses are needed) 

Mon, November 4 - Fri, November 15 
(Extended to Fri, January 31) 

Conduct individual interviews  
(Extend date if virtual interviews are needed) 
 

Mon, November 4 - Fri, November 15 Conduct direct observations 
 

Ongoing 
(Concluded in November 2020)  

Collect and analyze documents 
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Survey Interviews 

 Data collection for this study began with survey interviews, which involved 

current and former self-identified student activists and current and former faculty and 

staff members. These interviews were conducted through the use of an online, structured 

questionnaire. Yin (2018) asserts that survey interviews are appropriate for “a case study 

of an organization that includes a survey of workers and managers” (p. 121). Since this 

study focused on a multicultural center that exists within an institution and involves the 

individuals who operate and engage with it, there is strong alignment with Yin’s (2018) 

statement. Furthermore, Ellinger, Watkins, and Marsick (2005) contend, “Surveys may 

be followed by fieldwork or interviews to deepen understanding, provide rich description, 

or test alternative explanations for a phenomenon” (p. 332).  

 One week prior to the start of the in-person site visit, I sent out participant 

recruitment emails (see Appendix A), which included a link to the online survey form, to 

the TMC professional staff and student staff listservs, as well as to a distribution list that I 

compiled from the publicly available information on U-M’s Maize Pages. The Google 

Forms platform offered a straightforward interface for designing, distributing, and 

collecting the survey responses. The survey interviews were only conducted with these 

two campus constituency groups because the individuals who met the inclusion criteria 

were not easily identifiable or accessible, as opposed to the TMC professional staff 

members and U-M senior-level administrators who were found on an organizational chart 

or online staff directory.  

 The protocol for the survey interviews (see Appendix C) began with a basic 

demographic information form (see Appendix B), which was also included in the online 
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individual interview interest form as a means to collect a uniform set of demographic 

information for all study participants. The survey interview consisted of a combination of 

questions with Likert Scale responses and short, open-ended responses. These questions 

focused on four topic areas: (a) involvement in on-campus, race-based student activism; 

(b) perceptions of the TMC; (c) expectations for the TMC, and (d) engagement with and 

utilization of the TMC. It was estimated that it would take approximately 15 to 20 

minutes for participants to complete all parts of the online form. The goal of the survey 

interviews was to collect data to address the first two sub-questions of this study that 

focused on the aggregate and socially constructed components. The online survey form 

was open from Monday, October 28 to Tuesday, December 31, 2019. While the initial 

timeline planned for a three-week window for survey data collection, the close date was 

extended to capture more responses through the end of the fall 2019 semester. 

Individual Interviews 

 Individual interviews were conducted with current and former self-identified 

student activists and current and former faculty and staff members, who were identified 

from their submission of the online individual interview interest form. I also conducted 

individual interviews with interested TMC professional staff members and U-M senior-

level administrators. Through prolonged (Yin, 2018), semi-structured (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016) individual interviews with members of the three campus constituency 

groups, information was collected to address all of the sub-questions, with an emphasis 

on the second (socially constructed) and fourth (organizational) sub-questions. According 

to Yin (2018), prolonged interviews may take over two hours in a single or multiple 

sittings and “ask interviewees about their interpretations and opinions about people and 
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events or their insights, explanations, and meanings related to certain occurrences” (p. 

119). The rationale for conducting prolonged interviews was the depth of interaction they 

offer and their feasibility during the two-week, in-person site visit. 

 At the time of the site visit, the TMC professional staff included six full-time 

professionals and the reporting line of U-M senior-level administrators between the 

president and the director of the TMC involved two individuals, thus there was the 

potential to conduct approximately eight individual interviews from this campus 

constituency group. For student activists and faculty and staff members, the goal was to 

conduct around 10-12 interviews total from these two campus constituency groups, 

although this ultimately depended on the number of individual interview interest form 

respondents and the strength of the employed snowball sampling strategy.  

 The data collection tool for the individual interviews was an interview protocol 

(see Appendix D), which included appropriate probes and a mix of more and less 

structured questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These questions focused on four topic 

areas: (a) participant introduction; (b) perceptions of and involvement in on-campus, 

race-based student activism; (c) perceptions of and expectations for the TMC, and (d) 

engagement with the TMC. It was estimated that the online individual interview interest 

form would take study participants approximately 5 minutes to complete, and the actual 

in-person interview would last from 1 to 1.5 hours. Participants were asked to consider 

the positionality and functionality of the TMC in relation to its history, symbolism, 

physical characteristics, administrative responsibilities, and connection to on-campus, 

race-based student activism. While it was ideal to conduct all of these interviews in 

person during the two-week site visit, phone and virtual interviews were also conducted 



 88 

to accommodate scheduling conflicts for a few study participants. As such, the window 

for conducting these interviews lasted from Monday, November 4, 2019 to January 31, 

2020, although participant recruitment ended with the closing of the individual interview 

interest form on Tuesday, December 31, 2019. 

Direct Observations 

 The benefit of including observations in this study was that they helped to “assess 

the occurrence of certain types of behaviors during certain periods of time” (Yin, 2018, p. 

121). I conducted direct observations in the TMC and surrounding campus spaces and 

areas from Monday, November 4 to Friday, November 15, 2019. In addition to observing 

the interactions that occurred between members of the three campus constituency groups, 

I also paid attention to how they utilized the spaces. The data collection tool I used for 

this method was a designated notebook for my observation field notes, which included 

schematic drawings, quotations, descriptions of situations, and observer comments 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Campus physical artifacts, such as art, signs, and architecture, 

play a vital part in constructing the spaces and comprising the ecology that surrounds 

individuals (Banning & Bartels, 1997). Likewise, noting the location, visibility, and 

layout of the TMC, as well as the way-finding experience to and inside of the building, 

was fruitful. Photographs were taken to supplement field notes and to document physical 

artifacts (see Appendix G). The goal of the direct observations was to collect data to 

address the third sub-question of this study that focused on the physical component. 

Document Analysis 

 The fourth data collection method was a basic document analysis of 

administrative materials and popular media articles that were available via printed and 
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online sources or obtained from study participants. The documents of interest were 

related to: (a) institutional commitments to and perspectives on diversity, equity, and 

inclusion; (b) institutional responses to on-campus, race-based student activism, and (c) 

the history, purpose, and use of the TMC. Collection and analysis of applicable 

documents took place from June 2019 to November 2020. The goal of the document 

analysis was to collect supplemental data to address the third and fourth sub-questions of 

this study that focused on the physical and organizational components. 

Data Analysis 

 A key characteristic of qualitative research is the inductive and deductive 

processes conducted by researchers to first generate themes by building patterns and 

making connections from the collected data, and then analyze the themes to determine if 

additional data is needed to support the derived themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

This statement aptly illustrates the data analysis approaches that were taken in this study. 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), data collection and analysis occur 

simultaneously because these processes are recursive and require a researcher to operate 

on hunches and intuition. Furthermore, these processes are driven by what Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) argue are indicators of saturation, which are the points where data 

collection does not produce any new information or insight and where data analysis does 

not produce any new patterns, themes, or categories.  

 Coding, or the process of assigning summative or salient names or shorthand 

designations to pieces of data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

Saldaña, 2009), served as the data analysis procedure for a majority of the data collected 

in this study. Specifically, I conducted first cycle coding, which consisted of Provisional 
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Coding and In Vivo Coding, for the responses to the short answer questions in the survey 

interviews and all of the responses in the individual interviews. Provisional Coding, 

which involves a predetermined start list of analytic codes (Saldaña, 2009), was 

appropriate because using the four components of the CEF enabled easy categorization of 

the data and the creation of a code and sub-code hierarchy (see Appendix E). Through In 

Vivo Coding, as defined by Saldaña, (2009) as capturing “participant-generated” 

language from a particular culture or subculture (p. 74), I was able to frame participants’ 

perceptions of student activism, the TMC, and U-M. I used Pattern Coding during second 

cycle coding to generate themes or explanations in order to produce meaningful units of 

data that address the topic and research questions of this study (Saldaña, 2009). 

 The field notes from direct observations and the collected printed and online 

documents were analyzed for emergent themes that supported or challenged those 

derived from the survey interviews and individual interviews. The organization and 

analysis of first and second cycle codes occurred using the tools in the NVivo 12 

software. Also, triangulation of data, which is described in the next section of this 

chapter, strengthened the analytic processes of this study by offering a corroborating 

strategy to confirm the consistency and coherence of findings across multiple data 

sources and data collection methods (Yin, 2018).  

Trustworthiness 

 Synonymous with rigor, trustworthiness refers to the strategies used by 

researchers to promote and demonstrate that a study is of high quality (Taylor & Thomas-

Gregory, 2015). In this study, I utilized three techniques to increase trustworthiness: (a) 

triangulation, (b) researcher reflexivity, and (c) maximization of validity.  
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 Characterized as the use of numerous investigators, data sources, and data 

collection methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), I conducted triangulation through three 

data sources and four data collection methods. Houghton et al. (2013) note that 

triangulation must include “confirmation” and “completeness” of data, for which the data 

sources allowed the comparison of data through multiple methods and reflected multiple 

perspectives to create a well-rounded response to the primary research question. The 

rationale for utilizing four data sources mirrors the first principle of data collection 

offered by Yin (2018) that encourages the “use multiple sources of evidence” and 

cautions against an “isolated use of sources” based on the desire of a researcher to select 

the “best” or “most familiar” source to use (p. 126). For this study, I examined data from 

different sources to generate themes that were evident across numerous segments of the 

collected data. Convergence of these derived themes contributed to the validity of this 

study due to the fact that they were justified through multiple findings and viewpoints 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Likewise, these convergent lines of inquiry substantiated 

the claims made in this study by providing several measures of the same phenomenon 

(Yin, 2018). 

 Secondly, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) define the monitoring of researcher 

reflexivity as “critical self-reflection by the researcher regarding assumptions, worldview, 

biases, theoretical orientation, and relationship to the study that may affect the 

investigation” (p. 259). Coming from a constructivist orientation that honors one's own 

creation of reality through lived experiences and stories, it is vital for a researcher to 

acknowledge and constantly monitor reflexivity during every step of the study. To 

accomplish this, I utilized Taylor and Thomas-Gregory’s (2015) recommendation of 
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keeping a reflexivity diary during the study. I also prepared a subjectivity statement, 

which is provided in the next section of this chapter, prior to conducting this study as a 

means to identify and reflect on the potential areas where personal bias and previous 

experience may impact the research process (Taylor & Thomas-Gregory, 2015). 

 Lastly, the technique of maximizing variation is described as “purposefully 

seeking variation or diversity in sample selection to allow for a greater range of 

application of the findings by consumers of the research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 

259). By drawing from two constituency groups for survey interviews and three 

constituency groups for individual interviews, I captured perspectives from individuals 

who are affiliated with the TMC and U-M in a variety of ways. In combination with 

direct observations and document analysis, the findings may be helpful to these particular 

populations and others that have a vested interest in racial issues and student activism in 

higher education. This is also associated with the strategy of providing rich, thick 

descriptions to enable readers to determine for themselves whether or not the findings can 

be transferred to other contexts (Taylor & Thomas-Gregory, 2015). 

Addressing Methodology Weaknesses 

 According to Baxter and Jack (2008), some of the weaknesses of case study 

methodology are: (a) lack of rigor regarding adherence to systemic procedures and 

minimizing researcher bias; (b) lack of generalizability or a representative sample, and 

(c) length to complete method and quantity of data collection documents amassed. For 

this study, these weaknesses may find their way into the design, implementation, and 

outcomes of the research. Researcher preparation, reflectivity, and subjectivity are 

inevitably necessary to acknowledge and work through as a solution to address the first 
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weakness. The second weakness is inherent to case study methodology because the 

researcher is only looking at one or a few instances with limited scope and context. While 

focusing on one case did not provide a high degree of generalizability, this study offered 

a more well-rounded perspective of the research topic by concentrating on 

particularization (Stake, 1995). Finally, by conducting the four described data collection 

methods and subsequent data analysis in a structured timeframe and with computer 

software intended for qualitative research, the goal is to be efficient with time and energy 

and organized with study documents and files. 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

 Growing up as a person of color in the San Francisco Bay Area, my racial identity 

was not a salient aspect of my life because I felt like one of many. By this, I mean that as 

an Asian American I regularly saw faces that had features similar to mine and often was 

in spaces that reflected the cultural and social norms and values held by my family and 

found in my home. At the age of nine, Phoenix, Arizona became my new home and 

within a few short months of living there, I realized what it meant and felt like to be one 

of a few. At my new school and in my new neighborhood, I did not find the same level of 

familiarity I was so accustomed to, but instead experienced an immense sense of feeling 

“othered.” Over time, I quickly learned what racism looked like in words and actions and 

how it was becoming a part of my life. From being taken out of my 3rd grade class on 

multiple occasions to be tested for the “English as a Second Language” program 

(although I showed no signs of having difficulty with writing or speaking English) to 

having a classmate call me a racial slur in the middle of the cafeteria in 6th grade, my 

conception of my racial identity was formed out of finding ways to cope and avoid. 
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 Going through high school meant using a shield of racial denial to protect myself 

from the microaggressions, jokes, and blatant acts of racism that were either directed at or 

around me. Before I began my undergraduate education, I made a commitment to myself 

that I would find out what it meant to me to be Asian American and to show respect to 

the culture and heritage of which I am a part. To do so, I joined race- and ethnicity-based 

student organizations and became the student coordinator of a mentoring program that 

paired Asian American college students with children adopted from China. Most 

importantly, I spent time at and became involved with Asian Pacific American Student 

Affairs (APASA), one of four ethnic-specific cultural centers at The University of 

Arizona.  

 Upon returning to campus to complete a master’s degree, I became a graduate 

assistant at APASA, working under the director to advise student leaders, develop 

leadership trainings, and coordinate programs and events. My intention for serving as a 

paraprofessional was to give back to my community. I wanted to reciprocate what I 

received from APASA as an undergraduate student, which included opportunities to learn 

about my identity as an Asian American woman, information about a variety of campus 

and community resources, and the feeling that I belonged and was supported. This 

experience not only enhanced my identity development, but also offered direction for my 

professional aspirations.  

 I recall a poignant moment in the “Multicultural Counseling” course that I took as 

a master’s student. For an assignment, I was asked to select an identity development 

theory that aligned with one of my social identities and trace my progression through the 

stages by providing specific examples from my life. For the first time, having selected the 
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Asian American Identity Development Model, I was challenged to reflect on my 

experiences with and perceptions of race, ethnicity, and gender and the sources of 

oppression that framed my outlook as a woman of color. Prior to this, I did not have the 

words to describe or the confidence to accept my racial identity. 

 My previous professional role as the assistant director of a multicultural center at 

a large, four-year, and public PWI was an extension of my racial identity development, 

especially because I found myself being one of a few with only one Asian American 

colleague in the division of Student Affairs that had over 200 staff members. Moreover, I 

was the first non-Black individual hired for my position in the 40-year history of the 

multicultural center, which originated as a Black cultural center. This presented 

significant unanticipated personal and professional challenges for me as many in the 

campus community outwardly expressed their doubt in my ability to build rapport with 

students and fulfill my responsibilities.  

 My role also placed me in the unique position of being in between students and 

the institution. As a member of the division of Student Affairs, specifically as a staff 

member of one of four offices designated as a “student advocacy center,” my 

responsibilities were to design and implement educational opportunities for students and 

to serve as a general resource for them regarding academic, cultural, personal, and social 

matters. However, being an institutional representative was especially taxing during times 

of racially motivated student protests and demonstrations on campus. I often faced 

misalignment between what I wanted to do as a campus community member and a person 

of color and what I was supposed to do as a staff member and student affairs 

professional. While I was not privy to the spaces where institutional courses of action 
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were determined and formal responses were crafted, I was expected to relay and enact 

them to students and the larger campus community.  

 My personal relationship with this study stems from the interactions I had related 

to on-campus, race-based student activism while in my previous role. Much of these 

experiences involved students whom I knew well and took place in the multicultural 

center that my three colleagues and I were oversaw. At times, a majority of my day’s 

work revolved around processing with or consoling student activists of color, updating or 

briefing colleagues from other campus offices on the status of upcoming or past student 

efforts, or sitting in multicultural center staff meetings to ensure the four of us were 

aware of what was going to or might happen and what we would do when that time came.  

 Because the multicultural center I worked at often meant something different to 

each person, it was pulled in multiple directions as an institutional entity and our staff 

experienced the same. The framing of this study is highly contextual; the ecology that is 

examined is unique to the case itself. A constructivist orientation guides me in honoring 

the knowledge that individuals construct from their environments that comprise their 

realities. For this, I acknowledge that the findings of this study may differ from the 

meanings, perspectives, and experiences that I hold related to the topic of interest. Having 

very few connections to U-M, I recognize that I am an outsider to its campus culture and 

community. From this inquiry, I seek to learn from others and be open to viewpoints that 

challenge or support my own and inform my own practice as a student affairs 

professional. As such, herein lies my personal belief in the significance and value of this 

study. 
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Human Participants and Ethical Precautions 

 Conducting research with human subjects requires the demonstration of a certain 

degree of care and sensitivity, which includes: (a) obtaining informed consent; (b) 

minimizing harm; (c) ensuring privacy and confidentiality; (d) protecting vulnerable 

populations, and (e) equitably selecting participants (Yin, 2014). In this study, potential 

participants of the survey interviews were provided with an informed consent form as the 

opening page of the online form and as a link to download a PDF copy. They were asked 

to sign the form by selecting, “YES, I have read the provided information about this 

research study,” as a required question in order to continue onto the next page. Those 

who participated in an individual interview received the same informed consent form as 

an attached PDF in a scheduling confirmation email. I also provided a printed copy for 

participants to review and sign at the start of in-person individual interviews.  

 To minimize harm to participants, particular attention was devoted to ensuring 

that the informed consent form provided clear and detailed information about the 

expectations, potential risks, and intended outcomes of this study. I reiterated to study 

participants at the start of the online survey interview form and individual interviews that 

their involvement was voluntary and they could opt-out at any time and at any point. I 

also offered contact information on the informed consent form for the study coordinators, 

U-M’s Office of Counseling and Psychological Services, and The George Washington 

University’s Office of Human Research. Creswell and Creswell (2018) assert that harm is 

minimized when researchers respect their study sites and cause as little disruption to the 

setting as possible. Likewise, they contend that it is necessary for researchers to 

acknowledge and respect the potential for power imbalances in study design and data 
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collection methods by ensuring that the purpose and extent of the study is made clear to 

participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

 To protect participants from negative or politicized treatment as a result of their 

participation, I made intentional efforts to promote privacy and confidentiality by 

removing any identifiers in the reporting of findings. However, due to the individualized 

positions of TMC professional staff members and U-M senior-level administrators, there 

was a realistic challenge in maintaining the anonymity of these individuals. To address 

this, both populations were combined into one campus constituency group to make the 

sample size larger. As such, the degree to which anonymity was possible for this study 

was discussed on a one-on-one basis to ensure that participants were comfortable with the 

parameters of their involvement. Furthermore, this challenge was reviewed with the 

director of the TMC prior to the start of data collection. While complete confidentiality 

could not be guaranteed, all collected data with identifying information for participants 

from the online survey interview forms and individual interview interest forms were 

stored in a two-factor authentication, password-protected Google Drive account 

associated with my George Washington University email address.  

 In terms of protecting vulnerable populations, I did not seek out or involve the 

specific participation of minors, elderly individuals, or individuals with special needs in 

this study. Lastly, the equitable selection of participants was derived from the three 

campus constituency groups, which consisted of individuals who are representative of a 

multitude of affiliations, characteristics, experiences, and perceptions related to the topic 

of this study. Stake (1995) posits that researchers “enter the scene with a sincere interest 

in learning how they function in their ordinary pursuits and milieus and with a 
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willingness to put aside many presumptions while we learn” (p. 1). For this, it was 

necessary for me in the research design and implementation of this study to be cognizant 

and authentic about researcher subjectivity and the ways in which I honored the 

narratives of participants and the historical and contemporary contexts of the study site. 

Summary 

 A strength of case study methodology is that it provides the ability to explore a 

contemporary phenomenon involving individuals or organizations within its context 

through a flexible research design and the use of multiple data sources (Baxter & Jack, 

2008). Employing this methodology with a constructivist orientation and guidance from 

the CEF and the CST, this study critically examined the role of on-campus, race-based 

student activism in a multicultural center at a PWI from multiple angles. The intentional 

site selection of the TMC at U-M and sample selection of three campus constituency 

groups, in concert with the four selected data collection methods, are reflective of the 

intrinsic (Stake, 1995) and embedded (Yin, 2018) nature of the selected case.  

 Through coding for themes, the findings of this study address the primary 

research question and four sub-questions in alignment with the four ecological 

components of the CEF. In turn, the implications of this study offer insight into how 

individuals, social norms and values, physical spaces, and organizational structures and 

policies affect the positionality and functionality of the TMC in relation to on-campus, 

race-based student activism. In the next chapter, I provide the background of the TMC, 

which focuses on its historical connection to race-based student activism and the 

organizational, physical, and legal elements that comprise and influence its existence as 

an institutional entity.  
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Chapter Four: Case Background 
 
 
 As explained in Chapter 3, I selected the Trotter Multicultural Center (TMC) as 

the site of this case study based on its strong connection to the history of race-based 

student activism at the University of Michigan (U-M), as well as U-M’s general 

propensity for student mobilization. The shifts in focus and purpose that occurred in this 

particular institutional entity since its inception nearly 50 years ago are reflective of the 

influence of race-based student activism and a myriad of organizational, physical, and 

legal elements. To explore how these elements relate to this case study, I provide the 

background of the TMC in this chapter by tracing its evolution as an administrative unit 

that is associated with a campus building. Figure 4.1 illustrates this evolution, which 

starts with the founding of the Trotter House in its original location in 1971, and 

continues through to present-day. The content presented in this chapter was informed by 

the responses of study participants and the information gathered from direct observations, 

institutional websites, popular media articles, and archived documents. 

 In the first section of this chapter, I offer an overview of the Trotter House as the 

first iteration of the TMC, which operated as a Black culture center from 1971 to 1981, 

and was relocated from University Avenue to Washtenaw Avenue after a building fire in 

1972. In the second section, I describe how the TMC, which transitioned from the Trotter 

House in 1981, merged with Multi-Ethnic Student Affairs (MESA)1 in 1995, and 

continued to reside on Washtenaw Avenue until 2019. In the last section, I outline the 

current iteration of the TMC, including its split from MESA in 2014 and its move to a 

newly constructed building on State Street in April 2019. 

                                                
1 Up until the merger, this office was known as the Office of Minority Student Services (MSS). 
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Figure 4.1 Administrative and Physical Evolution of Trotter Multicultural Center 
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campus map to indicate their level of visibility and proximity to prominent landmarks. 

Moving forward in this chapter and the chapters that follow, having an understanding of 

this distinction is crucial for situating the TMC within temporal, spatial, and 

organizational contexts.  
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Figure 4.2 Campus Map of Trotter Multicultural Center Locations & U-M Buildings  
 

 
 
Note: Map of U-M Central Campus and Medical Center. Reprinted from 2019/2020 Campus Visitor Guide, 
March 2019, retrieved from https://universityofmichigan.myuvn.com/campus-maps. 
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the Trotter House. Next, I describe key elements of the development, location, and 

operations of the Trotter House at its first residence on University Avenue and then at its 

second residence on Washtenaw Avenue. 

The Student Activism that Created a House 

 U-M students have engaged in on-campus, race-based activism since as early as 

1929, when they halted the university’s plans to construct segregated housing for African 

American women. In 1934, students protested the football coach’s benching of an 

African American player during a game in which the opposing team refused to play 

against him (University of Michigan Heritage Project, 2019). Decades later, U-M 

students were especially active during the Civil Rights Movement, including the Black 

Student Union’s (BSU) five-hour take-over of the Administration Building after Martin 

Luther King Jr.’s funeral in April 1968. This event was motivated by student activists’ 

desire to see increases in Black student enrollment, racial identity representation in 

university curriculum, and financial support for Black students and faculty hires 

(University of Michigan Library, 2014).  

 By February 1970, the number of Black students at U-M stood at near two or 

three percent of the total student population (Tobin, 2013). This prompted student 

activists to organize subsequent demonstrations, which became part of what was called 

the Black Action Movement (BAM). The movement was led by a coalition of student 

organizations, including BSU, Black Law Student Alliance, Black Medical Students, 

Association of Black Social Work Students, Black Educational Caucus, and Black 

Psychologist Organization. On February 5, 1970, BAM issued a list of seven demands 

(see Appendix F) to U-M’s administration and Board of Regents. The student activists 
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argued that in spite of the positive effect of the Opportunity Award Program Scholarship 

Fund, which was founded in 1964 to enroll more Black students, their calculations 

showed it would take the institution nearly 120 years for its Black student population to 

match the State of Michigan’s Black college-aged population of 18 percent (University of 

Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2014a). Along with getting more Black students on 

campus, BAM members wanted U-M to implement interventions to improve the 

educational and campus experiences of Black students altogether. The BAM list of 

demands specifically included items such as hiring recruiters for Black and Chicano 

students; increasing tenure promotions for Black faculty; reaching 10 percent Black 

student enrollment by the 1973-1974 academic year; developing new programs for 

support services; establishing a Black Studies Program and a Black Student Center; 

referring to Black students as “Black” and not by any other term; increasing the Martin 

Luther King Jr. Scholarship Fund, and offering tuition waivers for “minority group 

students” (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2014b). 

 BAM student leaders formally presented their list two weeks later at the Board of 

Regents meeting held on February 19, 1970, but they left the meeting disappointed by the 

fact that the Board was unwilling to make any immediate commitments for their 

demands. In response, U-M’s President Robert Fleming and the Board cited concerns 

over budgetary feasibility and their desire to make commitments “responsibly.” Instead, 

they approved a resolution that tasked U-M’s Executive Officers with developing a five-

year proposal to address BAM’s demands, which was to be reviewed at the Board’s next 

meeting a month later (University of Michigan Board of Regents, 1970, p. 350). At their 

meeting held on March 19, 1970, the Board reviewed the requested proposal and 
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unanimously voted to allocate funds earmarked for mechanisms to expand the 

recruitment, admissions, and retention of Black students, as well as for academic 

programs and the “initial development of the Black Student Center” (p. 392).  

 While the Board of Regents expressed unanimous support towards addressing the 

issues raised by the BAM demands, they decided to take an aspirational approach by 

implementing a 10 percent “admissions goal” for Black students (p. 391). Upon hearing 

this decision, BAM members were dissatisfied not only by the Board’s failure to make a 

definitive pledge, but also by its overall failure to respond to all of their demands. The 

next day, BAM members staged a 12-day strike during which hundreds of students held 

daily demonstrations, formed a picket line, and stopped attending classes. Over 300 

professors cancelled classes and numerous departments closed down, either due to low 

attendance or to show support for the movement (University of Michigan Library, 2014). 

The widespread disruption to campus life drew national media coverage. U-M President 

Fleming, under immense pressure to end the student strike, met with BAM student 

leaders on multiple occasions to come to agreements on their requests. On March 29, 

1970, U-M offered an official response that spoke to each individual demand, including a 

one-line update on the Black Student Center that indicated a commitment to funding a 

two-year lease on a house (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2014b). 

Initial Location on University Avenue 

 The house mentioned in U-M’s response to the BAM demands was located on the 

corner of South University Avenue and East University Avenue and was formerly used as 

an annex of the School of Education (Tobin, 2013). In a part of campus that is considered 

as “Central Campus,” the house was in close proximity to main campus libraries, 
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administrative offices, and academic buildings. Although the Board of Regents approved 

funding for the space, they asserted that money from U-M’s General Fund could not be 

used to support only one group. Instead, financial resources used to support the center’s 

operations came from the Martin Luther King, Jr. Scholarship Fund, which was sourced 

by donations from students, faculty members, and alumni (Tobin, 2013).  

 Prior to the opening in November 1971, students came together to repair, paint, 

and decorate the three-story, 50-year-old building. Since a professional staff was not 

assigned to oversee the new center, important decisions were mostly left to students, 

including the selection of a namesake. At the time, Thaddeus Harrison, a BAM student 

leader, was deeply intrigued by the life and writings of William Monroe Trotter 

(Crawford, 2019). Trotter was an African American newspaper editor, real estate 

businessman, and civil rights activist (University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural 

Center, 2019a). Harrison advocated for the center to be named in honor of Trotter 

because he felt that BAM members could be inspired by and relate to the steadfastness 

demonstrated by the activist. Additionally, students played a major role in establishing 

the formal and informal uses of the building. Alex Hawkins, a student and the first 

manager of the Trotter House, worked with a small staff of other students to plan the 

activities that took place in the building and manage the general operations of the 

building itself. 

 As soon as the Trotter House opened, it became a lively space filled with people 

and events such as “workshops for art students led by African American artists, sociology 

and psychology classes, orientation meetings for incoming students, academic and career 

counseling, a chess clinic, parties and dances, and a heavily attended weekly luncheon” 
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(University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019a, para. 3). The space also 

served as an access point for students to utilize campus resources. For example, Charles 

Kidd, Assistant Vice President for Student Services at the time, recognized the 

underutilization of Student Services offices by Black students and decided to establish a 

few satellite offices in the Trotter House as a means to “broaden the base of contact” 

(“15-Room House,” 1971, para. 4).  

 Shortly after, U-M responded to another BAM demand by establishing the Office 

of Special Services and Projects to provide administrative support to students of color 

(University of Michigan Multi-Ethnic Student Affairs, 2019). This office differed from 

the Trotter House in that it was an administrative unit with a full professional staff of 

advocates that provided specialized support to “minority” racial identity groups, whereas 

the Trotter House was under the guidance of a graduate student, who held the role of 

director or manager and was supported by a small student staff. Also, the Trotter House 

was concentrated on recognizing and celebrating Black culture through events and 

providing physical space for socializing and fellowship. 

Relocation to Washtenaw Avenue 

 In May 1972, just six months after opening, a fire destroyed the Trotter House. 

Some sources cite the cause as a defective water heater (Crawford, 2019; Tobin, 2013), 

although the common retelling of the incident has the cause as either being unknown or 

involving speculation that it was racially motivated. Two months later, the Board of 

Regents considered a list of recommendations for new locations for the Trotter House 

during its July meeting, and unanimously voted to purchase a 12,000 square-foot, three-

story property at 1443 Washtenaw Avenue. Built in 1924, the building previously housed 
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the Phi Kappa Sigma Fraternity and was later acquired by the Zeta Psi Fraternity in the 

1940s. As such, the building was located in the same area of campus as the majority of 

fraternity and sorority houses. At the meeting, one Regent questioned whether or not the 

building’s location was desirable given that it “seemed more remote from the campus 

than the original Trotter House” (University of Michigan Board of Regents, 1972, p. 23). 

The Board ultimately concluded that with “all things considered” the building was the 

best physical and financial option for the institution, thus they authorized subsequent 

renovations to the property.  

 The Trotter House reopened later that year in October with first-year law student 

Thaddeus Harrison serving as the manager and a staff of students, some of whom held 

live-in positions in the new location. According to Henry Johnson, Vice President for 

Student Services at the time, “Trotter House will provide auxiliary office space for 

representatives of the various U-M offices working closely with Black students. It will 

provide a model of one-service for a student seeking information or assistance” (“Law 

Student Named,” 1972, para. 3). These offices included: Housing, Financial Aid, Career 

Planning and Placement, Coalition for the Use of Learning Skills, and Minority 

Counseling Information (para. 9). In 1973, Lois Owens, who recently earned a graduate 

degree at U-M, was hired as the first non-student manager of the Trotter House. 

 The types of activities that occurred at the Trotter House’s previous location also 

took place at its new location, as Crawford (2019) describes: 

Trotter was hosting regular community events, art shows, and celebrations of 
Black culture. The Trotter House Dancers choreographed their own numbers to 
traditional African music, jazz, and Nina Simone songs. Others took advantage of 
study, meeting, and party space, or organized workshops on topics as diverse as 
meditation, karate, and hair braiding. (para. 12) 
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Another popular group was the Trotter House Gospel Choir, which performed at events 

on and off campus and attracted more than 70 members after one month since its 

founding in August 1973 (University of Michigan Alumni Association, 1975). Since 

there were no Black fraternity and sorority houses at the time and activity spaces in 

residence halls were limited, the Trotter House, as a campus building, fulfilled the 

significant need. As a space to thrive, learn, and support through activities like those 

previously mentioned, the Trotter House continued to be a gathering place for Black 

students, in particular, as well as Black members of the campus community.  

Trotter Multicultural Center on Washtenaw 

 In this section, I showcase the TMC as it existed on Washtenaw Avenue (or what 

some refer to as “Old Trotter”) by first tracing the race-based student activism of BAM II 

and BAM III that contributed to its shift from being a Black culture center to a 

multicultural center and to the creation of other related campus units. Secondly, I 

describe the organizational elements of a significant restructuring decision that combined 

the TMC with the Office of Minority Student Services. Next, I present the physical 

elements of Old Trotter that impacted the location and operations of the TMC. Finally, I 

address the legal elements tied to the TMC with a specific concentration on three cases 

involving affirmative action: two 2003 landmark federal cases against U-M and the 2006 

Michigan voter referendum called Proposal 2. 

The Student Activism that Created a Center 

  At the March 1970 meeting of the Board of Regents, in which they agreed to the 

“initial development of the Black Student Center” (University of Michigan Board of 

Regents, 1970, p. 392), they also accurately anticipated that other populations would need 
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forms of institutional support similar to the Trotter House. The Board noted, “Program 

Centers for other groups may in the future be appropriate in the University” (p. 392). In 

the decade that followed, U-M student activists demanded the creation of additional 

ethnic-specific cultural centers. In February 1975, BAM II was led by a multiracial 

coalition of students known as the Third World Coalition Council, which held a 60-hour 

occupation of the Administration Building to protest U-M’s failure to meet previous 

commitments made in 1970 for the initial BAM (or what some refer to as BAM I). BAM 

II members issued a list of six demands (see Appendix F) that included: increasing the 

Black faculty population to 10 percent; increasing the Asian American, Chicano, and 

Native American student populations to match population totals in the U.S. and hiring an 

advocate for each of these groups; establishing a Chicano cultural center, and 

guaranteeing a financial aid package and supportive services for all “minorities” 

(Meachum, 1975; “‘75 BAM Demands,” 1975). 

 The BAM II demands differed from those of BAM I because they emphasized the 

need for institutional support and specialized services for multiple minoritized racial 

groups. The forging of a multicultural coalition by U-M students called the Third World 

Coalition Council was in line with what was happening on campuses across the country. 

The Multicultural Movement of the late 1970s and early 1980s, sparked by changes in 

federal policies such as affirmative action and increased enrollment of students of color, 

signaled a shift in the scope of existing and new cultural centers to a multicultural 

concentration (Patton & Hannon, 2008). Following suit, U-M responded to the BAM II 

demand of creating a Chicano cultural center by expanding the focus of the Trotter House 

in 1981, to include supporting other racial and ethnic student populations and cultivating 
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multicultural awareness on campus. Since money was a key concern for U-M, this 

decision allowed the institution to avoid the costs associated with creating multiple 

ethnic-specific cultural centers. To match this significant broadening of the scope of the 

Trotter House, the administrative unit and the Washtenaw Avenue building underwent a 

name change to the TMC. 

 In the years between BAM II (1975) and the multicultural shift of the Trotter 

House (1981), the focus of the Office of Special Services and Projects was also redefined 

to be more explicit. In 1977, it became the Office of Minority Student Services (MSS), 

and its purpose was to meet the academic and social needs of “minority students” and 

promote the cultural diversity of the U-M campus community by hosting programs and 

events. At this point, the student populations served by the TMC and MSS were 

beginning to overlap, as well as their general administrative responsibilities. The main 

element that differentiated these units from one another was that the TMC had a campus 

building associated with it. 

 Even with having these two units on campus, U-M continued to make little 

progress on remedying the issues raised by BAM I and BAM II. A new wave of student 

activists, who felt the same frustrations and dissatisfaction as those that came before 

them, led the third iteration of BAM (BAM III) in 1987. At the time, there was a rise in 

racist incidents on campus, some of which involved the campus radio station, residence 

halls, and local police. Students responded by forming the United Coalition Against 

Racism, which held a 24-hour sit-in at the Administration Building and put forth a list of 

11 demands (see Appendix F) that was similar to those of the previous two BAM. Like 

their predecessors, BAM III members also wanted greater administrative, academic, and 
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financial resources for students of color, as well as monetary support for the TMC in the 

form of a $150,000 endowment fund (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 

2014c). U-M responded to this wave of student activism by creating an administrative 

unit called the Office of Academic Multicultural Initiatives (OAMI) in 1988. As its name 

implies, this office focused primarily on academic initiatives aimed at promoting the 

retention and graduation of students of color. Unlike the TMC, but similar to MSS, 

OAMI was not associated with a campus building. 

Organizational Elements: A Merger and a Split 

 With OAMI to address the academic needs of students of color and MSS to 

support their social and personal needs, then came the question: Where did the TMC, as 

an administrative unit, fit into the picture? It is likely that in 1995, U-M’s administration 

wondered the same, which may have been what led to the huge restructuring decision to 

rename MSS to Multi-Ethnic Student Affairs (MESA) and merge it with the TMC as one 

unit under one director. The unit was commonly referred to as “MESA/Trotter” even 

though officially each unit kept its respective name. The unit had two locations on 

campus: the MESA office in the Michigan Union (main student union) and the TMC 

building on Washtenaw Avenue.  

 At the time, the work of MESA was deeply connected to populations of students 

of color, as evidenced by its stated purpose on the archived website of MESA/Trotter 

from 2006: 

MESA exists to promote and sustain a sense of community and involvement for 
students, particularly students of color. Through our programs and services, we 
endeavor to create a campus inclusive for all students, which embrace our many 
identities and experiences. (University of Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2006a, para. 
4)  
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Further, the mission of MESA from 2007 to 2016, which continued to center students of 

color such that its work placed an emphasis on race and ethnicity, was “To promote 

student development and empower the campus community around issues of diversity and 

social justice through the lens of race and ethnicity” (University of Michigan 

MESA/Trotter, 2007c, para. 1; University of Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2016, para. 1). 

Under the MESA/Trotter structure, MESA handled event planning, programming, student 

organization advising, and other student services, whereas the TMC was primarily 

responsible for building operations. The MESA professional staff was larger and included 

a director, associate director, office manager, and a handful of program managers, while 

the TMC professional staff consisted of a facility director and an event coordinator. 

Before the merge, the TMC functioned as an administrative unit and a campus building, 

which offered and housed its own programs and services. However, as MESA/Trotter, 

the TMC was solely known as a campus building where meetings and events hosted by 

MESA and student organizations took place or where students went to study and 

socialize. This working relationship existed for nearly 20 years until 2014, when 

MESA/Trotter was split back into two individual units that operated in their respective 

locations under separate directors and staff.  

 After the units separated, U-M’s Vice President for Student Life E. Royster 

Harper appointed Jackie Simpson, former director of the Spectrum Center for LGBTQ+ 

students and allies, as the new director of the TMC in July 2014 (Dillingham, 2014). VP 

Harper clarified about the TMC moving forward, “It’s not that we’re moving away from 

paying attention to improving the facility. But we also need to strengthen 

programmatically what’s going on there -- so it’s a shift in focus” (para. 12). The TMC 
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resumed administrative responsibilities under a new director, an event coordinator, a 

student programming board, and student building managers. Along with overseeing the 

building, the professional and student staffs began to create and host events such as 

movie screenings, painting workshops, the William Monroe Trotter Lecture Series, 

community gatherings, finals study breaks, Soul Food Sundays, and monthly 

conversations with VP Harper. The TMC maintained the same two-fold purpose that it 

adopted in 2007 under MESA/Trotter: (a) “To promote a campus and community 

environment in which all students can prosper academically and socially,” and (b) “To 

promote and provide services to build a supportive environment in which all students can 

develop a better understanding and appreciation for the multicultural diversity 

represented at the University” (University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 

2017, para. 1). Now on its own, the TMC spent the next five years while in Old Trotter 

expanding its presence and re-establishing its identity on campus as offering more than 

just physical space. 

 These efforts, however, were stifled by the vacancy of the director position that 

began in July 2017, as well as the 20-month, $85 million renovation project of the 

Michigan Union from May 2018 to December 2019. During this project, MESA and the 

Spectrum Center were temporarily moved to 1443 Washtenaw Avenue2 (Slagter, 2017; 

University of Michigan University Unions, 2019). The TMC shared the building with 

these two units in its last year in Old Trotter until it moved to New Trotter in April 2019. 

