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I (Dr. Maryann Cairns) recently held an open office hour to discuss how the recent and acute 
racialized violence is affecting my students’ work in our lab.1 I wanted to create a space where 
students who wished to could discuss what the lab was doing well, what we could do better, 
and what students needed me to know. Our conversation evolved into a general discussion of 
practical needs and issues for black students at SMU writ broadly. As such, I’m writing to share 
some of the things that we talked about.   
 
I want to clearly recognize Jason Jordan, who is a senior at SMU and a student summer research 
assistant in the lab, as his ideas and willingness to discuss his experiences as a black student at 
SMU with me form the core of this document.  With Jason’s agreement and support, I offered 
to compile and disseminate a summary of some of the things he and I discussed so that 
everyone can learn from our conversation.  I want to say clearly that I support all of these 
comments and suggestions, but I also want to note that I am lending my voice behind his chiefly 
so I am able to attribute and amplify it, as well as highlight some resources and suggestions that 
he and I brainstormed together that might be useful for professors and staff.  I’m doing so 
humbly.  This is a summary of our conversation along with some potential ideas for action; it is 
not a lecture.  I want to acknowledge that I am white and that I have colleagues and students at 
SMU who know these topics with greater academic and emotional detail than I do. This is not 
intended to replace or replicate the voices, works, and educational materials of others (e.g., 
#blackatsmu, Voices of SMU Project, #shutdownstem,) but rather work in concert with them 
through sharing our productive conversation and subsequent brainstorming efforts in the 
hopes of it being useful to others.   
 
Jason has offered to speak about these issues more broadly, and I do hope we can identify or 
create a platform to support his voice beyond this document.  I am happy to support that work, 
both financially (to the extent that I am able with my own lab funds) and personally, through 
orchestrating on the administrative side. Anyone interested is welcome to reach out with ways 
to help us with that or any suggestions.   
 
All that said, please find here some discussion of ways in which SMU might find avenues for 
improvement, and areas where professors and staff might be able to make real change to 
better the learning environment for black students:   
   
Microaggressions:   

                                                        
1 Here’s a link to our “Lab Team” page on my website, if you want to learn more about all of us: 
https://people.smu.edu/mcairns/lab-team/ 
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Black students at SMU experience multiple and frequent microaggressions.  Jason noted that he 
and his friends (classmates at SMU)  are often mistaken for athletes because they are black, and 
that this is alienating because it makes them feel like others view them as unable to make it 
into SMU on their own intellectual merits.  One thing he communicated quite clearly is that 
anyone who makes this assumption, especially professors, is making an error that really loses a 
student’s trust.  We discussed this at length, and Jason agreed that the best way to sum this up 
is that while a professor who makes that assumption might be viewed as an instructor, a 
student who experiences that kind of microaggression will never be able to view that instructor 
as a teacher.  Students who experience microaggressions might be less likely to speak up in 
class, might avoid office hours, or might be concerned about unfair grading.  Jason told me that 
in past classes he did avoid office hours as well as speaking up in class when he had a 
question—and even went so far as hiring an outside tutor to teach him the subject so that all he 
had to do for the class was show up for attendance purposes.  One potential way to address 
this is to encourage faculty and staff (as well as students) to take online trainings, especially 
implicit bias testing, to address these assumptions and biases, especially as microaggressions 
stem far beyond the assumption of students being an athlete.  If professors and staff aren’t 
educated on this, it makes it difficult for students to see them as true thought leaders.  It would 
be very useful for professors to receive training from the university on this.  As 
microaggressions can be subtle, it is useful to learn how to identify, avoid, and respond to 
microaggressions in the university setting.  Professors and staff will then be able to both 
address these behaviors within themselves and appropriately and constructively respond to 
microaggressions that they might see in others.   
 
