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Executive Summary 

Purpose and Process: The purpose of the visit was to allow CEO members to review institutional activities that support the objectives of The Kentucky Plan.  The Committee on Equal Opportunities is charged with monitoring institutional progress toward implementing The Kentucky Plan for Equal Opportunities and the Partnership Agreement with the U. S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights.  Monitoring is completed through data analysis and campus visits.  The Committee on Equal Opportunities visited Western Kentucky University April 20-21, 2004, to meet with campus leaders, students, faculty, and other interested parties.  The meetings are designed to give committee members an opportunity to hear from selected members of the university community.  Campus visits are not meant to be scientific, empirical data gathering exercises.  The CEO’s intent is to learn first-hand about the success of equal opportunity plan implementation on campus. 

Core Focus:  The CEO visit report begins by identifying the general focus for review and discussion with the university administration and campus community.  The committee was interested in learning about the university’s strategies and leadership to implement the recommendations from the previous two campus visits and also to learn about the results of those efforts.  

Report Summary:  Overall, Western Kentucky University has implemented a number of interesting and innovative approaches to equal opportunity planning in terms of mentoring programs, student assistance programs, hands-on approaches by the president, and opportunities for upward mobility for staff and faculty.  The discussions within the focus groups and the general presentations to the committee reflected consistent performance, with notable improvements that have resulted in steady progress toward the commitments and objectives outlined in The Kentucky Plan.  The committee is concerned that the university will not receive the full benefit of its efforts because of the lack of effective and consistent communication among the administration, faculty, staff, and students.  Also, the effectiveness of the campus environment team, whose role is to provide recommendations on equal opportunity issues directly to the president and board of regents, is significantly lessened because it ceased normal operations (no meetings or communication with its members) from May 2003 until November 2003 when the president stepped in to establish a new task force to focus on the KY Plan and campus environment issues.  The president’s determination to create two committees, the Kentucky Plan Task Force (November 2003) charged with the responsibility of ensuring achievement of the commitments and objectives of the statewide equal opportunity plan, and the Diversity Environment Committee (March 2004) charged with addressing campus environment issues, show promise.  These committees have not existed long enough to determine their effectiveness. 

Strategies used to implement recommendations from the 1998 and 2000 reports reveal varying degrees of success.  For example, enrollment of African American undergraduates since 1998 has steadily increased while graduate enrollment experienced a much smaller increase.  In recent years, the university has increased funds for scholarships, developed programs for students transitioning from high school to college, provided more diversity and cultural workshops for incoming freshmen, and co-sponsored student forums to address diversity in the campus community.  Each initiative has positively impacted the recruitment and enrollment of African American students.  Student retention and graduation, however, remain a challenge.  The retention of first-year Kentucky resident African Americans fluctuated between fall 1999 and fall 2002.  The retention of all Kentucky resident undergraduate African Americans has steadily increased since fall 1999. 

The university has shown a degree of success in increasing the representation of African Americans at the executive, administrative, and managerial levels; however, there is an absence of representation of African Americans at the highest level, particularly the vice presidential position.  The committee recognizes that these positions do not frequently become available and encourage the university to pursue opportunities to add African American representation as positions become vacant or new positions are created.  In comparison, the university has been more effective in attracting African Americans at the faculty level showing a numerical increase each year since 1999.  The number of African Americans employed as professionals by WKU has decreased since 1999, going from a high of 38 in 1999 to a low of 35 in 2001-02 and now holding at 37.  Discussions within the focus group point to a lack of opportunity to advance as being critical to attracting African Americans at this level.  

Recommendations by CEO: 

Communications:  

1. The need exists to develop alternative channels or methods for communicating with administrators, faculty, staff, and students to ensure that members of the university community have access to important information.  A common thread among focus group discussions was an apparent lack of consistency and clarity of information among administrators, faculty, staff, and students.  The student group reported that individuals do not receive comparable information and that information transmitted through electronic mail does not always reach the intended audience.  The faculty and professional staff voiced similar experiences.  