                                                
2 After MESA and the Spectrum Center returned to their permanent locations in the Michigan 
Union in December 2019, the administrative unit of Fraternity and Sorority Life moved to 1443 
Washtenaw Avenue as the sole occupant of the building. The unit’s new location is described as 
“an official university space” for the 57 fraternities and sororities on campus to meet, host events, 
and engage with alumni. The building also provides the student leaders from each of the four 
governing councils with designated office space (Love, 2019b). 
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During this time, MESA and the TMC remained as separate units that were located in the 

same building known as the TMC. This arrangement created some confusion about the 

difference between the three units and caused many to understand the TMC to be the 

campus building that housed the administrative units. In this transition period, the 

professional and student staff members of the TMC continued to offer their regular 

programs and events while U-M launched a national director search in November 2017.3 

Although it was announced in April 2018 that the initial search had failed, Dr. Julio 

Cardona was named as the new director in early fall 2018. 

Physical Elements: Within and Surrounding Old Trotter 

 The Washtenaw Avenue building (“Old Trotter”) was nearing 50 years old when 

the Trotter House was relocated there, and it was almost 60 years old by the time it 

became the TMC. Before the building opened as the Trotter House in 1972, some basic 

repairs were made, although larger and much-needed renovations to increase physical 

accommodations and safety did not take place. The building itself was often described as 

having a “homey” feeling because of its brick exterior, front lawn, large kitchen, bulky 

furniture, artwork-covered walls, and prominent fireplace. Outside of Old Trotter, there 

was a small parking lot in the back and a large lawn in the front, which was split down 

the center by a walkway that went from the sidewalk along Washtenaw Avenue to the 

building’s front steps. The grassy area was known for being the site of many cookouts, 

gatherings, and outdoor events. People also spent time on the covered porch where tables 

and chairs wrapped around the front of the building.  

                                                
3 From July 2017 to early fall 2018, the professional staff of the TMC only consisted of a 
program manager and an event coordinator. 
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 Inside of Old Trotter, the ground floor (basement) included a small computer lab 

and recreation room for large events of up to 150 people. Also on this floor connected to 

the recreation room was a fully equipped and licensed commercial kitchen, which was a 

well-liked feature of the building. The kitchen made it easy for student organizations and 

community groups to host events that offered homemade or catered food. On the first 

floor where the main entrance was located, there was a foyer and reception area, as well 

as the main lounge that was often used as another large event space for up to 150 people. 

Meetings were typically held in the medium-sized conference room or two small-sized 

conference rooms on the second floor, although the student lounge on the third floor was 

also used for this purpose. The reflection room on the third floor served as the ideal 

location for events that were private in nature such as conversations on sensitive topics. 

The few professional staff members of Old Trotter had offices on the second floor, and 

there were a few offices reserved for student organizations on the third floor. In addition, 

student organizations had the opportunity to host overnight stays in the building, 

including retreats for members and programs for high school students. 

 While the building offered its visitors a unique and comfortable environment, it 

was definitely showing signs of wear and tear. Built in the 1920s, the building did not 

have an elevator, which, as no surprise, caused real concerns for physical accessibility 

and safety. There were times when students, who were wheelchair-bound or had limited 

mobility, needed to be carried up and down the stairs by other students so they could 

attend meetings and events held on the second or third floors. For a good amount of time, 

the building also did not have a fire escape on the upper floors, but one was eventually 

added only after U-M administrators were made aware of the issue during a building tour. 
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 When the Board of Regents picked the second location of the Trotter House in 

1972, they knew it would be less convenient for students. From the Michigan Union, it 

took students a little more than five minutes to get to the initial location on University 

Avenue. Instead, students had to walk at least 15 minutes to get to the building on 

Washtenaw Avenue. This meant that going there required some planning and 

intentionality, especially in the adverse weather conditions of Michigan’s harsh winters. 

Along with the hardships posed by distance, there were other concerns for safety since 

the building was hidden behind other houses on a poorly lit street and rather non-

descriptive from the outside besides a single sign that was across the front lawn by the 

sidewalk. Since the building was located in the middle of what was commonly referred to 

as “Fraternity Row,” students of color had to pass a number of houses for predominantly 

White fraternities and sororities, which sometimes caused them to experience 

unwarranted, racially motivated macroaggressions and overt acts of racial harassment and 

violence. Thus, Old Trotter not only created concerns for students over their physical 

safety, but they also had to worry about their psychological safety. 

Legal Elements: Affirmative Action Cases Involving U-M 

 During the 2000s, U-M was at the center of a handful of landmark federal cases 

involving affirmative action in higher education. As a public institution, U-M was 

particularly susceptible to the rulings of these cases, which had the potential to 

significantly impact its ability to target efforts toward the admission of students of color, 

in particular, and to provide support to these students to see them through to graduation. 

In the 2003 case of Grutter v. Bollinger, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in a 5-4 opinion 

favoring U-M’s consideration of race, among multiple factors, in its law school 
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admissions process, citing the court’s position that diversity was a “compelling state 

interest” (Kramer, 2019, para. 8). On the same date, the court released a decision on 

another case, Gratz v. Bollinger, involving U-M and its practice of automatically 

awarding 20 points to undergraduate applicants from underrepresented racial groups in a 

system that required 100 points for admittance (Kramer, 2019). Holding a very different 

position, the court ruled in a 6-3 opinion against U-M’s practice in using race as a 

determining factor such that the standard of scrutiny established in previous cases was 

not met (Kramer, 2019). Coming out of these cases, the verdict was that although racial 

diversity was seen as a vital component of the educational experience and therefore could 

be a factor in the admissions process, it could not be the basis for setting quotas or 

awarding preference to certain individuals or groups. As a result, U-M adopted an 

undergraduate admissions policy involving the holistic review of applications that still 

considered the race of applicants but eliminated the use of a point-based system. 

 Reacting to the outcome of these two cases, Michigan voters passed a referendum 

by 58 percent to 42 percent in November 2006 (Garces & Cogburn, 2015, p. 835). The 

Michigan Civil Rights Initiative or Proposal 2 banned the use of affirmative action at 

state-funded, public entities in the areas of public employment, public education, or 

public contracting. Beginning with the fall 2007 admissions process, U-M no longer 

considered race, ethnicity, sex, or national origin in its holistic review process. The 

impact of this change on students quickly became apparent. From the academic year of 

2006-2007 to 2007-2008, the total enrollment of students from “underrepresented 

minority” populations fell 7 percent for undergraduate students and 4 percent for graduate 

students (University of Michigan Center for the Education of Women, 2008, p. 3). U-M 



 119 

also saw decreases in the hiring and promotion of faculty of color and in the monetary 

value of construction contracts with “minority-owned” businesses.   

 To counter the effect of Proposal 2 on the number of applications received from 

individuals of color, U-M’s President Mary Sue Coleman and other senior-level 

administrators increased the volume of their in-person recruitment interactions across the 

state. Institutional outreach efforts were shifted to concentrate on aspects of geography 

and demography. Additionally, the Center for Educational Outreach was established in 

2008 to foster partnerships between U-M and local K-12 schools, school districts, and 

community-based educational organizations. Under Proposal 2, federally funded 

programs, including those that considered race, ethnicity, sex, or national origin, were 

permitted.  

 However, similar programs that were university-funded were prohibited. In turn, 

U-M eliminated two of its scholarships that previously held race and ethnicity as a 

criterion, and replaced them with two new scholarships (Gnagey, 2007). The first was 

awarded to students who came from high schools and neighborhoods that were 

underrepresented at U-M and were either first-generation college students, from single 

parent households, or of low socioeconomic status. The second scholarship was 

designated for students who previously participated in state or federal early awareness or 

college readiness programs. U-M also began to seek out and secure greater funding from 

private entities to create additional financial aid sources for admitted students, for which 

over $12 million was raised from more than 3,500 donors within the eight months that 

followed the passage of Proposal 2 (Gnagey, 2007).  
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 Proposal 2 was subsequently considered unconstitutional by a U.S. Sixth Circuit 

Court of Appeals judge in July 2011, and again by a panel of three judges in the same 

court in November 2012. The panel voted 2-1 that Proposal 2 went against the Equal 

Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution by “making it more 

difficult for minority groups to participate fully and equally in the state's political 

processes, particularly with respect to the ability to seek changes in university admissions 

policies” (Cunningham, 2011, para. 5). Having the expectation that appeals to these 

rulings were forthcoming, U-M chose to not make any immediate changes to its practices 

or policies, particularly those around admissions. Despite its concentrated efforts to 

attract and admit underrepresented students of color, U-M struggled with converting 

acceptances into enrollment. For instance, the proportion of Black first-year students 

among all first-year students dropped from 6.4 percent in 2006 (prior to the passage of 

Proposal 2) to 4.6 percent in 2012, and a similar trend occurred with the proportion of 

Latinx first-year students, which fell from 5.3 percent in 2006 to 3.9 percent in 2012 

(Garces & Cogburn, 2015). 

 In March 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court agreed to hear the case since the U.S. 

Sixth Circuit Court’s decision against Proposal 2 opposed the U.S. Ninth Circuit Court’s 

upholding of the constitutionality of California’s Proposition 209, which was a similar 

piece of legislation that prohibited affirmative action policies in state governmental 

institutions (Woodhouse, 2014). Given that Proposal 2 received ample support from 

Michigan voters in 2006 and would soon go in front of the U.S. Supreme Court, the U-M 

campus community was aware that the impending ruling could pose lasting implications 

for multiple facets of institutional life. Moreover, concerns began to grow over the degree 
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to which U-M would choose or have to amend its practices and policies, especially those 

associated with race, in order to adhere to the state-sanctioned, legal parameters of 

Proposal 2. In October 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court heard arguments from both sides of 

the case and was expected to announce a ruling the following year. 

Trotter Multicultural Center on State 

 In this section, I highlight the race-based student activism that led to the 

construction of the TMC’s new location, along with physical, legal, and organizational 

elements that are connected to its current existence as an administrative unit and campus 

building on State Street (or what some refer to as “New Trotter”). To begin, I showcase 

the work of the student activists behind the “A New Trotter” Initiative and the “Being 

Black at the University of Michigan” Twitter campaign that both prompted and guided 

the creation of New Trotter. Next, I describe the physical features and location of New 

Trotter, as well as the resulting outcome of the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling on Proposal 

2 and its impact on U-M and the TMC. Lastly, I present the TMC’s current 

organizational structures and the scope of its operations as an administrative unit, which 

is followed by a brief discussion on the potential impact of donors on the work and 

identity of the TMC and New Trotter. 

The Student Activism that Created a Building 

 For years, students advocated for major improvements to the TMC. They 

expressed concerns over safety due to the aging condition and location of Old Trotter. At 

minimum, they wanted renovations made to the building. In an ideal sense, however, they 

wanted for it to be relocated to a more convenient location altogether. With Old Trotter 

being far-removed from the highly populated areas on campus, its lack of visibility and 
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presence to the larger campus community enabled U-M to treat it as what some described 

as an “afterthought.” This resulted in allowing the building’s maintenance to fall to the 

wayside. It was not until what some individuals referred to as the “bloody day incident” 

occurred on August 16, 2013, that these students’ requests received adequate attention.  

 At the time, Old Trotter provided housing for a program that hosted overnight 

visits for high school students to give them a glimpse of life as a U-M undergraduate 

student. One night during such a visit, an intoxicated student, who was White and a 

member of a fraternity, broke into the building. As the incident is commonly recounted, 

the student had been wandering through nearby buildings looking for his fraternity house, 

for which he had mistaken Old Trotter. The student injured himself in the process of 

breaking in and ran around the building while bleeding. This traumatic incident led 

students and staff members to wonder if the building itself was still a safe environment, 

and having high school students and U-M students sleeping in there added to the 

seriousness of the situation.  

 The mess was not cleaned up immediately contrary to what many individuals had 

expected. Instead, it remained there overnight and well through the next day, which made 

it seem to students and staff members as though U-M did not see any urgency in sending 

over a professional cleaning crew. Out of abundant concern, a few MESA/Trotter 

professional staff members got down on the ground to do some of the cleaning 

themselves. Students began to question whether or not this situation would have been 

handled with greater priority and haste had it happened in another campus building, 

especially one that was closer to Central Campus and had more visibility and foot traffic. 

Unsurprisingly, the dynamics changed in Old Trotter after the incident, and the push to 
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improve and move the TMC became even more of an imperative for students, who felt 

strongly that the incident should have never happened in the first place. 

 Early in the fall 2013 semester, a Latinx graduate assistant in MESA/Trotter 

began speaking with other students and student staff members about the incident. 

Ultimately, this group of primarily Latinx undergraduate and graduate students and some 

students with other racial identities organized themselves around this imperative. They 

named their effort the “A New Trotter” Initiative (ANT) and enacted a model of activism 

that concentrated on communicating with senior-level administration and mobilizing 

students. In December 2013, they met with VP Harper to discuss the matter. Through this 

conversation, the students secured a commitment for institutional funding to improve the 

TMC, including renovations to Old Trotter, and initial consideration for its relocation to a 

new or existing space on campus. They were invited to have another meeting with VP 

Harper at the start of the next semester that would be joined by other U-M senior-level 

administrators, specifically the Associate Vice President for Facilities and Operations, 

Associate Vice President for Student Life, Associate Director of Campus Planning and 

Design, and Campus Planner. 

  When the students, who were later referred to as the “ANT core team,” returned 

to campus in January after winter break, they began holding bi-weekly meetings and 

focused on rallying support for the initiative from professors and academic departments. 

They also started organizing a mass meeting for students to share their improvement 

ideas for Old Trotter and hopes for New Trotter. Around this time, ANT core team 

members were informed that the Black Student Union (BSU) planned to issue a list of 

demands to U-M administration as a follow-up to their “Being Black at the University of 
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Michigan” (#BBUM) Twitter campaign and wanted to include a demand about the TMC. 

Since #BBUM was receiving such widespread attention, ANT core team members agreed 

with adding the relocation of the TMC to the list with the intention of generating 

additional momentum for the initiative. 

  In mid-November 2013, BSU launched #BBUM to create an online platform for 

current and former U-M students, faculty, and staff members to voice their experiences 

and perspectives.4 The hashtag was used in over 10,000 tweets (Ross, 2016), and the 

campaign reached the national spotlight with coverage by media outlets such as CNN and 

the Huffington Post. Three hours after the campaign began, U-M responded with a tweet 

that stated, “Thanks for engaging in this conversation. We’re listening and will be sure all 

of your voices are heard. #BBUM” (Byng, 2013). The next day in Mason Hall, a popular 

academic building, BSU installed the “#BBUM Posting Wall,” which also received 

significant attention as campus community members went to post and read comments. 

 On January 16, 2014, days before BSU issued its list of demands, U-M’s Provost 

Martha Pollack sent an email to the campus community titled, “Message on Diversity and 

Inclusion,” in which she cited #BBUM as an influencing factor in the institution’s 

forthcoming approach. She shared that, along with a few other initiatives such as the 

creation of an administrative position for “minority recruitment and retention” and a new 

residence hall program, U-M would take steps toward addressing issues related to the 

TMC. The email included: 

                                                
4  #BBUM coincided with the actions taken by other students across the country, including the 
viral video posted online a few weeks earlier by Sy Stokes, an undergraduate student at the 
University of California, Los Angeles (Byng, 2013). In the video, Stokes uses spoken word 
poetry to bring attention to the low enrollment of Black male students at his institution. 
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Students, faculty and staff have told us that the Trotter Multicultural Center needs 
a fundamental rethinking and ideally should be moved closer to the central 
campus. For the immediate short term, we will repair the infrastructure and 
improve the current facility to make it a more welcoming, comfortable, inviting 
hub for student social activity. We will engage students in planning and design, 
with the goal of having a renovation plan ready before the term ends. For a long-
term solution, we will examine possibilities for permanent relocation of the 
center. We will start a broad conversation with students, staff and faculty to 
capture their best thinking as we collectively reimagine a future multicultural 
center. (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2017b) 

The members of BSU, however, felt that the overall statement was inadequate and that 

they should have been consulted in the development of the mentioned initiatives. They 

proceeded with their plan and delivered seven demands (see Appendix F) to U-M on 

January 20, 2014, which required a response within seven days. Their demands addressed 

the need for the following: emergency scholarships for Black students; affordable 

housing on Central Campus for students of lower socioeconomic status; increased 

organizational budget for BSU; race and ethnicity course requirements; greater exposure 

to documents at U-M’s Bentley Historical Library of the institution’s history of race 

relations, and increased Black student enrollment towards the goal of 10 percent. 

Additionally, the specific demand about the TMC stated, “We demand for an opportunity 

to congregate and share our experiences in a new Trotter (Multicultural Center) located 

on Central Campus” (The Black Student Union, 2014). 

 ANT core team members held a mass meeting in early February 2014, to capture 

students’ voices and opinions and to garner more support for the initiative. A few weeks 

later, Linh Nguyen, a MESA/Trotter professional staff member, was assigned by VP 

Harper to provide administrative and project management support to the ANT core team 

and to serve as a liaison between U-M administration and the students. On February 21, 

2014, one month after the list of demands was issued, ANT core team members and BSU 
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representatives met with Provost Pollack and VP Harper, who informed the students that 

U-M would allocate $350,000 to building improvements for Old Trotter (University of 

Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019e). Furthermore, the plans for New Trotter 

moved beyond its relocation, as was expressed in Provost Pollack’s email, to the 

construction of a new building. This decision was confirmed in a commitment letter sent 

from Provost Pollack and VP Harper to the BSU President that stated:  

This is to confirm our statement in the meeting today on February 21, 2014 that 
the University has agreed to create a new Trotter Multicultural Center located on 
Central Campus. The process of creating a new center will include participation 
of the Black Student Union and other student stakeholder groups (e.g. the New 
Trotter group). (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2017b)  

In the few months remaining in the spring 2014 semester, ANT core team members 

participated in the interviewing and selection of a consultant firm, as well as organized 

the “ANT Kick-Off Town Hall” for students to hear about the project and connect with 

the consultants. U-M would subsequently provide an additional $300,000 to advance the 

short-term needs of the TMC that were identified, in part, through the work of ANT.  

 Consisting of three students at this point, ANT core team members quickly 

realized they were unable to do all of the necessary work by themselves and that getting 

input from more students with various racial and ethnic identities was particularly 

important for the project. It was at this time that ANT and BSU formed an official 

partnership that involved some overlapping membership where BSU had representatives 

on the ANT core team. The full team typically had around eight members, who were 

first-year through fourth-year undergraduate students and a few master’s students. In 

early March 2014, they began meeting on a weekly or bi-weekly basis and developing an 

organizational infrastructure to guide their role in the short-term work of renovating Old 
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Trotter and long-term work of creating New Trotter. When a team member graduated, 

another student was brought on to continue their work. In total, there were 15 different 

students who participated on the ANT core team during the entire process. 

 Even though there was excitement generated by the prospect of New Trotter and 

later the confirmed commitment from U-M to construct the new building, the ANT core 

team struggled to get their peers engaged in the initiative. They faced numerous 

challenges with the low level of input and physical labor that other students were willing 

to offer to the project. In turn, this small group of students carried the heavy 

responsibility of making informed, representative, and intentional decisions on behalf of 

many student communities; decisions that were long-lasting and often permanent. 

 Over the course of the next three and a half years, the ANT core team engaged in 

the programming and design phases of the project. They oversaw numerous small- and 

large-scale activities such as having mass informational meetings; speaking with 

individual student organizations; conducting surveys; researching other multicultural 

centers; gathering documents; reviewing design proposals; holding weekly office hours, 

and providing feedback on critical design decisions. These students also helped to 

coordinate and facilitate a university-sponsored bus trip that took place during fall break 

in October 2014. On the trip, 55 student leaders, professional staff members, and senior-

level administrators traveled to The Pennsylvania State University to conduct a 

comparative analysis of the Paul Robeson Cultural Center, a multicultural center with a 

central campus location and a similar history as the TMC. Most importantly, the ANT 

core team attended meetings with senior-level administrators, institutional representatives 

from various offices, architects, interior designers, and project consultants. In 2014, they 
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held a minimum of 18 formal core team meetings (University of Michigan Bentley 

Historical Library, 2017a), and in 2014 and 2015, they hosted a total of four campus-

wide town halls and eight focus groups (Slagter, 2019). 

 In December 2015, the U-M Board of Regents approved a $10 million funding 

proposal for a new multicultural center, which officially initiated the design phase. The 

Board also announced that the new building would be located on State Street. The design 

phase came to an end a year later in December 2016 when the Board approved a 

schematic design for New Trotter. In April 2017, the Board authorized the consideration 

of construction bids and the awarding of construction contracts. As the semester came to 

an end in May 2017, it was around this time that the involvement of the ANT core team 

was no longer needed for the project since all that remained was building construction. 

The construction phase for New Trotter began in November 2017 and after nearly 18 

months, the 20,000 square-foot, three-level building opened in April 2019.  

 As opposed to the more demonstrative forms of student activism, such as 

demonstrations, protests, and sit-ins, the work of the ANT core team was less visible to 

the larger campus community. Since the efforts of these student activists were mainly 

behind-the-scenes and administrative in nature, the role that ANT core team members 

played in the student activism that is embedded in the history of the TMC remains largely 

forgotten or “glossed over,” especially in the narrative of New Trotter. Although a few of 

the members were first-year students when ANT began, all of the 15 students involved in 

the initiative over the course of nearly three and a half years had graduated by the time 

New Trotter opened. Given their strong relationship to the project, many of these students 

“lamented” over the fact that they became disconnected from New Trotter soon after the 
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major design decisions were made and construction broke ground. As a result, the ANT 

core team, as a whole, was neither informed when construction was completed nor 

formally invited to the grand opening event of New Trotter by U-M. 

Physical Elements: Within and Surrounding New Trotter 

 State Street is considered the “heart” or “main thoroughfare” of Central Campus, 

where anyone who attends or visits U-M is likely to travel down at least once. The spot 

where New Trotter resides was once a courtyard that was shared by two all-female 

residence halls, Betsy Barbour Residence and Helen Newberry Residence. New Trotter 

now sits in front of these two halls, and is in between the Kelsey Museum of 

Archaeology and the First Congregational Church of Ann Arbor. In this prime location, it 

is within a five-minute walk to two student unions (Michigan Union and Michigan 

League), the main graduate and undergraduate libraries, the open space known as the 

Diagonal Green or “The Diag” for its multiple diagonal walkways, the U-M Museum of 

Art, and the Fleming Administration Building that holds the offices of U-M’s President 

and other senior-level administrators.  

 Although many championed the creation of New Trotter, some individuals did not 

share the same sentiment. When the site of New Trotter was selected, pushback came 

from certain campus community members, who opposed the loss of green space and the 

need to remove the two large Beech trees that had become unofficial landmarks of State 

Street. Although these trees were ultimately cut down prior to construction, the wood 

from one of the trees was reclaimed to make the reception desk in New Trotter. There 

was also concern expressed by the future neighbors of New Trotter about the impact of 
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the increased foot traffic in the area, which was previously utilized only by select campus 

populations. 

 The three levels of New Trotter contain a variety of reservable and communal 

spaces (see Appendix G). There are seven designated programming spaces, three of 

which are available for use by student organizations, U-M departments and units, 

community organizations, and corporate organizations. These spaces include the medium 

and large meeting rooms on the first level, as well as the 2,800 square-foot multipurpose 

room on the lower level (basement) that has a maximum occupancy of almost 300 people 

and can be split into three sections via moveable walls. The other four programming 

spaces, which can only be reserved by student organizations, are the Sankofa Lounge and 

large reflection room on the first level and the Student Organization Lounge and roof 

garden deck on the second level. The spaces in New Trotter that cannot be reserved are 

the main lobby, kitchen, quiet study room, and small reflection room on the first level, 

along with the two huddle rooms and open student lounge on the second level. 

 As the second largest room with a maximum occupancy of 100 people, the 

Sankofa Lounge is considered the signature space of New Trotter because its four walls 

are covered from floor to ceiling with a collection of enlarged, black and white 

photographs entitled, “Student Activism at the University of Michigan.” The collection, 

featured in chronological order, spans nearly 50 years from students’ take-over of the 

Administration Building after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in April 1968, 

to the #WeExist campaign organized by Middle Eastern and North African students in 

December 2017. Other poignant moments displayed on the walls include efforts around 

affirmative action, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) federal legislation, 
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Asian American Movement, BAM I through III, and the Equal Rights Amendment, 

among many others. On the wall right outside of the lounge’s entryway is a bronze 

sculpture of the Sankofa bird that was donated by former U-M President Coleman. She 

received the piece, which was created by U-M Professor of Art and Design, Marianetta 

Porter, for her inauguration in 2003. A plaque features a statement from the artist that 

proclaims, “The spirit of Sankofa is imbued in this work, reminding us to look to the 

wisdom and knowledge of the past in order to guide our directions, obligations and 

responsibilities for the future.” 

 With its modern aesthetic, there are certain sections of wall space in New Trotter 

that are dedicated to showcasing artwork on the themes of culture and diversity in a 

variety of mediums, such as paintings, sculptures, photographs, pottery, and textiles. 

Some type of creative piece covers the majority of wall space in the hallways on each 

floor alongside the required informational and way-finding signage. A drawn portrait of 

William Monroe Trotter hangs outside of the kitchen and has a small placard that simply 

notes, “Portrait of William Monroe Trotter, Artist: Helen E. Haynes.” With the exception 

of the Sankofa Lounge, none of the reservable spaces are visually descriptive of being in 

New Trotter. Rather, they resemble rooms that could exist in any new building on 

campus. Besides the walls of the Sankofa Lounge, the only uniquely indicative feature of 

New Trotter is the “See You at TMC” wall that extends from floor to ceiling behind the 

staircase in the main lobby. On the wall, there are 558 squares that feature color 

photographs of individual U-M students’ faces and some squares with mirrors.   
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Legal Elements: U.S. Supreme Court’s Ruling on Proposal 2 

 In late April 2014, Proposal 2 was upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court through a 6-

2 decision in favor of the ability of individual states and their voters to determine the use 

of affirmative action at their respective public, in-state colleges and universities (Mears, 

2014). Incorporated into Section 26 (Affirmative Action Programs) under Article 1 

(Declaration of Rights) of the Michigan Constitution, the first point of the amendment, 

which specifically refers to Michigan’s public higher education institutions, states: 

The University of Michigan, Michigan State University, Wayne State University, 
and any other public college or university, community college, or school district 
shall not discriminate against, or grant preferential treatment to, any individual or 
group on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity, or national origin in the operation 
of public employment, public education, or public contracting. (Michigan 
Legislative Council, 2020, p. 4) 

In a statement released after the ruling, U-M President Coleman and Provost Pollack 

confirmed the institution would maintain its current policies and practices, particularly 

those around admissions. They stated, “Despite this decision from the Supreme Court, the 

University of Michigan remains deeply committed to using every legal tool at our 

disposal to bring together a diverse student body” (Greene, 2014, para. 5).  

 While the commitment to build New Trotter came from U-M senior-level 

administration in February 2014, the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling that shortly followed 

had an impact on the institution’s intentions behind and messaging for the new space. For 

example, the ruling imposed an obligation on U-M to take a blanketed “color-blind” 

approach towards addressing race-related inequities within the specific scope of 

admissions and financial aid and within the general scope of campus operations. The 

upholding of Proposal 2 undoubtedly continues to affect how U-M frames and executes 

its academic and financial support mechanisms for marginalized and minoritized student 
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populations, chiefly its efforts around the recruitment, admissions, retention, and 

advocacy of students of color. Whereas in the past, U-M could create opportunities and 

services that were for the benefit of students of color and be explicit about their targeted 

beneficiaries, such as with the TMC in Old Trotter, legislation like Proposal 2 makes it 

difficult to tailor and direct efforts concentrated on specific student populations.  

 Still, within the context of Proposal 2, there is ambiguity surrounding what 

constitutes “preferential treatment.” U-M’s FAQ page on Proposal 2 explains: 

We recognize the voters’ decision, and comply with Proposal 2. Given that most 
terms of the amendment are not defined, differences of opinion may arise over 
time about how to interpret its application to specific programs. Resolving those 
differences may sometimes require clarification. For example, similar ballot 
proposals were interpreted as permitting targeted outreach to underrepresented 
populations in Washington but prohibiting it in California. Over time, these 
uncertainties will be sorted out. (University of Michigan Office of Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion, 2020, para. 3) 

For now, what this means for the TMC in New Trotter is that it must comply with U-M’s 

current interpretation of the law; therefore, it must incorporate a similar blanketed “color-

blind” approach to its practices and policies. This also means that the TMC must fit into 

the larger institutional strategy for developing and implementing initiatives aimed at 

broadly promoting diversity within the campus community. 

Organizational Elements: Structures and Operations 

 Upon its move to New Trotter, the scope of the TMC’s administrative 

responsibilities has expanded in large part due to its attachment to U-M’s five-year, 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Strategic Plan. After a year of planning under the 

leadership of U-M’s President Mark Schlissel, who began his term in July 2015, the 

university launched the strategic plan in October 2016, for which it has committed $85 
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million to fund new resources and initiatives5 (Slagter, 2016). The plan was developed in 

response to Proposal 2 and the student activism of #BBUM. With the 2019-2020 

academic year as its 4th year, the overall strategic plan includes a campus-wide plan and 

50 unit plans with a total of over 2,500 action items (University of Michigan Office of 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, 2019b). The TMC, signified by the institution’s 

investment in its new building and support of its administrative work, is a cornerstone of 

the strategic plan. As such, it is featured in each yearly report as a marker for U-M’s 

progress under “Overarching Strategy #1, Create an inclusive and equitable campus 

climate.” Since the TMC is under the organizational structure of Student Life, it is also 

highlighted in the division’s yearly report. Furthermore, the TMC is featured as a 

“Signature Initiative” for fostering inclusion in U-M’s “DEI Strategic Planning Toolkit” 

(University of Michigan Office of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, 2019a).  

 Over the years, the work and staffing structure of the TMC has been dictated by 

its position within U-M organizational structures. Following its split from MESA, the 

TMC in Old Trotter, under the guidance of a director and event coordinator, held 

responsibilities as an administrative unit by offering events and programs that were 

primarily coordinated by a student programming board, and as a campus building with 

building management handled mostly by student building managers. When the TMC 

moved to New Trotter in April 2019, an all-new and much larger professional staff was 

brought on, which included a director, associate director, intercultural learning and 

                                                
5 Also in the fall 2016 semester, President Schlissel appointed U-M’s inaugural Chief Diversity 
Officer (CDO), Dr. Robert Sellers. The CDO position holds membership in the executive 
leadership team with a principal advisory role to the President, as well as maintains oversight 
responsibility of the newly created Office of DEI and the DEI Strategic Plan (Allen, 2016a). The 
administrative units that report to the Office of DEI include OAMI and the Center for Educational 
Outreach. 
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innovation lead, program manager, office assistant, and office manager. The majority of 

these roles were filled with individuals who were already affiliated with U-M either as 

employees in other units or departments or as former students. Similar to the TMC’s 

student staff structure in Old Trotter, there are roughly 30-35 students who serve as 

building managers, reception desk staff, undergraduate program assistants, and graduate 

assistants for programming and assessment in New Trotter. To aid in the advancement of 

the TMC’s mission and goals, the professional staff receives general guidance from and 

provides regular updates to the nine members of the TMC Faculty, Staff, and Alumni 

Advisory Board. There is also a TMC History Project Team that engages in ongoing 

research efforts to uncover the history of the TMC and William Monroe Trotter 

(University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019a). 

 The mission of the TMC has changed over time based on its administrative 

responsibilities ascribed by U-M and the priorities of its professional staff. Revised upon 

its move to New Trotter, the current mission statement of the TMC is: 

As a national leader in promoting an inclusive campus climate, the Trotter 
Multicultural Center serves as a campus facilitator, convener, and coordinator of 
intercultural engagement and inclusive leadership education initiatives for 
University of Michigan students. (University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural 
Center, 2019a) 

The TMC aims to accomplish this mission by providing five areas of programmatic 

experiences: (a) Inclusive Student Leadership; (b) Intercultural Learning; (c) Interfaith, 

(d) Trotter Distinguished Leadership Series, and (e) Student Wellness (University of 

Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019c). The bulk of the programmatic efforts in 

these areas, such as coordinating events and engagement opportunities, are partnerships 

or co-sponsorships with other campus entities. The rationale behind this approach is that 
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more students and student populations could be brought into New Trotter through their 

existing connections to academic departments, administrative units, and student 

organizations. The offering of on-site student support services comes from other 

administrative units, including U-M’s Sweetland Center for Writing, International Center, 

University Career Center, Wolverine Wellness, and Counseling and Psychological 

Services, which hold office hours or events in New Trotter. The TMC also focuses on 

offering some of its own signature programs, which are mostly designed using a one-time 

pilot approach as a means to gauge students’ interests and preferences. Although there is 

a desire among TMC professional staff to provide more types of programming, the 

workload created by their current efforts, in combination with the building management 

of New Trotter, does not allow them to have an adequate capacity to do so. 

 While MESA and the TMC returned to being separate administrative units in 

2014, the temporary relocation of MESA to Old Trotter during the last year that the TMC 

resided there contributed to a lingering confusion between the purposes and functions of 

the two offices.6 Although the TMC in New Trotter is a distinct administrative unit that is 

attached to its own campus building, its work continues to be shaped by that of other 

units, particularly MESA. The current mission of MESA is, “Using the lens of race and 

ethnicity, MESA engages the campus community and transforms the student experience 

to build inclusive spaces and equitable opportunities for all,” which is achieved through 

                                                
6 Upon the recent reopening of the Michigan Union in early January 2020, MESA is now located 
in a new office space on the third floor, where it is a neighbor of the Spectrum Center, Center for 
Campus Involvement, Student Organization Resource Center, and Conference and Events 
Services. Also located on the same floor is the Student Life Leadership Suite that contains the 
offices of the Dean of Students and Associate Vice President for Student Life (University of 
Michigan University Unions, 2020). 
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the values of collective community, fun, integrity, intersectionality, transformation, and 

trust (University of Michigan Multi-Ethnic Student Affairs, 2019, para. 1).  

 Consisting of eight professional staff members and 16 undergraduate and graduate 

student staff members, MESA provides support in the form of education and training, 

leadership for social change, programs and outreach, and student engagement (University 

of Michigan Multi-Ethnic Student Affairs, 2019). Often through advising relationships 

with race- or ethnicity-based student organizations, including the Arab Student 

Association (ASA), La Casa (Latinx advocacy organization), and United Asian American 

Organizations (UAAO; umbrella organization), the office oversees programmatic areas 

such as heritage months; peer mentoring and first-year student initiatives; identity-based 

support groups; student organization and campus resource fairs; student conferences and 

leadership retreats, and graduation celebrations. Additionally, MESA offers small and 

large grants to support events and efforts coordinated by student organizations.  

 As described earlier in this chapter, the history and work of the TMC and MESA 

are connected to those of the administrative unit of OAMI. The current mission statement 

of OAMI is: 

The Office of Academic Multicultural Initiatives (OAMI) is dedicated to 
supporting the University of Michigan in its ongoing commitment to create and 
foster an intellectually and culturally diverse campus community. To this end, 
OAMI works collaboratively and cooperatively with the campus and external 
constituencies to develop initiatives that enrich the academic, social, cultural, and 
personal development of students. (University of Michigan Office of Academic 
Multicultural Affairs, 2019) 

Unlike the TMC and MESA that fall under Student Life, this unit reports to the Office of 

DEI. The office of 14 professional staff members oversees efforts such as first generation 

initiatives; undocumented student resources; a community college transfer program; 



 138 

success coaching; funding for individual student and student organization events; racial 

identity-focused graduation ceremonies, and U-M’s Martin Luther King, Jr. Symposium 

(University of Michigan Office of Academic Multicultural Affairs, 2019). 

 Compared to the location of Old Trotter, New Trotter is now highly visible and 

accessible to the larger U-M campus community, which has led to a greater number of 

people spending time in the building. Also contributing to the increased foot traffic in 

New Trotter is the overall shortage of available formal spaces for events and meetings 

and informal spaces for socializing and studying on campus. The effect of this shortage 

was exacerbated by the temporary closure of the Michigan Union due to renovations, for 

which students and student organizations had to seek out alternative locations for their 

activities. Since the start of the fall 2019 semester in its first academic year of operations, 

the demand for space in New Trotter has been overwhelming. As of November 11, 2019, 

an estimated 1,719 room reservations had been made in New Trotter for usage during 

April 2019 to May 2020, with an approximate total headcount of 61,160 people 

(University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019b).  

 The sheer volume of reservation requests for the 2019-2020 academic year 

quickly swamped TMC professional staff members, who found it difficult to keep up 

with the related administrative processes in addition to their other responsibilities. As a 

result, the coordination and communication of reservations was transferred to U-M’s 

Conference and Event Services. The TMC continues to manage the on-site aspects of the 

reservations, including room set-up and providing technical and in-person support. The 

Conference and Events Services staff handles the approvals and arrangements for most 

on-campus events, such as meetings, weddings, summer programs, student events, and 



 139 

conferences, for which they normally only consider basic logistical details. In turn, it is 

not in their “wheelhouse of experience” to take into account the symbolic or cultural 

meanings of particular campus spaces or assess the appropriateness of intended uses of 

those spaces when approving reservation requests.  

 Moreover, student organizations that typically reserved rooms in the Michigan 

Union were directed to continue using the campus-wide room reservation system 

maintained by Conference and Events Services to find available meeting and event 

spaces during the 20-month renovation period. Unlike the spaces in Old Trotter that were 

managed in-house, the system now includes the reservable spaces in New Trotter on the 

list of options. Yet in the listings, there is no expressed differentiation between these 

particular spaces and any other reservable spaces on campus beyond logistical aspects 

like maximum occupancy, layout, and audio-visual equipment. As a result of the 

Michigan Union’s temporary closure and the centralized room reservations process, there 

has been a drastic increase in the number of predominantly White student organizations 

and non-student groups that have one-time and recurring room reservations in New 

Trotter compared to the number of those who utilized Old Trotter. In addition, the current 

policy allows student organizations to reserve and use the rooms at no cost and they do 

not face any repercussions for last-minute cancellations or unused reservations. However, 

other groups like U-M departments, local community organizations, and commercial 

groups are charged a specified hourly rate for each space that includes a required 

minimum reservation length. Through this mechanism, the TMC is able to generate 

revenue from non-student users of New Trotter spaces. 
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Additional Elements: Naming Controversy & Donor Development 

 While members of the U-M campus community are less likely to know the story 

or meaning behind the TMC’s name, they are more likely to know that it is the only 

building on campus named after a person of color. Although there are 17 multicultural 

lounges named after themes, such as Afro-American and Umoja (Swahili for “unity”), 

and prominent individuals of color, including César Chavez, Audre Lorde, Edward Said, 

Grace Lee Boggs, Vicky Barner, Nikki Giovanni, and Yuri Kochiyama, all of these 

spaces are located inside of residence halls and are primarily designed for student use. 

These spaces offer limited access to faculty and staff members, and are not available to 

the general public. As such, the name of the TMC as a campus building holds great 

significance not only because of its connection to race relations in U-M’s history, but also 

because of its role in racial representation on campus. Yet institutional approaches to and 

policies for obtaining financial support for the TMC have posed challenges in the past 

regarding the naming controversy that occurred in 2016, and may continue to do so with 

respect to current and future donor opportunities. 

 In their April 2016 meeting that took place during the design phase of New 

Trotter, the U-M Board of Regents approved a $3 million gift from Board Chair, Mark 

Bernstein, and his wife, Rachel Bendit, to fund the construction of New Trotter. 

Immediately following the meeting, an official announcement was released via the U-M 

faculty and staff news source, The University Record, in which Bernstein stated: 

Rachel and I are honored to support the legacy of all who have advanced the 
enriching and empowering mission of Trotter since its founding — the 
generations of U-M students who have been activists for diversity and the current 
U-M students whose advocacy helped guide the vision for this new building. 
Their movement inspires our gift. (Malcolm, 2016) 



 141 

In the same announcement, U-M President Schlissel offered: 

The gift from Regent Bernstein and Rachel Bendit will support the University of 
Michigan’s long-standing commitment to bring students from different 
backgrounds together to learn from one another in a welcoming environment. I 
commend their generosity and am delighted that their gift will help us move the 
Trotter Multicultural Center to Central Campus. (Malcolm, 2016) 

The gift came with a naming opportunity that meant the TMC would be housed in a 

building called Bernstein-Bendit Hall. Under university policy, a contribution of 33 

percent or more of the anticipated construction cost allows for a new building to be 

named after a donor or donors. Considering that new university buildings typically cost 

upwards of $50 million, the $10 million price tag for New Trotter presented a “cheap” 

way for someone to have their name on a campus building. 

