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Diversity and Gender Policies at Kean University1
Note: This text is written from the perspective of a Swiss scholar in residence in an American
University, and it aims to inform European colleagues within a Swiss research group dealing
with the question of “managing diversity and gender in universities”. The starting point of the
Swiss research is the fact that in Swiss Higher education gender policy measures have been
taken since a number of years, whereas only recently the question of diversity has been raised.
However no concrete guidelines exist which indicate how to combine both dimensions. This
text does not intend an exhaustive description, but wants to focus on policy measures and
some particular points, especially, the categories used, and some practices, which might be
“best practices”. It is interesting however, to confront European views to American views,
and to state how much these views are a product of its history and of each national context.

1.

About New Jersey and Kean University

Kean University is a public, middle size university with 15,000 students; it has an
undergraduate school, a graduate school as well as doctorate programs. It is located in Union,
New Jersey. NJ is a state of circa 8.5 million inhabitants, on the East coast and is part of the
New York City/Union, Newark and Elizabeth metropolitan area, on the edge of residential
areas and industrial areas.
New Jersey’s population (just about the same as Switzerland) is one of the most diverse in the
USA, and NJ has a tradition of immigration and diversity, since one of the largest ports of
entry to the USA is located nearby, the port of New York.
Kean University was founded in 1855 as a teachers college, with the aim to train teachers
especially for the schools in Newark, counting large parts of immigrant children, which were,
at that time, of Irish, German, Italian and other southern Europe origin
Thus, it is due to its location in NJ, that Kean University has traditionally a diverse student
population, without doing special recruitment efforts. However, Kean University undertakes
big efforts to respond to the specific educational needs of these populations and to ensure not
only the access of minorities to higher education and to encourage them, but to ensure as well
the success of their higher education. These efforts are part of the institutional culture of Kean
University since the late 1960’s.
The student population is very diverse in regard to social and ethnic backgrounds, and so is
the composition of the staff and faculty, although a bit less. Kean University has been ranked
amongst the five schools with highest diversity amongst American Universities, as shown in
this recent survey:”Forty-seven percent of the student population is non-white at this public
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school - 2, 19 percent Black, 17 percent Latino, 6 percent Asian and 5 percent “other”. Also,
around half of the students are among the first generation of their families to attend college.
Kean University has strong career services for LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and
Transgender) students, as well as for students with disabilities. The faculty is 25% non-white
– 11 percent Black, 8 percent Latino, 6 percent Asian and 47 percent female“ (Frankel 2008).
The aim of the University is to go beyond the current situation and to reflect entirely the
demographic composition of the population of New Jersey, as well in regard to the student’s,
the staff’s and the faculty’s composition.
This actual diversity is reflected in the University’s strong emphasis on an overall diversity
policy, as expressed by the Kean University Mission statement3:
Kean offers a wide range of demanding programs dedicated to excellence in instruction and
academic support services necessary to assure its socially, linguistically, and culturally diverse
students the means to reach their full potential, including students from academically
disadvantaged backgrounds, students with special needs, and adults returning or entering higher
education.
Kean is steadfast in its dedication to maintaining a student-centred educational environment in
which diversity can flourish and an atmosphere in which mutual respect characterizes relations
among the members of a pluralistic community. The University seeks to combine excellence
with equity in providing opportunities for all students.

Kean University’s diversity policy has several components some of which are described
hereafter: An affirmative action office, affirmative action programs including staff and faculty
recruitment, programs to support specific educational needs of minority students, and
activities reinforcing community for the students who study, work and live on campus.

2.

Diversity, equal opportunities and affirmative action: statement and
activities:

Kean University has an action plan which refers to several fundamental documents, a
combination of Federal and State policies and legal dispositions, and the most important of
them being:
-

on the Federal level (USA), to the Civil Rights Act,
on State level (New Jersey State) to the New Jersey Policy Prohibiting Discrimination
in the Workplace
on the level of Kean University, to the Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action
Statement

With the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a major federal law, discrimination in public areas became
illegal and legal segregation prohibited; it provided equal employment opportunities. Title VII
of the Civil Rights Act defines the grounds of discriminations4:
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(…) prohibiting employment discrimination in any personnel transactions because of race,
color, national origin, religion or sex.