2. The university should continue to review student services programs and consider streamlining, establishing a central location, and developing collaboration among the service units to better meet the needs of the students.  Collaboration and coordination of services among the various programs and the students they serve should be encouraged.  Many students reported that they were not fully aware of the array of services offered by several support units that appear to carry similar titles (the Equal Opportunity/504/ADA Compliance Office, and the Office of Diversity Programs).  It would be less confusing for students if the roles of each of these divisions were clearly defined, thus allowing more effective collaboration and eliminating program duplication and confusion among students about where to obtain services. 
3. The university should better organize and implement its recruitment efforts for faculty and professional staff including identification and communication of opportunities for advancement.  A perception among faculty and professional staff is that employment opportunities are not always open and fair “for all individuals.”  Underrepresented minorities are not well distributed across departments and colleges, and departments do not embrace creative solutions for career advancements or adding diversity to the workforce.  

4. The university should consider identifying a central office to serve as a conduit for graduate school materials and information regarding opportunities.  Opportunities for students, faculty, and professional staff to pursue graduate education, particularly the terminal degree, are not well understood, i.e., faculty and professional staff indicated a lack of awareness of the SREB Doctoral Scholars Program as an avenue for advancement.  Also, follow up on communication is lacking; for example, information intended for minority faculty and staff members was erroneously sent to deans and department chairs and not the intended audience.  

5. The university should implement an evaluation process that includes rewards that acknowledges the success of deans and chairs for the recruitment and retention of African American faculty and staff.  A perception conveyed to the committee by focus groups is that there are no incentives for WKU deans and department chairs to view diversity of faculty and staff as a priority.  

Mentoring Programs:    

1. The university should strive to provide a general course of direction and guidance to all students.  Students reported that the university offers great programs that are designed for incoming freshmen and sophomores to assist them with transitioning to the campus community.  However, juniors and seniors stated that they have the greatest difficulty in obtaining proper academic advising to keep on track for graduation and having access to support services to further assist their efforts to transition.  Upper-class students reported that support programs are seldom offered to students beyond their sophomore year. Students stated that some advisors appeared indifferent when asked for help and suggested that greater access to mentors and advisors is necessary.  They stated that support programs similar to those experienced during their freshman and sophomore years would be appropriate.

2. The university should support junior faculty and staff members interested in pursuing programs and professional development opportunities.  Faculty and staff reported that they were uncertain of the Junior Black Faculty Program, a grow-your-own type program that had been established at WKU, and questioned its status, funding, and their ability to access the program.  

3. The university should better communicate professional development and career advancement opportunities for minority junior faculty and staff members.  Faculty and staff members reported that opportunities for advancement are limited for African Americans at WKU, or, at the very least, there is a perception that opportunities are limited.  

4. Currently, no African American professional staff members are employed in the Financial Aid Office.  A lack of African American representation in select areas on campus should receive greater attention.  A modest number of student workers are assigned to larger departments on campus; very few are African American.  Their absence in this office impacts African American students’ access to funding, as well as employment opportunities for both students and professional staff. 

Student Issues:

1. The university should immediately respond to concerns raised by students as identified on pages 71-72 of the WKU information booklet, provided to the CEO by university officials April 20, 2004.  The university indicates that the questions and concerns are being revised, by the students, for formal submission to the administration, the students’ perception as reported to the CEO is that the administration is slow to respond to their concerns. For example, students asked at the Black Student Alliance Forum (March 18, 2004), about the creation of a Black Culture Center?  As of the date of the campus visit, the students said that the university had not responded.  

2. The university should identify innovative ways to collaborate with the Bowling Green community to create a more attractive and hospitable environment for African American students.  The university reported that when describing the Bowling Green/WKU campus to students, the response is not very good.  The university should improve the town and gown relationship. 