 Upon hearing the announcement, many campus community members, particularly 

those closely connected to the TMC, quickly expressed dissent. There was concern over 

not only the loss of the Trotter name itself, but also the greater impact it would have on 

perceptions of New Trotter moving forward. Individuals who were directly involved in 

the activism for and design of New Trotter were upset that senior-level administrators did 

not consult them about the prospective gift before the Board’s approval and public 

announcement. They were also taken aback to find out that part of the institution’s 

commitment to building New Trotter included a naming opportunity. The controversy 

quickly mobilized alumni, especially Black alumni, to redirect their attention back to 

New Trotter and re-engage in activism around it.  

 Following the Board of Regents meeting in July 2016, it was announced that the 

donation had been withdrawn and the donors would explore other ways to support U-M. 

Bernstein responded with the following statement: 
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When we realized that it [the gift] was not necessary for the building [New 
Trotter] to be built, and hearing from people on campus about their concerns, we 
decided to restart the process. We have never sought to put our name on anything 
at the university. The bulk of our philanthropy we have done privately. We 
wanted to make this gift as a public statement of our commitment to this 
important issue. We appreciate this is an enormously complicated issue and 
situation. We wanted to show that we, as White Jewish leaders, are very 
supportive of the work being done. (Jesse, 2016) 

While these donors, as White individuals, felt it was important to publicly show support 

for the legacy of student activism associated with the TMC, the implications of their gift 

signaled a loss of identity for the TMC to many. Additionally, the potential renaming of 

New Trotter threatened the recognition of the TMC’s historical connection to people of 

color. In an attempt to subside this growing fear, U-M pushed for the adoption of “Trotter 

on Washtenaw” and “Trotter on State” as monikers instead of  “Old Trotter” and “New 

Trotter” soon after the withdrawal of the Bernstein-Bendit donation.7 The idea of “old” 

and “new” originally came from students and their naming of ANT. This change in 

language was made in an attempt to reassure the U-M campus community that the legacy 

and work of the TMC would continue in the same manner in spite of its upcoming 

relocation (University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019e).  

 Moving forward with regards to donor development, U-M remains active in 

seeking private gifts for the TMC. Although U-M has committed to providing a general 

budget for the TMC to operate as an administrative unit and a campus building, there are 

opportunities for donors to support specific efforts related to its cultural and interfaith 

programming. According to the “Giving” webpage on U-M’s Student Life website, there 

are three giving opportunities for the TMC: (a) Cultural Coordinator: Endowed gift of 

                                                
7 To reference the specific buildings associated with the TMC, the more commonly used 
nicknames, as expressed by study participants, continue to be “Old Trotter” and “New Trotter.”  
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$150,000 to hire and train a graduate student to work at the TMC and to fund their 

cultural awareness and appreciation programming efforts; (b) Cultural Programming: 

Endowed gift of $50,000 to $200,000 to fund educational programming geared towards 

fostering awareness of and appreciation for the diversity of cultures, heritage, and 

religion represented on campus (i.e. guest speakers, film screenings, musical 

performances, art exhibits, facilitated discussion groups, etc.), and (c) Interfaith 

Programming: Expendable gift of $50,000 to go towards funding the Regional Interfaith 

Conference, educational workshops, student conference attendance, and interfaith fellows 

programs, along with launching a monthly lecture series and annual FestiFaith event 

(University of Michigan Student Life, 2020).  

Summary 

 The evolution of the TMC over the past 50 years is marked by significant changes 

to its administrative responsibilities and building location. As an institutional entity, its 

existence continues to be shaped by a myriad of organizational, physical, and legal 

elements. Organizational structures, including the merger and split of the TMC with 

MESA and the incorporation of the TMC in U-M’s DEI Strategic Plan, serve to delineate 

the identity and work of the TMC in relation to other campus entities. Physical attributes 

of the TMC, including location, visibility, and condition, contribute to its level of utility. 

Legal constraints imposed on U-M, including anti-affirmative action legislation that has 

shaped institutional practices and policies, determine the capacity of the TMC to address 

specific campus issues. From its inception as a Black culture center in 1971, to its 

expansion to a multicultural center in 1981, and its relocation to a newly constructed 
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building in 2019, generations of students involved in race-based activism have 

consistently shaped and fought for the TMC.  

 Throughout this chapter, I illustrated that the complex and evolving narrative of 

the TMC is defined by the interconnectedness of these elements. This case background 

provides a necessary awareness of points for consideration when situating the TMC in the 

present and examining it as a system within a larger system. In the next chapter, I offer an 

overview of the study participants who were involved in the survey interviews and 

individual interviews. I also present the four themes that emerged from data analysis to 

further address the role of on-campus, race-based student activism in the TMC. 
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Chapter Five: Findings 
 
 
 As distinctive markers for case study methodology, the boundaries between a 

phenomenon and the context in which it occurs are blurred, thus making them inseparable 

(Yin, 2018). While conducting this case study of a constantly evolving institutional 

entity, it was necessary to acknowledge the multiple elements of the temporal, spatial, 

and organizational contexts surrounding the case itself. Simply put, the manner in which 

the Trotter Multicultural Center (TMC) exists today at the University of Michigan (U-M) 

is an outcome of what happened in the past, what was happening at the time of the site 

visit in November 2019, and what has happened since then. The presence of these 

elements and their resulting influence on the TMC were described in detail in Chapter 4.   

 In the process of data collection, I was able to capture verbal, written, and 

observed information about the phenomenon of on-campus, race-based student activism 

in relation to the context of the TMC. The findings of this study encapsulate the 

narratives of numerous campus constituents whose perceptions of and interactions with 

the TMC were shaped by the interplay of individual, institutional, and societal factors. 

Through the various data sources and data collection methods that informed this study, I 

derived four major themes that address the primary research question: What is the role of 

on-campus, race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly 

White institution?  

 In this chapter, I begin with an overview of the participants who were involved in 

the survey and individual interview components of this study. Next, I outline a prevailing 

theme that emerged from the data, which is the presence of two views on 

multiculturalism within the context of the TMC and U-M. Lastly, I present three 
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additional themes, which illustrate how race-based student activism and the TMC are 

connected through the manifestation of the two views: (a) existence as a symbol; (b) 

existence as a campus building, and (c) existence as an administrative unit. 

Overview of Participants  

 The richness of the data obtained in this study came in large part from the insight 

offered by 36 participants in the form of survey interviews (n=18) and individual 

interviews (n=18). Since the site of this study is explicitly named, I promote the 

confidentiality and anonymity of these participants by not identifying them individually 

in the following presentation of findings. Instead, I describe all study participants by their 

association with the more applicable of two composite campus constituency groups, 

student and faculty-staff-administrator. I also deliberately use the gender pronouns of 

“they,” “them,” and “their” to refer to individual participants and groups of participants 

and in place of the identifiers of “us” and “we.” 

 The student constituency group (n=20) consisted of 13 people who took part in a 

survey interview and seven people who completed an individual interview. This group, 

which was representative of a variety of academic majors and co-curricular affiliations, 

consisted of 12 current undergraduate students, five current graduate/professional 

students, and three former undergraduate students (alumni). The current undergraduate 

students ranged in academic year from second-year to fourth-year, while the 

graduate/professional students were mostly in masters-level degree programs. The former 

undergraduate students (alumni) graduated from U-M sometime after 2014. The self-

selected racial identities of the participants in this group were: American Indian or Alaska 

Native (n=1), Arab (n=1), Asian (n=4), Black or African American (n=7), Hispanic or 
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Latinx (n=5), Middle Eastern or North African (n=1), White (n=3), and Prefer Not to 

Answer (n=1), of which these totals include the identities of multi-racial participants.  

 Of the faculty-staff-administrator constituency group (n=16), five people 

completed the survey interview and 11 people took part in an individual interview. This 

group consisted of current and former U-M employees who represented a variety of 

functional areas, academic departments, and professional levels. Some individuals 

identified as a TMC professional staff member or a U-M senior-level administrator. 

Many of these participants in this group were also alumni of U-M, having completed an 

undergraduate or graduate degree program at the Ann Arbor campus. The years of 

employment at U-M for members of this group ranged from one year to roughly 30 years. 

These faculty, staff, and administrators self-identified with the following racial identities: 

American Indian or Alaska Native (n=2), Asian (n=3), Black or African American (n=5), 

Hispanic or Latinx (n=4), Middle Eastern or North African (n=1), White (n=3), and 

Prefer Not to Answer (n=1), of which these totals are inclusive of those who selected 

more than one racial identity.  

 During data collection and data analysis, it became apparent to me that the timing 

of each participant’s contact points with the TMC significantly shaped their individual 

perceptions of and interactions with the entity. For example, former students who 

engaged deeply and frequently with the TMC in its previous building on Washtenaw 

Avenue (“Old Trotter”) and graduated prior to the opening of its current building on State 

Street (“New Trotter”) in April 2019, offered perspectives that were concentrated on Old 

Trotter and primarily speculative of New Trotter. Those who were involved in the student 

activism movements that provided the momentum and groundwork for the creation of the 
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new building, specifically the “A New Trotter” Initiative (ANT) and “Being Black at the 

University of Michigan” (#BBUM) Twitter campaign, spoke through a lens that was 

informed by their participation in the development of New Trotter or in the transition 

from Old Trotter to New Trotter.  

 The significance of timing was also applicable to the current students involved in 

this study, as well as all of the faculty-staff-administrator participants. Current students, 

who were first-year students when New Trotter opened, shared their viewpoints of and 

limited interactions in Old Trotter in conjunction with their growing engagement with 

New Trotter. Those who were in their second or third year when New Trotter opened, 

however, were able to provide a more comparative perspective of Old Trotter and New 

Trotter. Additionally, faculty-staff-administrator participants collectively provided a 

well-rounded and big picture glimpse into the TMC as a complete entity, which was 

informed by the longevity of their association with U-M, breadth of their institutional 

affiliations and knowledge, and scope of their access to and exchanges with various 

campus populations. 

Two Views on Multiculturalism 

 This case study revealed two prevailing views on multiculturalism that served as 

the basis for how study participants understood and engaged with the TMC. These views 

originated through shifts in the focus and purpose of the TMC and in U-M’s messaging 

about the intentions behind and functions of the TMC. In other words, the two views 

conceptualize multiculturalism as either being centered specifically on racial and ethnic 

identities (race/ethnicity-focused view) or generally on a variety of identities (identities-

focused view). While both views have existed in tandem at U-M for quite some time, the 
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recent relocation of the TMC to New Trotter brought to light the ways in which these 

competing views also shaped study participants’ evolving perceptions of and expectations 

for the TMC.  

 The overarching nature of this theme is evidenced by its applicability to the other 

themes presented in this chapter such that the two views framed study participants’ 

conceptions of the TMC as a symbol, campus building, and administrative unit. However, 

this applicability ranged from a clear alignment between one view and a sub-theme to 

instances of overlap between both views and a sub-theme. Therefore, the fact that none of 

the three themes falls completely under one view and that a sub-theme can fall under both 

views demonstrates that there is tension, incongruence, and ambiguity surrounding the 

positionality and functionality of the TMC. In the following section, I outline the origin 

of each view and how it relates to evolving conceptions of the TMC.  

Race/Ethnicity-Focused View  

 The origin of the race/ethnicity-focused view on multiculturalism traces back to 

creation of the Trotter House and the transition from the Trotter House to the TMC. U-

M’s decision to expand the focus of the Trotter House from being a Black culture center 

to a multicultural center in 1981 was made in response to BAM II demands from other 

populations of students of color that also wanted an ethnic-specific cultural center to 

support their respective racial identity group. As described in Chapter 4, instead of 

establishing additional cultural centers to serve these groups, U-M opted to re-envision 

the Trotter House to serve not just one racial identity group, but multiple. As a result, this 

decision translated to a conception of multiculturalism that has been applied to the TMC 

and was expressed by many study participants in which “multicultural” equates to 
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students of color and in turn, “cultural” signifies minoritized racial and ethnic identities. 

With a concentration on students of color, engagement was emphasized through 

similarities, such as holding the Black racial identity in the case of the Trotter House, and 

holding a shared minoritized racial identity or the identity of being a person of color in 

the case of the TMC. 

 To justify this understanding, an alumni participant cited the chain of major 

events in the evolution of the TMC: 

The [Trotter Multicultural] Center is meant to serve students of color. And the 
reason is being in its history of the Center's creation. So the Center was created 
through a 1970 Black Action Movement demand, demanding for a Black center 
for students, which then became the Trotter House. The Black center was then 
expanded to a multicultural student center because students also demanded for an 
Asian American Center -- and at the time, a Chicano Center -- that was never 
created. So they [U-M] just made the Center multicultural, but that doesn't 
eliminate the historical activism attached to the Center and that it is meant to 
serve students of color. 

This sentiment was conveyed by a majority of student participants, who based their 

interpretation of multiculturalism on institutional decisions and the influence of race-

based student activism in the history of the TMC. These students asserted that because it 

was primarily students of color who led the fight for ethnic-specific cultural centers, it 

was only fitting for the resulting multicultural center to be designed to serve students of 

color.  

 From the perspective of faculty-staff-administrator participants, some expressed 

the race/ethnicity-focused view by directly naming students of color as the focus of the 

TMC, while others used related signifiers such as “marginalized students,” “students with 

minority identities,” and “students with minority cultural identities.” One faculty-staff-

administrator participant identified levels of priority when they stated that they expected 
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the TMC “to always prioritize the needs of students of color, and then be a resource for 

the campus in general.” This participant emphasized that maintaining a focus on students 

of color was the primary responsibility, and then acknowledged a secondary 

responsibility of supporting the U-M campus community as a whole. 

 These perspectives held by student and faculty-staff-administrator participants 

were informed and validated by U-M’s messaging of the intentions behind and mission of 

the Trotter House and the TMC, which explicitly applied the race/ethnicity-focused view 

well into the 2000s. Of the demands posed by student activists during the three waves of 

BAM, U-M took action on their request for the Trotter House as a means to address and 

alleviate the racial inequities that negatively impacted the admission and retention of 

students of color, particularly Black students. Charles Kidd, who was the Assistant Vice 

President for Student Services and a proponent of the creation of the Trotter House, 

conveyed its expected function for specifically Black students as, “It [Trotter House] will 

provide auxiliary office space for counselors in Student Services, meeting rooms for 

campus organizations, and accommodate lectures, symposiums, exhibits and other events 

of interest to the Black community” (“15-Room House,” 1971, para. 3).  

 When the Trotter House became the TMC in 1981, it continued to be aligned with 

the race/ethnicity-focused view, which was articulated to the U-M campus community. A 

1984 article in the campus student newspaper, The Michigan Daily, described the TMC: 

Trotter House, originally housed at the corner of South and East University, was 
set up 13 years ago as a political center for Blacks, as a result of the Black Action 
Movement Strike. After that first building burned down, the center was moved to 
its current location on Washtenaw. It is now a center to serve all minority students 
on campus. (Gold, 1984, p. 2) 
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Although the TMC was still commonly referred to as the Trotter House for many years 

after its renaming, the messaging around its new focus on multiculturalism placed an 

emphasis on students of color as the intended beneficiaries of its services and offerings, 

as evidenced by the last sentence of this excerpt. In 1991, Michael Swanigan, director of 

the TMC from 1984 to 1994, communicated the focus of the TMC by stating, “Most 

cultural centers on other campuses are related to one dominant minority on the campus. 

They don’t combine all four under one roof” (Barager, 1991, p. 3). To differentiate the 

TMC from ethnic-specific cultural centers, Swanigan portrayed the TMC as the blending 

of four individual centers designed to support “African [American], Native [American], 

Asian American, and Hispanic students” (p. 3).  

 When the TMC merged with MESA in 1995, the focus of the services and spaces 

offered by the combined units was still explicitly students of color, as expressed in a 1995 

The Michigan Daily article that cited Joe Willis, director of MESA at the time: 

With the integration of the two units [TMC and MESA], programming at the 
Trotter House will be enhanced by the establishment of task forces, set up to 
advise students of color. Willis said specific task forces – one each for African 
American, Asian American, Latino, and Native American – will work on a variety 
of programs. (Weyhing, 1995, p. 3) 

Prior to the passage of Proposal 2 at the end of 2006, MESA/Trotter maintained a clear 

concentration on providing direct support services for these four student populations in its 

mission: 

MESA and Trotter Multicultural Center strive to improve the intercultural 
competence of all University of Michigan students by creating opportunities for 
meaningful cross-cultural interactions and learning. In addition, they support the 
racial and ethnic identity development and empowerment of African American, 
Asian American/Pacific Islander, Latino/a American and Native American 
students as individuals, within and across communities. This focus fosters 
students' sense of belonging and community at the University of Michigan. 
(University of Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2006a, para. 1) 
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Although the first sentence indicates that they widened their programming approach to 

include efforts geared toward all U-M students, the application of the race/ethnicity-

focused view was still evident in the bulk of the statement. Also, the first prong of the 

TMC’s two-fold mission accentuated that Old Trotter was a campus building that served 

“To promote a campus and community environment in which African American, Asian 

American, Hispanic/Latino/a and Native American students can prosper academically 

and socially” (University of Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2007b, para. 6). However, the 

statement was changed to say “all students” at the end of 2007. 

 The application of the race/ethnicity-focused view to the TMC was further 

complicated by what some study participants conveyed as the perpetuation of the Black-

White binary. According to these individuals, this perspective is a result of how U-M 

framed race-based student activism on campus, particularly around its relationship with 

Black student activism and the evolution of the TMC. One faculty-staff-administrator 

participant elaborated: 

I find that the activism on our campus often remains still really Black and White. I 
think our Black students have a really strong voice on campus. I think our Asian 
American and Latino students -- Native students -- sometimes are lost in that mix. 
So we know they're a part of these movements, particularly if it's connected to 
some of the Black student activism. But the Black students tend to get more 
credit. Honestly, it's always been in the history. Almost every movement you can 
think of at the University, they were -- more often than not -- actually had been 
kind of a POC [people of color] effort. But, at the forefront, those that are named 
are the Black students. The Trotter Multicultural Center is an example of that. 

The assertion made by this participant that oftentimes the contributions of non-Black 

students of color in race-based student activism, like those involved in the “A New 

Trotter” Initiative (ANT), were overlooked or “lost in the mix” was corroborated by the 

responses of other study participants and popular media articles. 
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 On the one hand, in talking about the major actors involved in the creation of New 

Trotter, many faculty-staff-administrator participants solely credited New Trotter to the 

activism of Black students, specifically the efforts organized by the Black Student Union 

(BSU) in 2014. For example, a faculty-staff-administrator participant directly attributed 

New Trotter to the activism of BAM I:  

Our Black students are just thrilled because this was an effort that they had about 
4 or 5 years ago to get this going. And really is a symbol of their struggle since 
the 1960s to get to this point. So for them, this is a special moment in time. 

Several student participants shared this sentiment, including an undergraduate student 

participant who stated: 

The history of Trotter IS student activism as seen on the walls of the Sankofa 
Lounge. There are decades of history there that show the Black activism on 
campus and what that activism was able to accomplish, which is the creation of 
three different Trotter buildings, including the new one that stands on State Street. 

This participant, and many others, expressed an understanding that the evolution of the 

TMC from the Trotter House to its locations at Old Trotter and New Trotter was also due 

the activism of Black students, in particular. 

 Additionally, the majority of popular media articles written about U-M’s decision 

to construct New Trotter cite BSU and/or #BBUM as the primary catalyst. For instance, 

articles in The Michigan Daily reported, “The new Trotter Center’s opening was the 

result of decades of petitioning from student activist groups, specifically the Black 

Student Union” (Rosenfeld, 2019, para. 5), as well as, “The decision to build a new 

multicultural center closer to campus came from organizers of the 2013 #BBUM 

movement” (Akhtar, 2015, para. 11). An article in the U-M faculty and staff news source, 

The University Record, described New Trotter as “inspired by the advocacy of the Black 

Student Union” (Love, 2019a, para. 9). Likewise, a statewide news source, MLive, 
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reported on the grand opening event and offered, “U-M President Mark Schlissel thanked 

the Black Student Union for its efforts in pushing for the new multicultural center” 

(Slagter, 2019, para. 15). 

 On the other hand, some faculty-staff-administrator participants were adamant in 

naming that multiple student populations played a role in the creation of New Trotter. As 

a faculty-staff-administrator participant commented: 

It [New Trotter] was a part of a movement by Black students. The movement 
actually started and the work actually was continued by non-Black students -- 
students of color. And yet, their names are not connected to the work, necessarily. 
It's often given credit to the Black Student Union. So activism on this campus, I 
think, is still often very Black and White, it feels like.  

Here, this participant emphasized that the common framing of race-based student 

activism, which is centered on Black student activism, obscured the efforts of other 

populations of students of color. Expanding this idea further, another faculty-staff-

administrator participant noted:  

But at the end of the day, I don't think there's one group that can take credit for 
this [New Trotter]. Although I think some of the narratives that are provided 
currently will say that it is one group. But, you know, history is told -- there's bias 
in history. 

An undergraduate student participant conveyed the impact of this narrative on their 

perception of the TMC as, “Trotter Multicultural Center perpetuates the view of 

race/ethnicity as a binary, leaving out identities that do not fall into Black and White.” As 

a result, the perpetuation of the Black-White binary complicates the application of the 

race/ethnicity-focused view to the TMC because it reinforces a divisive dynamic between 

populations of students of color. 

  These participants were clear in their intent to not minimize or devalue the 

sacrifices, contributions, and impact of Black student activists and the outcomes of Black 
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student activism at U-M that spans nearly a century.8 Symptomatic of the prevalence of 

anti-Blackness in higher education, generations of Black students have needed to 

advocate for themselves by pushing their institutions to dismantle exclusionary practices 

and policies and to establish equitable resources and opportunities. U-M is not an 

exception to this; the demands issued through BAM I, BAM III, and #BBUM serve as 

evidence of the impact of anti-Blackness on institutional facets such as enrollment, 

financial aid, hiring, and student services.9 Denying the history and culture of race 

relations at U-M dismisses the harms, trauma, and oppression caused by anti-Blackness. 

Yet because the binary presents a concentration of two specific racial identity groups and 

the members of them, some participants sought to illustrate the impact of the exclusion of 

other racial and ethnic groups in the narrative of race-based student activism, particularly 

the efforts surrounding the TMC and New Trotter.  

 Notwithstanding, the demands for representation and equitable resources posed in 

the past five decades of race-based student activism at U-M, namely the three waves of 

BAM, ANT, and #BBUM, arose from the long history of invisibility and exclusion that 

students of color faced at the predominantly White institution. The need for dedicated 

physical space and directed support services was especially critical for these minoritized 

student populations, who rarely if at all, saw their racial and ethnic identities represented 

in the student body, course curriculum, campus culture, and institutional personnel, or 

considered in the crafting and implementation of institutional procedures and policies. In 

turn, the TMC serves as symbolic and physical manifestations of the fight that 

generations of students of color waged against the systemic and structural racism that 

                                                
8 The history of race-based student activism at U-M is described in Chapter 3.  
9 The lists of demands from these student movements are offered in Appendix F. 
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they experienced and still experience, as expressed by student participants, on a campus 

that continues to be predominantly White in its demographics, traditions, spaces, and 

operations. Therefore, by centering students of color as the intended focus and 

beneficiaries of institutional decisions and resources, such as the TMC and New Trotter, 

the race/ethnicity-focused view challenges the ideologies and practices that are rooted in 

White supremacy and are historically woven into the fabric of U-M. 

Identities-Focused View 

 The identities-focused view on multiculturalism was suggested in the establishing 

the Trotter House when the U-M Board of Regents denied the use of the University’s 

General Fund for the operations of the Trotter House, citing that money could not be 

spent to support only one group (Tobin, 2013). However, the application and promotion 

of the identities-focused view on an institutional level became more explicit starting in 

the early 2000s. The landmark affirmative action court cases in 2003, and chiefly the 

2006 passage and 2014 upholding of Proposal 2, prompted U-M to move towards the 

identities-focused view in order to comply with the new legislation that prohibits race, 

among many other social identities, from serving as the basis for preferential treatment in 

institutional practices and policies.  

 Consequently, U-M assumed an organizational approach that shied away from 

overtly concentrating services and resources on certain populations of students. For 

instance, the language used by MESA/Trotter in their joint mission statement changed in 

2007, indicating a shift to all students as the focus of the unit’s efforts as opposed to the 

four previously identified racial identity groups: 
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MESA/Trotter are active partners in the development of all students through 
addressing cross-cultural competency and personal empowerment. Through our 
programs and services that foster community development, leadership, learning 
and a commitment to social justice, we endeavor to create a campus inclusive of 
all students. (University of Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2007a, para. 1) 

Previous references to specific populations of students of color, namely “African 

American, Asian American, Hispanic/Latino/a and Native American” (University of 

Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2006b, para. 6) were also removed from the first prong of the 

TMC’s mission to indicate that Old Trotter served “To promote a campus and community 

environment in which all students can prosper academically and socially” (University of 

Michigan MESA/Trotter, 2011, para. 1; University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural 

Center, 2017, para. 1).  

 As a means to circumvent violations of state-sanctioned, anti-affirmative action 

legislation following the U.S. Supreme Court’s upholding of Proposal 2 in 2014, U-M 

adopted conceptions of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) that encompassed all 

identities, including “race and ethnicity, gender and gender identity, sexual orientation, 

socio-economic status, language, culture, national origin, religious commitments, age, 

(dis)ability status, and political perspective” (University of Michigan Student Life, 

2019b, p. 4). With the TMC’s move to New Trotter, it has adopted the stated goal of “To 

introduce, educate, and at times challenge our students in their views of other people, 

cultures, and religions” (University of Michigan Student Life, 2020, para. 3). Therefore, 

in the identities-focused view within the context of the TMC, “multicultural” equates to 

all students and in turn, “cultural” signifies all identities, such as those listed above.  

 The mission of the TMC since its relocation now includes that it “serves as a 

campus facilitator, convener, and coordinator of intercultural engagement” (University of 
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Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 2019a). Under the identities-focused view, 

engagement in the TMC is described in the Unit DEI Strategic Plan for Student Life as 

“broad and diverse” (University of Michigan Student Life, 2019a, para. 3) and is 

emphasized across differences with “intercultural” meaning across all identities. 

Moreover, the concept of “interfaith” implies across all religions, such as in the TMC’s 

new Interfaith Program that is described as being “designed to bring students of different 

religious traditions together to promote dialogue and understanding” (University of 

Michigan Student Life, 2020, para. 2). The recent addition of this particular concentration 

to the TMC’s catalog of programmatic efforts that came about with its move to New 

Trotter reflects the unit’s expanded interpretation and promotion of “culture” that extends 

beyond race and ethnicity. 

 Further characterizing the application of the identities-focused view, a faculty-

staff-administrator participant explained the purpose of the TMC in New Trotter: 

So, their [TMC] job is to bring different, hopefully ethnic and cultural groups, 
together to have dialogues between them. So, these folks can kind of have a better 
understanding of each other. Provide dialogues with the entire campus 
community, so they can begin to understand DEI issues. 

This participant, like many other participants who understood the TMC in New Trotter to 

be under the identities-focused view, placed an emphasis on difference and articulated 

that its focus is on a general interpretation of “cultural” as it pertains to the U-M campus 

community as a whole. As a point of comparison, this participant described the purpose 

of MESA: 

MESA is looking at individual ethnic groups of campus students, and tries to help 
them to identify themselves and connect themselves with their heritage, with their 
identity. And try to celebrate that, try to promote that, try to educate folks on that. 
Not just them, but also people around them. 
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Here, this participant’s depiction of MESA falls under the race/ethnicity-focused view 

because it explicitly identifies ethnic groups as the focus of the unit’s efforts and a 

concentration of creating enrichment opportunities for students around their shared 

identities. While this participant did not directly mention the term “race” in their 

responses, it can be inferred that their references to “ethnic groups” was inclusive of 

minoritized racial groups. According to this participant, as well as a few other faculty-

staff-administrator participants, the scope of the TMC as it exists in New Trotter is to 

serve the larger campus community. Essentially, the identities-focused view centers all 

students and their experiences as the intended focus and beneficiaries of the TMC. 

 White students were never excluded or prohibited from attending events and 

utilizing spaces provided by the Trotter House or the TMC in Old Trotter. In fact, this 

was publicized throughout the years since the founding of the Trotter House. For 

example, Willie Smith, Assistant to the Vice President for Student Affairs, commented 

about the Trotter House in 1970, “Although the center was conceived by and for Black 

students, Whites are also free to use it if they wish” (“Black Student Center,” 1970, para. 

5). In 1996, Ed Bernett, coordinator of the TMC, also conveyed the availability of the 

spaces in the building to all students by saying, “We are open to all student groups and 

there is no charge” (Weissert, 1996, p. 3). Yet the vast majority of White students 

traditionally did not engage with the TMC in Old Trotter. This was largely due to U-M’s 

messaging around the unit’s focus and purpose, coupled with the building’s undesirable 

condition and location. While the identities-focused view was expressed within the 

context of the TMC in Old Trotter for quite a while, its implementation existed more on 

paper than it did in practice. This was made evident by the fact that it was still primarily 
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students of color who utilized the services and opportunities offered by the TMC and the 

available spaces in Old Trotter. 

 Contrary to what most of student participants expressed, an alumni participant 

offered justification for the application of the identities-focused view to the TMC in New 

Trotter by asserting that it would allow for an increased impact on U-M students: 

I think the need for a new Trotter existed because it also needed to serve not just 
the students who were invested in race-based work, but it also needed to serve the 
students who were not necessarily involved in race-based work, but should either 
be exposed or like help create some practice of empathy. So that way, other folks 
have some awareness, some exposure, some understanding of what had happened, 
like from a history perspective on campus, and why a space like this is so 
important today. 

While this former student associated race-based work and those who engaged in it with 

the TMC in Old Trotter under the race/ethnicity-focused view, their statement conveyed 

the belief that it was necessary and inevitable for the TMC in New Trotter to move 

towards the identities-focused view. They asserted a need for the TMC to expand its 

focus to serve those not likely to be involved in race-based work, namely White students. 

Moreover, this participant rationalized the application of the identities-focused view by 

citing that it would enable the TMC to not only educate and engage these students, but 

also foster and promote a sense of empathy around race on campus. However, the 

conception of New Trotter under the identities-focused view arguably diminishes its 

ability to serve as a space that offers protection and comfort to students of color from the 

exclusion and negative interactions that they often experience as a result of the actions of 

their White peers, which was a significant function of Old Trotter. 
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Existence as a Symbol 

            Given that the TMC resides in a complicated system influenced by organizational, 

physical, and legal elements, study participants offered varied responses when they were 

asked to describe what New Trotter symbolizes for them and for U-M. To study 

participants, the TMC is a symbol of: (a) student collectivism and community; (b) student 

legacy and resistance; (c) institutional progress and commitment, and (d) institutional 

possibilities and shortcomings. In this section, I describe these four types of symbols and 

discuss their alignment with the two views on multiculturalism. The first two types, 

which are student-oriented, show strong alignment with the race/ethnicity-focused view 

such that they are grounded in the experiences of students of color and the impact of race-

based student activism on the TMC and U-M. The other two types, which are institution-

oriented, fall under the race/ethnicity-focused and identities-focused view such that they 

are based on different perceptions of U-M’s actions and messaging around 

multiculturalism and the TMC’s role in the promotion of it. 

A Symbol of Student Collectivism and Community 

 Overwhelmingly, student and faculty-staff-administrator participants described 

New Trotter as being symbolic of the collective efforts of students, primarily students of 

color, who contributed to the creation of the new building. Additionally, study 

participants expressed that New Trotter is representative of a sense of community that has 

existed and continues to exist among students of color. Aligning with the race/ethnicity-

focused view, this symbol type centers the interactions, experiences, and relationships of 

students of color in the functions and identity of the TMC, inclusive of Old Trotter and 

New Trotter.  
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Student Collectivism 

 Student participants noted that New Trotter reminded them that student activism 

is necessary and can lead to significant changes at their institution. They posited that it 

was important to acknowledge that such changes did not occur in isolation; rather, they 

were the result of the coalitions and collaborations established between multiple groups 

of students around a common cause. Several student participants referenced the walls of 

the Sankofa Lounge as proof that the long and vibrant history of student activism at U-M 

is marked by the advocacy of a number of student populations for a variety of issues. Yet 

these participants were clear in their belief that it was the decades of work done by 

primarily students of color in race-based student activism that produced New Trotter. For 

instance, an undergraduate student participant offered a description of how they felt while 

in the Sankofa Lounge:  

So for me, it's an atmosphere thing that feels really good. So it makes you feel 
like your activism isn't just always operating under the power of something 
bigger, right? This is the power from us, given by us, to make us go forward. 

This student spoke of “us” in reference to students of color, and made a strong distinction 

between the power harnessed by students themselves through their activism and the 

power that is imposed onto them by “something bigger” such as U-M. For this student, 

New Trotter serves as an example of the passing down of power from one generation of 

students to the next generation through race-based student activism, as well as an 

example of what can be accomplished when students come together. 

 Student participants who were involved in ANT or BSU acknowledged that 

beyond the initial advocacy to get an institutional commitment for New Trotter, the 

design and development of New Trotter was informed by the ideas, needs, and 



 164 

perspectives of several campus populations, particularly populations of students of color. 

Along with the surveys, focus groups, and town halls conducted to capture opinions and 

preferences from as many students as possible, there was a necessity to make sure the 

ANT core team consisted of students who held various identities and campus affiliations. 

An alumni participant, who was a member of the ANT core team, explained: 

You get lost in your own ideas of how you want something to look. And, your 
biases can come into play as well, if you're the only one there. And the 
University, or I feel like society in general, but especially the University, likes to 
do that. You take one student, sometimes from a respective group, and ask their 
opinions. And, they don't speak for the whole group, obviously. And, you know, 
that doesn't fly. Like that doesn't work because everyone obviously has different 
opinions about everything. So, we made that committee [ANT core team] to make 
sure we were trying to get as many opinions as possible. 

This participant asserted that the common practice of U-M to call upon select students to 

serve as representatives of larger student populations on campus-wide committees and 

initiatives is problematic. In turn, they described that this practice was avoided in the 

development of New Trotter by being intentional about the composition of the ANT core 

team. As such, they highlighted that New Trotter is emblematic of the collective efforts 

and voices of a multitude of students. 

Student Community 

 According to study participants, the collectivism of students that is embedded in 

the history of the TMC is linked to a sense of community that was characteristic of Old 

Trotter and is still developing in New Trotter. In reference to Old Trotter, student and 

faculty-staff-administrator participants spoke of the nature of the space as being one that 

created opportunities for students to form connections with others who had similar 

identities, interests, or viewpoints, or what one faculty-staff-administrator participant 
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called “serendipitous relationships.” Similarly, an alumni participant described the types 

of interactions they and their peers experienced in Old Trotter: 

It was really a place for students to come -- Black students, in my experience -- to 
come and be themselves, be able to talk freely, be around people that look like 
them, thought like them, had the same experiences that they did. And, it was an 
opportunity to kind of relax, in a sense. 

Old Trotter also promoted the formation of partnerships between race- and ethnicity-

based student organizations as explained by another alumni participant: 

Trotter was the place to go to formulate your ideas, connect with people to kind of 
network and leverage other folks within the race and ethnicity spaces to work 
together and be like, "Hey, this is what's going on. We need this support. We need 
this help." And, you know, provided that go-to location to have those 
conversations and to do that type of work. 

To these participants, Old Trotter was ideal for community building because it functioned 

as a conduit for forming one-on-one relationships and social networks on the basis of 

commonalities or shared interests.  

 Some faculty-staff-administrator participants talked about how Old Trotter 

embodied a community where students were close-knit and had frequent exchanges with 

one another for personal, academic, and social reasons. One of these participants shared a 

scenario that was common in Old Trotter: 

I could go to Trotter and I could be looking for somebody -- I could be looking 
for you. And they say, "Well, Kristen's not here.” But, I knew at some point 
during the day you're gonna come through, so “Tell her I'm looking for her." 

Emphasized by this participant was the idea that students went to Old Trotter often 

enough and knew each other well enough that they could pass along information through 

this channel. In a way, this participant likened Old Trotter to a hub for students of color, 

where they regularly and easily came into contact with one another.  
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 With respect to New Trotter, these study participants mentioned that they hoped 

for it to be a space where a similar sense of community for students of color could exist. 

As a faculty-staff-administrator participant shared, “Making sure that the environment -- 

the atmosphere is still conducive to students’ learning and to their sense of belonging and 

community. That, to me, is the work that still needs to be done there.” While all of these 

participants acknowledged that it would take some time for students to see and utilize 

New Trotter in the same ways as Old Trotter, some student participants already held this 

understanding. One graduate student participant commented, “It seems like to me it's 

[New Trotter] creating a space for community for people that might identify as a person 

of color.” Likewise, an undergraduate student participant shared: 

This one space could be the place where we feel OK. And we can coalesce 
together. Specifically for the Black student body, I know the people in BSU want 
Trotter to be just for students of color, just for multicultural experiences. Because 
that makes sense, in my opinion. 

To this student, they saw “we” as being students of color and New Trotter as a space that 

is free from negative experiences and encourages populations of students of color to 

unite. They also conveyed an understanding that the terms “students of color” and 

“multicultural” are synonymous. In sum, the association of community with being around 

people of color was prevalent in the race/ethnicity-focused view, as expressed by all three 

of these participants. 

A Symbol of Student Legacy and Resistance 

 VP Harper, who served in her role for 20 years until her retirement in January 

2020, stated about New Trotter, “Our students spoke up, and showed up, calling not just 

for a building, but for a home, the kind where they could connect with the history and 

energy of students who came before” (Love, 2019a). Many student and faculty-staff-
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administrator participants also articulated this perspective that New Trotter is 

representative of the engagement of current and former students with institutional change. 

They expressed pride and inspiration from the fact that New Trotter is a direct product of 

race-based student activism, and emphasized that it is the physical embodiment of the 

legacy of previous generations of student activists. Further, several study participants 

linked this legacy to the resistance demonstrated by student activists in their fight for the 

TMC over the years and by students of color in their everyday existence at U-M. 

Aligning with the race/ethnicity-focused view, this symbol type centers the contributions, 

perseverance, and struggles of students of color within the history and presence of the 

TMC in Old Trotter and New Trotter. 

Student Legacy 

 Study participants unanimously noted that the TMC is symbolic of the enduring 

influence of student activism. Numerous faculty-staff-administrator participants, whose 

perspectives were informed by institutional knowledge, accentuated the magnitude of this 

influence by describing how monumental it was for U-M to construct a building and 

commit resources to its long-term sustainability. One of these participants elaborated:  

There were some tears -- some very emotional times for a lot of alumni that have 
seen this University, from their view, not do anything around these issues, and 
that now there's a $10 million+ investment in this work. And I think that's where 
even our current administrators feel it as well. It's like, "Alright, this is what we're 
talking about. It's not just talk anymore. It's actual action.” 

Similarly, another faculty-staff-administrator participant expressed the effect of New 

Trotter on those who had witnessed or been a part of the journey from Old Trotter to New 

Trotter: 
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I think for some people, this is a dream realized. Both for I think students, alum, 
faculty members who have been here – this is a dream realized. And so, I think 
that for some people, it’s pretty awe-inspiring that they have – see a physical 
building from I think a fight that started in 2013. 

Both of these faculty-staff-administrator participants, along with describing the emotional 

gravity of the University’s decision to move forward with New Trotter, alluded to the 

slow nature of institutional change at U-M to further emphasize the significance of New 

Trotter coming to fruition. 

 Additionally, study participants overwhelmingly asserted that race-based student 

activism was the catalyst for New Trotter and that the building itself is a tangible 

manifestation of the contributions of student activists. A faculty-staff-administrator 

participant highlighted: 

The work that these alumni have put into this space and the commitment that they 
got out of the University is historic. Because if those alumni did not activate, you 
know, did not advocate, and not become full-fledged activists around the space -- 
we would still be sitting on Washtenaw Avenue. 

This participant maintained that had it not been for the dedication and contributions of 

student activists, the TMC would continue to be in Old Trotter and New Trotter would 

not exist. Likewise, an undergraduate student participant, who viewed New Trotter as a 

continuation of the student activism that brought about the TMC in Old Trotter, 

commented, “The new Trotter MC [Multicultural Center] is a symbol of resilience and 

evolution from the old Trotter MC - a sign that the work of campus activists doesn’t go 

unnoticed.” 

 Self-identifying as student activists, student participants expressed a distinct 

appreciation for the efforts and sacrifices of former student activists, of which New 

Trotter is a physical reminder for them. They acknowledged the hard work that went into 



 169 

securing an institutional commitment for a dedicated space on campus and for the 

necessary funding and human resources to sustain it. An undergraduate student 

participant connected the significance of New Trotter to the visual depictions of student 

activism in the Sankofa Lounge: 

The impact is powerful. It's kind of like, on the walls it has all the pictures of 
activism that has happened in the past in the university, right? It's powerful in that 
like, for all those years of fighting, that there's finally something to recognize and 
kind of memorialize everything. And, of course, there's no way to memorialize 
everything on just four walls, but at least it's something, right? At least we can see 
what has happened in the past. And we don't just forget the efforts of all students 
before us. 