More precisely this means, concerning the following categories, for example:
Race: Identifiable or perceived, distinct classes of people (e.g. American Indian or Alaska
Native; Asian; Black or African American; Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander;
or White).
Color: Lightness or darkness of skin
National Origin: An individual's or ancestors' birthplace; or an individual who retains the
cultural characteristics and/or language of his or her ancestor

The New Jersey Policy Prohibiting Discrimination in the Workplace, a rather progressive
policy compared to other States of the USA, emphasizes an impressive number of categories
to be protected from discrimination:
The State of New Jersey is committed to providing every State employee and prospective State
employee with a work environment free from prohibited discrimination or harassment. Under
this policy, forms of employment discrimination or harassment based upon the following
protected categories are prohibited and will not be tolerated: race, creed, color, national origin,
nationality, ancestry, age, sex/gender (including pregnancy), marital status, civil union status,
domestic partnership status, familial status, religion, affectional or sexual orientation, gender
identity or expression, atypical hereditary cellular or blood trait, genetic information, liability
for service in the Armed Forces of the United States, or disability. (Revised August 20, 2007)

The initial document, issued in 1999, has been updated several times, new categories have
constantly been added and have undergone numerous changes in the last few years. The
categories are defined and precisely described in a document “Descriptions of Protected
Categories” issued by the Department of Personnel of the NJ State (see Appendix 1).
The University, which follows the New Jersey State Policy Prohibiting Discrimination in the
Workplace, puts the following statement on its website, taking over the same categories5:
Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action Statement
Kean University is committed to establishing and maintaining a diverse campus community.
Equal opportunity and diversity represent principles, which are integrally woven into the
university’s mission. The University is committed to providing equal opportunity in
employment and education, as well as equity of conditions for employment and education, to all
employees, students and applicants without regard to race, creed, color, national origin,
nationality, ancestry, age, sex/gender (including pregnancy), marital status, civil union
status, domestic partnership status, familial status, religion, affectional or sexual
orientation, gender identity or expression, atypical hereditary cellular or blood trait,
genetic information, liability for service in the Armed Forces of the United States, or
disability. Sexual harassment is a form of unlawful gender discrimination and, likewise, will
not be tolerated.

Also, special attention is dedicated to Disabilities, as indicated on the first page of the Office’s
website6:
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The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
Kean University is committed to ensuring equal opportunity and access to all members of the
campus community in accordance with Section 503/504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and
the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). The university prohibits discrimination
against any student, employee, or applicant on the basis of physical or mental disability, or
perceived disability. Kean University will provide reasonable and appropriate accommodations
to enable employees and students to participate in the life of the campus community. Individuals
with disabilities are responsible for reporting and supplying documentation verifying their
disability.

The above mentioned legal instruments and statements provide a common frame for dealing
with questions of diversity, which include as well gender and in particular women’s issues
under the general umbrella of action against discrimination.

3.

The Office of Affirmative Action

An important part of the action plan is the Office of Affirmative Action, headed by full time
employed director, Charlie Williams. The office is foremost in charge of the follow-up of
complaints concerning reported discrimination incidents. It also leads prevention activities
such as monitoring employment procedures, information and training courses for staff and
faculty, as well as general activities on campus; however the office is not in charge of the
students’ support policies, which are carried out by special programs.
Complaints
Complaints are taken into account if an employee of the University is involved, i.e. for a
conflict either between employees or between employees and students. For conflict between a
student and a student, the Student’s Affairs Division is in charge. For the complaints, the
offices’ intervention aims either to prevent from going to legal complaint by mediation,
interviews with the different persons involved and documentation; it also redirects to other
services, such as legal services for legal complaints, to hand over the file to other services
such as a social service.
The complaints are addressed to a State office, and it is interesting to have a look at the
Discrimination Complaint Processing Form issued by the State of New Jersey, (Division of
Equal Employment Opportunity and Affirmative Action, see Appendix 2). Indeed, the
complaint form indicates, under number 9, as basis for discrimination, 20 different categories
which can be checked, related to the statement mentioned above, including an additional basis
for discrimination: “retaliation for having filed a discrimination complaint, participating in a
complaint investigation, or for opposing a discriminatory practice”.
The complaints are monitored on a state level, as far as they are charged. Following the
EEOC federal enforcement charges statistics, it seems that the biggest part of complaints
concern the categories of race (around 36-37%) and sex (including sexual harassment) (30%);
a growing number is linked to nationality (11-12%)7. The Kean University’s charge statistics
by these categories look similar. As for distinctions referring to ethnic or racial identification,
the category mentioned might be Black, Spanish, eventually also White. However, the reality
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is often more complex as the categories can be mixed or multiple. As underlines Charlie
Williams, «you can be Spanish or Latino of African descent ».
Outreach activities
The outreach is going to staff, faculty etc, for example each time when new categories of
discrimination are introduced, and instruction has to be given, how they are to be handled.
Courses are offered, and new on-line courses of Anti-Discrimination and Anti-Harassment
Training8 have been developed, such as Preventing Employment discrimination9 and
Preventing Sexual Harassment10.
Concerning the employment search and selection process, guidelines have been issued by the
Office. For example, these guidelines state that questions which are not job-related should be
avoided, such as questions about spouse, family members or relatives, about national origin or
ethnic background or about gender or which are gender-referenced (See “Prohibited questions
in the Hiring process”, Appendix 3).
Also, several awareness activities take place on the campus; such as Anti-Discrimination or
Anti-Harassment trainings of staff: it seems however important that such programs are
integrated or establishes links with other activities and become multilayered activities.