3.
The university should assist students in the identification of mentors.  The university should consider giving all incoming freshmen and transfer students a resource guide containing names, telephone numbers, email addresses, and office locations of African American faculty and staff members.  The guide also may be made available to all minority students as a tool to assist in locating helpful community services.

Coordination of Programs and Activities:   

1. The university should review and collaboratively align the services and programs offered to the students.  The Office of Diversity Programs and the Equal Opportunity Office each appear to provide assistance and support to minority students; however, students voiced concern regarding the uncertainty of services offered by each office.  Students appear confused regarding how to avail themselves to the services provided for their benefit.  The roles of each office should be clarified and communicated to students. 

2. The university should clearly state to faculty and staff how communications regarding activities, programs, policies, etc., will be conveyed.  These focus groups communicated a perception that the university does not have a coordinated approach to inform faculty and staff about changes in policy, programs, and other activities within the university community. 

3. The university should follow-through with its commitment to relocate the Office for Diversity Programs to the newly renovated/expanded space in the Downing University Center to ensure that programs and services are centrally located and available to students in a convenient location.  

Employment, Upward Mobility, and Opportunity for Career Advancement:   

1. The university should identify a way to more effectively communicate opportunities for career advancement to African American faculty and staff.  Mentoring and opportunities for career development initiatives should be a high priority for promising junior staff.  Members of the faculty and professional staff focus groups believe that the good news is that WKU employees are committed and remain in positions a long time; the bad news is that WKU employees are committed and remain in positions a long time, thereby making it almost impossible to have career advancement through traditional means.  Faculty and staff reported that WKU has plenty of entry-level opportunities; unfortunately, limited opportunities for advancement to mid-level and senior-level positions are available.  Both groups reported that the best alternative for career advancement appears to be to leave the university and possibly return.  

2. The university should act quickly to create opportunities for African American faculty to serve in the position of dean.  Presently, WKU does not have an African American serving, in a permanent position, as dean in an academic department.  However, WKU is to be commended for successfully recruiting an African American to serve as Director of the prestigious School of Journalism and Broadcasting (a program of distinction). 

Recommendations or Concerns to CEO:

1. As the CEO develops a new statewide plan for equal opportunities, consideration should be given to incorporating opportunities to support innovative approaches to achieving the plan objectives.  

2. The faculty requested that at the next campus visit, the CEO ask university officials to invite the same participants of the 2004 focus groups to participate again in discussions.  
Discussions with Constituent and Focus Groups

Discussion with Student Representatives:  The highest priority of The Kentucky Plan and The Partnership with the Office for Civil Rights is to create a campus and campus/community environment that is inviting and supportive of a diverse student, faculty, and staff population. 

University administrators discussed strategies and programs that were implemented to directly influence the enrollment and retention of underrepresented minority students, including their impact on the welfare, growth, and development in all dimensions of student life at WKU.  The university highlighted programs established specifically for African American students through the Office of Diversity Programs (ODP).  The charge of ODP is to assist ethnic and minority students in acclimating to the university and the Bowling Green community, to advocate for minority students, and to assist the university in providing an environment that fosters acceptance and promotes self-discovery.  The office offers educational, social and cultural support, outreach programs, and services that connect minority students to the campus community as well as to each other.  ODP manages a resource room with books, publications, videos, magazines, and other materials that encourages personal and academic development, provides career and scholarship information, and promotes cultural awareness.  The office also manages a small computer lab for students.

The university administrators and focus group participants noted that an African American admissions coordinator has been hired to help focus the institution’s efforts to recruit students from select locations in Kentucky.  African American students believe that the Office of Diversity Programs is effective in providing services for African American students and in assisting them with transitioning, providing tutoring services, and enabling them to feel a sense of community.  Students credited the ODP staff for providing encouragement and support when they were having difficulty in their respective departments.  

Students (Spirit Masters) are a critical resource in recruitment activities; five African Americans from the Spirit Masters program participated in student recruitment initiatives in FY 2003-04.  The university uses the “Master Plan” program as the primary tool to orient incoming freshmen to life at WKU.  The plan gives incoming students the opportunity to meet with the president, faculty, administrators, and staff.  The experience includes panel discussions that focus on the challenges of college life and concludes with social activities for students.  