This student, while noting that a single room could not encapsulate the totality of all 

efforts, pointed to the capturing of history as a way that New Trotter honors the legacy of 

former student activists.  

 From the perspective of the student participants who were involved in ANT, they 

stressed that New Trotter is representative of the intentionality behind their involvement, 

which was to produce positive changes for the benefit of future students. Although some 

of the core team members joined ANT as first-year students, all of the students involved 

in the initiative graduated by the time New Trotter opened in April 2019. One alumni 

participant explained: 

And so I think that's why the folks who were committed to the project were very 
much deeply so. Because, you know, at the end of the day, the students who were 
involved with that process, they weren't going to benefit from the new center. 
Like none of them are still on campus. None of them, you know, really got to 
partake in the new center. And I think it just speaks to the fact that a lot of them 
were really thinking about future students -- really were thinking about their 
communities, in general. 
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This participant placed an emphasis on how ANT members, as students of color, had 

their respective “communities” in mind when they engaged in the development of New 

Trotter. Expanding on the idea of the legacy of student activism, this participant shared: 

I feel like Trotter exists today because of race-based activism -- student activism 
on campus. The formulation of the Trotter House, in particular -- it becoming, you 
know, the multicultural center on State Street -- all that. I guess it was that whole 
cycle of like student work influencing that space, and then that space kind of 
influencing the objectives and mindsets of the students who benefit from it. So 
that the endless cycle of, "Hey, we need a space." Okay, like the space is there. 
The space now serves the next generation of students who then want to make that 
space even better. And so, yeah, I think it's just like this evolution and a cycle of, 
"Okay, like it's done." It's kind of beautiful when you think about it. Like this 
legacy and history of students wanting something better for the next generation, 
and it like manifesting in an actual physical way.  

To this participant and many other study participants, the cycle of race-based student 

activism is unmistakably and fundamentally rooted in the history and future of the TMC. 

Student Resistance 

 Couched in the legacy of student activism that is embodied by New Trotter is the 

resistance demonstrated by current and former student activists against an institutional 

culture that has historically subjected students of color to experiences of invisibility, 

isolation, and marginalization. Several student and faculty-staff-administrator participants 

highlighted that the efforts behind the creation of New Trotter were effective not only 

because of coalition-building among student groups, but also because of students’ 

continued resistance toward oppressive and exclusive institutional and societal practices 

and perceptions. A graduate student participant elaborated on this point by illustrating 

how New Trotter shows students that, in spite of the deterrence they may face or what is 

more commonly taught or seen in communities of color about the efficacy of activism, 
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there are examples of positive outcomes of resistance. This student emphasized that New 

Trotter is one of these examples for student activists of color at U-M: 

To remind students that by being involved in activism, these things happen. I 
think, as students, it can be exhausting when you’re in these like spaces that really 
are not responsive to what you’re doing or that the examples that you keep 
hearing are almost this complacency from impacted communities. And I know 
one of the things that I’ve recently realized is that part of it is because we just do 
not get enough examples of how our communities have resisted, how our 
communities have engaged in activism, and how they have succeeded. 

Similarly, an undergraduate student participant expressed joy around the idea that New 

Trotter signified the preservation of student activists’ efforts: 

Yeah, that makes me happy. Like, you know, "Oh, look, its history. It's history 
that hasn't been erased. This is students. This is all student activism." Everyone 
sitting in this [Sankofa] lounge, we all come from backgrounds that are not the 
same as the ones we talk about in class. 

While this student implied that it is a common tendency of U-M to erase parts of history 

in the shaping of the institutional narrative, they also implied that the representation of 

many racial and ethnic identities by the students in the space showed resistance towards 

the pervasiveness and privileging of Whiteness in their course curriculum and classroom 

experiences. For these two student participants and several other participants, New 

Trotter represents an accomplishment in the long fight that generations of student 

activists have endured in their pursuit of inclusion and equitable resources for students of 

color and challenge of embedded notions of White supremacy at U-M. 

 Beyond the idea that New Trotter is the outcome of student resistance, the 

physical presence of New Trotter, to some study participants, is also an act of resistance. 

These participants juxtaposed the focus of the TMC, inclusive of Old Trotter and New 

Trotter, as being students of color with the focus of the rest of the buildings on campus 
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that were designed to serve the White campus majority. One faculty-staff-administrator 

participant expressed: 

Just knowing that this institution is predominantly White still and space is -- even 
here, I mean, you're in this building [Student Union] – there’s some diversity. But 
our Student Union, you know, is really built for White men and all the pictures 
are still that. And so, Trotter was always a space that was counter to that, right? 
Or adds a different narrative than other buildings on campus.  

With the TMC being the only building on campus named after a person of color, this 

participant’s statement highlighted that the narrative of the TMC continues to be different 

than those of other buildings because of its long-standing association with people of 

color.  

 For one of the undergraduate student participants, resistance is not only 

symbolized in the physicality of New Trotter, but also in the presence of students of color 

in the building itself. To this student, who identified as a person of color, both are acts of 

resistance toward the preconceived notions that are held by other members of the campus 

community, especially their White peers. This student asserted: 

The existence of the building [New Trotter] and the existence of these students 
[students of color] -- just the existence of us doing work and just working in these 
places -- is an act of resistance. Resisting what everyone thinks of us. Resisting 
the data that comes out that just says that we’re just some – we’re just a box of 
numbers, right? 

In the last part of their statement, this student alluded to the belief that students of color at 

U-M are merely viewed as components of diversity through their representation of 

identity groups as opposed to being seen and valued as contributors to diversity through 

their individual attributes. This student argued that by being in New Trotter, students of 

color are able to resist and dismantle perceptions that they are just a number at the 

institution. 
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A Symbol of Institutional Progress and Commitment 

 Many study participants highlighted the messaging that the presence of New 

Trotter signals about U-M as an institution and its priorities. These participants 

commented that the creation of New Trotter is symbolic of progress or as one faculty-

staff-administrator participant called “a step in the right direction” for U-M. For some 

participants, this symbol type is grounded in the race/ethnicity-focused view such that 

New Trotter is representative of U-M’s long-standing culture of race-based student 

activism and its commitment to supporting students of color. Conversely for other 

participants, this symbol type is based in the identities-focused view such that the strides 

made by U-M like New Trotter are focused on promoting DEI in a general sense and 

supporting all students within these efforts. 

Institutional Progress 

 Serving as an indicator of progress to numerous study participants, the enduring 

relationship between student activism and U-M is reinforced within the student body and 

is marked by a long history of small- and large-scale displays of advocacy and dissent. 

Many faculty-staff-administrator participants, informed by the depth of their institutional 

knowledge, affirmed that U-M students, as a whole, have engaged in activism efforts far 

into U-M’s history because it is ingrained in the student experience. For example, one 

faculty-staff-administrator participant shared: 

There's a lot of students that have gotten together to form groups so that they can 
voice their concerns here. And this is -- I think Michigan has created an 
environment where activism is not just allowed, but encouraged. 
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Likewise, multiple student participants spoke about the ease of involvement in on-

campus activism that they encountered through their affiliations with various student 

organizations. An alumni participant explained:  

It's really easy to do that kind of stuff on our campus because it is, at the end of 
the day, a liberal campus, so people support that. We tend to even get support 
from just faculty and staff -- we get support from them, as well. 

Several student participants described that if someone has an idea, they could mobilize 

and organize on their own or join protests already planned by other students. In addition, 

as this particular participant articulated, the culture of student activism at U-M extends 

beyond the advocacy work of students since faculty and staff members often play 

supporting roles.  

 Some of the student participants who were members of race- and ethnicity-based 

student organizations, including the Arab Student Association (ASA), BSU, La Casa 

(Latinx advocacy organization), and United Asian American Organizations (UAAO; 

umbrella organization), described that former students passed down the expectation for 

them to continue their respective organization’s legacy of on-campus activism. An 

undergraduate student explained: 

As far as like race-based activism goes, I feel like there's like this expectation for 
students of color to just kind of know the -- or just to experience it and us know 
how to, I guess, be in conversation with hundreds of years of activism or just like 
know the history of activism or like how to lead and what to do just by like 
having that identity. 

From a student perspective, there are pressures exerted onto student activists of color as a 

result of their organizational membership, leadership roles, and sense of responsibility to 

their respective communities.  
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 Yet U-M’s institutional culture as a PWI also shapes their participation and 

cultivates an environment that almost requires them and their student organizations to 

engage in race-based activism. A faculty-staff-administrator participant commented on 

the necessity of race-based student activism as a key catalyst for institutional change 

around DEI matters at U-M: 

It keeps the institutions moving. Honestly, it's sad, but true. The institution doesn't 
move until students really complain or point out some really severe inequities. So, 
a lot of the movements on this campus, in particular, have been student-led, right? 
So, the creation of a multicultural center -- the creation of a minority-serving 
student services -- a lot of the diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts currently the 
institution is pursuing in the five-year diversity plan -- it was all kind of student-
focused, student-led, student-initiated in some ways. And then staff and 
administrators said, "Oh, yeah, let's listen to the students. We know we're falling 
short." It's a sad reality, but I know that that is the truth on lots of college 
campuses and this one, in particular. So, if students stay silent, the institution just 
keeps moving and says there's nothing wrong.  

This participant and a number of other faculty-staff-administrator participants contended 

that race-based student activism was responsible for many of the significant strides made 

at U-M, such as the DEI Strategic Plan and New Trotter, to address and alleviate campus 

racial climate issues.  

 A number of study participants commented that New Trotter serves as a marker 

for progress through the intersection of race-based student activism and institutional 

action. They noted that because of this, New Trotter is garnering ample attention for not 

only being an example of a new building focused on multiculturalism, but also one that is 

born out of a student demand. Moreover, the TMC is presented as a “Signature Initiative” 

in U-M’s “DEI Strategic Planning Toolkit,” which is an online resource for other 

institutions seeking to promote DEI on their campuses (University of Michigan Office of 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, 2019a). Also, New Trotter received second place in the 
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“New Construction” category of an annual competition hosted by the Association of 

University Interior Designers (University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center, 

2019d).  

 Furthermore, this point is corroborated by a direct observation made in mid-

November 2019 during the site visit for this study, when Michigan State University 

(MSU) Board of Trustees members and senior-level administrators toured New Trotter 

while they were on campus for U-M’s home football game against MSU. Two weeks 

prior, student activists at MSU issued 10 demands to their institution with one that stated, 

“We demand that a free-standing multicultural building be placed on campus” (Tidwell, 

2019, para. 2). Other initiatives were also established at MSU to push for a new space, 

including the creation of a student-led, online petition in late spring 2019 that collected 

over 2,600 signatures and the forming of a registered student organization known as “The 

Students for a Multicultural Building” in early fall 2019 that comprise multiple race- and 

ethnicity-based student organizations (Fisher, 2019). In February 2020, the project for a 

new multicultural center building was officially announced at the MSU Board of Trustees 

meeting.10  

Institutional Commitment  

 Beyond serving as a sign of progress for U-M to the campus community, state of 

Michigan, and other higher education institutions, New Trotter was touted by many study 

participants as being reflective of an institutional commitment to DEI. For example, a 

                                                
10 In May 2020, a planning committee and steering committee composed of MSU students, staff, 
and administrators selected an architectural firm and an engineering firm to conduct a feasibility 
study. Interestingly, one of the final two options under consideration, although not chosen, was 
the same team of firms hired by U-M for New Trotter. The study is currently underway and MSU 
anticipates the team will present their findings in February 2021 (Michigan State University 
Multicultural Center, 2020). 
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faculty-staff-administrator participant recounted the multiple occasions when prominent 

institutional leaders and stakeholders told them that New Trotter is one of the “best” 

buildings on campus. This participant explained: 

Why? Not because of the size of it [New Trotter] -- it's actually pretty small 
compared with all these other buildings out there -- but because of the feeling that 
the building had. When you walk inside -- again, you see the pictures of all the 
different faces of students on the wall. When you see the Sankofa Lounge over 
there, you know, everything in there is just talking to you saying that, “We 
promote diversity. We promote equity. We promote inclusion.” 

  
To this faculty-staff-administrator, New Trotter serves as a visible display of U-M’s 

commitment to DEI through the messaging relayed by the features and spaces in the 

building. Relatedly, another faculty-staff-administrator participant pointed to New Trotter 

as being a reminder that the larger campus community should also embody this 

commitment. They asserted, “This [New Trotter] is a physical manifestation of the 

University's commitment towards DEI on this campus. And that the campus, as a whole, 

should strive for these ideals -- to be more equitable, more diverse, more inclusive.” Both 

of these perspectives are reflective of the identities-focused view, in which the former 

emphasized the concept of differences by noting the display of students’ faces on the wall 

in New Trotter and the latter identified the larger campus community as the beneficiaries 

of U-M’s commitment to DEI and New Trotter. 

 From the perspective of current and former students who held the race/ethnicity-

focused view, New Trotter specifically conveys U-M’s investment in and recognition of 

the TMC as a resource for students of color. A graduate student participant explained this 

viewpoint by comparing the location and funding of Old Trotter to that of New Trotter as 

evidence of U-M’s commitment:  
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I think it’s signaling that we [U-M] care enough to put it center and accessible. 
Because where it [TMC] was before, it almost felt like an afterthought. And so for 
me, if that’s your [U-M] investment of a place, it signals to me that that’s how 
much you [U-M] care about people accessing this resource, or being aware of the 
importance of this space. 

The student participants who were involved in the advocacy and development of New 

Trotter expressed that their goal was to elevate the presence and value of the TMC as a 

resource in the consciousness of the campus community by making it as unavoidable as 

possible. For example, an alumni participant highlighted that these students wanted U-M 

to showcase New Trotter as a sign of institutional progress in order to secure continued 

support for the TMC. This participant shared: 

And so, that was what we wanted -- to get that commitment out of the University 
and also the University is going to use it as a poster to show, "Yes, we are 
committed,” and all that. But, that is the effect we wanted it to have on students 
who saw -- alumni who saw when they came back -- like, "What's this new 
building? What is it?" It's like, "Oh, that's the multicultural center -- that's 
Trotter." And now, it's not an afterthought with the Old Trotter being far removed 
from campus. Now, it's a -- you know, whatever the opposite is of an afterthought 
-- a before-thought, I guess. 

Along with this participant, a number of other student participants who engaged with the 

TMC in Old Trotter used the word “afterthought” to describe how U-M regarded and 

supported the administrative unit and campus building. In contrast, these participants 

offered that it was a priority of theirs to ensure that U-M no longer overlooks the TMC, 

but instead treats it as an entity that deserves care and consideration, or as a “before-

thought.” A faculty-staff-administrator participant also shared this thought in asserting, 

“It [New Trotter] shows that our ethnic and racial minority students matter enough to 

warrant attention, funds, and a central location,” in which they alluded to the idea that the 

institution was overdue in providing these forms of support to populations of students of 

color through the TMC. 
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 Also aligning with the race/ethnicity-focused view, some student participants 

connected the existence of New Trotter to an institutional commitment to center race-

based student activism in campus culture. An undergraduate student participant 

articulated how New Trotter plays a role in figuratively and literally situating students of 

color in relation to White students within the specific context of who is included in the 

concept of “students” and within the larger context of U-M as a PWI. This student 

contended: 

I think it's [New Trotter’s] a recognition of all the student activism that has 
pushed this university forward. It's not portraying the progression of the 
University as just something that came entirely from the University, but rather the 
labor and pain of students of color. I think it recognizes students of color in the 
definition of “students,” rather than like when we say “students,” we're just 
talking about like White students. I think with the new space – it [New Trotter] 
being a part of Central Campus life -- it feels more natural to have our 
multicultural activism embedded in our campus life, and it doesn't feel like 
something that's just separate or like at the margins. 

For this participant, who referred to “multicultural activism” as a synonym for the 

activism of students of color, New Trotter symbolizes U-M’s acknowledgement of 

students of color as not only being members of the U-M campus community, but also 

contributors to the advancement of the institution itself. 

A Symbol of Institutional Possibilities and Shortcomings 

 One faculty-staff-administrator participant recognized the reality of varied 

opinions of the TMC and New Trotter in saying, “There's always gonna be like, ‘Oh, the 

Trotter falls short.’ Or like, ‘No, the Trotter is everything.’ You'll have all of those in 

between.” This assertion was corroborated by the perceptions conveyed by study 

participants, in which some described the institutional entity as promising, while others 

pointed to it as insufficient. To student participants who aligned New Trotter with the 
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race/ethnicity-focused view, they perceived that it reflects possibility by creating 

awareness about what is and is not being done to support students of color. However, 

they also expressed that it reflects shortcomings through their questioning of the 

authenticity of U-M’s efforts and the framing of the narrative around New Trotter. To 

several faculty-staff-administrator participants who aligned New Trotter with the 

identities-focused view, they emphasized the ways in which U-M’s approach to DEI 

efforts are benefitting the larger campus community and highlighted that more could be 

done to expand these efforts. 

Institutional Possibilities 

 Several study participants connected their interpretation of New Trotter being a 

symbol of U-M’s commitment to DEI to also being a symbol of possibilities for what 

more could take place or be done on campus. In articulating these links, a faculty-staff-

administrator participant stated: 

I think people are really excited about it [New Trotter]. It's brand new. So I think 
people are excited about what it could be. And I think that it's this symbol of the 
University's commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion -- based on all the 
money that the University's clearly put in, and the location, and just how nice it is 
on the inside. So, you know, I think people are excited about the possibilities. 

Moreover, a few student participants offered examples such as increased opportunities for 

dialogue in the campus community and potential improvements that the institution could 

explore as a result of New Trotter. An undergraduate student participant commented that 

New Trotter has the ability to prompt individuals to consider the relevance of its presence 

with respect to other campus buildings:  

It also kind of shows people like, of all the buildings in the entire campus, Trotter 
is the only one that is truly multicultural. Hopefully that rings a bell for some 
people, right? Hopefully it kind of shows them that like, “Oh, why is there just 
one building?" 
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Applying the race/ethnicity-focused view, this particular student depicted New Trotter as 

being “truly multicultural” to indicate that its focus on students of color is what 

distinguishes it from the rest of campus. Further, they contended that this distinction 

should serve as a means to encourage the creation of more buildings that are “truly 

multicultural.” Expressing a similar thought, another undergraduate student participant 

shared, “The investment in the new building and the publicity allowed for conversations 

about U-M's DEI work to surface, explaining that there is still a lot of work to be done.”  

 From the perspective of faculty-staff-administrators, these participants agreed 

with the student participants that the work of U-M is far from being complete. However, 

some individuals who held the identities-focused view also expressed excitement about 

the possibilities that New Trotter presents to the larger campus community. For example, 

these participants described types of events and learning activities that could take place in 

the building, as well as types of programming partnerships and collaborations that could 

be established between the TMC and other institutional entities. One participant stressed 

the possibilities that New Trotter brings to the benefit of students: 

This [New Trotter] has helped greatly to put a physical space and pour money and 
resources into it. And for multiple groups, they use the space. On behalf of 
students -- to help, you know, serve the needs of our students better. So, I think 
that, to me, is beautiful to see that happening. 

This participant, and many other faculty-staff-administrator participants, saw New Trotter 

as being an additional source of service that U-M can provide for students as a whole. 

Institutional Shortcomings 

 A number of study participants also connected their interpretation of New Trotter 

as being a symbol of U-M’s commitment to DEI to it being a symbol of institutional 

shortcomings such that they posited that there is still much more that needs to be done on 
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campus. When study participants were asked about their thoughts on the adequacy of 

New Trotter as an institutional response, the common sentiment was that a single 

building could not be and was not the solution to all of U-M’s DEI-related challenges. 

Some participants, who maintained the race/ethnicity-focused view, pointed to the fact 

that there are still unmet demands from BSU’s 2014 list as evidence that the institution is 

far from resolving the campus climate issues facing students of color.  

 The nature of U-M as a PWI and its inherent focus on establishing and reinforcing 

environments, practices, and policies that meet the needs and interests of White students, 

as a faculty-staff-administrator participant articulated, are the primary reasons why 

students of color are prompted to mobilize. This participant argued that this activism 

would not be as necessary if U-M was just as attuned to and intentional about also 

meeting the needs and interests of populations of students of color: 

Now the majority at this point, though, is White students. And so, by default, just 
the way the University has been operating, I think, a lot of the traditions, a lot of 
things that are being done within the University are still geared toward addressing 
their needs. Not as much, I think, for the minority students. And so, that then 
pushes the minority students to start to then ask for some of these rights as if it's a 
privilege to have instead of a right to have here. And so, that then is being seen as 
being an activist. And one questions, "Is it being an activist, or is it just that we 
haven't been exposed to their needs?" 

Another faculty-staff-administrator participant asserted that U-M has failed by neither 

taking necessary actions sooner nor committing enough support to New Trotter: 

So my honest truth is -- I think this institution should have done it [create New 
Trotter] a long time ago. So I'll put that out there. I still think it [New Trotter] is 
not as adequate as it needs to be. So, I mean that in resource and staff and size, 
still.  
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For both of these participants who held the race/ethnicity-focused view, New Trotter 

showcases that U-M has not done as sufficient of a job at supporting students of color as 

it has done for White students. 

 Many student and faculty-staff-administrator participants acknowledged New 

Trotter as being a direct response to BSU’s demand: “We demand for an opportunity to 

congregate and share our experiences in a new Trotter (Multicultural Center) located on 

Central Campus” (The Black Student Union, 2014). While study participants 

overwhelmingly expressed excitement over New Trotter, some faculty-staff- 

administrator participants were also concerned over its potential impact on the overall 

allocation of institutional funding and resources for DEI-related efforts on campus. These 

participants worried that the creation of New Trotter might dilute existing efforts rather 

than contribute to them, as one faculty-staff-administrator participant described: 

I would say it's [New Trotter] a good first step in meeting this particular demand. 
And then, it's important for the University to ensure that it does not kind of -- that 
if the University wants to add to diversity, equity, and inclusion, it CAN do by 
adding, NOT by having to share more of the same of a single resource. Instead of 
it having to be like a process of division, it should be a process of addition and 
multiplication in its efforts to increase diversity on campus. 

An alumni participant, who was involved in ANT, reiterated this concern: 

I think the belief was the folks who sought out Trotter as a resource needed it very 
much so. And by shifting it to serve the needs of more people, all the quality of 
service towards those communities, in particular, would lower in some way, 
shape, or form. 

The apprehension of these participants about the potential negative impact of New Trotter 

is also grounded in their understanding that the existing avenues of support for students 

of color, specifically, are already limited. 
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 Multiple study participants questioned U-M’s intentions behind and willingness to 

enact its DEI Strategic Plan. A graduate student participant, who was familiar with U-

M’s DEI Strategic Plan and involved in spearheading numerous student-led initiatives to 

promote DEI within their academic college, shared their frustrations with the level of 

action and support put forth by U-M: 

I was like genuinely disappointed coming here to see how -- not just like how far 
behind the University of Michigan was -- but like, the whole two-faced nature of 
it all. Where it's like they're [U-M] willing to simultaneously acknowledge that we 
need these things, but are not willing to commit any resources to actually make 
any changes. It's just like, “We're going to do the bare minimum we need to do to 
save face, but that's it,” right? But them saving face doesn't actually improve the 
lives of students of color here. 

Similar to this student, a number of other student participants articulated the belief that 

U-M is putting on a facade with regards to addressing DEI-related issues and is not doing 

enough to significantly improve the experiences of students of color on campus. Another 

graduate student participant reasoned, “I think that they [U-M] are willing to support 

these issues so as long as it's also benefiting the institution and doesn't radically alter the 

status quo.” To this student, U-M seems willing to take action when the advantages go to 

the larger campus community and do not challenge existing power structures. Similarly, 

some faculty-staff-administrator participants also expressed a critical tone regarding U-

M’s overall approach such as one participant who stated, “For the institution, I think that 

it [New Trotter] says a lot for their D, E, and I Strategic Plan that they've completed 

something on there.” While this participant noted the advances made by U-M through 

New Trotter, they also saw it as something the institution treated as an item it could cross 

off on its DEI to-do list. 
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 Additionally, many student participants questioned the authenticity of the 

institution’s motives behind New Trotter. These students argued that U-M’s decisions, to 

some degree, were guided by a desire to pacify students, especially students of color. A 

graduate student participant offered, “So why it [New Trotter] exists? Ha! To appease 

student activists because once you build it, you can get five years of silence at least, 

right? Or like five years of appeasement of like, ‘Oh, yeah, we're transitioning.’” This 

student also asserted: 

It [New Trotter] publicizes that we’re [U-M] more liberal than we are. It tells 
everyone that like, we have a DEI Plan and we have a space; therefore, we're 
working on it, right? And that shelters you from criticism for a little bit. 

An undergraduate student participant shared similar skepticism and contended that it was 

problematic for U-M or campus stakeholders to interpret New Trotter as a be-all-end-all 

solution to the challenges facing students of color: 

I don't know if there's ever gonna be enough. Some people can push back on that. 
And that's not to say that we should get rid of Trotter or anything -- that it's not a 
good thing to have or that it's not a good building that was brought -- but when 
people ask Asian students, Asian American students, Black students, ethnic 
students, students of color, "Oh, is this enough?" -- it's like that creates a dynamic 
of like, "I'm giving you this, right? You can't deny it. Is that going to be enough 
for you?"  

Both of these students alluded to the notion that U-M’s rationale for constructing New 

Trotter was, in part, to secure a sufficient level of satisfaction that would quell, albeit 

temporarily, the future efforts of student activists of color or prevent individuals from 

alleging that U-M is not taking any action towards the promotion of DEI. 

 Regarding student activism, several study participants commented on how U-M is 

selective in terms of when and how recognition is given to student activists for the 

motivation for and development of New Trotter. An alumni participant argued that U-M 
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has, on occasion, failed to acknowledge the role and impact of student activists and 

student activism in the advances made around DEI. To them, the common portrayals of 

the history of New Trotter and the origin of U-M’s DEI Strategic Plan are framed around 

institutional initiative as opposed to student advocacy. They shared: 

So, I would say the greater campus community doesn't understand the history. 
And the reason for that is because the University tends to take -- well, not take 
credit for their diversity and inclusion efforts -- but kind of eliminates the student 
activism that was attached to it. Whenever you hear a speech or a written-up 
summary of the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Plan, it's all about how much the 
University wanted to make the campus more diverse, more inclusive. 

Moreover, this participant asserted that U-M would not have come up with its DEI 

Strategic Plan without the ideas and momentum generated by student activists in 2014. 

As such, this participant attributed the catalytic nature of race-based student activism to 

U-M’s “institutionalization” of DEI, for which they defined as the large number of 

committees, initiatives, and processes that have been crafted over the years. 

 This alumni participant also explained that student activists lack recognition for 

their influence on institutional progress, including New Trotter:  

I remember over the summer before the building [New Trotter] was starting to get 
built, there was an announcement that the Center was being created. And the 
words used in that announcement angered me so much because it talked about 
creating a centralized place on campus for all students and there was no mention 
of the student activism that was associated with it. No mention of the Black 
Action Movement. No mention of #BBUM. 

To this specific participant, recognition for New Trotter was due to Black student 

activists and Black student activism. With the visibility and attention received by 

#BBUM and BSU’s list of demands, many study participants speculated, and some 

explicitly asserted, that the institution has given the student portion of the credit for New 

Trotter to Black students, and specifically to BSU. They claimed this was done in order 
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for U-M to be able to attest to supporting student activism. One faculty-staff-

administrator participant elaborated on the magnitude of the traction that #BBUM gained 

at U-M and beyond: 

Race issues were pretty major on campus, so students were really angry that they 
were still experiencing aggressions in the classroom, particularly Black students. 
They were just mad about a whole bunch of stuff, as well as that's when -- if you 
recall -- that's when at lots of institutions students started doing this notion of 
demands for their university. And so, Michigan took that opportunity and our 
Black students were smart, organized, used social media, created the hashtag 
“BBUM,” and was like "These are the things we need." And made it visible. It 
blew up. The nation all took note that the University of Michigan was doing this. 

Many study participants commented that U-M’s presentation of New Trotter 

simultaneously recognizes the efforts of student activists as the impetus for its creation, 

yet shapes a particular narrative to suit institutional interests that are more aligned with 

the identities-focused view. 

 Some student participants connected this practice and the framing of the narrative 

of New Trotter to U-M’s perpetuation of the Black-White binary, especially in its 

approach to race-based student activism.11 An alumni participant, who was involved in 

ANT, described their perception of why the narrative of New Trotter has shifted:  

So there was, like after the work had been done in terms of solidifying a new 
space, we [ANT core team] didn't foresee the need of making sure that the 
narrative and the work that had happened would be honored and would be visible 
and accessible to whoever was interested in it. And so, because of that, the 
narrative of the New Trotter, I think, has shifted a lot. Because there's a lack of, 
perhaps, listening or awareness as to how it came about, and things like that. But 
yeah, that's kind of my opinion. Like this loss of agency over the narrative of 
Trotter -- I think the [A] New Trotter Initiative, specifically.  

This participant also elaborated, “Some of that work became a little bit invisible or 

glossed over due to what I perceive as agenda-related items from the University's 

                                                
11 The perpetuation of a Black-White binary in race-based student activism by U-M is outlined in 
detail earlier in this chapter under “Race/Ethnicity-Focused View.” 
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perspective.” The minimization, and often erasure, of the work of ANT and the influence 

of “agenda-related items” described by this participant further suggested the institution’s 

framing of the narrative of New Trotter was aimed to shine a positive light on campus 

racial climate with respect to U-M’s relationship with Black students and Black student 

activism. 

 Many faculty-staff-administrator participants stressed that it was common for U-

M, namely senior-level administration, to act only when prompted by internal and 

external pressures, such as by student activists in the case of New Trotter. One participant 

clarified: 

Yes, higher administration is doing wonderful things, but sometimes they're 
pushed to that action. And sometimes they really need someone to give 'em a 
good swift kick to get them realizing what they need to be doing. Now, afterwards 
if they take credit -- to me, it doesn't matter. The main thing is the thing [New 
Trotter] is there. 

Here, they also alluded to the belief that it would not be surprising for U-M to take the 

credit for New Trotter or any other major advancement. In addition, these participants 

pointed to the nature of U-M’s likelihood to respond to student activism as being more 

reactive than proactive since the institution typically waits until students provide a sense 

of urgency and direction for action. A faculty-staff-administrator participant explained: 

I think it is kind of like a complacence. Like if things are, you know, calm right 
now, then things will continue as they are. And, if students get agitated again and 
they start giving specific demands, then they'll do something. 

While some participants expressed that they were pleased with the efforts that U-M has 

made to promote DEI on campus under the identities-focused view, they also shared the 

belief that the institution should not be complacent in its approach. One faculty-staff-

administrator participant asserted: 
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That's the challenge for the future also -- that the DEI approach in the past has 
been good, but I don't think we have figured out what the DEI approach is really 
for the future. Certainly, what we're doing right now is not enough. It has to be a 
lot more. 

In essence, these participants implied that forward-thinking is necessary, but is lacking on 

the part of U-M such that the institution needs to not only concentrate on making 

progress in the short-term, but also in the long-term. 

Existence as a Campus Building 

            “It’s a double-edged sword,” commented a faculty-staff-administrator participant 

to describe the paradoxical nature of the central location of and heightened interest in the 

TMC in New Trotter. As illustrated in Chapter 4, student activists pushed for the 

relocation of the TMC as a means to alleviate their concerns over physical and 

psychological safety that resulted from the inaccessibility of Old Trotter. With New 

Trotter, these student activists also wanted the TMC to be more visible physically 

through a central location and institutionally through an investment of resources. 

Moreover, they desired for those who did not know about the TMC in Old Trotter to see 

and acknowledge its value as an institutional entity through New Trotter and in turn, see 

and acknowledge the presence of students of color at U-M. However, New Trotter’s 

modern aesthetic and proximity to campus landmarks make it a convenient and appealing 

location for a wide range of uses by a variety of campus community populations, many of 

which did not historically frequent Old Trotter. While the student activists who fought for 

the TMC’s relocation did so with the benefit of students of color in mind, the increased 

visibility and accessibility of New Trotter has had the opposite effect on these student 

populations as more White students are utilizing the building.  
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 In this section, I present four conceptions of the TMC as a campus building that 

emerged with the creation of New Trotter: (a) a space to protect; (b) a contested space; 

(c) a space of many uses, and (d) a new student union. Falling under the two competing 

views on multiculturalism, the first two conceptions align with the race/ethnicity-focused 

view, whereas the latter two reflect the identities-focused view. For study participants 

who conveyed an understanding that students of color are the focus of New Trotter 

through the race/ethnicity-focused view, their conceptions around the increased visibility 

and accessibility of the new building concentrate on the resulting impact on these specific 

student populations. For study participants who perceived that all students are the focus 

of New Trotter through the identities-focused view, their conceptions of the new building 

emphasize the benefits for the larger campus community and the promotion of U-M’s 

DEI efforts. 

A Space to Protect 

            A common sentiment expressed by student participants, especially those who 

engaged deeply and frequently with Old Trotter, is that New Trotter needs to be protected 

from the potential loss of its identity, purpose, and history as a campus resource for 

students of color. With the opening of New Trotter, these students shared their concerns 

over the shifting dynamics in the building that they witnessed unfolding before them, 

which they attributed to changes in uses and users. Furthermore, these participants 

described that the emerging conception of New Trotter as a space to protect is framed 

around their desire to preserve the feeling of place that they, and generations of students 

before them, associate with Old Trotter. 



 191 

            This desire, in part, arose from the naming controversy in 2016 involving U-M’s 

short-lived plans to rename New Trotter after donors as Bernstein-Bendit Hall.12 Study 

participants, who were a part of the group of students, faculty and staff members, and 

alumni that rallied together to advocate against the name change, expressed that they still 

had lingering concerns over the preservation of the meaning and significance of the TMC 

and New Trotter. These individuals, who held the race/ethnicity-focused view, contended 

that the TMC was established to serve the needs of students of color and did so while in 

Old Trotter. As such, these participants expected the TMC to continue to do so even after 

its move to New Trotter. Following the relocation, they saw that the heightened interest 

in New Trotter expressed by the larger campus community, and particularly White 

students who rarely accessed Old Trotter, created a noticeable change in the dynamics in 

New Trotter. To study participants, this change signaled significant differences in how 

New Trotter is conceptualized and understood by various campus populations. 

            The sensitivity of study participants, especially students, towards New Trotter was 

attributed to the recent challenging of the experiential function that the TMC has 

historically served for students of color. The overwhelming use of descriptors such as 

safe space, refuge, and home for Old Trotter by student and faculty-staff-administrator 

participants indicated a particular feeling of place and a type of environment that was 

provided by the building.13 One faculty-staff-administrator participant connected the 

source of this function to the role that the Trotter House, and later the TMC in Old 

Trotter, played for Black students as a “safe space”: 
                                                
12 Details about the naming controversy are provided in Chapter 4. 
13 These conceptions of the Trotter House and TMC fall in line with Young’s (1991) “safe haven” 
model, or what Patton (2011) denotes as the “fortress” model, which is presented in Chapter 2. 
This model positions a cultural center as a space of shelter and protection for students of color 
who feel isolation and exclusion on campus. 
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Black students have always held a really strong connection to it [Trotter House] 
cause that's where their roots were, right? So, the House was really valuable and 
because of where the times were, our Black students were the most discriminated 
against and are oppressed still on campus. Like, they're still one of our smallest 
numbers of POC [people of color] and their experiences -- their need to find a 
safe space looks very different for our Black students. And so, the Trotter 
Multicultural Center, over the years, has always served that for a lot of our Black 
students. 

This understanding was supported by a quote from Lois Owens, manager of the Trotter 

House from 1973 to 1976, who described the desired perception of the Trotter House as 

being a “home” for Black students: 

We try to encourage students to think of Trotter House as a home away from 
home. It’s their place to come when they need somewhere to go. It’s important to 
them. Black students want a place that is theirs and that is comfortable for them to 
be in.” (University of Michigan Alumni Association, 1975, p. 26) 

Likewise, an alumni participant, who self-identified as a person of color and frequently 

spent time in Old Trotter as a student, stressed, “It became a house of safety, 

reconciliation, fellowship, and escape for some people.” For this participant, Old Trotter 

was where they and their peers went to make sense of their experiences as students of 

color at a PWI; experiences that often included microaggressions, bias, and overt racism 

in and out of the classroom. Sharing a similar sentiment about the association of the TMC 

with safety, an undergraduate participant noted, “I think within the Black community, 

Trotter is viewed as a safe space to come and express your Blackness without judgment.” 

            When the Trotter House expanded its focus to include populations of non-Black 

students of color, Old Trotter began to serve the same function for these students. A 1991 

article in The Michigan Daily quoted Michael Swanigan, director of the TMC at the time: 

“Little is known about Trotter House by the majority of students on campus, but it 

provides the important service of being ‘a home away from home for minority students’” 
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(Barager, p. 3). Part of being a “home” was offering an environment where students of 

color could avoid the kinds of racially motivated negativity they typically experienced on 

campus. A faculty-staff-administrator participant, who also graduated from U-M, 

described the comfort that Old Trotter provided for them and other students of color: 

Having to face those microaggressions -- sometimes macroaggressions -- it [Old 
Trotter] really instilled a sense of unity and collectivity because you had -- you 
knew you were headed to some place where that wasn't gonna be the case. And 
so, it was really, really nice.  

Here, this participant similarly described the protective nature of Old Trotter through 

which it served as a refuge where students went to feel a sense of acceptance and ease. 

            With the TMC’s relocation, several student participants, both current and former 

students, held the expectation that New Trotter would continue to be a “safe space,” 

“refuge,” or “home” for students of color. Unlike what they experienced in other campus 

spaces, they expected that New Trotter would be a place for them to go that was free 

from judgment and assumptions, or what an undergraduate student participant referred to 

as “not being gazed upon.” A graduate student participant offered a description of this 

type of environment: 

It [New Trotter] should provide a space for students, like first and foremost, 
because being in a predominantly White institution, those spaces can be very hard 
to find. So, almost like a sanctuary. I want to know that if I go there, I don't have 
to worry how stuff as simple as like what am I eating, or being able to know that 
perhaps it's a space where I don't have to be concerned about someone saying 
something ridiculous.  

In their statement, this student emphasized the significance of New Trotter being a space 

for students of color by asserting that spaces at a PWI like U-M are not often suited for or 

welcoming of them and are where “something ridiculous” or offensive was more likely to 
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occur. An alumni participant echoed this idea by envisioning New Trotter as a 

counterspace for students of color: 

I want it [New Trotter] to be a space for students that they feel like they can 
always go to and they would always have a place there, you know. If they feel 
like there's no other place on campus for them, then they can go there and they 
can be there. And be there without any worry or issues, challenges that they face, 
whether that be in their dorm rooms, their living situations, in class, whatever 
study groups, whatever other groups they're in -- they can be there and just be 
there. 

Here, this participant juxtaposed the ease of being in New Trotter for students of color 

with the difficulty of being in other spaces and buildings on campus, which further 

emphasized the importance of this experiential function of New Trotter. Beyond being a 

“safe space” or “refuge” for students, some faculty-staff-administrator participants who 

self-identified as persons of color, expressed that Old Trotter and New Trotter were 

buildings they also went to when they wanted to interact with students or needed a 

change of scenery or energy from their predominantly White workspaces. 

            Many students other than those who participated in this study expressed the need 

for New Trotter to serve as these types of spaces for students of color. Figure 5.1 features 

a word bubble that architects compiled in March 2015 from student focus groups and 

town hall events during the programming phase and in preparation for the design phase 

for New Trotter. Mirroring the descriptors used by study participants for Old Trotter, this 

word bubble demonstrates that students wanted the new building to continue to feel safe, 

welcoming, and comfortable or reminiscent of a home, haven, and sanctuary.  
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Figure 5.1 Word Bubble for the Feeling of New Trotter 

  
Note: Graphic generated from information collected during student focus groups and town hall events. 
Reprinted from Trotter Multicultural Center Program Report, by Hanbury, Evens, Wright, Vlattas, and 
Company, March 2015, retrieved from https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/138955 (University 
of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2017c). 
  
