COMMITTEE ON EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES

VISIT TO WESTERN KENTUCKY UNIVERSITY 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

JUNE 9, 1998

As a result of the campus visit to Western Kentucky University in June 1998, the Committee on Equal Opportunities (CEO) identified areas of strength and weakness on the campus that impact activities which support the objectives of 1997-2002 The Kentucky Plan for Equal Opportunities in Higher Education (The Kentucky Plan).

Areas of Strength
1. A renewed commitment by the board and president to achieving The Kentucky Plan objectives and to ensuring that the campus experiences of all minorities are as rich and rewarding as the experiences of majority students.

2. A strong commitment to implementing successful programs for recruitment and retention of African American and white students to graduation and to better coordination of similar programs within departments across the campus.

3. An articulate and diverse group of students who apparently have made major steps toward learning to adjust to each other and are working toward creating a university community supportive of the entire student population.

4. Development and use of a Junior Black Faculty Program as a means of increasing the complement of tenured/tenure track African American faculty and African American faculty in general.

5. Creation and implementation of a four-day freshman transition program designed to expose students to campus programs, adjustment procedures, counseling facilities, and academic and social guidance.

Areas of Concern or Weakness
1. The president’s cabinet has no African American staff representation, possibly resulting in a lack of understanding/perspective of the impact of policies on African American students, faculty, and staff prior to their implementation.

2. A lack of attention/concern among the president’s cabinet that the university’s most visible ambassadors, “the Spirit Masters,” includes no representation from minority groups (especially African Americans) and that the majority of students who need access to Minority Affairs programs are not aware of their location and program availability.  A continued decrease in funding for the Minority Affairs programs while increasing the responsibility of that office for student retention efforts.

3. A general awareness of the problems and concerns faced by African American students, faculty, and staff in the Bowling Green community (external) without implementing programs or activities to overcome those concerns or to encourage the to community respond to those concerns.

RECOMMENDATIONS
1. The university should focus more attention on the relationship among the university and the Bowling Green community, e.g., reducing tensions with police and creating a more hospitable employment/living environment.

2. The university should intensify its efforts to increase the level of retention of underrepresented minority students, particularly African Americans.  This effort may prove to be more successful through an enhancement of the staff, budgetary support for the Office of Minority Affairs, or more clearly focus program activities.

3. The university should immediately increase the representation of African Americans in the Spirit Masters Program, eliminate the apparent estrangement between students in the honors program and the general population, develop a marketing program that provides students information about the location and programming of the Minority Affairs Office, and implement more diversity training programs for faculty, staff, and students.

4. The university should redouble its efforts to include African Americans in the president’s cabinet.

5. Immediate attention should be given to increasing the complement of African American faculty and professional non-faculty at WKU. The university should work with the CPE, UK, and UofL (doctoral institutions) to identify students to participate in the SREB Compact for Faculty Diversity to help create a pool of African Americans to fill positions.

The supporting information for these areas of strength/weakness and for the recommendations is included in the attached detailed description of the CEO June 9, 1998, visit to Western Kentucky University.

Campus Visit to

WESTERN KENTUCKY UNIVERSITY

Committee on Equal Opportunities

Council on Postsecondary Education
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OVERVIEW
The Council on Postsecondary Education Committee on Equal Opportunities (CEO) is responsible for overseeing the implementation of the general commitments, the specific objectives (goals) for each institution, and a requirement for annual evaluations of institutional progress toward those objectives as identified in The Kentucky Plan.  To facilitate the oversight responsibility, the CEO visits campuses during the fall and spring semesters to meet with campus leaders, students, faculty, and other interested parties.  These visits are designed to give committee members an opportunity to hear from selected members of the campus community.  (The visits are not meant to be scientific, empirical data gathering exercises.)  The CEO’s intent is to learn first-hand about the success of the equal opportunity plan implementation on campus.

The CEO made a campus visit to Western Kentucky University (WKU) on Tuesday, June 9, 1998.  The purpose of the visit was to allow CEO members to review institutional activities that support the objectives of The Kentucky Plan.  The Central-West Kentucky Team was present during the visit.  The Committee appreciated the presence/participation of WKU board members Joy Grambling (staff member) and Cornelius Martin (vice chair).