Student experience, recruitment, and retention:  
While students acknowledge that the university is making efforts to improve diversity statistics, 
it is important to think about what the current demographic reality at SMU means on-the-
ground for black students.  For this, it is helpful to think about the issue of diversity by 
graduating class.  If some cohorts at SMU have only 63 black students out of cohorts usually 
hovering near 1,800, and a multitude of those students are athletes, these numbers show a real 
need to improve recruitment and retention for black students in general, but especially for 
non-athlete black students.  Allied to this, Jason asked that we think about what this means 
day-to-day for black students who do come here.  Most black students don’t see faces like 
theirs on campus most of the time.  We discussed lots of different avenues for recruitment, but 
outreach to DISD with professors and university personnel who can go to schools and say to 
kids “hey you, you specifically, you should apply to SMU, and I’ll help you,” would be a key 
place to start. We recognize that this is an additional burden on faculty and staff, especially 
faculty and staff of color, who should be allocated additional time and pay for these activities.  
However, Jason talked about the important role SMU outreach to his high school played in his 
attendance at SMU.   At the administrative level, SMU can reach out to DISD, which can likely 
help SMU identify student needs and recommend ways to bridge the gap between students 
knowing about, attending, and succeeding at SMU.  Many of the subsequent sections identify 
key ways to address broader issues with recruitment and retention, including discussions of 
mentorship, scholarships, and other avenues for support.   
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“Two Personalities” and other work that black students are doing just to be here:  
As many students and colleagues have explained to me, black students at SMU (and in 
general) have to have two different personalities.  One is for home –  for black spaces – and 
the other is for white spaces. That’s a lot of work. Jason explained this is important to 
understand because “the feeling of being “too black” for the environment—like if you’re too 
much of yourself, you won’t be accepted—makes it feel like there’s no room to be who you 
are.”  He went on to note that “your race is very present in your personality, but in certain 
academic settings it seems like being black is frowned upon, so you code-switch to be sure your 
opinions are heard and valued.”  This is a lot of work for black students.  “You’re always on, no 
matter who you talk to.  And you have to pick the people that you speak one way or another 
with,” he said.  He knows that he can talk to his friends (from home, from SMU—anyone who 
he is friends with that he trusts; including his white roommate who listens & tries to 
understand things from Jason’s point of view and actively tries to learn) however he wants 
because they won’t devalue his intellect.  But, “in college, you just never know what people are 
going to think—and I guess that says something about the environment.” And he says “I 
shouldn’t have to have a level of comfort before I can say what I want to say…I shouldn’t be 
judged.” With this, he's saying that code-switching not only affects how he speaks, but what he 
says, which is a really key point to make clear.  You can take pressure off of your students 
when you open subjects up for discussion and show yourself to be an ally during the 
discussion.  Keep your black students, especially black female students, from being 
interrupted. Amplify their voices.  Moderate.  Challenge discriminatory attitudes and 
microaggresive statements from other students.  Make sure not only one point of view is 
reflected.  As Jason said, “Don’t drown me out.”   
Black students feel like they have to be twice as good as white students to be average, and do 
four times the work of white students to excel.  Academic pressure on black students is intense.  
Black students’ ability to progress through college is dependent on positive interactions with 
faculty members, as well as the ability to socially engage with students and faculty, which 
generates an authentic belonging to the campus community.  The more faculty members can 
positively engage black students academically, the more likely those students are to make it.  
The stress of college can bury black students (see this article, for starters).  That stress comes 
from a lot of avenues, but “it’s really about feeling like people want you here,” Jason 
explained.   
Students know that there are diversity requirements, and that the university is doing things to 
better the diversity statistics.  But for Jason and his peers, it is hard not to feel like, sometimes, 
the university is focusing on “looking good” rather than really understanding why diversity is 
integral to learning. Even if students are very aware that diversity should be celebrated, and 
you as a faculty member think they already know that you feel that way, it is important to tell 
students that you’re not just forwarding diversity within academic spaces simply to make those 
spaces “look good.” You’re forwarding diversity because it really matters.  It makes the lab 
better, the department better, and the university better. Remind students that they deserve to 
be there.  They are in the room because of their voice, intellect, and full range of experience; it 
helps to say out loud that you value their contributions, recognize the work they do, and are 
invested in their success. This, alongside acknowledging that stress is heightened in these 
students in the first place, is very important.   
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“Change Makers Shaped Here”: 
SMU is a Predominantly White Institution (PWI).  This affects every single person on campus.  
We all need to work hard, and work together, to actually make change.  This will require 
collaborative effort.  Though diversifying our campus community may take time, we can 
immediately make a more inclusive campus environment. What kind of change makers can we 
have if they’re not trained in diversity, inclusion, social justice, and critical reasoning related to 
these topics?  Jason and other students in the lab suggested that trainings related to racialized 
violence and allyship should be required before students matriculate here, just like the 
trainings related to alcohol and drug use, sexual assault, and violence. Beyond this, we 
discussed the importance of the wider University curriculum requiring students to take courses 
that encourage them to develop critical thinking, cross-cultural competence, and diversity of 
thought.  For instance, Emory just approved a general-education requirement for all students 
focused on this topic. In her article “How Higher Ed Can Fight Racism: “Speak Up when It’s 
Hard,” Francie Diep speaks about the Emory program and allied topics in detail.  One key point 
of Francie’s that I want to amplify here also gets at some of the comments from my students 
and colleagues: there is a significant need for funding and recognition of more local, applied 
research related to social inequality.  In Francie’s words, “What [Universities] have cared about 
is producing research for researchers — we got a paper published in X, Y, and Z, and we have 
this grant to study the impact of COVID. There are people dying in the community. We need to 
start doing research that is relevant to the experiences of our neighbors, communities around 
the vicinity of the university that are disproportionately affected.”  Even as I acknowledge the 
excellent work that many of my colleagues are already doing in Dallas, I still think that engaged 
research with the community surrounding SMU, and critically engaged research more broadly, 
needs to increase. Jason points out that Highland Park puts SMU in a bubble; three exits away, 
you’re practically in a different world.  By acknowledging and engaging with the realities of our 
community at large, SMU faculty can lead by example, collaborating with local leaders and 
demonstrating to students how their skills can create meaningful change in the world. 
Moreover, faculty will likely add to scholarship on these topics, as well as diversify student 
training and student recruitment. In addition, we can make sure that our syllabi reflect work 
by scholars who have a diversity of thought,racial, and other backgrounds—this is broadly 
referred to as “decolonizing syllabi.” For those interested in what this looks like in practice, 
here is an example from my own field of environmental anthropology.   
 