 
  
 According to the alumni participants who were involved in the developmental 

phases of New Trotter, they often spoke in their planning meetings about the implications 

of the highly visible location of New Trotter in comparison to the arguably invisible 

location of Old Trotter. They also considered the implications of the TMC being in a 

brand-new building as opposed to one that was over 90 years old. In explaining these 

considerations, an alumni participant shared: 

But I think also it [Old Trotter] being removed was like being removed from the 
usual daily traffic. I think that had a different relationship with the students than 
the current center does, in terms of it being so close to Central -- like being at the 
heart of Central Campus and getting to see foot traffic from students that, you 
know, are just walking by or perhaps stopping in for a little study space. Like that, 
I think it has shifted the dynamic. And I know this was kind of a concern when 
the New Trotter Initiative was first happening. Like how it changing locations and 
changing the building would shift from serving the needs of a certain group of 
students and perhaps not serving those needs as well. 

These participants foresaw that a potential trade-off of relocation was the decreased 

capacity of New Trotter to provide students of color with the experiential function that 
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they were accustomed to in Old Trotter. Moreover, the last part of this statement hones in 

on the basis of the student participants’ belief that New Trotter is a space to protect so 

that it can and should continue to support a “certain group of students” in reference to 

students of color. 

            A faculty-staff-administrator participant explained that while the intention of New 

Trotter is to provide a sense of belonging and comfort to students of color, there are 

complications posed by it being at a PWI: 

I am a little bit hesitant to use the word “home” recognizing that home means a lot 
of different things for a lot of people. And so, I think that what I probably would 
say is that this [New Trotter] is a comfortable space and that students, in 
particular, can get the things that they need to get done while in this space -- 
whether that is studying or seeing friends and building community or educational 
programming or just physically being. And they feel like they have a space on 
campus that they see other people who look like them. And particularly students 
of color and marginalized students feel that this is that space. Recognizing that I 
think purposefully that a space for some is a space for all students, and 
recognizing that this is a predominantly White institution, I think that that also has 
its moments. 

This participant posited that “a space for some is a space for all” to infer that while the 

focus of the TMC in New Trotter is students of color, White students are not excluded 

from accessing it. The last sentence acknowledging that U-M is a PWI alludes to the 

pervasiveness of Whiteness at the institution and how the TMC and New Trotter are 

situated within a context that is dominated and dictated by environments, traditions, and 

policies that are reflective of that pervasiveness. 

            U-M established the Trotter House and the TMC in Old Trotter under the 

race/ethnicity-focused view such that the intention for them was to make Black students 

and students of color, respectively, feel welcomed on campus by recognizing these 

students’ racial and ethnic identities and supporting their campus activities by providing 
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physical space. In this sense, the buildings were associated with a sense of belonging and 

comfort where the aim of inclusion was to benefit students of color. However, U-M has 

framed the intention of New Trotter under the identities-focused view such that it serves 

to make all students feel welcomed on campus by recognizing differences among 

individuals and populations and providing physical space for a wide range of activities. 

Therefore, the aim of inclusion has shifted to benefit all students. VP Harper conveyed 

this point during the development of New Trotter: “Students told us they wanted an 

inclusive home, visible to the whole campus community. Creating a new Trotter in this 

space answers that need, and is a powerful way of telling all students they are welcome” 

(Allen, 2016b, para. 4). In turn, the perception that New Trotter is a space that needs to be 

protected from the application of the identities-focused view is, in many respects, a 

fundamental reason why it is contested. 

A Contested Space 

            Two key factors have made New Trotter become what some faculty-staff-

administrator participants called “a contested space.” First, the site selection for New 

Trotter was met with opposition from certain groups on campus. Many study participants 

commented on how they were not hopeful that of the three locations under consideration 

in Central Campus, the State Street option would be selected given the density of 

buildings in that particular area of campus.14 While a poll of 715 students indicated that 

the State Street option was the top preference (Akhtar, 2015), U-M’s final selection was 

still surprising to those who were involved in the push for the new building. A faculty-

staff-administrator participant illustrated the general response to the site selection: 
                                                
14 The other two locations were both on side streets off of State Street, with one being the site of 
the Michigan News Service Building and the other near the Munger Graduate Residences 
(Akhtar, 2015). 



 198 

Location was a really huge issue. It was contested, you know. They had picked a 
couple different options, but this notion of centrality was really important. And, 
you know, campus is pretty – there’s too many buildings already! And so, how do 
you add more? So, I think there was some little -- complicated controversy around 
"Wait, is that the best location? Is it still too small? Can it fit on State?" You 
know, that type of stuff. 

Here, this participant emphasized the complexity around the decision of where New 

Trotter would be located and how much land would be allocated for it, for which there 

was a multitude of opinions expressed by the campus community at large. 

            Some study participants recollected the occurrence of a few protests from campus 

community members who were concerned over the loss of green space since the selected 

site was a courtyard shared by two all-female residence halls. Others opposed the 

selection because it was the home of two large Beech trees that had become unofficial 

landmarks on State Street.15 Study participants involved in ANT recalled a number of 

formal discussions that were held with the future neighbors of New Trotter, including the 

Betsy Barbour Residence, Helen Newberry Residence, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, 

and the First Congregational Church of Ann Arbor, to address their questions about the 

development of New Trotter, as well as their concerns over disturbances during the 

construction phase and increased foot traffic in the general vicinity once the building 

opened. Archived minutes from a February 2016 meeting that ANT core team members 

and staff advisors held with residents and staff members of the two residences indicate 

that the latter group had overwhelming concerns over the potential impact on their sense 

of community and the safety and security of residents. The minutes stated: 

                                                
15 The wood from one of the trees was reclaimed to make the reception desk in the lobby of New 
Trotter, which features a plaque to acknowledge the 34-inch diameter, European Beech tree that 
once stood a few feet away. 
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Strong sentiments that this has been a disruption to their community; long-
standing history and legacy of these two residences that have been a safe haven 
for women; they as residents/staff go through great lengths to ensure and create a 
welcoming and inclusive space for women to interact in their community; strong 
concerns about the impact on their own/other residents’ safety and security. 
General concern by many about safety and security of their residents (all female) 
in relationship to the increase of traffic in and out of the Trotter Center especially 
at night. (University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2017a) 

Interestingly, the association of words such as safe haven, inclusive, and safety with the 

residences was similar to the descriptors used for Old Trotter. In this instance, the 

residents and staff members also saw the residences and green space as spaces to protect. 

            Second, with its proximity to prominent campus landmarks and spaces, New 

Trotter was thrust into a physical spotlight and became very accessible to campus 

populations. In turn, student participants voiced their belief that the increased availability 

of New Trotter to the entire campus community came at the expense of students of color. 

For example, student participants often cited situations in which students of color were 

“kicked out” of spaces in New Trotter by “predominantly White” or “non-multicultural” 

student organizations. Many student participants stressed that because their access to 

campus spaces is already limited, they look to New Trotter as a solution. An 

undergraduate student elaborated: 

Just kind of like seeing it [New Trotter] more as a place for students of color to 
just be together and not have to fight and say that we want this space to be ours. 
Like it could just be ours. Like it could just be our building, if that makes sense. 
That there is no more prolonged fight to say, "Stop reserving our rooms when we 
don't have any.” 

Here, this participant characterized the interaction between students of color and White 

students over the demand for spaces in New Trotter as being a “fight” that they 

anticipated would come to an end if the building became fully available and accessible to 

students of color. They also implied that the impact of White supremacy is manifested in 
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the ability of White students to take up more space by having greater access compared to 

students of color. 

 Several study participants talked about the temporary closure of the Michigan 

Union for renovations from July 2017 to January 2020, and the likely impact it had on 

New Trotter. Some participants attributed the increased presence of White students and 

“predominantly White” student organizations in New Trotter to the closure. One alumni 

participant speculated that once the renovations were complete, there would be a visible 

difference in the racial composition of the individuals in New Trotter compared to those 

in the Michigan Union: 

But, there are outside factors that caused that, I think. That being the student 
union is currently closed for remodeling, reconstruction. And so, I would say a lot 
of the students, particularly White students that would use that space, have now 
moved to Trotter because of that. Because I can -- I don't want to say guarantee -- 
but I strongly believe that if the union was open, most of the White students 
would be there and most of the students of color would be in Trotter. 

However, other participants estimated that it would take at least a year to see a change 

given that many student organizations made recurring room reservations in New Trotter 

for the entire academic year. 

 Connected to student participants’ application of the race/ethnicity-focused view 

to New Trotter, many of them argued that the new building should be available to them 

as an alternative to all of the difficult spaces on campus. An undergraduate student 

participant asserted: 

As students of color, like we should be able to study in there [New Trotter] freely. 
But when all the spaces are getting reserved by like White organizations and we're 
getting kicked out, like what does that even say? Like, is this even a multicultural 
center anymore? 
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Furthermore, student participants conveyed a feeling of fear that they would, in a sense, 

lose New Trotter to the rest of the campus community as soon as people were made 

aware of it and could easily access it. An alumni participant shared: 

The visibility has honestly been scary for me and my organization since they [U-
M] started building it [New Trotter]. It was a great fear that when the building 
was built, it wouldn’t serve the students it was meant to serve, so students of 
color. 

A faculty-staff-administrator participant also commented: 

Because it's more central, it's by de-facto -- like if a student's walking around, 
they want to study. " Oh, let me go hang out here." And so, it's going to have 
much more -- the predominant student population will have much more direct 
access. And there will be more competition for space in the building, like it or not. 
And this is not like a competition in a destructive way, but it's just a reality of 
where it's located and its increased prominence. 

Here, this participant pointed out that because of the location of New Trotter, it is 

inevitable that the “predominant student population,” meaning White students, would be 

more interested in utilizing the building. 

            In anticipation of the increased awareness of the TMC as a result of New Trotter, 

multiple race- and ethnicity-based student organizations joined together to make their 

presence known and seen. During the first two weeks of its opening in April 2019, 16 

events took place in New Trotter as part of the “Trotter Grand Opening Extravaganza.” 

The effort was organized by BSU, in collaboration with ASA, La Casa, and UAAO, and 

sponsored by the TMC. An alumni participant explained:  

So when it [New Trotter] was built, it was this big celebration. A bunch of 
different racial identity based organizations came together and we hosted a series 
of events. And then over the summer, the only orgs that really used it were Black 
organizations, and it was beautiful. And we thought that the building was going to 
serve who it was meant to serve. And then as soon as classes started, that stopped. 
And I've gotten so many complaints with students that when they walk into the 
building, it's not a space that they feel like is meant for them anymore when it's 
supposed to be. 
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This participant described the goal of the event as, “We tried to showcase as big as we 

could that Trotter was a space for students of color, but then it just didn't work.” Drawing 

from the race/ethnicity-focused view, this participant argued that the focus of New 

Trotter should be students of color, yet students of color generally do not feel as though it 

is meant for them because of the increased number of White students in the space. 

Further, this individual talked about the actual opening celebration of New Trotter and 

how, even at that time, it was apparent to some students that activism around the TMC 

was still needed. This participant described the event: 

The place [New Trotter] was packed. That was something that was very 
unexpected. It was packed. There was barely any room to walk. And as exciting 
as that sounds, it was actually very scary for student leaders to see that and to 
know, "Okay, so this is going to be a space we have to fight for, even though it 
was meant for us." 

  
In their statement, this participant referred to the fear of student leaders of color that the 

primary beneficiaries of New Trotter would not be students of color. Other student 

participants echoed that seeing this implication of New Trotter’s evolving presence on 

campus was a call to action for them. 

            As a result, students of color, and Black students in particular, organized “Occupy 

Trotter” at the start of the fall 2019 semester with the goal of being in New Trotter as 

much and as often as possible in order to increase the visibility and presence of students 

of color in the building. One faculty-staff-administrator participant elaborated on a 

specific effort in Occupy Trotter that was coordinated by primarily Black students: 

They started with what’s called "Fellowship Fridays" where all the students who, 
if they just wanted to, come and hang out and sit and study together or just hang 
out for a while and laugh and talk. They would take over different little spaces 
that were open and empty. So like, you know, when you first come in the foyer 
and back by the kitchen and in the Sankofa Lounge. And so, that's primarily been 
their focus now this year. 
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In addition to bringing students of color together in New Trotter, this form of race-based 

student activism, which an alumni participant referred to as being a “very calm piece of 

activism,” also created awareness and a sense of community for those involved. An 

undergraduate student participant described their involvement in the effort:  

I try to study in Trotter at least once as a week as an initiative for students of color 
to occupy Trotter. Trotter has allowed me to be more active because with the 
Occupy Trotter, it makes me even more aware of the racial environment on 
campus. 

For this student, the act of spending time in New Trotter not only had an external impact 

by contributing to race-based student activism, but also an internal impact by enabling 

them to connect with other students of color and reflect on the state of race relations at U-

M. 

            The faculty-staff-administrator participants who were aware of Occupy Trotter 

talked about their understanding of students’ motivations behind the effort. They 

contended that it was important for students of color, in particular, to be in the New 

Trotter and to represent communities of color through organizing and hosting their events 

and meetings there. These participants also stressed that the students should be doing so 

in an earnest manner rather than in what one faculty-staff-administrator participant 

described as “a keep people out way.” Moreover, these participants cautioned that while 

New Trotter is a university space and therefore a public space, its increased visibility and 

accessibility should not come as a loss for students of color. 

            Generally speaking, students of color have established a sense of collectivism 

around the TMC, as evidenced by the multiple student organizations that coordinated and 

participated in the “Trotter Grand Opening Extravaganza.” However, a few student 

participants described another area of contestation surrounding New Trotter that is the 
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result of the Black-White binary that U-M perpetuates through its approach to and 

portrayal of race-based student activism. There is a subset of students who hold an 

understanding of the TMC and New Trotter as having a primary connection to Black 

students, which has created some tension among populations of students of color. When 

asked about the reputation of the TMC, one graduate student participant stated, “It is U-

M’s Black student union.” According to a faculty-staff-administrator participant who 

shared an awareness of this conception: 

I think some students are feeling territorial rightfully of the building [New 
Trotter] and the space that had been created for them. So, I think that's like really 
the tension – is like for Black students who fought for the building to be there not 
wanting to have other identity groups be a part of the space, which is a large 
generalization. But, I have heard that sentiment from students. 

By “other identity groups,” this participant was referring to the sentiments felt about not 

only White students, but also non-Black students of color. An undergraduate student 

participant explained how the binary is manifested in relations between populations of 

students of color in New Trotter: 

Now that the new Trotter building has opened, there is a tension between the 
Black community on campus and everyone else. The Black community has taken 
ownership of Trotter, which is powerful and necessary for communities to have a 
safe place on campus. The struggle with this is that other communities of color 
feel "othered" in the space.  

As expressed by these participants, there is an additional layer to the notion of New 

Trotter being a space to protect, which is reflective of the divisiveness that is promoted 

through U-M’s perpetuation of the binary.  

 According to a few study participants, the Black-White binary is also 

demonstrated by the visual representation of student activism at U-M in the Sankofa 

Lounge, particularly the level of representation of Black student activism compared to the 
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efforts of student activists from other racial identity groups. A faculty-staff-administrator 

participant highlighted the varied opinions offered by the larger campus community 

about the photographs displayed on the walls: “With the Sankofa Lounge, you get 

responses of people saying, ‘This is not Black enough.’ And people that are saying, 

‘Whoa, like this makes me feel uncomfortable.’ And, ‘It isn't inclusive enough of other 

students.’” Related to the last part of this statement, two photographs were added to the 

walls in the Sankofa Lounge during the site visit. These additions were prompted by the 

requests of some faculty members, who questioned why the past activism of Asian 

American students and Middle Eastern and North African students at U-M was not 

showcased. As a result, TMC staff members found and coordinated the inclusion of 

photographs from the 1988 Asian Student Coalition Protest and the 2017 #WeExist 

Middle Eastern/North African Campaign. Although this was not a prevalent sentiment 

offered by participants, it does illustrate how the perpetuation of the Black-White binary 

through non-verbal messaging contributes to why New Trotter is a contested space. 

A Space of Many Uses 

            All of the study participants spoke of the varied ways that the U-M campus 

community is utilizing New Trotter, some of which differed from the traditional uses of 

Old Trotter. Just as most of the study participants, namely the students, wanted and 

expected New Trotter to retain the same feel as Old Trotter, they also believed that the 

ways in which individuals engaged with New Trotter should mirror those of Old Trotter. 

Similar to the figure presented in the previous section, Figure 5.2 is a word bubble that 

was generated by architects in March 2015 from the responses gathered during student 

focus groups and town hall events for New Trotter. 
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Figure 5.2 Word Bubble for Activities in New Trotter  

 
Note: Graphic generated from information collected during student focus groups and town hall events. 
Reprinted from Trotter Multicultural Center Program Report, by Hanbury, Evens, Wright, Vlattas, and 
Company, March 2015, retrieved from https://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/138955 (University 
of Michigan Bentley Historical Library, 2017c). 
 
 
  
In this figure, students also conveyed the concept of a counterspace for New Trotter, 

where they could comfortably engage in a wide range of activities to meet their academic 

needs like studying and meetings, their social needs like events and parties, and their 

personal needs like relaxing and eating.16 

            The competing views on multiculturalism, however, challenge how New Trotter 

is perceived as a campus building, particularly around what are considered its intended 

uses. A faculty-staff-administrator participant expressed the difficulty in conveying the 

different capacities of New Trotter to various campus stakeholders: 

This space [New Trotter] being an event space while also being a multicultural 
center and trying our best to help people understand that the space is first for 
students -- that's the hope. And then, everyone else. And so, I think it’s sometimes 
just nicely or not so nicely reminding people of that.           

For this participant, the key point that needs to be relayed to the U-M campus community 

is that students are the focus of New Trotter. In addition, this faculty-staff-administrator 
                                                
16 The concept of a counterspace in relation to New Trotter is described earlier in this chapter 
under “A Space to Protect.” 
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alluded to the idea that New Trotter’s functions as an event space and multicultural center 

present complications such that there are varying interpretations of how these functions 

actually play out in uses and forms of engagement. 

            Numerous student and faculty-staff-administrator participants expressed clear 

opinions on the appropriate uses of the spaces in New Trotter, underscoring their belief 

that the intended users should be students of color under the race/ethnicity-focused view. 

For instance, one undergraduate student participant contended that multicultural centers, 

in general, should provide physical spaces that foster interactions through social and 

political activities: 

Making multicultural initiatives have a physical space to go to, and that physical 
space will often turn into a social space where you meet up with other people and 
have meetings. And like, when you are meeting in multicultural settings, that 
becomes a political space where you talk about, you know, the issues that are 
affecting your communities. 

For this student, the term “multicultural” is synonymous with minoritized and 

marginalized racial identities, and the term “you” is in reference to students. Study 

participants offered examples of current uses that run counter to this function. An 

undergraduate student participant mentioned, “I think there's a reoccurring space for -- I 

want to say it's the Golf Club, or perhaps it's called ‘Golf’ and it's not about golfing.” A 

faculty-staff-administrator participant shared another instance: 

There's some anger among Black students, especially, that they can't get in and 
use the building [New Trotter] when they want to because the White folks are 
having their aerobics class. Their REGULAR aerobics class. 

In this participant’s statement, they emphasized the word “regular” in reference to a 

previous comment they made about how the aerobics classes they saw taking place in 
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New Trotter would have been more fitting for the building if they were “Zumba” or 

“African dance” classes. 

            Resulting from the transfer of the reservation process for New Trotter to U-M’s 

Conference and Event Services, there are no parameters or criteria in place to ascertain 

the appropriateness of requested uses of the building’s spaces.17 A graduate student 

participant elaborated: 

But as far as I can tell right now, Trotter doesn't have organizations that are 
registered with it. It's just like a space for any organization to use. And from other 
students that I've talked to, they've said how -- what that results in is just like 
you'll have a frat who reserves the space to do a Yoga class. And is a frat doing a 
Yoga class in that space like what the space is for? I'd argue no. 

Ironically, the specific idea of yoga taking place in New Trotter was a topic of 

conversation during the design phase. According to an alumni participant, this particular 

activity was not one of the uses that they envisioned for the spaces. They recalled: 

I think it was -- we have a reflection room. Like there's, I guess, a meditation -- I 
don't know what they call it now. But they were going to call it a Yoga Room. 
And we were like, "No, thank you. Let's NOT call it a Yoga Room." But yeah, 
you know, just like small things like that. 

This example shows that those involved in the development of New Trotter were not only 

deliberate about the types of spaces they advocated for, but were also conscientious about 

how the naming of these spaces would impact people’s perceptions of how these spaces 

could and should be used. 

            When asked about their understanding of the intended uses of New Trotter, many 

faculty-staff-administrator participants shared the specific ways in which they had 

personally and professionally utilized the building. They detailed the committee meetings 

and community events they attended in New Trotter, as well as the casual meet-ups and 

                                                
17 Details about the room reservation process for New Trotter are provided in Chapter 4. 
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lunch breaks they had there. A faculty-staff-administrator participant described their 

observations of these interactions: 

I'm also seeing like staff from different units use the space also as like a location 
to hold meetings -- somewhere that's a little bit more relaxed and comfortable 
where they can just sit on the couch and chat with someone. 

In addition to being the site of formal and informal activities for faculty and staff 

members and the co-curricular programming hosted by the TMC, the new building also 

holds conferences, retreats, and curricular activities.  

            Intentionally designed to accommodate large-scale events with the ability to 

configure into up to separate three spaces via moveable walls, the 2,800 square-foot 

multipurpose room on the lower level (basement) is used to hold academic classes of 

various sizes during the day. One faculty-staff-administrator participant noted the 

shortage of classroom space on campus and characterized the multipurpose room as 

“natural classroom space.” With hundreds of students entering and exiting New Trotter 

each day to attend classes, many faculty-staff-administrator participants acknowledged 

the impact of this new association with formal curricular activities on the TMC. These 

participants highlighted that this additional function of the space itself contributed to a 

shift in the campus community’s perceptions of the purpose of the TMC as an 

administrative unit and New Trotter as a campus building. Further, several participants 

questioned whether or not the students in the classes understood the meaning of New 

Trotter or thought of it as anything more than what some participants characterized as 

“another building on campus.”            

 Conversely, from an institutional perspective under the identities-focused view, 

the influx of requests to reserve spaces in New Trotter is seen as a good sign. Some 
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faculty-staff-administrator participants consider the heightened interest as an indication 

that the larger campus community is expressing demand for the building and that their 

varied needs are being met through their access to it. One faculty-staff-administrator 

elaborated on this understanding: 

Well, its [New Trotter] biggest problem right now on campus is that it just doesn't 
have enough room. They are just packed with over 20 hours a day, 7 days a week, 
with programs and services. And so, I wish they had more space already. That's a 
good problem to have -- one that they didn't have in their old facility further away 
from the main campus. So, in that sense, I think that's a good problem. 

For this participant, the many uses and users of New Trotter evidenced by the volume or 

room reservations and the amount of foot traffic in the building are perceived as positive 

and desirable outcomes. “They’ve had Board of Regents meetings over there. They’ve 

had, again, CEOs. Different folks come in there. People are actually seeking to come over 

there and talk. Now, that's a matter of pride,” stated this faculty-staff-administrator 

participant, who emphasized that the widespread appeal and benefit of New Trotter also 

extends to external campus stakeholders.  

            Further reflecting the institution’s adoption of the identities-focused view towards 

New Trotter, a faculty-staff-administrator participant described the role of New Trotter as 

“either being a space where it is a space of refuge, or space for education, or space for 

enlightenment, or all. I don't know. I mean, it can be a little bit of everything. I do hope it 

becomes a space where people can feel safe and welcomed.”18 This participant elaborated 

on the intention of New Trotter as campus building: 

                                                
18 This conception of the TMC falls in line with Young’s (1991) “oasis” model, which is 
presented in Chapter 2. The model positions a cultural center as a space that is open to all and 
offers “relief from the surrounding sameness, as a place where cultures meet, exchange, interact, 
and then emerge renewed, refreshed, and made stronger for the sharing” (p. 52). 
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To make it [New Trotter] feel like, you know, students can really -- regardless of 
their race or their identity -- queer, LGBT -- whatever it is -- international 
students, graduate students with kids – they [TMC] want everyone to feel 
welcomed in the space [New Trotter] regardless of what purpose they’re using the 
space for. 

Asserted by this participant, New Trotter is meant to serve a variety of purposes for a 

variety of populations and that the aim is for it to be as welcoming as possible by being 

accessible and non-specific. 

 Countering this perspective of New Trotter, some student participants expressed 

discontent over how it seemed to them as though the U-M applies the identities-focused 

view to New Trotter as a means to benefit the larger campus community, specifically 

White students, at the expense of students of color. An undergraduate student participant 

articulated this point: 

In saying that it's [New Trotter] for everyone, you're [U-M] taking away that it's a 
multicultural space that is meant for -- that is targeted for multicultural groups. 
And you're kind of supporting this idea that multiculturalism is really just here for 
the White majority to feel diverse and to feel that they're getting new experiences. 
That, you know, has inadvertently done a lot of harm to our communities; has 
resulted in fetishization or tokenization of our identities. 

To this student, who used the term “multicultural groups” to denote students of color, U-

M capitalizes on the notion of multiculturalism by framing it as an educational tool for all 

students rather than an inherent asset of individual students. In their sentiment, this 

student insinuated that the institution is reinforcing White supremacy by normalizing 

Whiteness on campus, particularly in New Trotter, and is conceptualizing other racial 

identities as being supplemental to the U-M student experience.  

A New Student Union 

            As a result of the visibility and accessibility of New Trotter for the U-M campus 

community, many student and faculty-staff-administrator participants used the term 
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student union as a descriptor for New Trotter. Based on their observations of the groups 

of individuals who spent time in New Trotter and the types of activities that these 

individuals engaged in while in the building, study participants indicated that it is a 

concern of theirs that the origin of New Trotter, which is grounded in the support of 

students of color and race-based student activism, is being overlooked or cast aside. A 

faculty-staff-administrator participant identified one contributor: 

I think that the University would tell you, ‘Yes, that's what -- you know, that's 
multicultural. We're bringing in all these different types of people into the space." 
But the space in and of itself is just like the [Michigan] League. You know, the 
meeting rooms in Trotter are probably no different than this [referring to the 
interview room], so there's no feel of culture there for me other than that one 
room [referring to the Sankofa Lounge]. 

This individual attributed the modern aesthetic of New Trotter to it seeming “antiseptic” 

to them, which they asserted is in stark contrast to the feeling of place offered by Old 

Trotter. 

            When study participants were asked how New Trotter influences or reflects 

campus culture, an overwhelming number cited the Sankofa Lounge as perhaps the most 

significant proclamation of multiculturalism in the building. As one of the spaces that 

only student organizations are allowed to reserve, this room is mainly kept open during 

the day for student use. During the site visit, it was observed that depending on the time 

of day and who was in the room at the time, the volume level ranged and coincided with 

the activities in which students were engaging. For instance, it was quieter when students 

were deeply studying or working on their laptops, whereas it was livelier when students 

were eating together or hanging out with their friends.  

            Yet several study participants spoke about the concerns they had over the larger 

campus community, namely White students, not understanding the significance of the 
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Sankofa Lounge. A graduate student participant described the implications of students’ 

behaviors in the coveted space: 

Like, what I'm really getting at is the bigger student lounge [Sankofa Lounge] 
where just people come and study. If like more White people come in, more 
affluent people come in, more -- I don't know -- people who just take up space 
and they are just being loud and rowdy -- it starts to become less and less of a 
space that one has earned and more of a space that's being intruded on.  

In fact, one faculty-staff-administrator participant, talked about an experience they had 

with two White students in the Sankofa Lounge that exemplified a lack of awareness of 

the importance of New Trotter beyond being a campus building. This participant 

recounted: 

I have gone in on occasion and, you know, there were two girls and they had 
come in and just like had thrown their feet up on the tables and they were acting 
really, to me, just disrespectful in general. So I said, “Excuse me.” And I said, 
“You know, the building's just opened. Would you mind, you know, putting your 
feet down?” And I was like thinking to myself, “You know, would you do this in 
your sorority house?”  

From this incident, this participant connected the two students’ behavior in the Sankofa 

Lounge to the level of value they attributed to New Trotter in comparison to other 

campus buildings such as a sorority house.  

 With the Sankofa Lounge serving as one example of how differing perceptions of 

New Trotter impact its meaning and function for the larger campus community, some 

student participants emphasized the need for greater clarity and messaging to differentiate 

New Trotter from other buildings like U-M’s student unions. A graduate student 

participant explained:  

So like, in general, I think just having the space [New Trotter] isn't enough. It 
comes down to how you actually utilize the space, market the space. So like, if 
that just ends up being a space that anyone can use for anything, and it just 
becomes like another student union that has a slightly better facade. And like it 
has more decorative stuff. 
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Echoing this perspective, a faculty-staff-administrator participant argued that the face 

value of the building being “multicultural” does not translate into the ways that students 

are utilizing it. They stressed that this is especially the case for White students: 

But I think if you look closer -- if you go over to Trotter say 7:30-8 o'clock in the 
evening -- what you will see is not students enjoying the multicultural center. It's 
more of students have found -- and mainly White students have found -- a new 
place to study. And it's a new building. And you can eat in it. And your friends – 
you know, everybody can come. It's more of -- it's a new study hall is the way I 
see it. And I don't think they actually appreciate what the building's for and why. 

Related to this observation, another faculty-staff-administrator participant offered a 

fitting response that reflects the identities-focused view, in which they gave an example 

of how the purpose of New Trotter is being relayed to students in general: 

“This is not just a cute space for you to study. The intentionality is for you to 
build community. Maybe find a new friend. Learn something new. And it is lastly 
a study space.” And so, I think that trying to shift the narrative of that in some 
ways for White students has been interesting. 

To debunk the perception that New Trotter is merely a new place to study, this participant 

shared that students are encouraged to engage in the building in other ways. Further, the 

last part of their statement suggests that this perception is more prevalent among White 

students and the conversations had with them have resulted in mixed reactions. 

 A graduate student participant emphasized that the open access to reservations for 

spaces in New Trotter greatly contributes to the wide range of uses and users of the 

building and to the conception of it being a new student union. This participant, who 

associated being “multicultural” with being race- or ethnicity-based, asserted: 
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So I think even right now, what I've seen or heard from other students is like that 
space [New Trotter] is being overtaken by other student orgs that aren't 
multicultural per se. But it's like, Trotter doesn't have any policy of like, you have 
to fit these criteria for you to be able to use this space. So I could see like a 
challenge of it being like, either you define it as being these things that upset 
some people, or you just let it become anything space and becomes another 
student union. 

Given the confusion over the conception of New Trotter as a campus building, many 

study participants asserted that a simple solution is for U-M to be transparent by clearly 

communicating its intended purpose and functions. These participants encouraged the 

implementation of parameters for room reservations and argued that while there might be 

some unhappy groups in the short-term, this approach would serve New Trotter and U-M 

well in the long-term. 

Existence as an Administrative Unit 

 The complexity that surrounds the TMC in New Trotter is attributed to not only 

the multiple symbolic and spatial conceptions that members of the U-M campus 

community attach to it, but also the manner in which it is positioned to function as an 

administrative unit. As outlined in Chapter 4, the evolution of the TMC continues to be 

shaped by a myriad of organizational, physical, and legal elements, such as significant 

changes in organizational structures, relocations across campus to buildings of varying 

conditions, and institutional responses to state- and federal-level legislation. 

 With its recent move, the TMC is tasked with creating and offering a new set of 

programmatic experiences for students; developing partnerships and collaborations with 

schools, colleges, and other units across campus around DEI-focused efforts, and 

managing and maintaining New Trotter. Furthermore, as study participants expressed, 

campus constituency groups have different perceptions of and expectations for the TMC 



 216 

in New Trotter, which are informed by the two views on multiculturalism. In turn, study 

participants conveyed that the TMC’s capacity to fulfill its responsibilities as an 

administrative unit is challenged in the following areas: (a) establishing an identity; (b) 

meeting students’ needs, and (c) sustaining and securing resources. In this section, I 

discuss these three administrative aspects of the TMC and explain how they are reflective 

of the tension created by the applications of the race/ethnicity-focused view and 

identities-focused view. 

Establishing an Identity 

 Although the TMC is not a new administrative unit on campus, it must continue 

to establish its identity given that it exists in an arguably more complex organizational 

context than it did when it was in Old Trotter. According to some study participants, the 

confusion surrounding the TMC in New Trotter is, in part, the result of the institutional 

decision to merge it with MESA in 1981, for which the unit of MESA/Trotter existed 

until 2014. Study participants who engaged with MESA/Trotter shared that they 

understood the difference between the two offices to be that MESA focused on providing 

advising, funding, and race- and ethnicity-related programming, whereas the TMC 

concentrated primarily on building management and event coordination in Old Trotter. In 

describing the perceptions of the TMC under MESA/Trotter held by students, one 

faculty-staff-administrator participant explained: 

Students know, "Oh, Trotter. You mean the location?" Not necessarily this robust 
set of work or building. Sometimes it's ‘cause of the weird connection between 
Trotter and MESA. So MESA was known for the programs, but Trotter was just 
the space. 
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An alumni participant echoed this perspective, as well as emphasized that in 

differentiating the functions of the TMC in Old Trotter, they saw that being a campus 

building was its primary function. They clarified: 

When I talk about Trotter, I kind of see it as different entities. Or like, sometimes 
when I talk about Trotter, I mean the facility itself. Sometimes when I talk about 
Trotter, it's about the people -- the staff, the programming, the admin who are 
involved with Trotter is kind of like a separate part.  

In spite of the programming and support services that have been created and offered by 

the TMC since 2014, this understanding evidently still lingers on campus based on the 

responses of some student and faculty-staff-administrator participants. They shared that it 

was common for student groups, the larger campus community, and the general public to 

not know that the TMC has administrative responsibilities beyond building management, 

confuse the TMC and MESA with one another, or mistake them for being the same unit. 

 Signaling the need for the TMC staff to provide clearer messaging and promotion 

for New Trotter, a few faculty-staff-administrator participants described a level of 

uncertainty about New Trotter possessed by those in the campus community who are 

unfamiliar with the TMC in Old Trotter. They expressed that there is “some mystery” 

around the building, specifically what goes on in it and who has access to it. During the 

site visit, direct observations were made that substantiate this point. On a handful of 

occasions, students and other campus community members of various presumed racial 

and ethnic identities took a few hesitant steps into New Trotter and then inquired at the 

reception desk about the building. They often asked what it was for, what spaces they 

could use, and what they could do while in there. According to a graduate student 

participant, “I think right now, everyone's just like in this weird position of like, if you 

have a reason to go there, you go there. But like, if you don't have a reason to go there, 
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there's no reason to go there.” Their perception was that students, in general, are not quite 

sure why they would need to go to New Trotter outside of attending specific meetings or 

events there.   

 For the study participants who were familiar with the TMC in Old Trotter, they 

sensed that the confusion was due to the change in its focus that came with the relocation. 

One faculty-staff-administrator participant explained the TMC’s adoption of the 

identities-focused view: 

Students felt like it was important to them to have the building [New Trotter] be 
central on campus as like symbolic and for student access. And since moving to 
Trotter on State, Trotter has reframed and branded their mission to be truly 
inclusive and multicultural and offer programs to engage all students. 

This participant also shared that it is not clear to them what the new mission of the TMC 

actually means and looks like in practice. Specifically, this participant drew distinctions 

between two different possibilities: “If the mission is for it [New Trotter] to be like a safe 

haven for students of color, it's different than being a place for students of different 

identities to engage. It's a totally different mission.” Illustrating the two views on 

multiculturalism in their statement, this participant asserted that the two missions are in 

conflict with one another and cannot be enacted simultaneously. Underscored in this 

perspective, which other study participants also expressed, is that the association of New 

Trotter with a sense of safety for students of color is characterized by providing 

protection from possible harm caused by those of other identities.19 In this instance, the 

differentiation that this participant made is between students of color and White students, 

                                                
19 This perspective of New Trotter, which is grounded in the race/ethnicity-focused view, is 
outlined in detail earlier in this chapter in “A Space to Protect.” 
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in which the latter group is the focus and beneficiaries of the second mission type they 

described.20 This participant continued:  

And I think that's the one that they're moving towards -- is like, having people of 
different identities being able to come together and like study and take class and 
go to educational seminars and dialogues -- versus being like a homey place for 
certain identities. And I think that's going to come naturally and come from like 
the language that Trotter uses and its marketing. 

Similar to this participant, many faculty-staff-administrator participants acknowledged 

their awareness that the direction U-M is taking with the TMC in New Trotter is in 

alignment with the identities-focused view. A faculty-staff-administrator participant also 

emphasized that transparency in the scope of the TMC’s work needs to be conveyed: 

And the most important for them [TMC in New Trotter], though, is to stay 
focused on where they're trying to go and what are they’re trying to do here. And 
have a clear mission in terms of their job. They can do a lot of things, but there 
are some things they cannot do also. So, they've got to be very clear about what 
they can do and what they cannot do. And then, let the students know about that.  

These participants asserted that the TMC staff and the institution itself needs to identify 

and then explicitly communicate to students the mission of the TMC in New Trotter and 

how they plan to actualize this mission within the larger campus context. 

 However, part of the challenges involved in the TMC’s task of establishing its 

identity is working through the areas of ambiguity faced by its staff. One area mentioned 

by multiple faculty-staff-administrator participants was how the TMC staff would handle 

potentially contentious situations such as the prospect of receiving room reservation 

requests from controversial or unfavorable groups. A faculty-staff-administrator 

participant, who drew on their knowledge of the negative campus racial climate of U-M, 

elaborated: 

                                                
20 This perspective of New Trotter, which is grounded in the identities-focused view, is outlined 
in detail earlier in this chapter in “A Space of Many Uses.” 
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I know they're [TMC staff] probably gonna have -- just due to this campus and 
some of the push-back they've seen coming over the past years since 2016 -- I 
know there's gonna be a White Power group that's gonna want to use it [New 
Trotter] and say that they're a part of the multicultural initiative. That's gonna be 
something I think they're gonna have to handle and deal with.  

Here, this participant illustrated the tension that exists between perceptions of New 

Trotter being a space that provides safety for students of color under the race/ethnicity-

focused view to perceptions that it is a communal space for all students under the 

identities-focused view. Moreover, a handful of faculty-staff-administrator participants 

mentioned that since it is in the purview of U-M’s Conference and Event Services to 

approve requests, the TMC staff would need to figure out a mechanism for intervening in 

the process if they so choose. 

 Along the same lines, at the time of the site visit it was announced that the second 

debate in the series of three U.S. Presidential Debates would take place at U-M in 

October 2020 prior to the November election21 (University of Michigan Office of the 

Vice President for Communications, 2019). As such, some faculty-staff-administrator 

participants expressed uncertainty over the role that the TMC as an administrative unit 

and a campus building would play in supporting students, in particular. While a few 

participants described the types of programming that could take place, including 

opportunities to hold difficult dialogues, others concentrated on what forms of student 

support might be needed. One participant, who maintained that the focus of the TMC in 

New Trotter is “marginalized students,” spoke of a lack of clarity on what the appropriate 

practices and protocols would be to serve these students: 

                                                
21 In June 2020, U-M was no longer slated to host the second Presidential Debate per the request 
of President Schlissel, who cited the institution’s intention of promoting the public health and 
safety of the campus community as his rationale  (Fitzgerald, 2020). 



 221 

I'm also thinking about where Trotter -- in the more near future with the 
presidential debate and all the interesting things that will likely happen with the 
different presidential candidates. And the University of Michigan being one of the 
locations where a presidential debate will happen. And being a multicultural 
center, like what role they will have in terms of holding space for students that 
feel marginalized. And if there's an incident where something goes wrong and 
there's -- my brain just goes to like the extreme -- so like if there's physical 
violence, what role do they hold in trying to protect students. 

Given that the TMC in New Trotter is aligned with the identities-focused view from an 

institutional perspective, whereas this particular participant held the race/ethnicity-

focused view, the concerns they expressed in their statement bring to light where the 

tension between the two views creates practical administrative challenges. The possibility 

of having a large-scale, politically oriented, and racially charged event on campus 

prompted the TMC staff to have conversations about how they would approach these 

types of situations in the future. 

 Additionally, the challenge in carving out the functions of the TMC in New 

Trotter in the institution’s general DEI initiative is not only complicated by the influence 

of the two views, but also by the decentralized organizational structure of U-M. As 

described in Chapter 4, DEI-focused work at U-M is disbursed among multiple 

administrative units such as MESA (which also reports to Student Life) and OAMI 

(which reports to the Office of DEI), as well as various offices housed in individual 

academic departments, schools, and colleges. One faculty-staff-administrator participant 

explained: 

I think what's important for Trotter is to continue pushing the envelope around 
DEI in their own way. Because their scope is also limited, as well, given that there 
is a lot of other units that do good work and they are experts in their areas. So, 
they [TMC staff] are being mindful of that. 
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While study participants often referenced the TMC in New Trotter as one of the 

cornerstones of the DEI Strategic Plan, they also acknowledged that the administrative 

work of the unit must fit into and support existing campus efforts and structures. 