ORIENTATION WITH PRESIDENT AND CABINET
Sherron Jackson reviewed the progress of WKU through the 1996-97 year of the plan.  University personnel presented current year data showing WKU progress since the adoption of the new plan (July 1997).

President Ransdell responded to several questions by indicating that the university:

· Is committed to implementing and achieving The Kentucky Plan objectives and providing a balanced campus-based educational experience for all students.

· Is desirous of having greater success in recruitment of African American students, staff, and faculty; however, the greatest challenge is recruitment and retention of African American faculty.

· Believes the campus experience of African American students should be as rich and rewarding as that of any other student at WKU.

· Is working hard to cultivate a more friendly and supportive atmosphere for African American students and to ensure that they have a sense of community within the WKU family.  An Ethnic Relations Task Force was appointed to identify institutional barriers and develop action plans (where needed), which if followed will contribute to institutional pride and achievement in this area.

· Is not clear regarding the definition of a “minority” student as it relates to The Kentucky Plan.

The CEO was asked to look at the possibility of allowing institutions to admit some out-of-state students (African Americans with Kentucky ties) under a legacy type policy.  The CEO clarified the definition of minority as it relates to implementation of The Kentucky Plan to mean Kentucky resident African American students (where a student objective is measured) and African American citizens of the U.S. (where a faculty/staff objective is measured).

RECRUITMENT/RETENTION OF FACULTY AND STUDENTS
Recruitment and Retention of Faculty:  Dr. John Petersen, Associate Vice President for Academic Affairs, provided information about faculty recruitment and retention efforts at WKU.  The university developed a Junior Black Faculty program as a means of “growing” its own faculty in certain academic areas.  Since its development, ten years ago, approximately thirteen (13) participants were identified to participate in the program and nine are still with the university.  The CPE should be more supportive of these types of programs by providing funding.  Of the 23 African American faculty at WKU, there is one full professor, eight associate professors, six assistant professors, and nine instructors.  The university has seven African American faculty who are tenured and eight on tenure track.  The remaining eight are not eligible for tenure.  The School of Business currently has one faculty member in the Junior Black Faculty Program working on a Ph.D. in accounting.  The institutional philosophy is to try to bring the best-qualified staff to the institution.  Special incentives are offered departments that make significant progress toward creating a more diverse faculty complement.  The departments have responded positively to the incentives.  Institution location and financial issues play a significant role in attracting African Americans to WKU.

Recruitment and Retention of Students:  Dr. Barbara Burch, Provost and Vice President of Academic Affairs; Sharon Dyrsen, Administration and Operations; and Elmer Gray, Extended Campus Programs, discussed student recruitment, admissions, counseling, and career placement with the CEO.  The university uses several programs/approaches to help recruit students including leadership scholarships, identification of a specific employee in the admissions office, contact with school counselors, community organizations and parents, and contact by faculty.  The university has no special or race-based admissions requirements; however, all students receive exceptions for pre-college curriculum deficiencies.  Additional scholarship opportunities have generated a greater response from African American students.  

WKU experience with retention varies but generally is a difficult issue to resolve.  Student retention, particularly African American students, is a high priority at WKU.  The university created a new position at the associate vice president level to monitor student performance and develop programs to enhance retention efforts.  All departments have developed and are implementing recruitment and retention plans.  A part of the approach is to look at dropouts to see where patterns exist and to aggressively target these areas.  Also, departments are being held responsible for addressing retention issues.  The university student retention program includes a program that allows faculty to interface with students outside of the classroom setting.  Some programs that provide support for retention efforts includes the tutoring and learning center, mandatory prejudice reduction workshops, the Black freshman weekend, and the Black student union.  Concerns were raised regarding the need for the university to commit additional funding to support the tutoring and help programs.  Observations were made that these programs are basically funded on a straight-line basis with very little if any increases to keep pace with the institution’s expectations of the programs.  

Student experiences within the Bowling Green community regarding opportunities for employment, social interaction, and housing influence their decisions to continue or not continue their education at WKU.  An Ethnic Relations Task Force was established to look at the WKU campus climate including treatment of African American students by university police, treatment of African American students by Bowling Green police, and other issues influenced by the university that might negatively impact the experience of African American students on the WKU campus.  A final report with recommendations for implementation is to be presented to the president in late summer or early fall.  It is expected that implementation of recommendations will begin in fall 1998.  

