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After explaining the purpose of the protest, the president gave way to other
speakers, including a freshman woman who was one of the Black students who had been
at the party, felt uncomfortable, and used the social media app Groupme to alert other
Black students on campus to what was going on. One of the speakers at the protest later
described how they used the app to plan a response and also alert others in the UCLA
community to support the planned activities. Following that, a Black graduate student
spoke about the importance of solidarity during trying times like this. There was also a
spoken word artist whose poem illuminated how the racist campus climate of UCLA and
incidents like this made it feel like “she couldn’t breathe” — a nod to the unfortunate
passing of Eric Garner and the subsequent rally chant of “I can’t breathe” (See Figure
5.8).

Also important to point out and unusual for these sorts of relatively spontaneous
protest, the UCLA vice chancellor for diversity was allocated time to speak to the people

147



that had assembled at the protest. Jerry Kang, professor of law, was recently appointed to
this role and acknowledged that this incident was one of the first major issues he and his
team had to deal with and he encouraged students to “hold him and the administration”
accountable as they worked through the process of responding to the incident. He let the
crowd know that he was there to speak on “three C’s.” The first C was condemnation,
and he spoke about how UCLA is a place that values free speech and expression but “just
because you can do something, does not mean you should.” The second C was
consequences, and he told the crowd that that both groups involved in the party were on
suspension, pending an investigation. Lastly, he talked about community and how it was
important that UCLA foster a space wherein all students feel included, welcomed, and

are supported to actualize their goals and dreams.

Figure 5.8: Student Protestor Speaks about UCLA Hostile Racial Climate
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students marched from the grassy area to the Chancellor Gene Block’s office. | followed
the protesting and chanting students there and witnessed hundreds of students fill up the
halls of the UCLA administration building (see Figure 5.9).

Figure 5.9: Student Protestors Occupying UCLA Administration Building

' ks
Following the brief occupation of the office, the students congregated one more

time to participate in an “umoja circle” (see Figure 5.10). The leaders of the protest
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described that the umoja circle was a solidarity activity that Black Bruins have done for
many years to engender a sense of safety, togetherness, and, strength in numbers. After
that exercise the students disbursed, and | was able to get some of their initial reactions to
the whole event. They described to me “feeling annoyed” and but “not surprised” that
something like this would happen. When | asked them why they chose to participate in
the protest and how, if at all, these experiences related to their political engagement, the
consensus response was that these experiences helped them understand that there is no
separation between the “real world” and what was happening on their campus. The
protest was a way for their voices to be heard, and they felt that it was an important
component of the political process.

Figure 5.10: Students Posing with Signs in an Umoja Circle

Afterwards, | wrote in my field journal and said to a peer-debriefer that this
unfortunate experience was paradoxically fortunately for me. | was thrilled that I got to

witness first hand students protesting, acting in solidarity, and seeking to hold their peers

150



and the administration accountable. In many ways, this was a perfect embodiment of
student political engagement. However, as a former Black undergraduate and someone
who studies diversity issues on campus, the narratives from the students, their hurt and
frustration, brought up difficult memories of my experiences in college. | was distressed
by the fact that students, particularly Black students, were having to take time out of their
already busy schedules, many skipping class, to find a space to heal and act politically.

This experience was a reminder to me of how personal the political is. These
students were acting in political ways because of how they felt their salient racial
identities were harmed. When thinking about this from an organizational sense, two
important aspects are critical to unpack. First, the underlying theme of this section is the
idea of space on campus. This protest is a microcosm of how fluid space is. The Kanye
Western party happened in a semi-private space (a fraternity house), the protest was
planned on a semi-private space (the social media app Groupme), and the protest took
place in a very public space, along Bruin Walk. There were also meetings with the
administration before the protest, and students had also planned follow up events for later
that evening and week to continue to press their message to campus stakeholders.