Self-critique and Efforts to Acknowledge Racism and Be Anti-Racist in the Academy: 
When we were talking, Jason noted that “It took the world to show me issues about the 
education system that should have been teaching me about the world.” In short, he was saying 
that the protests, Black Lives Matter movement, and other advocacy initiatives were teaching 
him more about how the education system had critically failed students of color than the 
educational system itself was, despite universities priding themselves on being places of critical 
scholarship.  It would help if scholars would acknowledge and address the critical failures 
related to race in the education system writ broadly. This article is a place to start 
understanding that, and Jason stated that he really recognized some of the experiences 
described in the article, and that even witnessing these issues when he wasn’t experiencing 
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them was difficult.  The academic system in the US has broadly problematic outcomes related 
to race. Many disciplines have checkered pasts—my own, anthropology, has a long colonialist 
history, and has significantly contributed to racism through colonial projects. And despite 
current-day efforts at anti-racism and inclusion, that past needs to be acknowledged. 
Professors themselves might have been raised in spaces where racism was prevalent, and as 
such, they may be coded with implicit biases that shape them to this day. As an example, I 
continually have to acknowledge such biases within my own upbringing in rural Indiana order to 
fight them.  The important thing is that we can acknowledge these pasts at the same time that 
we acknowledge the clear need for better futures.  As Ijeoma Oluo states, “The beauty of anti-
racism is that you don’t have to pretend to be free of racism to be an anti-racist. Anti-racism 
is the commitment to fight racism wherever you find it, including in yourself. And it’s the only 
way forward.”  Jason and other students acknowledged that it is sometimes hard to handle 
these topics and issues perfectly, but that effort and humility are key. It helps to view the 
inevitability of critique of both personal efforts at anti-racism and structural changes as a 
reason to make an effort, rather than a reason not to make an effort. The point isn’t to be 
perfect.  The point is to do something—anything—that you can.   
 