The university is experiencing some difficulty recruiting/enrolling significant numbers of African American students for the graduate programs including the joint doctoral program with the University of Louisville.  Juniors and seniors at WKU are contacted and encouraged to continue their education by applying to the various graduate programs.  Other initiatives include graduate study-career day, career opportunity/development seminars, encouraging graduate students to consider further professional development through the Junior Black Faculty program, and use of graduate assistantships (stipend/tuition).  The university has not sought to develop a strong recruitment program with Kentucky’s historically black institution to increase enrollment in the graduate programs.

DISCUSSION WITH FACULTY AND PROFESSIONAL NONFACULTY
This discussion opened with comments by Mr. Cornelius A. Martin, Chair of the WKU Board of Regents.  Mr. Martin noted that WKU needed to address issues in three areas related to campus and community climate: 1) employment opportunities, 2) African Americans in key positions at WKU, and 3) percent of African American students enrolled as non-residents.  When the Ethnic Relations Task Force completes its work the university will seek an opportunity to meet with the mayor of Bowling Green and the County Judge Executive to discuss the relevant initiatives in the task force report.  

Included in these discussions with the CEO were a representative number of African American and white faculty and professional non-faculty staff.  It was agreed that a need exists for more opportunities for African American and white faculty and professional staff to interact on an informal basis (concern about departmental isolation) to foster better communications.  There was no specific discussion regarding minority faculty participation or aspiration to have leadership positions in the faculty governing body.  Faculty indicated that they are directly involved with students, beginning with the freshman seminar, exploring ways to create opportunities for mentoring.  

Faculty members attend and strongly support training/development programs that address diversity and workforce issues.  Also both believe more programming (social and professional development) with a crosscutting flavor would be supportive of the university’s vision of the WKU campus environment.  Members of the faculty and professional staff agree that Bowling Green does not have a lot of social activities for African Americans.  Some sectors of the community are warm and receptive, and they are not aware of any negative experiences with housing discrimination.  As the discussion concluded both groups agreed that the university should be more aggressive in its efforts to employ more African Americans in professional and faculty positions and to include more African Americans in policy level positions, especially at the president’s cabinet level.

DISCUSSION WITH STUDENTS
The CEO met with a diverse group of WKU students and was impressed with both the level and intensity of the conversations.  Stephanie Cosby, president of the WKU Student Government Association, led the discussion.  The students believe:

· WKU needs more programming in the freshman curriculum that addresses diversity.

· WKU should aggressively seek to increase the presence of African American students on campus.

· The campus seems segregated, and WKU should provide additional opportunities, activities, and social functions that allow and encourage more student interaction.

· There needs to be more African American student representation on official university committees, especially the Spirit Masters who are the official student ambassadors of WKU.  (Of the 24 members in 1997-98, none were African American.)

· More attention needs to be given to the climate in the residence halls.  Students are disrespectful to African Americans who serve in the position of residence hall assistant.

· More attention needs to be given to the honors program and its tendency to isolate honors students from the rest of the population.  African American students who begin the honors program often drop out because of the feeling of isolation.

· The campus environment does not encourage African American students to be part of student government organizations.

· Lack of institutional support and fraternity/sorority houses is a significant disadvantage for Black Greek organizations.

· Campus police seem to be more aggressive in their treatment of African American students than of white students and fraternities/sororities.

· WKU should provide more funds for scholarships, increase programming for transitioning from high school to college, provide more diversity/cultural workshops for freshmen, co-sponsor forums with student government, and re-establish the mentoring program.

· African American students felt that decisions regarding campus entertainment/social functions are made without their input and desire change in this process (cross over groups, etc.).

· WKU faculty should have more diversity training and workshops to encourage interaction with African American students.

In general, both African American and white students agreed on the campus environment and recommendations for change.  The students praised the university’s commitment and access to technology through computer labs and data processing capability in the dormitories.  They were very complimentary of cultural diversity workshops presented by faculty of the WKU Psychology Department and suggested that they be expanded.  Unlike visits at other campuses, the CEO was quite surprised that white students raised a significant number of concerns about campus climate.

The CEO concluded its visit with an exit discussion with the president and acknowledged reassurance of the institution’s good faith effort.  The CEO was pleased to have two members of the WKU Board of Regents present during its visit.
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