Students move through these spaces with great agility, but the ramifications of
how each space moderates how students see themselves as political and see others as
political actors is much harder to peel apart to better understand the unique contribution
of each space. We see the spark, the party, and finished product, the protest, but each of
the other spaces played an important role and the college environment serves as the

connecting hub for of all these spaces.
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University of California, Los Angeles Campus Overview

UCLA is located in Los Angeles, California and specifically in the area of
Westwood. It is now the largest of the eight UC campuses but opened in 1919 as the
“Southern Branch.” In 1927 it was renamed University of California, Los Angeles and
moved it its present location in 1929. Given it’s relative “youth” as an institution, it is
important to mention that historically UC-Berkeley has been considered the flagship
institution of the UC system, whereas the other institutions in my sample are considered,
formally and informally, as their state’s flagship institutions. UC-Berkeley has a unique
and storied political history and would have made for a great research site. However,
given time and budget constraints, UCLA served as a more than acceptable alternative.
Functionally, UCLA is considered a co-flagship (one in northern California and one in
southern California) of the UC system, as they both have a wide-array of academic
offerings, resources for students, and similar admissions selectivity, ranking, and
prestige. A major distinction between the two is that UCLA has the strong presence of
STEM students, applied science labs, and tends to be more professionally oriented,
whereas UC-Berkeley has the reputation of being more focused on the liberal arts.

Although UCLA relies heavily on the foundation of the UC system, it has a built a
distinctive institutional brand over time. It nurtures this brand through its research, civic
engagement, and sports endeavors that are internationally recognized. UCLA is ranked
as the second best public university in the country, its faculty attract over a billion dollars

to the university annually, and its sports teams have won 113 NCAA national

152



championships, more than any other institution. With respect to UCLA’s emphasis on
civic engagement, their homage proclaims:
Civic engagement is fundamental to our mission as a public university.
Located on the Pacific Rim in one of the world’s most diverse and vibrant
cities, UCLA reaches beyond campus boundaries to establish partnerships
locally and globally. We seek to serve society through both teaching and
scholarship, to educate successive generations of leaders, and to pass on to
students a renewable set of skills and commitment to social engagement.
(UCLA, n.d.)
UCLA boast that it creates 12.7 billion dollars of economic activity for the greater Los
Angeles region and has served as an incubator to more than a hundred successful start-up
companies. To sustain this legacy, similar to the other institutions, UCLA is currently in
the midst of a capital campaign, “The Centennial Campaign for UCLA.” This campaign
serves as a primary embodiment of the institution’s response to the socio-political
environment of California and declining state support of higher education. Chancellor
Gene Block, the leader of UCLA’s campus acknowledges that:
As state support of higher education continues to shrink, we must
implement aggressive strategies to operate more efficiently and self-
sufficiently in order to thrive in the 21st century. (Office of the UCLA
Chancellor, n.d.)
The Chancellor also identified “diversity” as a critical priority to UCLA’s future:
We will continue to increase the diversity of our faculty, students and
staff. We are committed to fostering a welcoming campus, as well as
understanding and tolerance within the UCLA community. (Office of the
UCLA Chancellor, n.d.)
Interestingly, compared to my sample of sites, UCLA is by far the most diverse. The

racial demographics are: White: 31.0%, Hispanic: 15.0%, Black: 3.9%, Asian or Pacific

Islander: 31.2%, Non-Resident [student]: 14.0%, Not Reported/Unknown/Other: 4.3%,
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Two or More Races: 2.8%, and American Indian or Alaska Native: 0.5% (Office of
Analysis and Information Management, n.d.). UCLA is considered a primarily
residential campus and receives about 28% of its operating budget from the state. UCLA
was similar to the other institutions in that the students took great pride in the sports
teams, fraternity and sorority life had an outsized impact on the student body, and getting
involved in cocurricular activities in general were mentioned as typical traits of UCLA
students. Bruin Walk was mentioned as the only public spaces where students were
likely to encounter political activity or political messaging.

Students also noted a physical political divide between the “soft majors,” like
liberal arts and humanities that were typically housed on the north side of campus and the
“hard majors,” typified by STEM majors that were located on the south side of campus.
Students identified the north side of campus a place to much more likely encounter
discussions about politics (see Figure 5.11). The students that | spoke with who
identified as STEM majors declared that if they avoided the north side of campus or
Bruin Walk, they would not encounter any political action in their experience. Gary, a
biology major whose career plans are undecided, drove this point home when he
admitted, “I’ve only been to the north side of campus twice, two or three times. This [the

interview] is one of those times” (Gary, 21, UCLA).
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Figure 5.11: Political Space on UCLA’s Campus
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Finally, as the opening vig=nefte of this subsection hig?]lighted, UCLA is fraught
with campus climate issues that all of the students noted, despite the Chancellor’s stated
priority of fostering a “diverse campus.” The reverberation of the Black Bruins Matter
protest definitely made its way into many of the interviews | conducted. Clarissa, who is
the director of a student government commission focused on diversity, explained to me
how she is working with her team to also address other prevalent issues on campus, such
as “sexual assault, the idea of growing up in a single parent household or the idea of
being undocumented” (Clarissa, 20, UCLA). James, a UCLA student who plans to go

into student affairs, summed up the frustration of some of the more socially conscious