 Although there are administrative units on campus that provide specific identity-

based support for various student populations, including the International Center for 

international students and global education, Services for Students with Disabilities, and 

the Spectrum Center for LGBTQ students and allies, student participants shared that they 

are unclear about the relationship between these offices and the TMC. A graduate student 

participant commented that they saw the value and potential impact of the TMC in New 

Trotter on the U-M campus community, yet they were uncertain about which social 

identities are included in its focus: 

I'm not too sure whether that [multicultural] means like, it's focused on racial 
diversity or in general diversity. So, I think that's maybe some of the confusion is, 
sort of -- what's the focus? Is it, you know, people with disabilities? People who 
identify as a sexual minority? Or is it more like for the racial diversity piece? 

In essence, this student’s statement indicated that there is ambiguity as to whether the 

TMC aligns with the race/ethnicity-focused view or identities-focused view, in which 

they questioned if the focus is on racial and ethnic identities or all identities.   

 While this sampling of statements is not representative of all study participants, it 

does showcase the difficult task facing the TMC, namely its staff, of attending to what 

students, the institution, and the larger campus community want, need, and expect from it 

as a symbol, campus building, and administrative unit. Aptly put, a faculty-staff-

administrator participant stated: 



 223 

Sometimes the Center is, I think, different things for different constituents. It is 
different things for the institution than it is for students than it is for the campus. 
And sometimes I think the campus and the students are a little bit more closer in 
what they may want or envision the space to be. And then I think the institution 
also wants it to be something, equally. 

In identifying cohesion between the perspectives of students and of faculty and staff, and 

then distinguishing them from the perspective of the institution, this participant pointed to 

the tension that exists between campus constituency groups. This participant’s assertion 

that the conception of the TMC in New Trotter held by students, faculty, and staff is 

different than that of U-M implied that there is general alignment of the former group 

with the race/ethnicity-focused view and of the latter with the identities-focused view. 

Meeting Students’ Needs 

 By and large, study participants expressed the belief that the main function of the 

TMC in New Trotter is to serve and support students. Specifically, study participants 

overwhelmingly asserted that the programming offered by the TMC and access to New 

Trotter should be geared toward meeting the needs of U-M students. However, the 

particular student populations identified as the focus of the administrative unit’s priorities 

and efforts varied depending on each participant’s application of either the race/ethnicity-

focused view or identities-focused view. Further, the TMC is expected to serve multiple 

functions in order to address the variety of reasons as to why students seek it out. As an 

alumni participant explained: 

I think some folks who make use of Trotter as a facility, don't necessarily interact 
or work with the staff and admin folks directly. It's more like, "I just need services 
that the facility itself provides,” and not necessarily the additional support and 
benefit that comes with having certain staff members available and whatnot. 

Echoing this sentiment, study participants acknowledged the ways in which the TMC in 

New Trotter is meeting the needs of students. They also spoke at length about the 
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challenges of the TMC staff’s responsibilities associated with programming and building 

management. 

 Some study participants commented on the tentative nature of the TMC’s 

programs and opportunities that are offered to students, citing the one-time, pilot 

approach taken by the staff to test out ideas.22 A faculty-staff-administrator participant 

described that the TMC was in “wait and see mode” because the staff was offering a set 

of programs for the first time and did not know which program types and formats would 

be of value or interest to students. With the bulk of their programs being partnerships or 

co-sponsorships with various institutional entities, the TMC staff also did not know if 

those particular programs would recur. Moreover, study participants highlighted the 

uncertainty around the level of funding from the institution and potential donors that 

would be available in the coming years for each of the TMC’s five areas of programmatic 

experiences. In turn, TMC staff members were tentative about the capacity to which they 

would be able to continue or expand their current efforts. 

 In acknowledging the wide variation in interests and preferences among 

individual students and student populations, a few faculty-staff-administrator participants 

talked about the needs analysis that the TMC staff conducted in the previous year to 

guide and inform their programmatic efforts. This analysis indicated students’ 

perspectives on what programs should and should not be offered by the TMC and what 

gaps existed in the programs offered across campus that the TMC could fill. Commenting 

on the TMC staff’s use of the analysis results, a faculty-staff-administrator participant 

stated, “What they’re [TMC staff] doing this year is living into that. But they have to 

                                                
22 The elements of the TMC’s approach to programming in New Trotter are described in Chapter 
4. 
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continuously do that ñ use a continuous improvement mindset in terms of refreshing and 

updating and offering programming there [New Trotter].”  

 These faculty-staff-administrator participants also mentioned that one of the 

findings of the analysis was the need for the TMC to expand its reach to more student 

populations, especially graduate students. This finding is corroborated by responses 

shared by some graduate student participants who said that they are not sure if the TMC’s 

programs are for or applicable to them. One participant explained: 

As a graduate student, I do sometimes wonder, “Is this necessarily for me?” Like, 
are the events and activities going to be geared more towards undergraduate 
students? Because their undergraduate needs are obviously different than 
graduate. 

Additionally, these participants noted that although New Trotter is in Central Campus, 

they are rarely in the area because their classes and academic departments are located in 

other parts of campus. However, an alumni participant, based on their experiences as an 

undergraduate student, speculated that the location of New Trotter likely attracts more 

graduate students compared to location of Old Trotter: 

There's probably more graduate students that are in the space [New Trotter] now 
than there used to be -- which I think there's opportunity now for there to be more 
proactive, intergenerational engagement between undergraduates, graduate 
students, and staff -- because it's more central. 

This participant emphasized that because New Trotter has a greater ability to bring 

different campus populations together through its location, the TMC staff should leverage 

that ability to promote engagement. According to a faculty-staff-administrator 

participant, the TMC staff was considering ways to implement intentional outreach 

efforts, such as hosting programs outside of New Trotter in various parts of campus. They 

shared that the rationale behind this idea was that the TMC staff could increase access to 
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their programs by engaging undergraduate and graduate students in North Campus and in 

the multicultural lounges located in residence halls.  

 Beyond offering programming, some faculty-staff-administrator participants 

pointed to an expectation for New Trotter to offer an environment that is conducive to 

student learning and engagement. For instance, one participant shared, “I hope that when 

students are in the building and attend events and just hanging out and studying, that 

they're able to have conversations or think about issues of identity and difference.” In 

addition to emphasizing the types of student activities that they envisioned would take 

place in New Trotter, this participant conveyed an expectation for the environment to be 

reflective of the identities-focused view by stressing the presence of difference in these 

activities. Likewise, another faculty-staff-administrator participant articulated the 

identities-focused view in offering a general description of what student engagement 

should resemble in New Trotter: “What they [TMC staff] can do is really make sure that 

you feel welcomed in the space and that, you know, you're learning or you're engaging 

positively in the space as much as you can.” 

 Conversely, other faculty-staff-administrator participants associated the 

race/ethnicity-focused view with their perspectives on the type of environment that New 

Trotter could provide for students of color. One participant offered a point for 

consideration: “It being a multicultural center, like what role they [TMC staff] will have 

in terms of holding space for students that feel marginalized.” Here, this participant 

stressed the centering of students of color in the metaphysical notion of space in New 

Trotter, where the environment in the building is responsive to minoritized students’ 

racial and ethnic identities and individual modes of learning and engagement.   
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 From a faculty-staff-administrator perspective, participants mentioned that they 

are pleased by their general observations of students being the primary occupants of New 

Trotter. They explained that the energy of and proximity to students often draws non-

students, including themselves and their colleagues, to the building for professional and 

personal reasons. However, they also conveyed some concerns over whether the 

utilization of New Trotter by multiple campus populations is hindering the prioritization 

of students by causing them to lose access to the building’s spaces. Direct observations 

made during the site visit corroborate this perspective. Throughout the workweek in the 

morning and afternoon hours, various U-M departments, units, and campus committees 

frequently used the small and large meeting rooms. Furthermore, on the day of the U-M 

and MSU football game, both meeting rooms and the Sankofa Lounge, which is 

described by the TMC as a space that is designated for student use, were blocked off the 

entire day to hold multiple U-M Board of Regents functions and to host MSU Board of 

Trustees members and senior-level administrators. 

 In addition to sharing this sentiment, the student participants who held the 

race/ethnicity-focused view often spoke about their need for and concerns over access to 

New Trotter.23 They argued that within the prioritization of students in New Trotter, 

students of color should be given greater priority. Citing the long history of the exclusion 

of populations of color from all facets of U-M, these students drew a parallel between the 

application of the identities-focused view to New Trotter and the continued exclusion of 

students of color from campus spaces. An undergraduate student participant expounded 

on this idea: 
                                                
23 The need for access to spaces in New Trotter for students of color is outlined earlier in this 
chapter under “A Space to Protect.” Also presented in this chapter are the concerns over access to 
spaces in New Trotter for students of color under “A Contested Space.” 
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So like when the University is not inherently made for everyone, and then you're 
saying, "This [New Trotter] is for everyone." Like, that word has never meant 
everyone and it historically hasn't. So why would it now? And like also, White 
students have priority in literally every other space!             

Sharing this stance, some alumni participants recalled the attempts made during the 

design phase of New Trotter by student activists who wanted to ensure that students of 

color had priority access to the spaces in the building, especially the Sankofa Lounge. An 

alumni participant clarified: 

We tried to -- there's a lounge in the new center called the Sankofa Lounge that 
the Black Student Union came up with the name. There's pictures of student 
activism dating from 1968, primarily Black student activism. And what we 
wanted to do was put restrictions on that lounge -- that only the BSU, La Casa, 
UAAO, Arab Student Association, and NASA could reserve that space. And if 
they wanted to, they can reserve it for other orgs within their community. But we 
just cannot do that. We can't put any kind of restrictions, or anything that is seen 
as favoring students of color just by law. And that was the most irritating thing we 
came across as the Center was being built. Because while it's called the 
multicultural center, there's nothing that's engrained in its policy that makes sure 
it's only serving students of color. 

This participant, who expressed the race/ethnicity-focused view, referenced the 

parameters set by Proposal 2 that prohibit the TMC in New Trotter from specifying 

students of color as the targeted beneficiaries of its services, including the building’s 

spaces.24 

 Similarly, other student participants acknowledged the legal implications of U-

M’s approach to Proposal 2 for New Trotter. Comparing the TMC in New Trotter to the 

TMC in Old Trotter, an alumni participant stated: 

                                                
24 The elements of Proposal 2, along with U-M’s interpretation of and adherence to the law, are 
described in detail in Chapter 4. 
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Now that it’s [New Trotter] a building that's in the university spotlight having all 
those different rules and laws attached to it -- whereas before, Trotter kind of got 
to do whatever it wanted. And being under the spotlight all the time. And it's hard 
to serve students of color who are going through really difficult issues and being 
under the spotlight where you can get in trouble at any time. 

Expressing the race/ethnicity-focused view, this participant asserted that with the TMC’s 

relocation, the heightened attention paid to it makes its adherence to rules and laws more 

visible and subject to scrutiny, which directly challenges its ability to support students of 

color. Since such rules and laws did not exist when the Trotter House and the TMC in 

Old Trotter were established, these institutional entities were able to operate with an 

explicit focus on students of color.             

 Addressing the open access to reservable spaces in New Trotter, a graduate 

student participant offered a solution for how students of color could be prioritized 

without excluding White students: 

So I think you can prioritize while not being exclusionary. So, it's like, “This is 
what we're prioritizing for now, but we're not going to make it inaccessible to 
everyone else. Like, you can still access it. But the way you talk about it, the way 
you present it, the way you advertise this event has to fit our current definition of 
what we're prioritizing.” 

According to this student, the TMC staff needs to better articulate the focus of New 

Trotter by creating a set of criteria for the room reservation process to determine the 

appropriateness of requested uses. However, many faculty-staff-administrator 

participants acknowledged the complexity of U-M’s position as a state-funded entity and 

the difficulties involved in trying to serve the needs and interests of multiple 

stakeholders. One of these participants asserted that while the TMC staff can attempt to 

establish criteria for room reservations, there are potential legal repercussions for issuing 

limitations: 
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They [TMC staff] can TRY to put barriers around -- or, you know, put bumpers 
around it -- guardrails around it. But, they can easily get into legal trouble if they 
start limiting speech, if they start limiting the types of groups that are in the space. 

The point made by this participant connects to the concerns expressed by multiple 

faculty-staff-administrator participants over potential situations such as if a “White Power 

group” were to request a room in New Trotter. According to this participant, imposing 

restrictions on the uses and users of campus spaces poses too great of a legal risk. 

 Further, faculty-staff-administrator participants offered varied opinions on how 

the TMC staff should handle the prioritization of students. One participant, who aligned 

New Trotter with the identities-focused view, asserted, “Understanding that even as the 

different student groups vie to use this space and are there, I think it's important they 

[TMC staff] remain impartial, even as they are advocating for the multicultural center.” 

However, another faculty-staff-administrator participant questioned that implications of 

the TMC staff’s attempts at being impartial, for which they wondered what norms or 

messaging were being created or perpetuated through action or inaction: 

I’m also thinking about the things that they [TMC staff] do or don't do. So like, if 
they don't address certain things, what does that mean in terms of norms that 
they're creating for people that interact with the space [New Trotter]. But then, 
also norms that they're creating throughout campus -- if that makes sense. So if 
they don't support students -- like if there's inactions that indicate that they're not 
supporting students. 

A noteworthy consideration that is tied to this notion of being impartial is the capacity of 

the TMC staff to support student activism since their advocacy of students’ efforts may 

signal preferences or priorities on behalf of the TMC. 

 A significant number of study participants conveyed that the TMC in New Trotter 

primarily supports race-based student activism by honoring its legacy. “Trotter's walls 

certainly pay homage to the history of student activism at U of M, though I don't believe 
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they are involved in any student activism currently,” stated an undergraduate student 

participant. Although it was a common perspective of study participants that the TMC 

takes a more passive approach to supporting student activism through cultural artifacts 

and visual depictions such as the artwork on display throughout the building and the 

photographs on the walls in the Sankofa Lounge, some student participants indicated a 

preference for the TMC to take a more active approach. For example, one undergraduate 

student participant stated, “Ideally, it [TMC in New Trotter] should be a resource and 

space for student activism. They should support and cultivate activism and student-run 

initiatives that already exist.” Another form of desired support that student participants 

indicated was getting information on reporting bias incidents and navigating negative 

experiences with faculty members in the classroom. 

 Overwhelmingly, study participants who engaged with the TMC in Old Trotter 

emphasized that it was the go-to location for numerous and frequent events held by 

student activists and for efforts related to organizing and mobilizing. All of the alumni 

participants described that when issues arose, student organizations could easily and 

quickly call a meeting in Old Trotter to convene their members and plan their activities. 

Similarly, current student participants expressed that the TMC in New Trotter could 

support their activism by providing space for formal and informal gatherings, meetings, 

and events. For instance, an undergraduate student participant explained: 

It would be difficult for Trotter to be involved in race-based student activism due 
to the politics of it all, but they should at least be there to support students by 
providing a space for such planning or discussing. 

Here, this participant implied that because of the contentious nature of race-based student 

activism and the politics of the institution, they did not expect the TMC staff to be 
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directly involved in the activism efforts of students. Other student participants also talked 

about the power structures involved in student activism, for which they stressed the 

complicated dynamic of students needing space on campus to come together to contest 

the institution. A graduate student participant described: 

If it [New Trotter] does go the route that I want it to go to where it becomes a 
space for building solidarity and community, like the University isn't going to be 
happy with that. Like, if you have a bunch of students now who are all upset and 
are talking to each other, like blaming the institution rather than blaming 
individuals, that forces accountability in a way that the institution probably 
doesn't want, right? 

Likewise, an undergraduate student participant stated, “The multicultural center also 

fosters students who are like critical of the institution.” As such, a handful of student 

participants expressed that the TMC could also play a supportive role in their activism by 

offering programming for capacity building around event planning and communication 

skills, along with providing information about institutional policies and procedures. 

 An effort made by the TMC staff to bring groups together, which was mentioned 

by several student and faculty-staff-administrator participants, was the multicultural 

retreat held in early fall 2019. Student participants shared that the event was meaningful 

because it gave leaders of race- and ethnicity-based student organizations an opportunity 

to learn about the work of and problems faced by other organizations, as well as come up 

with ways to support one another. They talked about a discussion held during the event 

on the issues surrounding room reservations and access in New Trotter, which they 

described as being impactful because it enabled the students there to develop a collective 

course of action (Occupy Trotter). These participants also conveyed how the retreat 

provided students with insight about the TMC and exposure to the TMC staff.  



 233 

 Since MESA formally and informally advises a number of race- and ethnicity-

based student organizations that are traditionally involved in on-campus activism, some 

faculty-staff-administrator participants identified this as a challenge for the TMC staff. 

One participant elaborated: 

It’s an evolving relationship that they [TMC staff] have with student groups. The 
groups are starting to clearly understand that they’re [TMC staff] not serving them 
in that advisor role. And that does impact the way the groups show up and the 
way they don't tell them [TMC staff] everything. They [TMC staff] don't know 
what's going on sometimes with those groups in terms of their activism or their 
needs if it doesn't involve Trotter. But if it does involve Trotter, the groups will 
definitely tell them [TMC staff]. 

This participant highlighted that the ability of the TMC staff to form relationships with 

student organizations is strained by the absence of advising, which results in little 

communication or interaction between the two. Moreover, this participant stated that 

discussions like the one that took place during the multicultural retreat and collective 

efforts like Occupy Trotter are seen as welcomed forms of student activism that the TMC 

could indirectly support.  

Securing and Sustaining Resources 

 Arguably, the administrative functions of the TMC as an institutional entity, in 

large part, hinge upon the capacity of its staff and funding. All of the study participants 

who were familiar with the TMC in Old Trotter spoke of the stark difference in the level 

of investment made by U-M towards the TMC in New Trotter. While some participants 

cited the increases in human and financial resources that came along with the creation of 

New Trotter as positive outcomes, others articulated the complexities and challenges that 

have also resulted. 
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Staffing 

 Several faculty-staff-administrator participants who were familiar with the TMC 

in Old Trotter noted that the staffing structure has changed dramatically to accommodate 

the unit’s relocation and operations in New Trotter. “Because it [TMC] has functioned so 

much as a facility for so long until recently, now I think you’re starting to get staff who 

are multicultural affairs practitioners working in the Center,” said one faculty-staff-

administrator participant to describe the evolved responsibilities and composition of the 

TMC professional staff. Whereas the primary responsibility of the TMC staff in Old 

Trotter was oversight of the building, the TMC staff in New Trotter is also charged with 

other administrative tasks. As this participant explained, the additional roles of associate 

director, intercultural learning and innovation lead, program manager, office assistant, 

and office manager did not exist at Old Trotter. Along with having a larger staff, the 

TMC had a new staff. According to some faculty-staff-administrator participants, all of 

the TMC professional staff roles were filled right before the opening of New Trotter in 

April 2019, with the exception of the director who was hired at the start of the fall 2018 

semester.  

 Many participants clarified that the implications of these staffing changes revolve 

around the ability of staff members to develop a clear grasp of the administrative 

functions of the TMC, including those related to programming, building management, 

and cross-campus relationship building. Both student and faculty-staff-administrator 

participants acknowledged the multi-faced complexities faced by the TMC staff and the 

significance of the hiring decisions for these positions. An alumni participant asserted: 
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I think the challenges that Trotter faces could be avoided, solved, or mitigated. 
And it all depends on who is in charge -- who is the director of Trotter at the time, 
you know? So, I feel like honestly, whoever has that job has a pretty difficult job 
in the University of Michigan. But, if the leadership is there, then I feel like the 
challenges won't be as great. 

As evidenced by this participant’s statement, the director position was of interest to many 

study participants who commented that this role possesses a notable degree of influence 

and difficulty. This perspective was echoed by a faculty-staff-administrator participant 

who posited, “Whoever’s in that spot [director position] -- the person that's there -- from 

what I've seen in the past -- if they have ideas and they start to do things and they listen to 

the students, they can do a lot.” Here, this participant pointed to the act of acknowledging 

and honoring students’ voices as being necessary for effectiveness in the role, as well as 

implied the importance of garnering student support and approval. Student participants 

also expressed this sentiment and shared that they appreciated when staff members and 

administrators sought out their input and were responsive to their feedback. 

            Alongside the scope of the work of the TMC professional staff, many study 

participants noted the upcoming retirement of VP Harper in January 2020. “I think, 

honestly, whatever is the new leadership of the Vice President for Student Life, I think 

will determine what that will look like for the institution moving forward,” commented a 

faculty-staff-administrator participant on the broader implications for the TMC given that 

it falls under Student Life in U-M’s organizational structure. Another faculty-staff-

administrator participant shared: 

We are currently searching for a Vice President of Student Affairs. And so, I think 
that will determine a lot of what Trotter looks like, in some ways, because they 
[new VP] could come in and say, "Hey, I don't like this set of programs." Or, "I 
think the vision for this…” -- not necessarily the vision for the Center should 
change, but maybe their priorities should change. And so, that could shift what 
they [TMC] do and what it looks like in some ways.  
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In their statement, this participant articulated a degree of uncertainty when they described 

the possible changes that could occur once the position is filled, specifically emphasizing 

the fluid nature of the unit’s programming efforts and priorities. 

 In addition to the impact of organizational structures on the functionality of the 

TMC, numerous faculty-staff-administrator participants spoke widely on the challenges 

that TMC professional staff members face with respect to their own positionality and that 

of the TMC. Many of these participants described the complicated spaces that U-M 

employees of color often face within their respective positions as institutional 

representatives and holders of marginalized or minoritized social identities themselves. 

Some participants speculated that this was also true for the TMC staff members who 

identify as persons of color, especially regarding the tensions that arise as a result of the 

two views on multiculturalism and their own perspectives on how to meet the varied 

needs of multiple campus constituency groups. 

 Furthermore, an overwhelming perspective shared by study participants is the 

importance of accessibility to the TMC staff in terms of being able to easily interact with 

them and seek them out as resources. Logistically in New Trotter, the professional and 

student staff are housed in an office suite on the second level behind locked and frosted 

glass doors. One alumni participant stated their concern: “You still see that welcome desk 

at the new center, but I think by having the actual staff offices upstairs that requires a lot 

more of that back and forth.” During the site visit, this physical separation between the 

TMC staff and everyone else in the building was certainly observed and felt, for which 

the reception desk student staff seemed as though they were serving as the gatekeepers to 

the professional staff. Consequently, a few student participants asserted that the building 
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layout was part of the reason why they neither knew nor interacted with the TMC 

professional staff members. 

Funding 

 At the time of the site visit, some faculty-staff-administrator participants 

mentioned that the TMC would soon post and fill a couple of newly created professional 

staff positions to allow for a more feasible workload for each staff member. In addition, 

they conveyed that the possibility of an eliminated funding stream for the TMC’s general 

operations was not an area of concern for them. One participant explained: 

If you don't have resources, you don't have any choice. But as I said, they [U-M] 
are providing some resources there [TMC] to see if it's going to work out or not. 
And I hope it does because -- It's easy to keep saying, "Well, we want to do 
something about DEI on our campus." It's much more difficult to do something 
about it.  

The resources that this participant referred to pertain not only to human resources, but 

also to financial resources allocated through U-M’s $85 million investment in the 

implementation of its five-year, DEI Strategic Plan.25 However, given that this plan 

comes to an end in 2021, this participant implied that future funding for the TMC hangs 

in the balance as U-M determines its direction moving forward. A few faculty-staff-

administrator participants stated that their uncertainty about the level of U-M’s continued 

investment in DEI-focused work after the conclusion of the DEI Strategic Plan made 

them wonder what the implications would be for work of the TMC. 

 U-M has been actively engaged in donor development efforts to supplement the 

general operational budget that it provides to the TMC.26 Several faculty-staff-

                                                
25 The elements of U-M’s five-year, DEI Strategic Plan, which was launched in 2016, are 
described in Chapter 4. 
26 The available donor opportunities to support the TMC in New Trotter are presented in Chapter 
4. 
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administrator participants attributed the relocation of the TMC and the creation of New 

Trotter to the heightened interest demonstrated by potential donors. One of these 

participants elaborated: 

A lot of the administration, Board of Regents, faculty have had meetings over 
there [New Trotter]. And, we have a number of donors that have come up over 
there and had meetings over there. Some city folks had meetings over there. And, 
the more these folks come over there and see the facility and see the feeling of the 
students and the excitement about DEI, the more, hopefully, support we get 
towards not just the building itself, but also toward the whole effort for DEI on 
campus.  

With the visibility of U-M’s DEI efforts showcased in New Trotter, a faculty-staff-

administrator participant highlighted, “Folks are donating money. Our fundraising efforts 

have been phenomenal in the last eight months to the extent that I don't think they've 

[TMC] ever had this kind of support the previous, probably 50 years.” 

            Yet with this influx of donations, some study participants voiced concerns over 

the impact of donors on the identity of the TMC, the environment in New Trotter, and the 

perceptions of students. In a similar vein as the controversy involving the withdrawn gift 

from donors Mark Bernstein and Rachel Bendit, the connection between naming and the 

TMC holds a particularly significant meaning for many members of the U-M campus 

community. A faculty-staff-administrator participant stated: 

So, they [U-M] do have different parts of the building [New trotter] that will be 
available for donors to rename if they leave a donation. And I feel like at some 
point, a student organization will read that as a sign of like, Trotter Multicultural 
Center putting preference of money versus student interests because they do 
promote themselves as a student-centered space.  

Here, this participant stressed the implications of accepting donor gifts and the messaging 

that is sent to students about the priorities and preferences of the TMC, as well as the 

TMC’s support of the priorities and preferences of individual donors. By associating the 
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TMC with being a “student-centered space,” this participant emphasized the potential 

strain on the TMC’s relationships with students and student organizations as a result of 

these decisions. 

 Since donors have the ability to express their interests and attach stipulations to 

their gifts that could include a specific content area or delivery mode, they also have the 

ability to directly drive the work of the TMC. For example, as shared by a few 

participants, the interfaith program is a new programmatic area for the TMC that was 

motivated, in part, by donors who requested educational efforts around particular 

religious identities and cultures such as Judaism and Jainism. The Trotter Distinguished 

Leadership Series, which brings in guest speakers from the political and public service 

sectors on national and international levels to New Trotter, was also developed through 

and is funded by donors. 

 Several faculty-staff-administrator participants said that they were apprehensive 

about the types of gifts that U-M is accepting and the unforeseen consequences for the 

TMC in New Trotter. A faculty-staff-administrator participant offered, “I don't think a 

donor should be allowed to make the gift to Trotter that creates a whole new bucket of 

programming that doesn't really fit in Trotter's mission.” Another faculty-staff-

administrator participant asserted a similar point: 

That’s the problem – it’s like they’re [TMC] chasing the funding in ways that 
make their program reach different from how -- if they were just building it from 
scratch – which they should be doing now – to decide what programming they 
should be offering. 

Both participants asserted that the risk associated with donor gifts is that they may cause 

misalignment between the TMC’s mission and programmatic efforts, which one 

participant described as “mission drift.” Moreover, a number of faculty-staff-
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administrator participants noted that misdirected programming could potentially create 

perceptions of wasted funds in the cases of low attendance or minimal student or campus 

community interest. 

 However, an alumni participant proposed an alternative approach to securing 

funding for the TMC: 

I think there should be a stronger link between alumni donors who graduated and 
participated in certain student organizations. And a connection with those current 
students. To be like, "Hey, alum, you did really great work before. Do you have 
some money to help support our work now?" Like, that is such low-hanging fruit 
in terms of financial support. And, if you [U-M] sustain a positive relationship 
with alumni, specifically within those spaces and are mindful and careful about 
maintaining those relationships, I think that's an incredible force to leverage with. 

Here, this participant suggested for U-M to cultivate relationships with alumni who were 

or current students who are involved in “certain” student organizations, implying race- 

and ethnicity-based, as a means to tap into a large network of prospective donors. They 

stressed that instead of pursuing donations from individuals who may have no connection 

to the TMC, U-M should focus on the “low-hanging fruit” or those who are already 

personally invested. While indirectly expressing the race/ethnicity-focused view, this 

participant suggested that this approach would eliminate the need to generate interest 

from those unfamiliar with the TMC and help to ensure its original intent is preserved. 

Summary 

 The TMC is invariably reflective of the temporal, spatial, and organizational 

contexts in which it resides. The four themes presented in this chapter display stark 

differences in study participants’ perceptions of and expectations for the TMC, which 

have been brought to light by the creation of New Trotter. As illustrated in Figure 4.1, the 

administrative and physical evolution of the TMC plays a significant part in how it is 
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understood and engaged with as an institutional entity. The data collected in this study is 

demonstrative of not only the elements that comprise this evolution, but also the impact 

of their interconnectedness across multiple systems outside of the TMC, including U-M 

and the State of Michigan.  

 Arguably, the most significant theme that emerged from the findings is the 

prevalence of two competing views on multiculturalism, which have shaped and continue 

to shape all of the ways in which the TMC exists today. The subset of study participants 

and other data sources that conveyed the race/ethnicity-focused view often cited 

historical events and the outcomes of these events as a rationale for this perspective. They 

also emphasized the necessary translation of the original intent of the Trotter House and 

the TMC in Old Trotter to the focus and purpose of the TMC in New Trotter, speaking 

specifically about the needs of students of color that the student activists involved in 

BAM, ANT, and BSU fought to have met through this institutional entity. However, 

proponents of the identities-focused view contended that in addition to U-M’s required 

adherence to state-sanctioned, anti-affirmative action legislation, its approach to 

promoting DEI is aimed to benefit all members of the campus community. Points of 

tension between these two views are evident in the other three themes regarding the 

TMC’s existence as a symbol, campus building, and administrative unit.  

 Firstly, to those who aligned the TMC with the race/ethnicity-focused view, they 

associated its symbolic meaning with student collectivism, community, legacy, and 

resistance. In all of these interpretations, the TMC in Old Trotter was and the TMC in 

New Trotter is the embodiment of the long fight that student activists of color, in 

particular, collectively waged to have a space where they could come together and thrive. 
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The symbolic meanings that are centered on U-M, however, align with the identities-

focused view and consider the TMC in New Trotter as a sign of institutional progress, 

commitment, possibilities, and shortcomings. Grounded in the institution’s approach to 

advancing DEI-focused initiatives to the entire campus community, the TMC in New 

Trotter is associated with U-M’s response to student activism and commitment to the 

allocation of human and financial resources. 

 Secondly, as a campus building steeped in institutional history, conceptions of 

Old Trotter set the foundation for conceptions of New Trotter for study participants who 

held the race/ethnicity-focused view. As a resource to combat the oppression and 

exclusion experienced by students of color on campus, these participants understood Old 

Trotter to be a “safe space” or “home” and expected New Trotter to serve the same 

function. However, the increased visibility and accessibility of New Trotter have 

generated heightened interest in campus populations that did not traditionally utilize Old 

Trotter, namely White students. This outcome has prompted students of color, in 

particular, to see New Trotter as a space to protect from the potential loss of its intended 

focus and purpose under the race/ethnicity-focused view. Yet the application of the 

identities-focused view to New Trotter has made way for its assorted uses and an 

interpretation that likens the building to “a new student union.” As a result of the two 

views and these competing conceptions, study participants characterized New Trotter as a 

contested space on campus, as indicated by the Occupy Trotter activism. 

 Lastly, the positionality and functionality of the TMC as an administrative unit 

are defined and challenged by the meanings associated with its existence as a symbol and 

campus building, as well as the impact of organizational structures. The varied, and often 
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conflicting, perceptions of and expectations for the TMC further complicate the unit’s 

ability to establish an identity as being more than a “facility” or “location” on campus. 

The presence of the two views and U-M’s adherence to state-sanctioned, anti-affirmative 

action legislation also produce complications for how the TMC is positioned to meet the 

needs of students, in general, and specifically students of color. Particularly noteworthy 

are the ways in which the TMC historically supported student activism in Old Trotter and 

its ability to do so in New Trotter. The functionality of the TMC is marked by its ability 

to secure and sustain resources in the form of staffing and funding. Study participants 

stressed the importance of having not only enough staff members, but also staff members 

with the necessary skill set for leadership, programming, and relationship-building. They 

emphasized the significance of U-M’s financial commitment for the TMC, yet expressed 

concerns over the implications of divergent donor interests for the unit’s work such that 

the institution is actively seeking additional funding through private donations.  

 In the next chapter, I present a summary of this study, which is followed by a 

discussion of the findings that outlines the connections between the four themes and the 

campus ecology framework (Strange & Banning, 2001; 2015), critical systems theory 

(Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011), and applicable scholarship from Chapter 2. 

I also offer the implications of this study, recommendations for future research, and my 

concluding thoughts.  
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Chapter Six: Discussion, Implications & Recommendations 
 
 
 As evidenced by the volume of Chapter 5, this case study produced a notable 

amount of findings, which illustrates the highly contextual nature of the TMC at U-M. 

Therefore, the aim of this chapter is to make meaning of the four themes as they relate to 

the research question and to consider the ways in which all of the moving parts come 

together to comprise the TMC. In this chapter, I begin with a summary of this study, and 

then I continue with a discussion of the findings that addresses the research questions in 

connection to the campus ecology framework (CEF) (Strange & Banning, 2001; 2015), 

critical systems theory (CST) (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011), and 

applicable scholarship from Chapter 2. Next, I present the implications highlighted by 

this study for the areas of higher education research, practice, and policy. I close by 

offering some recommendations for future research on cultural centers and race-based 

student activism and sharing my concluding thoughts. 

Summary of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the role of on-campus, race-based 

student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White institution (PWI). 

Specifically, I employed case study methodology to examine the Trotter Multicultural 

center (TMC) at the University of Michigan (U-M). While there is literature on student 

activism and cultural centers, which is summarized in this section and presented in detail 

in Chapter 2, there is a gap in research that considers the links between the two topics. 

Arguably, colleges and universities in the U.S. have seen a recent resurgence of student 

activism (Andaluz Ruiz et al., 2017; Jacoby, 2017; Rhoads, 2016), marked by a 

heightened focus on social issues such as educational inequality, sexual assault, 
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institutional racism, rights of LGBTQIA+ individuals and other marginalized 

populations, and corporate divestment (Jacoby, 2017; Rhoads, 2016). Extant literature on 

student activism broadly falls into two buckets: student-level factors and institutional-

level factors.  

 With students as the unit of analysis, research on student-level factors shows that 

motivation for and forms of involvement in activism are connected to: personal and 

organizational efficacy (Winston, 2013); preferences for short- and long-term projects 

oriented in community service (Weerts, Cabrera, & Mejías; 2014), and expressions of 

identity-based resistance (Pasque & Vargas, 2014). Moreover, scholarship highlights the 

educational and developmental outcomes for student activists (Biddix, 2014; Biddix, 

Somers, & Polman, 2009; Kezar & Maxey, 2014). Although limited, studies on race-

based student activism generally focus on students’ efforts and nuanced meaning making 

in larger social movements, including the Black Lives Matter Movement, advocacy of 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, and the Asian American Movement (Hope, 

Keels, & Durkee, 2016; Nguyen & Gasman, 2015).  

 Scholarship on student activism with a concentration on higher education 

institutions indicates the impact of: institutional characteristics as predictors for 

mobilization (Asal, Testa, & Young, 2017; Barnhardt, 2015); campus racial climate on 

the presence of racial conflict (Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992; Hurtado et al., 

2012); institutional personnel as sources of support and development for student activists 

(Biddix, 2014; Biddix, Somers, & Polman, 2009; Harrison & Mather, 2017; Kezar & 

Maxey, 2014; Ropers-Huilman, Carwile, & Barnett, 2005), and institutional responses 

(Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016; Patton et al., 2019).  
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 The concept of cultural centers, particularly ethnic-specific cultural centers, as an 

institutional entity originated from race-based student activism on campuses (Liu, Cayjet, 

& Lee, 2010; Lozano, 2010; Patton, 2010b; Patton & Hannon, 2008; Stennis-Williams, 

Terrell, & Haynes, 1988; Young, 1991), with the initial impetus for their creation dating 

back to the late 1960s (Shuford & Palmer, 2004). Given the resurgence of student 

activism around social issues at colleges and universities in the recent decade (Jacoby, 

2017), cultural centers, inclusive of multicultural centers, are placed in a unique position 

shaped by expanding missions, purposes, and administrative functions (Renn, 2011; 

Shuford, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991). Under a duality of 

roles, cultural center staff members must serve as student advocates and educators, as 

well as institutional representatives and consultants (Lozano, 2010; Mena, 2010; Patton, 

2011; Shuford & Palmer, 2004; Sutton, 1998; Young, 1991).  

 These roles are further complicated by the phenomenon of student activism and 

within the context of student unrest that is motivated by racial tensions and incidents, in 

which cultural center staff members must serve as a “disciplinarian; advocate, mentor and 

friend; educator and resource; mediator; initiator, and change agent” (Gaston-Gayles et 

al., 2005, p. 268). In addition, cultural centers at PWIs face compounded challenges 

(Lozano, 2010; Young, 1991), including receiving the criticism of being separatist and 

segregated spaces (Patton, 2011; Young, 1991) and having to justify their need for human 

and financial resources and physical space. Nonetheless, research points to the benefits of 

these institutional entities as sources of a sense of belonging, inclusion, and community 

for minoritized students (Jenkins, 2010; Patton, 2006; Renn, 2011; Shuford & Palmer, 

2004; Sutton, 1998). 



 247 

 As described in Chapter 3, I selected the TMC as the site of this case study 

because of its connection to on-campus, race-based student activism, in which its creation 

and history are deeply rooted, as well as U-M’s long-standing history and culture of 

student activism. Further, the administrative and physical evolution of the TMC, which is 

presented in Chapter 4, is marked by significant shifts in organizational structures and 

changes in location. This evolution is reflective of the influence of on-campus, race-based 

student activism in connection to a myriad of organizational, physical, and legal elements 

that have informed and shaped the TMC’s evolving existence at U-M.  

 I triangulated the data by utilizing four collection methods: (a) survey interviews; 

(b) individual interviews; (b) direct observations, and (d) document analysis of printed 

and online materials. For the survey interviews and individual interviews, my sample 

included three distinct campus constituency groups: (a) self-identified student activists; 

(b) faculty and staff members, and (c) TMC professional staff members and U-M senior-

level administrators. With the intention of promoting the confidentiality and anonymity 

of study participants given that the site of this study is explicitly named, these three 

campus constituency groups were condensed into two composite groups, student 

participants (n=20) and faculty-staff-administrator participants (n=16) for the purpose of 

data reporting. 

 Data analysis included two cycles of coding, in which I first conducted 

Provisional Coding and In Vivo Coding, followed by Pattern Coding. This process 

identified four themes that address the primary research question: What is the role of on-

campus, race-based student activism in a multicultural center at a predominantly White 

institution? The themes also address the four sub-questions, which I crafted to correspond 
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to the four components of the CEF defined by Strange and Banning (2001; 2015): 

aggregate, socially constructed, physical, and organizational. Moreover, I referenced the 

three core principles of the CST outlined by Watson and Watson (2011), which are 

critique, emancipation, and pluralism, during research design and data analysis as tools 

for recognizing the presence and impact of power and oppression. Expounded upon in 

great detail in Chapter 5, the themes that emerged from this study are: (a) two views on 

multiculturalism; (b) existence as a symbol; (c) existence as a campus building, and (d) 

existence as an administrative unit.   

Discussion 

 In using the CEF (Strange & Banning, 2001; 2015) as an analytical lens for 

addressing the research question and sub-questions of this study, I created and utilized a 

code and sub-code hierarchy that was grounded in the components of the framework. In 

brief, these components consider the individuals, social norms and values, physical 

spaces, and organizational structures and policies that comprise a campus environment. 

Additionally, the CST (Kogetsidis, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2011) provided a critical 

lens through which I considered where and why inequities and inequalities exist in a case 

that is, in and of itself, a system that resides in a larger, more complex system. In this 

section, I discuss the many ways in which the findings of this study connect to the 

components of the CEF and the CST. 

Connections to Campus Ecology Framework 

 As evidenced by the findings presented in Chapter 5, the application of the CEF 

to case study methodology allowed for a comprehensive examination of the TMC, which 

revealed fundamental aspects of its existence as a symbol, campus building, and 
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administrative unit. The framework’s consideration of the ecological components that 

comprise a campus environment informed a research design that captured the narrative of 

the TMC through multiple perspectives and points in time. Further, given that the 

phenomenon of race-based student activism is situated within a campus racial climate, 

the application of this framework is supported by its strong alignment with the five 

dimensions of campus climate (historical, compositional, organizational, psychological, 

and behavioral) proposed by Hurtado et al. (2012). In addition, having the four sub-

questions of this study correspond to the four components of the CEF (aggregate, 

socially constructed, physical, and organizational) served to identify the individual 

elements of the TMC and illustrate how the interconnectedness of these elements shapes 

the positionality and functionality of the TMC in relation to on-campus, race-based 

student activism.  