4.

Diversity policy

A number of programs exist in Kean University which address the special need of vulnerable
or minority groups. This section intends to present briefly some of the programs which are for
a part, based on state laws, and for others, Kean University’s initiatives.
Spanish speaking program (SSP)
This program, existing since twenty five years, allows Spanish speaking students to take their
courses during the first two years in Spanish language and simultaneously improve their
English during this time.
The program “does recruitment, assists students through the admission process, and monitors
their progress to ensure retention and graduation” (Annual report 2008: 1). The aim of the
program is to “achieve integration of its students into mainstream academic and general
community” (idem), and assure a “smooth transition” into mainstream society.
Approx. 500 students enrol in the courses of the SSP, and much larger numbers – several
hundreds - are advised by the advisors of the program.
The estimated number of Hispanic, Spanish speaking students is around 20% of Kean’s
students, which means that only part of them participate in this special program. But it is
expected to be a growing number, and in 2020 they could easily be 30 % of the students at
Kean University, according to Dr. Lender’s estimation.
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Exceptional educational opportunities program (EEO)
This is a program created by New Jersey State authorities as Educational Opportunity Fund,
legally based, and is implemented in Kean University. It aims to provide educational
opportunities for students who come from groups of economically discriminated background.
It partly reflects the states minorities, and students from first generation in higher education,
but is of course not limited to them. The program links financial aid with educational support
activities such as: summer programs, and advisors throughout the year.
Following the annual report 2007-2008, in 2008, over 900 students applied for the summer
program, and over 200 attended the summer program and/or academic year.
Entry Program into College (EPIC)
EPIC is a program for adults age 25 and older, and offers the opportunity to return to school
and study after a having been away from formal education for at least five years, after
dropping out of study by working, caring for children or other occupations. The students can
do part-time work and part-time studies. As it is not easy to come back to study with children,
the program offers tutoring, counseling service, financial aid, scholarships and day-care
opportunities for the children of these students. Amongst the students of this program many
are from minority backgrounds and first-generation in higher education.
Veterans program
Veterans of the US Army form also a specific target group. The integration of veterans after
leaving the army - sometimes starting school just some weeks after ending combat – aims to
help them to reintegrate and readjust to society as well as to school. The veterans – mostly
men, but also some women – can apply for specific scholarships, or for mentoring programs.
The veterans also have their own student club
McNair Program for bringing minorities and women into science and technology
A special post-BA program, federally founded, aims to prepare students from minority
backgrounds and women to enter science and technology majors, and especially to train
teachers in these fields, - and as they are really needed, they are pretty sure to find work once
graduated.
The McNair programs’ mission is to "promote academic excellence by preparing low-income,
first generation, and traditionally underrepresented students at Kean University for doctoral
studies through faculty mentorship, scholarly research, and support services”.11
The Center for Academic success (CAS)
The CAS has been founded to meet the needs for the BA students, and to help them to
succeed in their studies by offering tutorial services by students and by professors, peer
counselling, career services and advisement. The passport program offers to students “who
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demonstrate the determination and ability to succeed with the opportunity to begin college,
although they might not fully meet traditional admission criteria to do so”.12
Curriculum
Diversity issues are also addressed in the curriculum, and can be found as overall topics, or in
specific programs such as a Women’s studies program, Asian studies, African studies, Latin
American studies and Jewish studies. As for a teacher this part of “diversity” and pluralism is
of course the most important to us. Not only because students need to be able to see
themselves in the curriculum and identify with what they are being taught, but also in order to
handle with multiple perspectives on the reality. In this paper however, as well as in the
research conducted in Switzerland, we are limited to focus on diversity policy and
management in a stricter sense. But is has to be emphasized that diversity in the curriculum
should be part of every diversity policy.
Other equipment and facilities
Diversity is also a matter of access to buildings, pathways through the campus etc. All new
buildings are equipped with facilities for disability-access, including restrooms. The new
buildings are equipped with more restrooms for women than for men.
The campus has day care centers where parents - staff, faculty or students – can bring their
children.
In addition to these programs it has to be mentioned, that the schedules of teaching allow part
time and working students to work and to attend the courses in evenings or weekends: indeed,
the schedule of class varies from day time classes to late afternoon (4:30pm to 7pm) and
evening classes (7:30 to 10 pm) and includes also weekend classes on Saturdays and Sunday
morning. The library is open until late at night (10 pm, 12pm or even 2am)
Informal programs/activities
There are several community based student organizations, such as Hispanic, Asian, AfroAmerican or Jewish students clubs, as well as the Veterans’ club. They are independent clubs,
but they can apply for funding from the University. These clubs all contribute to the sense of
identity and help the students in the process of maintaining identity as well as of integrating
into society as a whole.
Also, many activities are organized by and for the students; it would be too long to enter into
details here. I want just to mention a meeting which I had the chance to attend, the meeting
called “Conversation on Civility and Acceptance”, organised in order to deal with the tragedy
of a student of Rutgers University, who committed suicide after having been bullied as gay by
a fellow student. The meeting started with some short statements, and was followed by a
moment of safe space which allowed two dozen students and staff members to speak out
about experiences of having been bullied, watching bullying or even committing it. It is
obvious that these kinds of initiatives contribute a lot to a culture of respect and to community
building on the campus.
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5.