155



students when in response to my question about how he makes sense of the response to

the campus climate issues at UCLA:
This is not what UCLA is about and we should follow up with these
people, but [UCLA’s chancellor] couldn’t do that. And I’'m like, what
does this say about Black folks who are tired or who tell me that they’re
tired of being tokenized and of being reduced because of who they are. If
the leader of this campus won’t address that immediately, but he can
address a donor who gives millions and millions of dollars to our campus
in an hour or two, like sending an email to the whole campus, what does

that tell me about where our priorities are as an institution? (James, 22,
UCLA)

Rutgers University, New Brunswick Institutional Vignette

What stood out to me the most about my time at Rutgers University, New
Brunswick (RU) was the geographic layout of the campuses. RU was my first site visit,
and at the time I was not thinking that campus geography and the physical location of
buildings and student centers was going to be a major finding in my study. What is
unique about RU from the other campuses in my study is that RU is made up of 5 distinct
campuses that are not contiguous (see Figure 5.12). One of the institution’s slogans is
“one community, 5 campuses.” | had no real sense of what this meant until | arrived at
RU and tried to begin my walking tour to pick up on civic and political messages

embedded on each campus.
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Figure 5.12: Map of the RU College Avenue Campus

It was a relatively brisk fall day, but not extremely cold. Despite this, | noticed
that there were few students out and about on the College Avenue Campus. | then
noticed a bus stop where at least 60 students stood huddled together. After my first
actual interview with an RU student, I learned why there were so few students walking;
the campus bus system is the primary way students get around because of the distance
between each of the campuses. When asked what her transition to college was like,
Abby, a RU student interested in going into medicine, exclaimed:

Oh, my gosh, just figuring out how to get around all 5 campuses, that just
took up 2 weeks figuring that out. Figuring out the bus system and how
much time to get from one campus to the other. | wasn’t really thinking
about organizations or anything. 1 was just trying to get myself to class on
time every day. (Abby, 19, RU)

The College Avenue Campus where | set up shop to do my interviews was known

by students as the “political campus.” This was where most of the liberal arts and

humanities were located. The Busch Campus housed the School of Engineering, the
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School of Medicine, and the School of Pharmacy, and was aptly termed the “STEM
campus.” The Cook Campus is known for the biological and agricultural sciences and is
considered to be the environmental campus. The Livingston Campus is home to the
School of Business and the Douglass Campus is home to an all-women’s residential
college.

After being sensitized to the personalities of each of the campuses as | took my
bus tour, | was intrigued by how each of the campuses lived up to their reputations. On
the College Avenue Campus, the Rutgers College Democrats were stationed across from
the student center trying to register people to vote, and | noticed NJ PIRG posters stapled
to multiple telephone poles (Figure 5.13). On the other RU campuses, there was much
less overt “political” messaging or activity. Tom, an RU student interested in Journalism
summarized the general sense of the students | spoke with when he said he sees political
activity:

pretty much everywhere. I mean, ah cause I’m always on College Ave. |
rarely go to Busch much. | mean, when | am there, | think I get less of a
vibe there of that. Just because of the fact that it’s, like, a very science
centered campus. It is not like liberal arts or anything like that (Tom, 19,
RU).

The one commonality of the Rutgers campuses is student centers, so |
investigated those spaces to see what they were like. They were remarkably consistent in
that there was a focus on encouraging students to get involved and making it known that
there was a lot of study space. This made sense since Rutgers has a relatively high
population of commuter students, especially compared to the other institutions in my
study.
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Figure 5.13: NJ PIRG Flyer on the RU College Avenue Campus

It has been established that academic major, cocurricular involvement,
upbringing, and peer group are all important influencers to a student’s civic and political
engagement. What my time at Rutgers illuminated for me is how important space and
campus geography are to the student experience, especially when many of the students
admitted to rarely going to the other campuses. This raises the issue of how opportunities
for political development are stratified depending on where students spends the majority
of their time. It is not just how students spend their time that is important to consider but
where students spend their time. The implications of this for me as | moved on in the

study were less on the choices that students make about where they spend time, but more
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on how institutions are set up and organized to provide equitable opportunities for

students to learn about politics in different spaces.