While students praise the university for its attention and support for freshmen and sophomores, upperclassmen stated that similar programs are lacking for them and many times the advising services provided for them are not efficient and they are forced to rely on advice from other upperclassmen.  Also, students stated that there appears to be many services offered by WKU, but they are not clear where to go for the services because of an overlap in services and responsibility among the several offices that provide them. 

The two committees established by the president to address the objectives of The Kentucky Plan and campus environment issues do not have sufficient student representation (there is only one student).  The university should expand both groups to include a diverse group of students.  While students are not denied services when they visit the Office of Diversity Programs, they noted that the office is understaffed.  They said that many African Americans utilize the services of ODP because it addresses their needs quickly and directly – some students feel that they have nowhere else to go.  The students said that the ODP is not centrally located and they believe more students would take advantage of the services if the ODP was relocated.  Students indicated a preference for the Office of Diversity Programs to serve as the primary organization to address their concerns and issues.  

African American Faculty and Staff:  Recruitment and retention of African American faculty and professional staff remains one of the most difficult challenges that higher education institutions confront.  An objective of The Kentucky Plan is to increase the number and proportion of African American faculty and professional staff employed by public postsecondary institutions.  The Equal Opportunity/504/ADA Compliance Office (EO) staff provides information, support, and protocol to ensure compliance with the university’s Affirmative Action Plan.  The EO, Office of the Provost, and Academic Affairs also partner to provide resources to deans and department heads which include HBCU’s; advertisements in Black Issues in Higher Education, The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, and The Voice: A Journal for Black Faculty; mailing labels from the Minority and Women Doctoral Directory; and mailing lists from the SREB Doctoral Scholars Program.  Faculty noted that both offices offer valuable resources but neither seems clear as to which should serve as the agent of change.  They believe this lack of clarity should be resolved.  

WKU highlighted several initiatives used to increase the presence of African Americans as faculty.  The Junior Black Faculty Program was established approximately 15 years ago to address the shortage of African American faculty and staff but for various reasons has had limited success.  The university stated that plans are underway to introduce a new program, Scholars-In-Residence, in academic year 2004-05 to help expand the level of success in this area.  Also, there is a renewed emphasis on retaining African American faculty.  Minority faculty, professional staff, and students are encouraged to participate in programs such as the SREB Doctoral Scholars Program.  Dr. John Hardin, Assistant to the Provost for Diversity Enhancement, recently forwarded a SREB Information Sheet to faculty, staff, and students to introduce the program.  When Mr. Hardin assumed this position, it was reported to the CEO that the primary intent was to impact the recruitment and retention of African American faculty.  However, based on the information shared by faculty and staff, the level of influence by the position is greatly diminished and had very little impact as first described by the university.  

The president indicated that his office is more directly engaged in faculty searches.  College deans are evaluated on diversity outcomes in their respective departments; however, there are no performance incentives associated with the evaluation results.  African American faculty members reported that they are comfortable in their departments and with the campus environment; many believe that their department chairs and deans are supportive.  Another incentive mentioned is the increased financial stipend for graduate students allowing WKU to become more competitive with other Kentucky institutions.  A few members of the faculty noted that they either observed or experienced hostility in their departments but this seemed an exception rather than the rule. 

Access to the university’s “grow-your-own program” is deliberately limited to select disciplines and degrees; thus negatively impacting or severely limiting opportunities for career advancement for some faculty and staff.  Several participants stated that it was not clear whether all junior faculty are permitted to participate in the program or if the program is open only to certain areas of study.  Some faculty raised a concern about gender equity and salary compared to male employees and that in some departments student evaluations may have been used to punish faculty. 