Aggregate 

 The aggregate component considers the individuals who inhabit a campus 

environment and their attributes, such as demographic characteristics and personal 

qualities. The first sub-question of this study explores the individuals who engage with 

the TMC, in general, and within the context of on-campus, race-based student activism. 

For this sub-question, this study offered insight into the characteristics of a subset of U-M 

campus community members who are or were involved in on-campus, race-based student 

activism, either in a direct role or in a supportive capacity, and are familiar with the 

TMC. Also, these participants shared their observations of how other members of the 

campus community understood and engaged with the TMC.  
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 For the student constituency group of current and former students who self-

identified as student activists involved in on-campus race-based student activism, nearly 

all of these participants self-identified with a non-White racial identity. Likewise, for the 

faculty-staff-administrator constituency group of current and former employees who 

expressed having first-hand involvement in supporting on-campus, race-based student 

activism, the vast majority of these participants self-identified with a non-White racial 

identity. The prevalence of this particular attribute, which signals a significant proportion 

of the study participants were persons of color, suggests that there is connection between 

racial identity and participation in or support of on-campus, race-based student activism 

and a connection between racial identity and engagement with the TMC.  

 In addition, most of the student participants were current or former undergraduate 

students while only a handful were graduate or professional students, which speaks to the 

populations of students that are more likely to be involved in on-campus, race-based 

activism and engage with the TMC. This finding is supported by the fact that scholarship 

on student activism typically focuses on the experiences and outcomes of undergraduate 

students, with the exception of the work of Pasque & Vargas (2014) on the forms of 

involvement of graduate students. This finding also corresponds to what some of the 

graduate student participants shared in terms of not being sure if the TMC’s 

programming is geared towards them, as well as not often being in a convenient 

proximity to New Trotter due to the location of their classes and departments.  

 All self-identifying as student activists, the student participants expressed 

motivations for involvement that are supported by literature. For example, student 

participants’ objectives and rationale for being a part of the “A New Trotter” Initiative 
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(ANT) core team aligns with the work of Weerts, Cabrera, and Mejías (2014), who posit 

that student activists are most often driven by a desire to address societal deficiencies, 

broker partnerships to leverage resources, and promote social change through creating 

learning opportunities. The student participants who were on the ANT core team shared 

that their goal for participating in the initiative was to bring about improvements to the 

TMC through recognition and resources that would ultimately benefit future students. 

They did this by partnering with the Black Student Union (BSU), leveraging the traction 

gained by BSU’s “Being Black at the University of Michigan” (#BBUM) Twitter 

campaign and list of demands, and coordinating events for other students to voice their 

opinions and suggestions for Old Trotter and New Trotter. 

 Similarly, BSU members maintained a high level of involvement based on their 

perceptions of what Winston (2013) defines as organizational efficacy or the ability of an 

organization to make a difference through tangible outcomes. Specifically, the student 

participants who were involved in #BBUM and issuing the list of demands expressed that 

they saw the advocacy of New Trotter as being a continuation of BSU’s work from the 

multiple Black Action Movements (BAM). Additionally, the student participants who 

took part in the Occupy Trotter effort demonstrated personal efficacy or the 

determination of which organization would benefit most from their time and energy 

(Winston, 2013), as conveyed by the student participant who implied a dual benefit to 

their involvement by being in New Trotter to study and to contribute to the presence of 

students of color in the building.  

 As for the faculty-staff-administrator participants, only a few held the campus 

affiliation of faculty member, whereas the rest were a staff member or senior-level 
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administrator. This particular attribute connects the scholarship of Stewart and Bridges 

(2011), who concluded that nearly 80 percent of offices of multicultural student services, 

inclusive of cultural centers, are housed under student affairs, to the scholarship of 

Stennis-Williams, Terrell, and Haynes (1988), who assert that the positioning of a 

cultural center within organizational structures determines its likelihood or feasibility of 

establishing new and sustaining existing collaborations with academic units. Given that 

the TMC falls under Student Life, these two lines of research could explain why faculty 

engagement in the forms of programmatic partnerships and presence in New Trotter may 

be less than that of staff members or senior-level administrators.  

 In terms of serving as supporters of race-based student activism, the 

representation of faculty members compared to staff members and senior-level 

administrators in the sample may speak to the types of positions and forms of campus 

involvement that lend themselves to advising and advocating for student activists. For 

example, some student participants identified administrative units such as Multi-Ethnic 

Student Affairs (MESA) and specific staff members from various departments across 

campus as sources of direct support for their student organizations and activism efforts. 

However, these students did not identify individual faculty members, but spoke of the 

idea of faculty support in a more general sense. 

Socially Constructed  

 The socially constructed component considers the collective perceptions and 

meanings of the inhabitants of a campus environment that are expressed through norms, 

practices, and values. The second sub-question of this study examines how individuals 

understand the TMC, in general, and within the context of on-campus, race-based student 
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activism. For this sub-question, this study revealed that study participants’ perceptions of 

the focus and purpose of the TMC were informed by two prevailing views on 

multiculturalism. In turn, they formed their expectations and the symbolic meanings they 

hold for the TMC, Old Trotter, and New Trotter from these perceptions. 

 The race/ethnicity-focused view is informed by the origin and evolution of the 

TMC, in which it was first established by U-M to have a focus on Black students and the 

purpose of supporting this student population as the Trotter House. Institutional decisions 

dictated a shift to an expanded focus on students of color and the purpose of supporting 

these underrepresented racial identity groups as the TMC. The broadening of the focus 

and purpose of the Trotter House in 1981 coincides with the scholarship of Patton and 

Hannon (2008), which cites that the increased enrollment of students of color and the 

subsequent Multicultural Movement of the 1970s and 1980s were the impetus for existing 

and new cultural centers to adopt a multicultural concentration. Under the race/ethnicity-

focused view, “multicultural” equates to students of color and in turn, “cultural” signifies 

minoritized racial and ethnic identities. 

 However, the U-M’s application of the identities-focused view to the TMC, which 

it strives to convey to the campus community and external stakeholders, reinforces an 

understanding of the TMC’s focus and purpose as being concentrated on all students and 

supporting the many and varied identities that they hold and represent. Specifically, under 

this view, “multicultural” equates to all students and in turn, “cultural” signifies all 

identities, such as race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic status. 

Sutton (1998) asserts that such a widening of the purview of a cultural center causes 

confusion as to who is considered as the clientele. This assertion is clearly applicable to 
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the TMC such that the majority of study participants either expressed a sense of 

ambiguity or tension when they talked about whom they perceived should be and are the 

target audience of the unit’s efforts and offerings. 

 On the one hand, for the study participants, namely student participants, who 

associate the TMC with the race/ethnicity-focused view, their expectations were heavily 

informed by their experiences in Old Trotter, in which they conveyed that its focus on 

students of color should continue in New Trotter. These participants rationalized that the 

TMC and New Trotter should rightly serve to support students of color because they are 

products of race-based student activism and the fight waged by generations of students of 

color for specialized support services and dedicated campus space. Therefore, the thought 

process of these participants that equates “multicultural” to students of color is a direct 

outcome of how the TMC came to be realized in 1981. 

 As such, study participants’ use of descriptors such as safe space, refuge, and 

home illustrated the feeling of place that they experienced in Old Trotter as a building 

where they could go to relax and get away from the hardships associated with attending a 

PWI. Numerous study participants spoke at length about the oppression that students of 

color faced on campus. They described microaggressions and feelings of exclusion from 

spaces, for which some explicitly attributed to the pervasiveness of Whiteness at U-M. 

One student participant poignantly portrayed Old Trotter as a “house of safety, 

reconciliation, fellowship, and escape.” These descriptors fall in line with the “safe 

haven” model posed by Young (1991) and the “fortress” model described by Patton 

(2011), in which Old Trotter served as a space that provided students of color with shelter 

and protection from negative racial sentiments and incidents on campus. For student 
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participants, translation of this particular function to New Trotter meant that the new 

building would be a space where they could engage in their curricular and co-curricular 

activities and be in community with other students, namely other students of color, 

without having to experience what some individuals described as “something ridiculous” 

and “being gazed upon.” 

 On the other hand, the “oasis” model proposed by Young (1991) coincides with 

the application of the identities-focused view to the TMC in New Trotter. This model 

positions a cultural center as a space that offers “relief from the surrounding sameness, as 

a place where cultures meet, exchange, interact, and then emerge renewed, refreshed, and 

made stronger for the sharing” (p. 52). Aligning the TMC in New Trotter with this view 

denotes a concentration on fostering intercultural engagement that emphasizes difference, 

which is in agreement with the work of scholars who contend that the general purposes of 

cultural centers are to serve as a source of opportunities for campus community members 

to learn about themselves and others, engage across difference, and participate in 

developmental experiences (Ladson-Billings, 2010; Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010; Lozano, 

2010; Mena, 2010; Patton & Hannon, 2008). Further, the frequent references made by 

faculty-staff-administrator participants, in particular, to New Trotter as being a 

cornerstone of U-M’s DEI Strategic Plan and other general DEI efforts conveyed the 

expectation for it to serve as a resource for not only students, but for all campus 

populations. 

 Tied to study participants’ beliefs on the purpose of and their expectations for the 

TMC in New Trotter is the range of symbolic meanings that it holds as an institutional 

entity. Through the race/ethnicity-focused view, the participants who perceived New 
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Trotter as being reflective of student collectivism and community aligned its purpose to 

the joint efforts of multiple groups that went into its creation. In turn, they expected that 

the new building would house the types of activities that bring together and connect 

students of color around a common interest, such as student organization meetings, casual 

meet-ups, deep conversations, educational events, and social functions. 

 Also informed by the race/ethnicity-focused view, study participants who saw 

New Trotter as a symbol of student legacy and resistance expressed an expectation for the 

new building to serve as a reminder of not only the struggle and hard work of previous 

generations of student activists of color, but also the continued efforts of current student 

activists of color to advance the institution. As such, New Trotter is embodies the critical 

hope that these student activists possess, which Quaye (2007) describes as their enduring 

belief that while the inequities and oppression that exist around them cannot be easily 

dismantled, they can produce sustainable change to improve the experiences of their 

peers and future students by challenging inequitable and oppressive behaviors. Most of 

the study participants cited the preservation of and education around this legacy as the 

current functions of the TMC in race-based student activism.  

 Grounded in the identities-focused view is the perspective that the TMC in New 

Trotter is a sign of institutional progress and commitment based on U-M’s decision to 

construct a new building dedicated to multiculturalism and include it as a cornerstone of 

the DEI Strategic Plan. This perspective falls in line with Renn’s (2011) contention that 

cultural centers symbolize an institution’s commitment to advancing diversity and 

inclusion through the allocation of resources. However, to some participants, the TMC in 

New Trotter is also representative of the work that still needs to be done at U-M. An 
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assertion made by study participants was that New Trotter was created to appease student 

activists and any others who criticize the institution for its approach to promoting DEI, 

which aligns with scholars who cite institutional responses as often being a 

“performative” gesture that is cloaked in political correctness (Ahmed, 2012; Hoffman & 

Mitchell, 2016; Patton et al., 2019). In connection, Ahmed (2012) cautions against 

normalizing diversity to the point where it becomes a description that is maintained as 

opposed to a driving force for institutional shifts and advancement. The argument made 

by a student participant to counter the application of the identities-focused view to New 

Trotter, in which they stated that U-M is “supporting this idea that multiculturalism is 

really just here for the White majority to feel diverse and to feel that they're getting new 

experiences,” illustrates that the promotion of DEI through the acknowledgment and 

celebration of differences does not actually move the institution towards remedying the 

injustices and inequities faced by students of color. 

 In terms of the positionality and functionality of the TMC within the context of 

race-based student activism, the findings of this study show that multiple organizational 

interests shape the narrative of New Trotter. Recognition of which groups of student 

activists played a role in the processes involved in the realization of New Trotter has a 

significant impact on how the building is perceived. The prevailing narrative shared by 

study participants and supported by institutional statements and popular media articles 

spotlights the efforts of BSU and the institution’s meeting of its #BBUM demand for 

New Trotter. As a result, this recognition as being the impetus of the initiative is 

primarily attributed to Black student activism, which in large part, has contributed to 
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what some study participants described as “a sense of ownership” of New Trotter among 

Black students. 

 This example of U-M’s perpetuation of the Black-White binary in race relations 

on campus and in race-based student activism is not novel; rather, the discourse on race 

in the U.S. and its translation to student activism has traditionally left other communities 

of color out of the conversation on social movements (Nguyen & Gasman, 2015). In turn, 

as several study participants lamented, U-M has crafted a legacy that erases the work and 

advocacy of non-Black students of color and any coalitions formed by multiple racial 

identity groups, such as the coalition represented by the students who comprised the ANT 

core team. As a result, the perpetuation of this binary creates tension among populations 

of students of color in New Trotter, for which a student participant offered, “The struggle 

with this is that other communities of color feel ‘othered’ in the space.” 

Physical  

 Aspects of the physical component also contribute to the varied perceptions of the 

focus and purpose of the TMC in New Trotter, which affect its positionality and 

functionality as a campus building. This component, which framed the third sub-question, 

considers the location, visibility, design, and conditions of a space within a campus 

environment. As was common for cultural centers that were established in the 1970s to 

be located in old houses on the borders of campus (Lozano, 2010), this was the case for 

Old Trotter. While study participants agreed that the journey to get to Old Trotter was 

inconvenient and posed concerns for physical and psychological safety, they praised the 

sense of comfort they felt once inside the building.  
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 Study participants’ use of descriptors such as safe space, refugee, and home for 

Old Trotter, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, are indicative of the feeling of place that 

the building provided for students of color, in particular. These participants also spoke at 

length about how the layout, furniture, decor, and presence of a kitchen and fireplace 

contributed to what one alumni participant called the “homey” feeling of Old Trotter. 

They described how the private nature of the building created an environment that was 

conducive to everyday conversations and interactions much like those that would 

naturally take place in one’s home. Moreover, with Old Trotter’s inconvenient location, 

study participants expressed that the individuals who went there did so with intentionality 

and reason, which likely contributed to why senior-level administrators and White 

students were rarely in the building. Given this particular function of the building, 

coupled with its purpose of serving as a resource for students of color, Old Trotter was an 

ideal site for student meetings and events centered on activism and organizing.  

 Student activists involved in ANT and #BBUM advocated for a space that 

alleviated the challenges posed by the location and condition of Old Trotter, including the 

benefits of greater accessibility and modern features. They saw the increased visibility of 

the New Trotter as a contributor to making the presence of students of color on U-M’s 

campus more noticeable. Having a physical space on campus, as Renn (2011) and Young 

(1991) assert, serves as a tangible signal of the institution’s commitment to its purpose. 

Student activists also sought greater visibility of the TMC simply for the fact that it is the 

only campus building named after a person of color. However, this study revealed that, as 

one faculty-staff-administrator participant depicted, these benefits are a “double-edged 

sword.” Lozano (2010) and Young (1991) both argue that the visibility of a cultural 
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center with respect to its proximity to the center of campus is vital for attracting students 

and creating opportunities for campus engagement. With New Trotter in Central Campus, 

this has meant that the traditional users of Old Trotter, namely students of color, are not 

the only users of the new building. Many study participants expressed that there have 

been significantly more White students in New Trotter than there historically were in Old 

Trotter.  

 The findings of this study, particularly those in the theme of existence as a 

campus building, indicate that student participants conceptualized New Trotter as a space 

to protect under the race/ethnicity-focused view. They expressed concerns over not 

having access to spaces and losing the feeling of place as a “safe space,” “refuge,” or 

“home.” Moreover, some faculty-staff-administrator participants described New Trotter 

as a “contested space” because of its selected location and the heavy demand for the 

reservable rooms in the building. Such that New Trotter is promoted by U-M as 

conveying the identities-focused view, there are varied uses of the spaces in the building, 

some of which did not take place in Old Trotter, including the Golf Club meetings and 

“regular” aerobics class that were described by a student participant and faculty-staff-

administrator participant, respectively. Additionally, some study participants asserted that 

the open access to spaces in New Trotter, marked by a lack of clarity on the intended uses 

and an absence of criteria for reservations, and the temporary closure of the Michigan 

Union contributed to conceptions of it as “another building on campus” or “a new student 

union.” With Occupy Trotter as the attempt made by students of color to combat these 

conceptions, New Trotter has become the site, and once again the reason, for race-based 

student activism. 
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 Although Old Trotter was less visible and accessible due to its location and 

arguably dilapidated condition, study participants praised the availability of spaces in the 

building, which enabled students to easily convene for activities and hold impromptu 

meetings. Having this ability, as study participants explained, was critical for student 

activism, especially when students needed quick access to a private and secure space on 

campus. While in a building perceived to be for students of color, they were less 

concerned about being overheard or unsure who might come through the doors. 

Regarding New Trotter, student participants asserted that the challenges with reserving 

spaces in a timely manner, coupled with decreased privacy due to heavy foot-traffic and 

open access to reservable spaces, were reasons why the building was not a conducive 

location for their activism work other than for organization meetings.   

Organizational  

 The organizational component framed the fourth sub-question and considers the 

structures and processes, including staffing, funding, and policies, that are in place to 

enable the purpose and goals of a campus environment to be achieved. The findings of 

this study indicate that one of the most pervasive elements of U-M affecting the 

positionality and functionality of the TMC as an administrative unit is the political 

landscape in which the institution is situated. The legal parameters imposed by Proposal 2 

have restricted U-M’s ability to tailor and target intentional efforts concentrated on the 

advocacy and support of specific student populations, such as students of color. This 

legislation connects to what scholars identify as a constant challenge that cultural centers 

at PWIs are subjected to, which is that critics argue these institutional entities promote 

special interests and are divisive, separatist, and discriminatory (Patton, 2011; Young, 
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1991). Moreover, cultural centers at PWIs are continuously called upon to justify their 

presence and relevance on campus (Lozano, 2010), for which scholars maintain that in 

order for them to be effective, they must expand their missions to attract a broader 

audience (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 1988). While the TMC as an 

administrative unit has been tasked with meeting the varied needs of students, the reality 

is that some of these needs, particularly those of students of color, are in conflict with 

what its staff is able to do under legal constraints. 

 Another organizational aspect of the TMC that impacts how it functions is its 

complicated relationship with MESA, in which the work and oversight of both units were 

merged and split over time. Since these two units existed as MESA/Trotter from 1995 to 

2014, the findings of this study show that the TMC continues to face challenges with 

establishing its identity as being more than what many study participants referred to as 

merely a “location” or a “facility.” Under this organizational structure, study participants 

described how the TMC functioned primarily as the building where MESA’s services and 

programs and student organization events took place. This was the case because MESA 

operated similarly to a traditional multicultural affairs office, for which Shuford and 

Palmer (2004) describe the mission as supporting underrepresented cultural groups, 

providing multicultural education for all students, and promoting a multicultural 

perspective across campus. For this reason, student participants who engaged in activism 

efforts in Old Trotter prior to 2014 shared that the support they received from the TMC 

staff was mostly related to the building’s spaces, whereas they cited the MESA staff as 

being key sources of advising and encouragement for them. 
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 Upon its move to New Trotter, the TMC began with a completely new staff that is 

responsible for not only building management, but also coordinating and implementing 

programmatic efforts around DEI, including a new interfaith initiative. The TMC staff 

must now work towards establishing an identity for the unit that goes beyond the one it 

held for nearly 20 years. Yet this task is confounded by the necessity of determining the 

direction and scope of their work in relation to the work that is already being done by 

other campus units, offices, and departments. In doing so, the TMC staff must also 

“continue pushing the envelope around DEI in their own way,” as a faculty-staff-

administrator participant explained. With nearly all of the programmatic efforts offered 

by the TMC in its first academic year of operation in New Trotter being newly piloted or 

partnerships with departments or units, the TMC staff will need to establish what Jenkins 

(2008) calls a “viable programming framework” in order to “move beyond serving as a 

passive venue for cultural programs created by others” (p. 28). 

 Study participants collectively expressed the belief that the leadership of the 

TMC, namely the director, has a complicated and challenging role in overseeing this 

transition process and responding to the varying opinions and requests of multiple 

constituency groups. As such, scholarship on cultural centers emphasizes the significance 

of having adequate staffing, including a prepared and trained full-time director and 

support staff (Lozano, 2010). Additionally, the director must have a clear understanding 

of the pluralistic foundations of the center and the mission of the institution in order to 

effectively serve as a liaison between the two (Stennis-Williams, Terrell, & Haynes, 

1988). With the majority of the TMC staff being internal hires and having prior 

affiliations with U-M either as employees in other departments or units or as former 
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students, their institutional knowledge and familiarity with campus culture and 

organizational structures are arguably assets to the transition process. 

 However, the TMC diverges from the literature on human resources for cultural 

centers where it contends that staff members should serve as advisors and consultants to 

student organizations (Liu, Cayjet, & Lee, 2010). At U-M, MESA has a set of recognized 

student organizations and has historically formally or informally advised a number of 

race- and ethnicity-based student organizations. Without having these connections to 

student organizations, the functionality of the TMC in a programming capacity is greatly 

impacted not only in terms of attendance at programs, but also establishing relationships 

that serve as avenues for communication. Given that student activists associate support 

from faculty, staff, and administrators with visibility and partnerships (Andaluz Ruiz et 

al., 2017), and for the reasons stated above, it makes sense that TMC staff members 

within the scope of their positions are not explicitly described as having an active support 

role in race-based student activism. 

 Beyond resources for staffing, Young (1991) posits that the level of funding 

allocated to a cultural center’s operations must also be complementary to other essential 

aspects of an institution. While U-M has committed to providing a general operating 

budget for the TMC that is inclusive of building maintenance, the institution is accepting 

private gifts to subsidize the hiring of a graduate student assistant and additional 

programmatic efforts. Furthermore, New Trotter is open to naming opportunities for 

spaces within the building, which has the potential to influence the messaging about the 

TMC’s priorities and preferences much like the Bernstein-Bendit naming controversy 

that mobilized students, alumni, and campus community members to advocate for the 
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preservation of the Trotter name. This controversy serves as an example of the influence 

of campus politics on the TMC where the decision-making of U-M senior-level 

administrators had the potential to dictate its presence and identity on campus. 

Furthermore, this example underscores the need for presidents and other senior-level 

administrators who are attempting to implement diversity-related initiatives to employ an 

equity-focused approach (Bensimon, 2005) while balancing the converging or diverging 

interests of multiple stakeholders along with their own interests (Bensimon, 2005; Cole & 

Harper, 2017; Kezar, 2008). 

Connections to Critical Systems Theory 

 Derived from systems thinking, which examines the components of a system and 

allows for an understanding of how the components influence one another and the system 

itself, critical systems theory (CST) enables a researcher to study a complex system under 

the acknowledgement that power and oppression exist within it (Watson & Watson, 

2011). Similarly, Kogetsidis (2012) asserts that the application of CST can serve to 

uncover problems and initiate change within a system by drawing attention to the 

presence of inequities and injustices. Delineated by Watson and Watson (2011), the three 

principles of CST are critique, emancipation, and pluralism. 

The first and third tenets of CST, critique and pluralism, direct systems 

researchers to approach systems thinking with a critical lens and to consider the use of 

creative methods in research design. Looking at the findings of this study through a 

critical lens shows that each of the four themes is reflective of power and oppression, 

which are inherent not only at U-M as a predominantly White and public institution of 

higher education, but also within the context of race-based student activism. Further, this 
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study was designed to draw a connection between systems thinking and campus ecology 

in higher education research by uniquely examining a system in parts and in whole 

through an ecological framework that focuses on a variety of components. The second 

tenet, emancipation, encourages a research approach that is mindful of and active in 

liberating the human experience from imposed barriers and the “single story mentality” 

that continue to be perpetuated through unequal power relations in a system. Thus, this 

study concentrated on honoring multiple perspectives as a means to capture the narrative 

of the TMC. In addition, the findings of this study highlight the presence of inequities 

and inequalities within the specific context of U-M and their resulting impact on the 

TMC and on-campus, race-based student activism. 

 Harrison and Mather (2017) assert that the relationship between student activists 

and their respective institutions is often riddled with conflict that is instigated by the 

challenging of power dynamics, whereby senior-level administrators get their power from 

within the system and student activists acquire power by interrupting it. U-M students 

who have engaged in race-based student activism as a way to combat racism and other 

forms of oppression have wielded power through their collectivism in their pursuit of 

institutional recognition and support. Whether through large-scale efforts like 

demonstrations, sit-ins, and social media campaigns or small-scale efforts like petitions, 

proposals, and meetings with administrators, U-M student activists continue to seek and 

command the attention, response, and direct action of institutional leaders. However, it 

was not lost on many student participants in this study that U-M’s willingness to meet 

student demands comes with an underlying aim to preserve existing power structures or 
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as one student participant explained, “They [U-M] are willing to support these issues so 

as long as it's also benefiting the institution, and doesn't radically alter the status quo.”  

 Related to the TMC, Renn (2011) argues that cultural centers function in 

politicized contexts that are composed of campus politics and symbols that serve to 

reinforce or dismantle their perceived relevance on a campus. Shifts in the focus and 

purpose of the TMC over the past 50 years are demonstrative of the power of senior-level 

administrators who have the capacity to determine and convey its institutional value 

through resource allocation and messaging. The arguably inconvenient location, 

dilapidated condition, and poor visibility of Old Trotter, for example, signaled a level of 

importance to the campus community that is quite different from that of New Trotter. 

Organizational structures created by U-M leadership, including its merging with MESA 

and its placement in relation to student affairs, academic affairs, and the larger scheme of 

campus operations, also dictate the manner in which the TMC is positioned and 

functions. 

 As a campus physical artifact (Banning & Bartels, 1997), New Trotter is looked 

to by several study participants as a symbolic marker for U-M’s advances in addressing 

inequities and inequalities, particularly those within the institution that perpetuate White 

supremacy and are the outcome of racist practices and policies. However, as a racialized 

space that originated from demands for improving the experiences and potential for 

success of students of color, New Trotter stands as the product of a long, hard fight. 

Several student participants portrayed New Trotter as a symbol of resistance, in which 

they associated the existence of the building itself as the only building named after a 

person of color with the notion of resistance towards what Harper and Hurtado (2007) 
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refer to as the “pervasiveness of Whiteness in space” (p. 18) that is reflected in the rest of 

the buildings on campus. Furthermore, these participants, as students of color, also spoke 

about their visibility and presence in New Trotter as being an act of resistance towards 

the stereotypes and assumptions that their White peers hold of them. 

 Student participants expressed that it was very evident to them that power 

dynamics had a major impact on New Trotter regarding the determination of whom the 

space is meant for and who has access to it. They asserted that from the perspective of the 

populations of students of color who traditionally utilized the TMC in Old Trotter the 

most as an administrative unit and a campus building, their decreased access to New 

Trotter is demonstrative of which student populations are being prioritized by U-M. In 

line with the scholarship of Young (1991) who states, “The minority cultural center on a 

predominantly White campus goes to the heart of the unresolved societal issue of 

providing equity to victims of exclusion and injustice” (p. 42), the Trotter House and the 

TMC in Old Trotter were established, in part, as a solution to the exclusion and isolation 

that students of color faced in other campus buildings. Also, these spaces were created to 

provide students of color with somewhere on campus to hold their academic and social 

activities.  

 The application of the identities-focused view to New Trotter and its evolving 

identity as being just “another campus building” or “a new student union” reinforce 

Cabrera, Watson, and Franklin’s (2016) depiction of “White entitlement over communal 

space” (p. 128) and Harper and Hurtado’s (2007) emphasis on the “pervasiveness of 

Whiteness in space, curricula, and activities” (p. 18) as a challenge to campus racial 

climate. Harper and Hurtado (2007) assert that outside of cultural centers and 
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multicultural centers, students of color have difficulty identifying with main aspects of 

campus life, which mainly privilege the interests of and cater to White students. As such, 

what was once a space of reconciliation, recognition, and safety for primarily populations 

of color has become a contested space on campus that continues to endure an identity 

crisis as a result of expressions of power and oppression. 

Implications 

            The findings of this case study highlight implications for research, practice, and 

policy in higher education around the general topics of student activism and cultural 

centers. Implications for research point to the use of the CEF and CST as tools for 

research design and analysis in case study methodology, as well as to the framing of race 

in student activism scholarship. Implications for practice include items for consideration 

regarding the structure and oversight of multicultural centers and approaches to 

supporting and responding to on-campus, race-based student activism. Lastly, 

implications for policy involve the influence of institutional-level parameters on the 

positionality and functionality of multicultural centers and responses to on-campus, race-

based student activism. 

Research 

 As presented in the previous section of this chapter, the utilization of a systems-

based framework and a critical theory offers a researcher the ability to examine the 

multiple components that comprise a complex system as separate units and in concert 

with one another while maintaining a lens that recognizes and challenges manifestations 

of power and oppression. These tools, which are useful on their own, are particularly 

beneficial in combination for the study of institutional entities, such multicultural centers, 
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which are continuously evolving. Further, these tools allow for the contextualization of a 

phenomenon like race-based student activism that is continually responding to and 

shaping the actions of individuals and the campus environment in which it takes place.   

Extant literature on cultural centers, inclusive of multicultural centers, offers a 

limited scope of the internal and external elements of an institution that affect the 

positionality and functionality of a center. Moreover, scholarship on race-based student 

activism concentrates primarily on the efforts of specific racial identity groups and their 

involvement in broader social movements within the national landscape, as opposed to 

the collective advocacy of multiple racial identity groups for campus-level reform. The 

findings of this case study, however, highlight research implications and address both of 

these gaps in literature using a cohesive ecological- and systems-based approach. 

 In addition, this study revealed an important consideration for research on race-

based student activism. While individuals and institutions have the ability to construct 

and perpetuate the narratives around the major advances that have been made on their 

respective campuses, particularly with respect to the chain of events that attribute 

recognition for those advances to specific populations, it is crucial for researchers to dig 

deeper and go beyond the commonly accepted narrative. Accordingly, it is also essential 

that researchers take into account that such narratives may have been crafted to suit 

certain institutional interests. As with the story of race-based activism in the U.S., which 

arguably and rightfully owes a large portion of the credit for the strides made in social 

justice reform to Black activists and the Black community writ large, a critical eye should 

be turned toward how the continued perpetuation of the Black-White binary in race-based 

student activism at U-M influences the framing and telling of the story of the TMC. 
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While this binary serves to center the triumphs and tribulations of Black members of the 

campus community, it simultaneously erases the involvement of non-Black populations 

of color, namely students, in race-based student activism. Furthermore, it contributes to 

the minimization or outright invisibility of the collectivism and solidarity of multiple 

groups that have oftentimes driven progress at U-M, such as the efforts of BAM II 

student activists known as the Third World Coalition Council that prompted the creation 

of the TMC in Old Trotter and the work of the ANT core team and BSU members in the 

case of the TMC in New Trotter. 

Practice 

 As evidenced by the findings of this study, the positionality and functionality of a 

multicultural center or likely any identity-based institutional entity are significantly 

influenced by how the concept of “multiculturalism” is understood and conveyed within 

an institutional context. Even though the notion of “students of color” can be interpreted 

as being synonymous with “multicultural,” it would be remiss to consider this group as 

being monolithic. Doing so, especially with regard to providing support services to 

specific populations of students, has the potential to invalidate or dismiss the nuances that 

exist within and among communities of color. While there are some commonalities 

among the experiences of and forms of oppression faced by students of color as a whole, 

there are also multiple and varied dimensions of identity possessed by students of color 

that are associated with race and ethnicity, such as language and nationality, that present 

vast degrees of difference. 

 Related to conceptions of race and ethnicity is the perpetuation of the Black-

White binary in race-based student activism. Black student activism and the contributions 
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of Black student activists on college and university campuses, such as those over the past 

50 years at U-M starting with BAM I, have undoubtedly driven advances to combat the 

embedded nature of anti-Blackness and White supremacy in institutional culture. While 

history aids in explaining the origin of the binary, its emphasis on a dichotomy in race 

relations can become problematic when it leads to the invisibility or erasure of the 

experiences and voices of other populations of color. Because the binary concentrates on 

two specific racial identity groups, it aligns the notions of “diversity” and “inclusion” 

with Blackness. In doing so, it overlooks: (a) the underlying structures and practices that 

have oppressed Black members of the campus community, and (b) the presence, needs, 

and exclusion of non-Black populations of color in the campus community. As such, the 

degree and manner to which the binary is perpetuated at an institution has significant 

implications for campus racial climate, particularly around DEI initiatives and responses 

to race-based student activism. Furthermore, the resulting tension that the binary creates 

between communities of color warrants resolution by acknowledging the existence of 

anti-Blackness and the impact of Black student activism while not erasing the 

experiences and contributions of other racial identity groups. 

In addition, the findings of this study show that the political context in which an 

institution is situated is particularly significant in terms of the pressures that are exerted 

by external stakeholders and their interests. This is especially true for multicultural 

centers located at public colleges or universities because they not only operate under 

institutional-level practices and policies, but also must adhere to the legal parameters 

imposed on their respective institutions by state and federal governments. For example, 

Proposal 2 and other anti-affirmative action legislation, which restricts the allocation of 
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resources like directed support services and funding to specific populations under the 

premise of prohibiting preferential treatment, has a remarkable impact on the purpose and 

functions that the TMC serves for students and the greater campus community.  

Namely, when an institution is forced or willingly chooses to adopt a “color-

blind” approach to dealing with race-related issues, particularly those that reflect 

ideologies and practices rooted in White supremacy, how does this approach impact the 

work of administrative units that are charged with providing advocacy and support 

services for students of color? Since the scope of anti-affirmative action legislation 

includes other marginalized social identities such as sex, ethnicity, and national origin, 

this extends the question to consider potential implications for other administrative units 

that aim to serve students of these specific identity groups. Furthermore, the necessity to 

adhere to state and federal legislation has implications for if and how an institution can 

encourage and support student activism centered on issues that go beyond campus-level 

reform, especially if the issues involve the legislation itself. 

 Born out of student activism, multicultural centers are traditionally sites for 

student mobilization and organizing, yet the presence of restrictive legislation around 

social identities, including race, has implications for the levels and types of staff 

involvement, programmatic efforts, and access to space that can be allocated for these 

efforts. For example, given the contentious state of race relations in the U.S., there is a 

need for timely and relevant programs and services for students of color, in particular. 

Since these institutional entities are often looked upon to confront racial issues on 

campus (Sutton, 1998) and to promote systemic change (Shuford & Palmer, 2004), it is 

necessary to consider, determine, and articulate the capacity of a multicultural center at a 
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PWI in terms of its staffing structure, organizational positioning, and ascribed 

responsibilities in relation to other administrative units. 

 Since the majority of ethnic-specific cultural centers and multicultural centers 

originated from race-based student activism and the outlined demands issued by students 

of color for dedicated campus space to house support services and co-curricular activities, 

there is an inherent racialization of the physical spaces associated with these centers. This 

is especially the case when centers are expected to be protective in nature and are 

perceived to be “safe spaces” or “homes” for students of color. As such, the broadening 

of the purpose of these centers from a concentration on one specific racial identity group, 

to all populations of color, to all identities, does not automatically translate into shifts in 

the meanings and feelings of place that are attached to the physical space itself. 

 The staff members of multicultural centers must possess a unique skill set, 

especially those who work in centers that are responsible for managing a campus 

building. Alongside the traditional responsibilities of creating educational opportunities 

and advising student organizations, staff members must have the wherewithal to oversee 

the operations and maintenance of a multipurpose space. Related tasks, such as handling 

room reservations, designing signage, curating wall displays, setting up furniture and 

other interior features, monitoring structural upkeep, or supporting the logistical needs of 

program and event organizers, typically fall outside of the scope of most student affairs 

positions. However, unlike other administrative units on campuses, some or all of these 

items may be expected capabilities of staff members of multicultural centers. 

 Not new to student activism is the more public and demonstrative forms of 

showing dissent, such as holding demonstrations and issuing a list of demands. What is 
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new, however, is the level of response that student activists are receiving from their 

respective institutions. More recently, there has been a trend in student activists’ demands 

for the resignation of institutional leaders, namely presidents and chancellors, or the 

creation of new offices. In the case of the TMC, U-M’s response has raised the bar for 

potential outcomes of race-based student activism. In the past, institutions designated old 

houses or suites of offices as spaces for multicultural centers. Yet to have the demand for 

a newly constructed, centrally located, multimillion-dollar building sets a precedent in 

higher education for what student activists can ask for and actually receive.  

The responses and actions of particular institutions are charting the course for 

other institutions that will either intentionally decide or be pressured to follow suit, such 

as Michigan State University (MSU) that committed to building a new multicultural 

center shortly after the opening of New Trotter. Similar to U-M, student activism played 

a part in prompting MSU to make this commitment. As of 2019, in response to student 

advocacy efforts or explicit demands, a number of institutions have opened or announced 

plans for the construction of a new multicultural center, including Illinois State 

University, Western Washington University, Kansas State University, University of 

Virginia, and University of Oklahoma. It is clear that there is an emerging trend in higher 

education of establishing multicultural centers as a means to improve campus racial 

climate and to meet the expressed needs of students of color, in particular, around issues 

of racism and exclusion. However, as evidenced by the complexity that surrounds the 

TMC in New Trotter, it is imperative for institutions to consider the wide range of 

implications of such a decision. 
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When institutions respond to student activism, whether for a single cause or to a 

list of demands, students are often on the receiving end of any line of communication. 

Also, the way in which a college or university determines its course of action beyond the 

scope of a formal statement has important implications for students and institutions alike. 

As in the case of New Trotter, student activists had a seat at the table during initial 

conversations with senior-level administrators and were included in the subsequent 

programming and design phases. In many respects, they were looked to and served as 

researchers, consultants, champions, and liaisons for the project. In turn, the final product 

was arguably more reflective of the student voice than it would have been without this 

student-centered approach. As opposed to treating student activism as transactional, 

marked by a cycle of dissent and statements, the intentional and valued involvement of 

student activists in institutional decision-making allows for the greater likelihood of 

establishing sustainable and effective change. 

Policy 

 The practice of attaching naming opportunities for campus structures, such as 

benches, sidewalk bricks, meeting rooms, and buildings, to donations is widely adopted 

by colleges and universities. However, the recent trend of controversies surrounding the 

symbolic meanings linked to the namesakes of campus buildings that are dedicated in 

honor of prominent historical or institutional figures brings to light implications for 

institutions in their decision-making processes around the acceptance of private or 

corporate gifts. At institutions that have a similar policy as U-M where a certain gift size 

towards the construction of a campus building warrants a naming opportunity, there is the 

potential for future controversies to arise if donors are found to have unfavorable 
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associations or interests, such as partaking in discriminatory practices or funding 

oppressive causes. Likewise, the renaming of a building that has a long-standing history 

on campus after a donor can be problematic if the building itself, like the TMC, has a 

strong presence as being symbolic of legacy and representation. In a larger sense, if not 

properly considered and vetted, the acceptance of a gift that leads to a naming 

opportunity can result in the misdirected signaling of an institution’s affiliations and 

priorities. 

 Another implication involves an institution’s approach to crafting and enacting 

policies aimed at meeting the needs of students, especially marginalized and minoritized 

student populations. In instances where external pressures on public institutions, such as 

state and federal legislation, are in conflict with this approach, how might institutions 

shape policy to satisfy both? For instance, the U-M’s adoption of “color-blind” practices 

in response to the U.S. Supreme Court’s rulings on anti-affirmative action cases has 

challenged the ways in which institutional entities are able to address emerging and 

persistent issues affecting campus racial climate and provide support to students or color. 

Given that the scope of anti-affirmative action legislation, for example, extends beyond 

public education and includes public employment and public contracting, there are also 

significant implications for institutions that involve other campus populations and 

stakeholders. 

Recommendations  

 As evidenced by Chapter 2, there is a limited body of research on student activism 

and cultural centers at PWIs. My intention for conducting this study was to examine these 

topics in tandem and contribute to the sparse literature on race-based student activism and 
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multicultural centers. While these topics are often studied more generally, I chose to 

concentrate on a specific case in order to show the connectivity of components within a 

campus environment and more importantly, to counter the “single story mentality” in the 

narrative of the TMC by honoring the voices of multiple individuals who inhabited Old 

Trotter and inhabit New Trotter. Although the findings of this study are not generalizable, 

they are informative for a myriad of institutional contexts alongside student activism and 

cultural centers, including student support services, organizational decision-making and 

structures, fundraising and advancement, and campus planning and design. As such, I 

present three directions for future research that can inform discourse and practice in 

higher education.  

 The first being the establishment, conceptualization, and sustainability of 

racialized spaces on campuses, such as ethnic-specific cultural centers and multicultural 

centers. In particular, what are the implications of race-based student activism that is 

centered on the pursuit of spatial justice on campuses, specifically PWIs? Further, what 

meanings do the concepts of center, facility, building, space, and place hold when 

applied to identity-based cultural centers?  