Rutgers University, New Brunswick Campus Overview
Rutgers University, New Brunswick is the flagship institution of the Rutgers
University state system and was founded in 1766. It is located in Northern New Jersey
and the five campuses that make up RU are divided by the Raritan River. The homepage
describes Rutgers as “the state’s most comprehensive intellectual resource” and “the
region’s most high-profile public research institution and a leading national research
center with a global impact” (Rutgers University, n.d.-a). In 2014 the institution
completed a seven-year successful capital campaign “Empowering Momentum,” which
raised just over a billion dollars for the institution. Also in 2014, the New Brunswick
Campus Strategic Plan was released, a strong indicator of how RU is responding to the
socio-political environment of New Jersey. Of specific relevance to this study, the plan
highlights “enhancing our public prominence, advancing our inclusive, diverse, and
cohesive culture, and transforming the student experience” as critical priorities in RU’s
pursuit to be “recognized as among the nation’s leading public universities: preeminent in
research, excellent in teaching, and committed to community” (Rutgers University, n.d.-
b). The plan goes on to note that:
preparing students to lead and to exercise their rights and responsibilities
as citizens in a democracy is a well-established tradition at Rutgers—New
Brunswick (RU, n.d.-b).
RU is similar to UF and IU in that it has achieved state and regional prominence

but has aspirational goals to be considered a world-renowned institution. Achieving this
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while keeping tuition affordable was noted throughout the strategic plan. This tension

was a major reason why metrics were included with each of the critical priorities to

demonstrate responsiveness to “public perceptions of higher education, return on

student/family investment, and accountability to success” (Rutgers University, n.d.-b).

Also of note, RU enrolls over 37,000 students and receives about 21% of its

operating budget from the state. Many of the students | spoke with admitted that Rutgers

was not their dream school, but it was a lower-cost option that was reputable enough to

help them be competitive for whatever their goals were. Also unique to Rutgers, as

mentioned before, is the high number of commuter students; thus, it is considered

primarily nonresidential.

Figure 5.14: Political Spaces on Rutgers Campus
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Demographically, RU is 45% White, 27% Asian, 12% Latino, 7% African
American, 4% International, and 5% Other (Rutgers University, n.d.-c). Similar to the
other schools in the study, Rutgers has a higher selectivity rate, over 400 student
organizations, a strong fraternity and sorority presence, and its sports teams are a part of a
Power 5 conference. The main areas on campus where students mentioned seeing
political messaging was on the College Avenue campus, across from the student center
(see Figure 5.14).

Students also spoke about various tensions between student populations when
describing the campus climate of RU. For example, Emily, a RU students interested in a
career in law, told me about issues between Jewish students and Muslim students,
particularly the actions by the director of the Hillel at RU and students affiliated with
Students for Justice in Palestine (see Figure 5.15). There were things said that offended
many of the Muslim students, and they resolved to take the issue to the administration for
support.

Figure 5.15: Campus Newspaper Headline Capturing
Muslim and Jewish Student Tensions
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'Die-in' protest anti-Semitic,
counterproductive to peace
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Emily described how the group of students she was working with also tried to
build a coalition with students working on the Black Lives Matter movement and other
students of color who felt harmed by the institutional culture. She noted in frustration
that “considering Rutgers touts itself as the most diverse campuses, you’d think they’d
offer some sort of support for their diverse students” (Emily, 21, RU). When asked what
she learned from this political experience on campus, Emily said she, “realized in terms
of diplomacy, you need to figure out where the balance is and go with that” (Emily, 21,

RU).

Section Il: Commonalities Across Campuses: The Political Dimension of
Campus Climate

As these site overviews accentuate, there are many commonalities but also stark
differences between each of the states and institutions in the study. All of the institutions
espoused efforts to respond to the socio-political environment of their states by focusing
on aspects of student success and being sure to articulate impact, to their respective states
through economic and civic engagement messaging. The second question of the research
study asks in what ways does an institution’s structure and culture shape the political
identity development of students? The key finding that emerges from an analysis of the
campuses and the unique state socio-political environment is the emergence of a distinct
dimension of campus climate. This political dimension of campus climate combines the
spaces, experiences, and norms of both a state and institution that shape the political
identity development of students. In other words, where students experience politics on a
campus frames students’ political perceptions, facilitates students’ interactions with
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diverse political others, and conveys messages (both positive, neutral, and negative) from
the institution that helps students draw parallels to how political systems operate outside
of the institution.