Academic Deans and Department Heads:  The deans and department heads noted that the number of African American faculty at WKU has steadily increased; a total of 33 are currently employed.  Of the total African American faculty at WKU, 15 are tenured, 11 are tenure track, 8 are ineligible, 2 have dual faculty and professional staff appointments, 2 are department heads, and 1 is a director.  Of African Americans hired recently, 11 had terminal degrees.  The university has a high retention rate with African American faculty; 76 percent of the African Americans hired since 1994 are still on staff.  

To help focus on the diversity priority, the university attempts to bring in a wide applicant pool and rejects pools if they are not diverse.  They stated that there is no standard formula or composition for search committees including no uniform definition for a “diverse” search committee.  To ensure compliance, the search committee receives guidelines, a checklist for the applicant pool, and other advice and materials as needed.  The applicant pool is evaluated for diversity.  The search committee, at the department level, selects the candidates for the interview process.  Some deans and department heads believe that the process for employment should be consistent across academic departments, i.e., establishment of a minimum standard such as use of resume/vita, references, and other information.  The university should consider rotating chairs and deans in various departments as an innovative way to support career development. 

The deans and department heads agree that a full-time graduate recruiter is needed to recruit African American students to WKU.  However, the MBA Program made this a high priority and hired an African American to recruit students into that graduate program.  They believe that the university lacks the resources to compete -- scholarships of greater dollar amounts to African Americans. The stipends and scholarships provided by WKU are less than other institutions.  For example, recently the university received only 40 responses (out of 406 e-mails) from African American students regarding their interest in graduate study at WKU. 

Admission, Recruitment, and Retention:  The Office of Admissions, Recruitment, and Retention is responsible for providing students with accurate information to assist them in determining whether WKU will provide the type of environment that will enable them to successfully meet their educational and career goals in order to persist to graduation. The university has established various support programs to enable minority students to successfully transition into the university. 

The university stated that Kentucky resident African American student enrollment at WKU has increased 36 percent (747 to 1,023) since 1998.  The university targets specific areas to recruit students and provides special tuition discounts for students in those areas.  A full-time admissions coordinator has been assigned to assist with minority student recruitment initiatives.  WKU earmarked additional funds for scholarships for minority students.  African American students have access to five scholarship programs including special scholarships by the president and provost.  The recruitment process includes a Spring Preview Day for African American students with transportation provided for students, if needed.  The team explains to parents and students that the university has several programs to assist freshmen with transitioning to the university (Master Plan, Career Services, and Freshman Seminar).  

To assist the university in monitoring its success, a WKU Student Engagement Survey is distributed in each academic department across campus to juniors and seniors to examine the degree that students are engaged with faculty and other students in and outside of the classroom.  The Office for Diversity Programs supports the recruitments efforts by providing numerous programs and interacting with African American students.  One such program, the Black Faculty, Staff, and Student Social, is a transitional program designed to assist students in acclimating to the university community.  There are two programs for students with deficiencies: STEPS and TOPS.  WKU created an academic advising center, STEPS, for first-year students that require extra support.  A second program, TOPS, supports second-semester freshmen who are on academic probation.  The programs were developed to promote the success and retention of all students.  A key element for these programs is the ability, if necessary, to forward information to students’ parents regarding their progress and grades.  The graduation rate for athletes is greater than the rest of the student body at WKU. 

There are a number of challenges that impact the success of the recruitment program: a) absence of an African American professional in the financial aid office -this is seen as having a profound impact on access to funds and b) lack of trust by African American students and parents in the level of assistance from the financial aid office -in the past, students have been “dis-enrolled” if they did not complete the financial aid package.  The location of the ODP office at a site inconvenient for most students is a disincentive for students to seek assistance. The office should be relocated.  