The conceptual framework: affirmative action and diversity

In the USA, the concept of affirmative action is mainly used in the field of discrimination in
the workplace, in order to ensure equal opportunities in employment and combat
discrimination during recruitment process. In this sense, affirmative action includes a
dimension of “positive action”, as it prevents legal complaints or procedures.
A more narrow focus has been discussed under the concept of positive discrimination, which
means to favor certain categories of persons, in the US context mainly the category of race or
gender, and even create quotas. Even if applied with a positive intention, this is in reality
nevertheless a discrimination which constitutes inequality of treatment and is prohibited by
law. Positive discrimination has been considered with rather negative connotation lately; so
today affirmative action is not to be understood as positive discrimination, but, in the
contrary, its’ primary purpose is to combat existing discriminations, and to prevent that these
occur.

The definition of categories and the question of classification
Also, as shows the debate about classification and data collection, categories are extremely
difficult to define and to delimitate empirically, except the category of gender and
classifications have always to be seen in their particular national and historical context (Simon
2005). Thus, only in a strongly racialised society - as it was the case for the US when the Civil
Rights Act was passed in 1964 - racial categories could take such an important place in public
debate.
It is indeed interesting to observe the difference on which category the focus has come up in
here the USA, or more precisely, in the State of New Jersey, and in Switzerland. In New
Jersey, the question of race has been a major issue, since many Afro-Americans as soon as
liberated from slavery, settled in the North, on the East coast; although Slavery had ended,
this meant by no means the end of a long story of legal and social discriminations. Thus it
appears obvious, that the question of race and ethnicity became a major issue, and that antidiscriminatory measures in this field have been adopted since 1964. Although the gender
issues have been largely debated, the protection of women has been integrated in these
measures, without as important separate instruments as this is the case in most parts of
Western Europe. On the opposite, in Switzerland, women’s discrimination, be it legal or
social has been an issue pointed out much earlier than racism and ethnic discrimination.
Indeed let’s not forget that women had no right to vote and no right to be elected on the level
of the Swiss Confederation until 1971 and the need to address gender issues had become
socially accepted. The consequence is, that the focus on legal and institutional measures was
raised for twenty or thirty years, when Switzerland started, only since the mid nineties to think
of combating racism and ethnic discrimination, since this country adopted the Convention
against racism only in 1994. Indeed, as Switzerland had no colonies, stayed beside as a
neutral country in WWII, it had the self-representation of a country where racism was not
seen as an issue. Only slowly, during the 1990’s the question of racism and discrimination of
migrants, of local minorities such as the Gypsies and Roma, or of more recent groups such as
Muslims or Black Africans has been addressed.
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Affirmation action and diversity policy
The question is to be asked, if affirmative action, or more generally, anti-discrimination
measures are complementary or competitive to the concept of diversity and diversity policy
and measures, and how they are linked to each another. In an article entitled “Diversity versus
affirmative action? Charlie M. Williams asks exactly this question, by pointing out that
«affirmative action as means for achieving diversity has been the motivating force in the
development and implementation of related policies, practices and initiatives » (2008, 3).
Nevertheless, diversity and affirmative action have to be distinguished, and should be used