The concept that encapsulates this emerging dimension of campus climate and
culture can be understood as the political dimension of campus climate. Similar to other
dimensions of campus climate (Hurtado et al., 2012), students shape this dimension with
their activities, energies, and demands. Yet, how the campus is laid out, how faculty and
staff moderate this dimension, and the influence of the larger state socio-political culture
also have to be accounted for when trying to understand this dimension. For example,
each of the institutions is dealing with declines in state funding to higher education. This
has material impacts on both the faculty and students that each institution can recruit and
retain. The students and faculty that end up on a campus go on to shape the climate and
culture of the institution, while also being shaped by the preceding norms of the climate
and culture. This ongoing dynamic invariably shapes the issues, policies, and campus
dynamics that the comprehensive site overviews highlighted and the institutional
vignettes brought to life. What is noteworthy about this finding is that there were more
similarities in how the institutions were responding to their state socio-political
environments than differences, despite the political array of socio-political environments
in the study. Consequently, the political dimension of campus climate is a robust
typology that explains how students experience the intersection of their lived experiences,

the climate and culture of their institution and the state socio-political environment.
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Overview

There are three levels of the political dimension of campus climate: public, semi-
public/private, and private. There are also two stances from which students engage this
dimension: the consumer stance and the producer stance. When students assume the
consumption stance, they are being influenced by the political dimension because they
are actively or passively taking-in the political messages or activities of whatever
particular space they are operating in. Then there are students who take a producer stance
because they are actively constructing the political dimension of whatever space they are
operating in. As an example from the UF vignette, the SG President was producing in
that particular space and the students who were in attendance or watching online were
consumers. The consumer/producer dichotomy is fluid as the IU vignette points out. The
finance chair was initially a producer in the meeting but when members began to chime
in with their thoughts on the purpose of the institution, he became a consumer in the very
same meeting. It is important to also clarify that my usage of “space” in this section is
loosely conceptualized as both physical and intangible areas that students may encounter
but are delimited in certain ways from other spaces. Table 5.2 provides an overview, and
the following subsections describe in further detail the various levels of this dimension
and how they come together to influence how students interact with the political system.

Table 5.2: Key Aspects of Political Dimensions of Campus Climate

Student Student
Institutional Production Consumption
Examples Influence Stance Stance
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Student Student
Institutional Production Consumption
Examples Influence Stance Stance
e Campus Free e Policies (i.e., e Participating ina | e Seeing a
Speech Zones (e.g., Determining protest; Handing protest; receiving
Turlington Plaza, time, place, & out flyers a flyer
Bruin Walk, Sample manner of
Public | Gates, College Ave demonstrations)
Student Center) e Resources (e.g.,
providing tables,
electric outlets,
etc.)
e Classrooms; ¢ Faculty hiringand | e Asking and e Attending class
Student retention; answering or a student
Semi- Organizations; o Course Sizes:; questions in class; | organization
Social Media e Course Offerings; Leading student meeting

public/private

e Policies (e.g.,
registering student
organizations)

organization
meeting

Private

e Conversations in a
residence hall room

e Enrollment
Decisions (i.e., who
ends up on campus)

¢ Debating politics
with friends

e Listening to a
debate about
politics

Public

The public level of the political dimension of campus climate includes campus

designated free speech zones and common meeting areas, such as student centers, study

spaces, libraries, and other relatively open areas on campus. These spaces are public

because the access to them is the least restrictive. From the consumption of political

activity and messaging standpoint, all students have equal access to public political

spaces. However, institutions wield much more power when it comes to who has access

to generate or produce political activity and messaging. The Foundation for Individual

Rights in Education (FIRE), which is a watch-dog organization that rates how open

institutions are to free speech, is one way to think about how accessible public spaces are.

They rate UCLA, IU, and Rutgers with yellow lights, meaning that there is at least one

ambiguous institutional policy that can be used to limit the free speech of students on
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