Professional Staff:  Focus groups at future campus visits should include some of the same individuals who participated in focus groups from prior visits.  This focus group reported that the university has many entry-level opportunities to allow persons to become affiliated.  However, there is a lack of an organized effort to create opportunities to support career advancement.  Those efforts are left to the departments -- some are outstanding and others are nonexistent.  Many administrators provide positive outreach and mentoring.  African Americans feel pigeonholed because upward mobility appears nonexistent.  An employee must be very creative to navigate the career advancement waters.  A decision to become an employee of WKU is greatly influenced by her perception of the Bowling Green Community environment.  Bowling Green is a big “small” town in terms of the atmosphere and environment that sometimes is a challenge for professionals to accept.  Bowling Green lacks an identifiable black community.  The lack of an identifiable black community is viewed by staff as both positive and negative and suggests that the university pay more attention to the town and gown relationship.  

Once employed, opportunities for advancement to higher-level positions are limited.  The least amount of diversity is in upper level management.  Some professional staff may feel isolated as the lone minority employee in specific areas or buildings.  A concern was expressed that on several occasions it appeared that positions had been created and filled without posting advertisements or allowing a competitive process.  Some professional staff stated that it appears that WKU does not have a priority to retain well-qualified African Americans by addressing their financial needs, but white employees seem to receive counteroffers from the university as a retention strategy.  This perception gives rise to a belief that the institution lacks a commitment to diversity -- verbal statements by administrators often lack credibility among African Americans.  

Campus Environment Team:  The Campus Environment Team is charged with identifying strategies and making recommendations to the president and board of regents about ways to create a supportive and welcoming campus and community environment for faculty, staff, and students.  The University Diversity Advisory Committee (the CET) ceased to function following its May 14, 2003, retreat.  On November 20, 2003, President Ransdell created the Kentucky Plan Task Force to replace the CET and charged the new organization with initiating or implementing initiatives designed to achieve the eight objectives of the Kentucky Plan.  The new task force was scheduled to conduct its first meeting January 14, 2004.  The responsibility for campus environment issues assigned to the CET was assigned to the new task force along with its new focus. 

The president decided to further define the responsibilities for campus environment issues.  On March 14, 2004, the president created the Diversity Environment Committee, a new stand-alone campus environment team to address campus environment issues.  The Kentucky Plan Task Force and the Diversity Environment Committee each has a distinct charge and area of responsibility. The two groups have not yet established a track record, thus their effectiveness is not known.  The CEO should carefully scrutinize the effectiveness of and collaboration between the two groups.  The committee concluded that the old CET suffered from benign neglect. 

The president shouldered the responsibility for the failure of the old CET and expressed a renewed commitment and personal interest in achieving The Plan’s objectives.  His commitment is evidenced by the creation of the Kentucky Plan Task Force and the Diversity Environment Committee.  The Kentucky Plan Task Force is given a charge to be a policy task force to achieve the objectives of The Kentucky Plan.  The Diversity Environment Committee is to review ongoing campus environment issues and make recommendations for improvements to the president.  

WKU earmarked $50,000 for the work of the Kentucky Plan Task Force.  The Diversity Environment Committee may submit requests to the Kentucky Plan Task Force for funds to implement strategies or to complete a program.  To ensure that the Diversity Environment Committee is able to operate independently and without interference from the Kentucky Plan Task Force, the CEO strongly suggests that the university consider separately funding this committee.  Also, there should be a special effort to encourage better communication and collaboration between the Diversity Environment Committee and the Kentucky Plan Task Force.  If it is successful, the university will experience greater consistency in successfully implementing and achieving plan objectives. 

The president is encouraged to expand the membership of both committees to include a representative sampling of a cross section of the student body.  Currently no student serves on the Kentucky Plan Task Force Committee and one student serve on the Diversity Environment Committee.  The CEO believes that student input is critical.  The Diversity Environment Committee should have as a priority improving the town and gown relationship with the Bowling Green community.  Faculty and professional staff assert that the community is segregated in certain areas -- minorities are welcome to attend meetings and other events, but participation is limited.  The Bowling Green community seems to have difficulty adjusting to the presence of African Americans in certain areas.

CPE staff preparation by Sherron Jackson and Rana Johnson 
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