with commonly agreed definitions, because in practice, says Williams, the two concepts mean
different things to different people, and «perhaps the divergent methods used by executives,
managers and practitioners in their advocacy (…) promulgate confusion and inconsistency »
(2008, 3).
But perhaps should we conclude with Patrick Simon, that «the first result of antidiscrimination policy, and particularly of monitoring, is to enforce awareness of unequal
treatment and its structural nature » (2005, 23). The affirmative action programs of Kean
University are indeed one of the dimensions of an all over diversity policy, which includes
information, everyday practices, initiatives, course contents, and a certain atmosphere on
campus.

6.

Discussion and conclusions

In fact, a number of things happen in the University, because of the general culture and spirit
of welcoming diversity and social justice on the campus, and also due to the strong
commitment of Kean University’s President.
The above mentioned programs and legal instruments provide the common frame for dealing
with questions of diversity, hence including under the same umbrella gender and women’s
issues. Seen from a European, or more precisely Swiss perspective, this seems amazing,
because in the last two decades policies relating to gender issues have been taken into account
in Swiss higher education institutions, contrary to racism and ethnic issues, and. much earlier
than other diversity issues, which have not (yet) been really dealt with. It is clear that these
differences of targets are obviously linked to each specific historical context, as is shown
above.
When looking at policies, we know that there is always a gap between the declared policy and
the concrete reality. This paper did not aim at any form of assessment; it only intends to
describe the policies, which by themselves are far beyond of what we know in Swiss
Institutions of Higher Education. However, some critical reflections can be added
y

It is interesting to note, that despite of the variety of categories that are addressed in
the measures and programs, class dimensions are not explicitly taken into account.
The concept of first-generation students addresses it implicitly, but as an ongoing
major social justice issue, it has not yet found a language of visibility.

y

In some of the programs, the goals, although favoring social justice, could be seen as
assimilationists, such as the SSP programs whose aim is to “achieve integration of the
students into mainstream academic and general community” and to assure a “smooth
transition” into mainstream society. One can discuss if and how maintaining a cultural
9

specificity can be combined with economic and social integration in mainstream
society. But within a perspective of diversity policy, it cannot be meant that access to
higher education requires assimilation in the sense of giving up specific cultural
patterns and identities. But to make more precise comments, this issue would need
closer investigation.
y

As I am located in the Human rights institute during my stay at Kean University, I
wondered if the Institute could play a role and reinforce these initiatives. It seemed to
me that some expectations in that regard exist on the campus.

y

Critics and possible gaps between reality and declared policy can be heard in
discussion with colleagues. Of course, as wonderful as they look for an outsider
coming from a context where few policies of the kind exist, their outcome and positive
or less positive effects could not be studied. Therefore the question of monitoring is a
crucial question, which I will try to address later on, knowing, that the effects of such
policies are to be assessed on a long term basis.

y

I would like to end with a personal impression: As far as it is possible for me to form
an opinion just after some weeks on this campus, I would agree with Charlie M.
Williams, when he says: « Kean University moves to be a great place in matters of
diversity; and in some sense it is already a great place ».
December 2010, Union, NJ
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