 Secondly, the study of race-based student activism beyond the context of race-

specific efforts or efforts that are part of larger social movements warrants further 

examination. For example, what occurs in student movements led by a coalition or 

collective of students from multiple racial identity groups and how are they established? 

While this study broadly captured the interworking of two specific campus movements, 

ANT and #BBUM, deeper research is needed to also explore the phenomenon of race-

based student activism that concentrates on campus reform and institutional change.  
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 Lastly, scholarship on the organizational structures in higher education would 

benefit from the continued study of cultural centers and multicultural centers as contested 

spaces that must operate in the complex web of competing roles and expectations. In 

particular, what human and financial resources are needed to support these administrative 

units and how can institutions position them in a way that serves multiple interests within 

an equity-focused and student-centered approach? 

Conclusion 

 The findings I shared in Chapter 5 and the discussion I present in this chapter 

underscore the challenge in having a unit of analysis that exists in real-time such that it is 

constantly evolving and its narrative is shaped by what is happening on campus, in the 

surrounding community, and within the national and global context. For example, since I 

conducted my site visit for this study in November 2019, the TMC has undergone 

significant changes in staffing, including, the vacancy of the director position and the 

hiring of a second program manager and a programming and building operations 

manager, as well as the retirement of U-M’s Vice President for Student Life and the 

subsequent filling of this position. The search for a new director was paused shortly after 

U-M’s operations were limited due to the COVID-19 pandemic. While no interim 

director was named, the director of MESA was appointed to provide oversight support to 

the TMC staff until the position is filled.  

 Although I concluded primary data collection in January 2020, it is absolutely 

necessary for me to acknowledge the ongoing “double pandemic” of COVID-19 and 

systemic racism on a global level, along with the elections of president and local, state, 

and federal officials on a national level. These unprecedented circumstances, marked by 
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inequality and inequity, have undoubtedly affected and continue to affect the positionality 

and functionality of the TMC and more importantly, the individuals who engage with it. 

While it is outside of the scope of this study to examine the resulting effects of these 

circumstances on the TMC, I assert that the findings clearly indicate that it does not exist 

as an insular entity. Therefore, it can be surmised that these circumstances will have a 

trickle-down effect on the role, identify, and work of the TMC and its relationship with 

on-campus, race-based student activism.  

 My intention for this study was to construct and present a well-informed narrative 

of the TMC; one that includes multiple voices and highlights the impact of time and 

physical space. Having actively supported student activists in my previous professional 

role, I especially sought to create an opportunity to hear from and honor the brave and 

bold efforts of this understudied population. I also wanted to learn from and recognize the 

faculty and staff members who provided encouragement and guidance to these students. 

As such, this study revealed a simple reality: the basic needs of the students of color who 

fought and still fight for the TMC have not changed; their desire for support, space, 

recognition, representation, and inclusion remain. If anything, I contend that the depth 

and gravity of these needs have been exacerbated by the blatant displays of racial 

injustice and systemic racism that are being exposed around the world. Looking forward, 

these extraordinary events will inevitably and rightfully affect the ways in which U-M 

chooses to respond through the TMC to these students’ needs and to the perspectives and 

concerns they express in their on-campus, race-based activism.  

 The opening quote of this dissertation by Gloria Ladson-Billings (2010) poses the 

question: “Why do students need culture centers in the 21st century?” for which she 
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responds, “Despite advertising themselves as open and democratic spaces where the 

marketplace of ideas allows for different and divergent viewpoints, many college and 

university campuses remain difficult places for students of color to negotiate” (p. xi-xii). 

With all of the complexity that surrounds the TMC, this study shows that a PWI is also a 

difficult place for a multicultural center to negotiate as the result of often-conflicting 

organizational, physical, and legal factors. The role of on-campus, race-based student 

activism in the case of the TMC has not only been to serve as the impetus of its origin 

and evolution, but also as a reminder for U-M and the larger campus community that the 

promotion of DEI as an institutional value and the fostering of a truly diverse, equitable, 

and inclusive campus environment cannot be accomplished through the efforts of a few 

individuals, the release of formal statements, the implementation of a strategic plan, or 

the construction of a building. Until institutions make the work of multicultural centers a 

campus-wide responsibility that is infused in all levels and facets, these institutional 

entities will continue to be necessary and will continue to be challenged by tensions 

surrounding the varied interests and expectations of multiple campus populations. 
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Appendix A: Participant Recruitment Email 
 
 
SELF-IDENTIFIED STUDENT ACTIVISTS 
 
Subject: INVITATION: Participate in Study on Student Activism & the Trotter Multicultural 
Center 
 
Dear U-M Student, 
 
My name is Kristen Wong, and I am a doctoral candidate in Higher Education Administration at 
the George Washington University (GWU). Under the direction of Dr. Ashley Stone, assistant 
professor of Higher Education at GWU, I am conducting my dissertation research study on the 
role of on-campus, race-based student activism in the Trotter Multicultural Center. 
 
I am writing to invite you to participate in my study. You are receiving this email because you are 
either listed on U-M's Maize Pages as an officer of a student organization that is under the 
"cultural/ethnic" or "activism" category, or you have been referred by a U-M student, faculty 
member, or staff member as a potential study participant. 
 
Student participants of this study must meet the following eligibility criteria: 

¥ Current (or former) U-M undergraduate or graduate/professional student 
¥ Self-identifies as a student activist 
¥ Current and/or previous in-person involvement in on-campus, race-based student 

activism 
¥ Familiar with the Trotter Multicultural Center related to:  

1. General programs, services, events, and facilities  
--AND/OR– 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based student activism efforts  
 
There are two (2) ways you take part in this study. You may participate in one or both parts of 
this study: 
 
ONLINE SURVEY 
Amount of Time: 15 to 20 minutes 
Format: Online Google form 
Dates: October 28 to December 31 
Survey closes on Tuesday, December 31 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the online survey: [LINK] 
 
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW (on-campus) 
Amount of Time: 1 to 1.5 hours 
Format: One-on-one; On-campus location 
Dates: November 4 to November 15 
Submit interest form by Wednesday, November 13 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the interest form: [LINK]  
 
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW (virtual/phone) 
Amount of Time: 1 to 1.5 hours 
Format: One-on-one; Virtual platform or phone call 
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Dates: November 20 to January 31 
Submit interest form by Wednesday, January 29 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the interest form: [LINK]  
 
Your participation is greatly appreciated, and your responses will contribute to higher education 
research on the topics of student activism and multicultural centers. 
 
Taking part in this study is entirely voluntary. Your academic standing and/or employment at the 
U-M will not be affected by whether or not you choose to participate in this study. If you have 
any questions, please contact me (primary study contact) at kristenwong@gwu.edu  
 
Thank you, 
Kristen 
 
 
FACULTY & STAFF MEMBERS 
 
Subject: INVITATION: Participate in Study on Student Activism & the Trotter Multicultural 
Center 
 
Dear U-M Faculty or Staff Member,  
 
My name is Kristen Wong, and I am a doctoral candidate in Higher Education Administration at 
the George Washington University (GWU). Under the direction of Dr. Ashley Stone, assistant 
professor of Higher Education at GWU, I am conducting my dissertation research study on the 
role of on-campus, race-based student activism in the Trotter Multicultural Center. 
 
I am writing to invite you to become a study participant. You are receiving this email because you 
are either listed on U-M's Maize Pages as an advisor of a student organization that is under the 
"cultural/ethnic" or "activism" category, or you have been referred by a U-M student, faculty 
member, or staff member as a potential study participant. 
 
Faculty and staff participants of this study must meet the following eligibility criteria: 

¥ Current (or former) U-M faculty or staff member  
¥ Current and/or previous first-hand involvement with supporting on-campus, race-based 

student activism  
¥ Familiar with the Trotter Multicultural Center related to:  

1. General programs, services, events, and facilities  
--AND/OR– 

2. Specific on-campus, race-based student activism efforts  
 
There are two (2) ways you take part in this study. You may participate in one or both parts of 
this study: 
 
ONLINE SURVEY 
Amount of Time: 15 to 20 minutes 
Format: Online Google form 
Dates: October 28 to December 31 
Survey closes on Tuesday, December 31 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the online survey: [LINK] 
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INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW (on-campus) 
Amount of Time: 1 to 1.5 hours 
Format: One-on-one; On-campus location 
Dates: November 4 to November 15 
Submit interest form by Wednesday, November 13 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the interest form: [LINK]  
 
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW (virtual/phone) 
Amount of Time: 1 to 1.5 hours 
Format: One-on-one; Virtual platform or phone call 
Dates: November 20 to January 31 
Submit interest form by Wednesday, January 29 (11:59pm) 
Click on this link for the interest form: [LINK]  
 
Your participation is greatly appreciated, and your responses will contribute to higher education 
research on the topics of student activism and multicultural centers. 
 
Taking part in this study is entirely voluntary. Your academic standing and/or employment at the 
U-M will not be affected by whether or not you choose to participate in this study. If you have 
any questions, please contact me (primary study contact) at kristenwong@gwu.edu  
 
Thank you, 
Kristen 
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Appendix B: Participant Basic Demographic Information Form 
 
 
SELF-IDENTIFIED STUDENT ACTIVISTS 
 
Your responses in this section will be kept confidential. Any identifiers WILL BE REMOVED to protect 
your confidentiality. You may leave any field blank or select the “Prefer not to answer” option. 
 

Campus Affiliation 

1. What is your current student status?  
(For this current Fall 2019 semester, please select the option that best describes your student status.) 
  

!  Current undergraduate student 
!  Former undergraduate student 

!  Current graduate/professional 
student 

!  Former graduate/professional 
student 

!  Prefer not to answer

2. What is your current enrollment status?  
(For this current Fall 2019 semester, please select the option that best describes your student status.) 
 

!  Undergraduate (first-year) 
!  Undergraduate (second-year) 
!  Undergraduate (third-year) 
!  Undergraduate (fourth-year) 

!  Undergraduate (fifth-year or 
beyond) 

!  Graduate (master's) 
!  Graduate (doctoral) 

!  Graduate (professional) 
!  Not applicable (former student) 

!  Prefer not to answer

 
3. In what degree program(s) are you currently enrolled?  

(If you are pursuing multiple degrees, please indicate ALL applicable programs.)  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. In which school is your degree program(s) housed?  (Select ALL that apply.) 
 

!  Architecture & Urban Planning 
!  Art & Design 
!  Business 
!  Dentistry 
!  Education 
!  Engineering 
!  Environment & Technology 
!  Information 

!  Kinesiology 
!  Law 
!  Literature, Science & the Arts 
!  Medicine 
!  Music, Theater & Dance 
!  Nursing 
!  Pharmacy 
!  Public Health 

!  Public Policy 
!  Rackham School of Graduate 

Studies 
!  Social Work 
!  Prefer not to answer 

!  Not applicable

 
5. BRIEFLY list your on-campus involvement, including activities, committees, organizations, and 

initiatives.   
(If you have a specific role or hold a position, you may also indicate this information.) 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Participant Information 

 
6. Are you a first-generation college or university student? 

(A "YES" response means that your parent(s) or guardian(s) did not complete a degree at a college or 
university.) 

!  YES 
!  NO  

!  Unsure 
!  Prefer not to answer
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7. What is your racial identity?  
(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  American Indian or Alaska Native 
!  Asian 
!  Black or African American 
!  Hispanic or Latinx 

!  Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
!  White 
!  Prefer not to answer 

!  Other:   ___________________________________ 
 
8. What is your gender identity?  

(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  Agender 

!  Genderqueer/Gender fluid/Non-binary 

!  Man 

!  Questioning or Unsure 

!  Trans man 

!  Trans woman 

!  Woman 

!  Prefer not to answer 

!  Other:   ___________________________________ 

 
9. What is your home city, state, and/or country?  ________________________________________ 

 
Involvement with On-Campus, Race-Based Student Activism 

 
10. How would you describe your level of involvement in on-campus, race-based student activism? 

0 = Not at all involved; 1 = Slightly involved; 2 = Somewhat involved; 3 = Very involved;  
4 = Extremely involved 
 

Not at all involved 0 1 2 3 4 Extremely involved 

       

 
11. Based on your previous response, how would you describe your form of involvement in on-

campus, race-based student activism?  
(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  ADVISOR: Provide guidance and advice to organizers and/or participants of an effort 

!  ORGANIZER: Develop, coordinate, and/or lead an effort 

!  HELPER: Provide general assistance to an effort 

!  PARTICIPANT: Attend and play an direct and in-person role in an effort 

!  SUPPORTER: Follow and encourage an effort without having a direct and in-person role 

!  Other: ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Familiarity with the Trotter Multicultural Center 
 

12. How would you describe your level of familiarity with the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
0 = Not at all familiar; 1 = Slightly familiar; 2 = Somewhat familiar; 3 = Very familiar; 4 = 
Extremely familiar 

 
Not at all familiar 0 1 2 3 4 Extremely familiar 
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13. How often do you engage with or utilize the following aspects of the Trotter Multicultural Center 
overall? 
DAILY = every day; WEEKLY = at least once a week; MONTHLY = at least once a month;  
OCCASIONALLY = at least once every 3 months; RARELY = at least once a year 
 

 DAILY WEEKLY MONTHLY OCCASIO-
NALLY RARELY NEVER 

Programs       
Events       
Services       
Facilities       
Partnerships/Collaborations       

 
 
FACULTY & STAFF MEMBERS 
 
Your responses in this section will be kept confidential. Any identifiers WILL BE REMOVED to protect 
your confidentiality. You may leave any field blank or select the “Prefer not to answer” option. 
 

Campus Affiliation 
 

1. Current (or Former) Position or Title: ___________________________________________ 
 
2. Current (or Former) Department or Office:  __________________________________________ 

 
3. In which school is your current position housed?  (Select ALL that apply.) 

 
!  Architecture & Urban Planning 
!  Art & Design 
!  Business 
!  Dentistry 
!  Education 
!  Engineering 
!  Environment & Technology 
!  Information 

!  Kinesiology 
!  Law 
!  Literature, Science & the Arts 
!  Medicine 
!  Music, Theater & Dance 
!  Nursing 
!  Pharmacy 
!  Public Health 

!  Public Policy 

!  Rackham School of Graduate 
Studies 

!  Social Work 
!  Prefer not to answer 
!  Not applicable

 
4. How many years have you been employed at U-M, Ann Arbor?   ______________ 

 
5. How many years have you been in your current position at U-M, Ann Arbor? ______________ 
 
6. BRIEFLY list your on-campus involvement, including activities, committees, organizations, and 

initiatives.  
(If you have a specific role or hold a position, you may also indicate this information.) 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Participant Information 
 

7. What is your racial identity?  
(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  American Indian or Alaska Native 
!  Asian 
!  Black or African American 
!  Hispanic or Latinx 

!  Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
!  White 
!  Prefer not to answer 

!  Other:   ___________________________________
 
8. What is your gender identity?  

(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  Genderqueer/Gender fluid/Non-binary 

!  Man 

!  Questioning or Unsure 

!  Trans man 

!  Trans woman 

!  Woman 

!  Prefer not to answer 

!  Other:   ___________________________________ 

 
9. What is your home city, state, and/or country?  __________________________________________ 

 
Involvement with On-Campus, Race-Based Student Activism 

 
10. How would you describe your level of involvement in on-campus, race-based student activism? 

0 = Not at all involved; 1 = Slightly involved; 2 = Somewhat involved; 3 = Very involved;  
4 = Extremely involved 
 

Not at all involved 0 1 2 3 4 Extremely involved 

       

 
11. Based on your previous response, how would you describe your form of involvement in on-

campus, race-based student activism?  
(Select ALL that apply. If you prefer to self-describe, please fill in the "Other" field.) 

!  ADVISOR: Provide guidance and advice to organizers and/or participants of an effort 

!  ORGANIZER: Develop, coordinate, and/or lead an effort 

!  HELPER: Provide general assistance to an effort 

!  PARTICIPANT: Attend and play an direct and in-person role in an effort 

!  SUPPORTER: Follow and encourage an effort without having a direct and in-person role 

!  Other: _____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Familiarity with the Trotter Multicultural Center 
 

12. How would you describe your level of familiarity with the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
0 = Not at all familiar; 1 = Slightly familiar; 2 = Somewhat familiar; 3 = Very familiar; 4 = 
Extremely familiar 

 
Not at all familiar 0 1 2 3 4 Extremely familiar 
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13. How often do you engage with or utilize the following aspects of the Trotter Multicultural Center 
overall? 
DAILY = every day; WEEKLY = at least once a week; MONTHLY = at least once a month;  
OCCASIONALLY = at least once every 3 months; RARELY = at least once a year 
 

 DAILY WEEKLY MONTHLY OCCASIO-
NALLY RARELY NEVER 

Programs       
Events       
Services       
Facilities       
Partnerships/Collaborations       
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Appendix C: Survey Interview Protocol 
 
 
SELF-IDENTIFIED STUDENT ACTIVISTS 
 
Involvement in On-campus, Race-Based Student Activism 
1. In what specific efforts are you or have you been involved? 
2. From where do the opportunities for your involvement come? 
3. Please describe the specific major tasks you have completed/accomplished in your 

involvement. 
4. As a student, what level of priority does your involvement have for you on a daily basis? 
 

High priority Moderate priority Somewhat priority Low priority Not a priority 
 

 
Perceptions of the Trotter Multicultural Center 
5. How would you describe the reputation of the Trotter Multicultural Center on campus? 
6. In what ways, if any, does the Trotter Multicultural Center influence U-M’s campus culture? 
7. In what ways, if any, is the Trotter Multicultural Center associated with student activism, in 

general and/or specifically at U-M? 
 
Expectations for the Trotter Multicultural Center 
8. In your opinion, what is the overall purpose of the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
9. Based on your previous response, what specific expectations do you, as a student, hold for the 

Trotter Multicultural Center? 
10. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, how appropriate is it for 

the Trotter Multicultural Center to be involved? 
 

Absolutely 
appropriate 

Appropriate Slightly 
appropriate 

Slightly 
inappropriate 

Inappropriate Absolutely 
inappropriate 

 
11. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, what do you think is the 

role of the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
 
Engagement with & Utilization of Trotter Multicultural Center 
12. If applicable, how do you specifically engage with or utilize the Trotter Multicultural Center 

in the following areas? 
a. Programs 
b. Events 
c. Services 
d. Facilities 
e. Partnerships & Collaborations 
f. Prefer to self-describe: _________ 

 
13. What level of influence does the Trotter Multicultural Center have on your campus 

experience as a student? 
 

Extremely 
influential 

Very  
influential 

Somewhat 
influential 

Slightly  
influential 

Not al all 
influential 
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14. If applicable, in what ways has the Trotter Multicultural Center affected or impacted your 
involvement in race-based student activism on campus? 

 
Additional Comments 
If desired, you may share any additional comments you may have regarding race-based student 
activism or campus, the Trotter Multicultural Center, and/or any other related topics. 
 
Referrals for Potential Study Participants (optional) 
Your voluntary participation in this study is highly valued for the perspectives and experiences 
you have shared about the research topic. Likewise, if you know of a self-identified student 
activist or faculty or staff member who could also provide insight to this study through the online 
survey and/or individual interviews, please provide contact information below.  

PLEASE NOTE: A referral is in no way binding or committal, and will only lead to a general 
potential participant invitation email. You, as the referrer, WILL NOT be identified in this 
invitation email.  
 
First Name: _________________________________________________ 
Last Name: _________________________________________________ 
Email Address: ______________________________________________ 
Primary Campus Affiliation: 

!  Undergraduate student 
!  Graduate/professional student 

!  Faculty member 
!  Staff member 

 
  
FACULTY & STAFF MEMBERS 
 
Involvement in On-campus, Race-Based Student Activism 
1. In what specific efforts are you or have you been involved? 
2. From where do the opportunities for your involvement come? 
3. Please describe the specific major tasks you have completed/accomplished in your 

involvement. 
4. As a faculty or staff member, what level of priority does your involvement have for you on a 

daily basis? 
 

High priority Moderate priority Somewhat priority Low priority Not a priority 
 

 
Perceptions of the Trotter Multicultural Center 
5. How would you describe the reputation of the Trotter Multicultural Center on campus? 
6. In what ways, if any, does the Trotter Multicultural Center influence U-M’s campus culture? 
7. In what ways, if any, is the Trotter Multicultural Center associated with student activism, in 

general and/or specifically at U-M? 
 
Expectations for the Trotter Multicultural Center 
8. In your opinion, what is the overall purpose of the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
9. Based on your previous response, what specific expectations do you, as a faculty or staff 

member, hold for the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
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10. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, how appropriate is it for 
the Trotter Multicultural Center to be involved? 

 
Absolutely 
appropriate 

Appropriate Slightly 
appropriate 

Slightly 
inappropriate 

Inappropriate Absolutely 
inappropriate 

 
11. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, what do you think is the 

role of the Trotter Multicultural Center? 
 
Engagement with & Utilization of Trotter Multicultural Center 
12. If applicable, how do you specifically engage with or utilize the Trotter Multicultural Center 

in the following areas? 
¥ Programs 
¥ Events 
¥ Services 
¥ Facilities 
¥ Partnerships & Collaborations 
¥ Prefer to self-describe: _________ 

 
13. What level of influence does the Trotter Multicultural Center have on your campus 

experience as a faculty or staff member? 
 

Extremely 
influential 

Very  
influential 

Somewhat 
influential 

Slightly  
influential 

Not al all 
influential 

 
14. If applicable, in what ways has the Trotter Multicultural Center affected or impacted your 

involvement in race-based student activism on campus? 
 
Additional Comments 
If desired, you may share any additional comments you may have regarding race-based student 
activism or campus, the Trotter Multicultural Center, and/or any other related topics. 
 
Referrals for Potential Study Participants (optional) 
Your voluntary participation in this study is highly valued for the perspectives and experiences 
you have shared about the research topic. Likewise, if you know of a self-identified student 
activist or faculty or staff member who could also provide insight to this study through the online 
survey and/or individual interviews, please provide contact information below.  

PLEASE NOTE: A referral is in no way binding or committal, and will only lead to a general 
potential participant invitation email. You, as the referrer, WILL NOT be identified in this 
invitation email.  

First Name: _________________________________________________ 
Last Name: _________________________________________________ 
Email Address: ______________________________________________ 
Primary Campus Affiliation: 

!  Undergraduate student 
!  Graduate/professional student 

!  Faculty member 
!  Staff member 
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Appendix D: Individual Interview Protocol 
 
 
SELF-IDENTIFIED STUDENT ACTIVISTS 
 
Introduction (20 minutes) 
Hello, ____________. How are you today?   
 
Thank you for your willingness to speak with me. As I mentioned in my email, this individual 
interview, which will last no longer than 1.5 hours, is part of my dissertation study. 
 
The purpose of my study is to examine the role of race-based student activism in a multicultural 
center at a predominantly White institution, and I have decided to conduct a case study of the 
Trotter Multicultural Center. The data for my study will come from an online survey, interviews, 
observations, and document analysis. 
 
We are here today because you self-identify as a student activist who is: 
1. Currently and/or has been involved in person in on-campus race-based student activism 
2. Familiar with the Trotter Multicultural Center, in a general sense and/or specifically related to 

on-campus, race-based student activism 
 
Since this study is qualitative in nature, it is extremely important that I honor the narratives of 
individuals and the insight, perspectives, and experiences they share with me. 
Some details about your participation: 
1. Your participation is voluntary -- You have to option to not answer any questions or stop 

your involvement altogether at any time.  
2. I will make every attempt to protect your confidentiality and anonymity, but I cannot 

guarantee it. However, I will be the only person with access to your recorded responses. 
3. I will send the recording to a transcription service, but no identifiers will be associated with 

the audio file. Excerpts of your responses may be used in my dissertation, as well as journal 
articles or conference presentations, but no identifiers will be used. 

 
Before we begin, I have a Participant Informed Consent Form (which I also emailed to you) that I 
would like for you to review and complete. 
 
Also, if you know of any self-identified student activists…or faculty or staff members who are 
involved in on-campus, race-based student activism, I have a Participant Referral Form where 
you can provide their contact information. I will only use this information to invite them to 
participate. 
 

**Participant will review and complete both forms (10 minutes)** 
 
I have a few prepared questions for us to discuss, but this interview has the flexibility to cover 
other related and relevant topics. After these questions, we will have some time for you to ask me 
questions and to provide additional comments. 
 
Do you have any questions for me at this point? 
 
Before we get started, may I have your permission to audio record this interview? 
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Great! I’ll PRESS RECORD now, and will need to ask you again so that I have your answer on 
record. 
 
Thank you for speaking with me today. Do I have your consent to audio record this interview? 
 
Participant Introduction 
1. Please share a little about yourself, such as your hometown, race/ethnic identity, year in 

school, major and/or minor, or some of the activities you’re involved in on campus. 
 

Perceptions of & Involvement in On-campus, Race-Based Student Activism 
2. Can you please tell me how you define “student activism?” 
3. In your opinion, what does student activism look at U-M: (1) in general, and (2) specifically 

related to race and the pursuit of racial justice? 
4. Tell me about your personal involvement in race-based student activism on campus. What 

specific efforts have you been a part of and what was your role? 
5. From where do the opportunities for your involvement come and what are your motivations 

for being involved? 
 
Perceptions of & Expectations for the Trotter Multicultural Center 
6. How would you describe the Trotter Multicultural Center’s reputation on campus? 
7. In what ways, if any, does the Trotter Multicultural Center influence U-M’s campus culture? 
8. With the increased visibility of the Trotter Multicultural Center, both physically and 

symbolically, what do you think this means for: (1) the institution, (2) the students, and (3) 
the U-M campus community? 

9. What are your thoughts on the influence of campus politics on the Trotter Multicultural 
Center, such as on an institutional level with administration, on a student level, and a U-M 
campus community level? 

10. In your opinion, what is the general purpose of the Trotter Multicultural Center? And because 
of this, what expectations do you hold for it? 

11. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, what role does the 
Trotter Multicultural Center currently play? Do you believe this role is appropriate and/or 
adequate? 

12. Given that the Trotter Multicultural Center has a history rooted in race-based student 
activism, what do you think this means for the center (either before or now)? 

 
Engagement with the Trotter Multicultural Center 
13. Based on your experience, where does the general campus community’s familiarity of the 

Trotter Multicultural Center come from: (1) attending programs or events; (2) seeking 
services or opportunities; (3) utilizing facilities, or (4) other ways? 

14. In your opinion, how does or has the Trotter Multicultural Center affected or impacted the 
campus experiences of student activists and/or faculty/staff who support race-based student 
activism on campus? 

15. If you were to tell me the story of the Trotter Multicultural Center, starting back as far as 
you’d like, such as with the Old Trotter (Trotter House) to the New Trotter, what would you 
say? 

16. In your opinion, what challenges does the Trotter Multicultural Center currently face and 
what challenges might it face moving forward? 

a. Such as staffing, funding, and institutional policies 
17. Looking down the line, years from now, what would your ideal Trotter Multicultural Center 

look like? 
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Conclusion (5 minutes) 
As we wrap up this interview, is there anything you would like to add or that we did not cover 
today? 
 
Do you have any questions for me? 
 
Also, after I complete the write-up of my dissertation by next summer, I can share the final 
product with you. If you’d like to see a copy, please let me know via email. 
 
Again, if you or anyone you know might be interested in participating in the online survey or an 
interview for my study, please fill out the Participant Referral Form or send me an email with 
their contact info. 
 
Thanks again for your time and sharing your experiences and perspectives with me today! 
 
 
NON-STUDENT PARTICIPANTS 
 
Introduction (20 minutes) 
Hello, ____________. How are you today?   
 
Thank you for your willingness to speak with me. As I mentioned in my email, this individual 
interview, which will last no longer than 1.5 hours, is part of my dissertation study. 
 
The purpose of my study is to examine the role of race-based student activism in a multicultural 
center at a predominantly White institution, and I have decided to conduct a case study of the 
Trotter Multicultural Center. The data for my study will come from an online survey, interviews, 
observations, and document analysis. 
 
FACULTY & STAFF MEMBERS 
We are here today because you are a faculty of staff member who is: 
1. Currently and/or has been involved first-hand in supporting on-campus race-based student 

activism 
2. Familiar with the Trotter Multicultural Center, in a general sense and/or specifically related to 

on-campus, race-based student activism 
 
TROTTER MULTICULTURAL CENTER STAFF MEMBERS 
We are here today because you are a Trotter Multicultural Center staff member who is: 
1. Currently involved first-hand in the Trotter Multicultural Center’s operations 
 
SENIOR-LEVEL ADMINISTRATORS 
We are here today because you are a senior-level administrator who is: 
1. Currently assumes oversight of and reporting responsibilities for the Trotter Multicultural 

Center  
 
Since this study is qualitative in nature, it is extremely important that I honor the narratives of 
individuals and the insight, perspectives, and experiences they share with me. 
Some details about your participation: 
1. Your participation is voluntary -- You have to option to not answer any questions or stop 

your involvement altogether at any time.  



 

 323 

2. I will make every attempt to protect your confidentiality and anonymity, but I cannot 
guarantee it. However, I will be the only person with access to your recorded responses. 

3. I will send the recording to a transcription service, but no identifiers will be associated with 
the audio file. Excerpts of your responses may be used in my dissertation, as well as journal 
articles or conference presentations, but no identifiers will be used. 

 
Before we begin, I have a Participant Informed Consent Form (which I also emailed to you) that I 
would like for you to review and complete. 
 
Also, if you know of any self-identified student activists…or faculty or staff members who are 
involved in on-campus, race-based student activism, I have a Participant Referral Form where 
you can provide their contact information. I will only use this information to invite them to 
participate. 
 

**Participant will review and complete both forms (10 minutes)** 
 
I have a few prepared questions for us to discuss, but this interview has the flexibility to cover 
other related and relevant topics. After these questions, we will have some time for you to ask me 
questions and to provide additional comments. 
 
Do you have any questions for me at this point? 
 
Before we get started, may I have your permission to audio record this interview? 
 
Great! I’ll PRESS RECORD now, and will need to ask you again so that I have your answer on 
record. 
 
Thank you for speaking with me today. Do I have your consent to audio record this interview? 
 
Participant Introduction 
1. Please share a little about yourself, such as your hometown, race/ethnic identity, campus 

affiliations, or some of the activities you’re involved in on campus. 
 

Perceptions of & Involvement in On-campus, Race-Based Student Activism 
2. Can you please tell me how you define “student activism?” 
3. In your opinion, what does student activism look at U-M: (1) in general, and (2) specifically 

related to race and the pursuit of racial justice? 
4. Tell me about your personal involvement in race-based student activism on campus. What 

specific efforts have you been a part of and what was your role? 
5. From where do the opportunities for your involvement come and what are your motivations 

for being involved? 
 
Perceptions of & Expectations for the Trotter Multicultural Center 
6. How would you describe the Trotter Multicultural Center’s reputation on campus? 
7. In what ways, if any, does the Trotter Multicultural Center influence U-M’s campus culture? 
8. With the increased visibility of the Trotter Multicultural Center, both physically and 

symbolically, what do you think this means for: (1) the institution, (2) the students, and (3) 
the U-M campus community? 

9. What are your thoughts on the influence of campus politics on the Trotter Multicultural 
Center, such as on an institutional level with administration, on a student level, and a U-M 
campus community level? 
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10. In your opinion, what is the general purpose of the Trotter Multicultural Center? And because 
of this, what expectations do you hold for it? 

11. Specifically speaking about race-based student activism on campus, what role does the 
Trotter Multicultural Center currently play? Do you believe this role is appropriate and/or 
adequate? 

12. Given that the Trotter Multicultural Center has a history rooted in race-based student 
activism, what do you think this means for the center (either before or now)? 

 
Engagement with the Trotter Multicultural Center 
13. Based on your experience, where does the general campus community’s familiarity of the 

Trotter Multicultural Center come from: (1) attending programs or events; (2) seeking 
services or opportunities; (3) utilizing facilities, or (4) other ways? 

14. In your opinion, how does or has the Trotter Multicultural Center affected or impacted the 
campus experiences of student activists and/or faculty/staff who support race-based student 
activism on campus? 

15. If you were to tell me the story of the Trotter Multicultural Center, starting back as far as 
you’d like, such as with the Old Trotter (Trotter House) to the New Trotter, what would you 
say? 

16. In your opinion, what challenges does the Trotter Multicultural Center currently face and 
what challenges might it face moving forward? 

b. Such as staffing, funding, and institutional policies 
17. Looking down the line, years from now, what would your ideal Trotter Multicultural Center 

look like? 
 
Conclusion (5 minutes) 
As we wrap up this interview, is there anything you would like to add or that we did not cover 
today? 
 
Do you have any questions for me? 
 
Also, after I complete the write-up of my dissertation by next summer, I can share the final 
product with you. If you’d like to see a copy, please let me know via email. 
 
Again, if you or anyone you know might be interested in participating in the online survey or an 
interview for my study, please fill out the Participant Referral Form or send me an email with 
their contact info. 
 
Thanks again for your time and sharing your experiences and perspectives with me today!  
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Appendix E: Code & Sub-Code Hierarchy 
 
 

Code Sub-Code 
Unit State 
 Washtenaw 
 U-M 
  
Aggregate Alumni 
 DEI General Involvement 
 DEI Plan Involvement 
 Personal Uses 
 Professional Uses 
 Staff Supporter of RBSA 
 Student Activist of RBSA 
 
Socially Constructed Co-Curricular Emphasis 
 Community Role-Impact 
 Excitement-Progress 
 Feeling of Place 
 Foster Community 
 Home 
 Identity 
 Intended Users 
 Need to Protect 
 Purpose-Focus 
 Racial Climate 
 Safe Space 
 Shows DEI Commitment 
 There’s Still More to Do 
 Visibility-Symbolic 
 
Physical Building Access-Location 
 Conditions 
 Structural Features 
 Uses 
 Visibility-Physical 
  
Organizational Administrative Functions 
 Bloody Incident 
 Campus Connections 
 Campus Politics 
 DEI Campus Efforts & Strategic Plan 
 Funding-Resources 
 MESA-TMC-OAMI 

 Mission-Vision 
 Naming 
 Outreach-Marketing 
 Policies 
 Response to Trends 
 Staffing 
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Student Activism (SA) A New Trotter (ANT) 
 Affirmative Action 
 BAM-BBUM 
 Culture-History 
 Definition 
 Forms-Strategies 
 Multiple Identity Groups’ Efforts 
 Product of RBSA 
 Response to SA 
 Scope of Issues 
 Support(er) of SA 
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Appendix F: Black Action Movement & “Being Black at U-M” List of Demands 
 
 
Black Action Movement, 1970 (BAM I) 
 

1. Recommendations for increasing the numbers of graduate and undergraduate, 
professional recruiters.  

2. A goal of 10% of the total population of Ann Arbor be made up of Black students by 
1973-1974. This shall increase yearly until the overall population of Blacks shall 
approach, if not exceed, the proportion of Blacks in the state. More specifically, we 
demand that in the academic year 1971-1972, there shall be an incoming class which 
includes at least 450 Black freshman and 150 transfer students, as well as 300 new Black 
graduate students. 

3. A plan of supportive services was desired to make the increase of risk students feasible. 
4. All work on the Black Studies Program is halted until a community/University input can 

be fully developed to ensure the desire of the people. 
5. The establishment of a community located Black Studies [Student] Center is demanded. 
6. The Martin Luther King Scholarship Fund is to be revitalized. The Parents Confidential 

Statement is to be revamped. A University-wide Appeal Board is to be established for 
those who contend to be short of finances. 

7. Finally, we demand that tuition waivers be granted to financially disadvantaged students 
admitted under special programs. The process of describing a tuition waiver is facilitated 
by stating what it does: it is economically feasible for students to have their tuition 
waived, a mechanism which is largely different from that of the scholarship. A summary 
of the legal precedent is attached. Notable, the arguments forwarded at the U of M can be 
made at any state university. 

 
Source: University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library (2014a, 2014b) 
 
Black Action Movement, 1975 (BAM II) 
 

1. That the Third World Coalition Council (TWCC) be recognized as the sole bargaining 
agent for students of color in the University. 

2. That Cleopatra Lyons be reinstated in the Nursing School. 
3. That the job appointment of the Native American advocate be raised from half time to 

full time. 
4. The establishment of an Asian American advocate. 
5. The establishment of a Chicano Cultural center. 
6. Total amnesty from all reprisals for demonstrations. 

 
Source: “’75 BAM Demands” (1975) 
 
Black Action Movement, 1987 (BAM III) 
 

1. We demand the establishment of a permanent and completely autonomous yearly budget 
of $35,000 for the Black Student Union. 

2. We demand the immediate endowment of $150,000 for the Monroe Trotter House to 
insure that the integrity of the African-American culture will be preserved in spite of the 
vile climate of racism that persist at the University of Michigan.  
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3. We demand the University immediately grant tenure to all presently hired Black faculty, 
and develop an accelerated tenure program for all newly hired Black faculty members, 
such that every department of the University has tenured Black professors. 

4. We demand that the university Board of Regents and administration adopt a plan, which 
appoints Blacks as department chairpersons or heads of 30% of all academic departments 
of the University’s schools and colleges. This demand applies to undergraduate, graduate 
and professional schools. 

5. We demand the immediate addition of a racial harassment clause in the university rules 
and regulations to punish institutionally those who perpetuate, motivate and participate in 
any type of racist activity. 

6. Full participation of Black Student Union executive board in the formulation and 
implementation of any reform, program or policy that implicitly or explicitly affects the 
Black community of the University, or our community at large. 

7. We demand President Shapiro’s 1 million dollar initiative to improve the recruitment and 
retention of Black students be extended to a 5 million dollar – 5-year initiative. At the 
end of the five-year period the initiative will be evaluated and possibly extended 
indefinitely. 

8. We demand the development of a permanent Black Music program and Black Affairs 
program at all university owned, student run stations. These programs shall be produced, 
programmed and operated by Black students. 

9. We demand that all university publications cease regarding and insulting the integrity of 
Black people by the use of lower case ”b” when referring to the Black Race. 

10. We demand the uncompromised ratification of UCAR’s [United Coalition Against 
Racism’s] anti-racism proposals. 

11. We demand total amnesty for all reprisals incurred by students during B.A.M. III. 
 
Source: University of Michigan Bentley Historical Library (2014c) 
 
 “Being Black at U-M,” 2014 (#BBUM) 
 

1. We demand the University to give us an equal opportunity to implement change. The 
change that a complete restoration of BSU’s purchasing power through an increased 
budget can obtain. 

2. We demand the University to give us available housing on central campus for those of 
lower socioeconomic status at a rate in which students can afford to be a part of 
university life, and not just on the periphery. 

3. We demand for an opportunity to congregate and share our experiences in a new Trotter 
located on central campus.  

4. We demand an opportunity to educate and be educated about America’s historical 
treatment and marginalization of colored groups through race/ethnicity requirements 
throughout all schools and colleges within the university. 

5. We demand for an equal opportunity to succeed with emergency scholarships for Black 
students in need of financial support without the mental anxiety of not being able to focus 
on and afford the university’s academic life.  

6. We demand for increased disclosure of all documents within the Bentley Library. There 
should be transparency about the University and its past dealing with race relations. 

7. We demand an increase in Black representation on this campus equal to 10%. 
 
Source: The Black Student Union (2014)  
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Appendix G: Visuals of the Trotter Multicultural Center 
 
 

PREVIOUS LOCATIONS 
 
Trotter House – Original Location**  1443 Washtenaw Avenue - Front^^ 

    
 
 

CURRENT LOCATION 
 
External – Front (same side of street)^^       External – Front (across the street)^^ 

        
 
 
External – Behind Building (upstairs)^^       Vestibule – Land Acknowledgement^^ 
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GROUND LEVEL (basement)* 

 
 
Multipurpose Room – Full*         Multipurpose Room – Middle Section^^ 

        
 
 
Hallway – Passive Education Display^^       Catering Support Space^^ 
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FIRST LEVEL* 

 
 
Entryway – Wall (near front door)^^        Lobby – Front Door & Sankofa Lounge^^ 

        
 
 
Kitchen^^           Close-Up of Faces Wall^^    
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Student Art Display^^          Large Reflection Room* 

        
 
 
Large Meeting Room*          Medium Meeting Room* 

        
 
 
Sankofa Lounge - Main Wall*         Sankofa Lounge – TV Area^^ 
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SECOND LEVEL* 

 
 
Top of Stairs – Staff Office in Background^^       Huddle Room^^ 

        
 
 
Student Organization Lounge*        Roof Garden Deck* 

       
  
 
*   Source: University of Michigan Trotter Multicultural Center (2020) 
** Source: University of Michigan Library (2014) 
^^ Source: Photograph taken by researcher (Kristen Wong) during site visit (2019) 