Mentorship:  
As our faculty also have a diversity problem, I asked Jason how he felt about mentorship on 
campus.  We discussed the fact that all professors can and should take on the responsibility of 
training students of color as much as possible, but also should seek out others who can help 
to round out that mentorship. As an example, I can mentor Jason as much as I possibly can on 
how to go to graduate school, join the professorate, or succeed in a different career related to 
environmental anthropology.  But I likewise need to acknowledge that I am white.  So, when 
Jason needs mentorship from a black perspective, I can help to find him another mentor to 
support him, or work to get him resources to fill in where I can’t — ever — not because I 
haven’t done the work or researched, but simply because I will never know the lived experience 
of a black male professor.  From my perspective, some initiatives that we have on campus, like 
the SPECTRUM mentorship program for LGBT+ students that connects LGBT professors and 
allies with LGBT+ students, could serve as good models. However, while it is obviously 
beneficial for students to experience mentorship with a professor who can actually understand 
their experience emotionally, I will note that these programs should carefully consider the 
problem of universities relying on minority faculty, especially women of color, to carry the 
burden of mentoring students of color.  If this isn’t considered carefully, mentorship programs 
could inadvertently worsen that issue. The person who taught me about mentorship is Dr. 
Beronda Montgomery, and I highly recommend that we bring her to SMU to talk about 
mentorship. Because in truth, more mentorship would be useful, full stop. As Jason put it, 
“there doesn’t need to be specialized mentorship before there are broader institutional 
mentorship programs.”  One thing that Jason and I thought might be useful is a program for 
“mentorship pairs” that takes the onus of the bulk of mentoring off of the minority professor, 
and places it with someone in the student’s discipline, but then establishes a go-to mentor for 
a student when they need mentorship related to their own unique experience.  Essentially, the 
McNair program on campus already does this.  I’ve had two McNair scholars in the lab, and I’ve 
collaborated with the phenomenal SMU McNair mentor, Jacqueline Lowrey, to make sure these 
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students from underserved backgrounds have support through their experience here at SMU 
and in their goals to attend graduate school.  The first McNair student I had in the lab, Katie, 
came to SMU as a transfer student and was from a low income/first generation background.  
She just graduated from SMU and will start at the master’s program in Anthropology at 
Brandeis next fall!  In short, that kind of mentorship works.  And it is important to note, too, 
that this kind of mentorship doesn’t just help the students, it also helps the mentors.  
Jacqueline and I are also able to support one another in mentorship goals, which is beneficial 
for both of us (case in point: she was kind enough to offer to give feedback on this document, 
which improved our discussion).    
 
Charged topics and considerations for the classroom:   
When we’re in the classroom, Jason asked that professors remember that no matter how much 
we know academically—we might not know something emotionally like our students do.  As 
an example, racialized violence is direct and visceral to many students; the civil rights 
movement isn’t something they’ve read about in a book; it is familial. It is something their 
grandmother experienced first-hand.  As such, he asked that while professors of course be sure 
to speak about these things academically and do the work of presenting the content in the 
classroom, they also remember that these topics might affect students in ways the professor 
might not ever understand fully if they aren’t part of that group.  He noted that academics 
should absolutely talk about touchy subjects, it is our job to do that and to take responsibility 
for covering this content effectively…but we need to be considerate about it, too, and 
remember that these topics evoke powerful emotions.  In essence, professors need to take 
care with these conversations; to students, as Jason stated—"sometimes it feels like professors 
see a subject without seeing the students that they’re teaching that subject to.”  As an 
example, he noted that, while he hasn’t had a class where this is the case, he has heard from 
other students that there are some spaces on campus where the n-word is still used in an 
“academic” sense—he asked that the culture of SMU should establish that this isn’t okay at all. 
He stated that “this word was commonly said to us before we were murdered for our color.” As 
such, the n-word shouldn’t be used in the classroom.  I searched and found this TED talk about 
the n-word in the classroom, by Dr. Elizabeth Stordeur Pryor, a professor of US history, and I 
watched it.  It is excellent, I learned from it, and I wanted to share it here for reference.  One 
other thing that professors can do is address specificity and different perspectives related to 
terminology;  black, African American, Black American, and many other terms are used to 
refer to a broader culture and group of people that is diverse and distinctive internally.  This 
article from Smithsonian Magazine is useful as a starting point,  and this one is useful to 
understand the different connotations, stigmas, and tensions around this wording.  But, as 
Jason puts it, the structural question is really “what does it mean to be culturally black to black 
people and also wider society?” I chose to use the term “black” in this article, as well as “people 
of color” when speaking about wider groups. That is because, as the article linked above 
discusses, “black” is often a broader term, and also because it is in keeping with the 
terminology being used by the university and the #blackatSMU discussion.  I use “people of 
color” to speak about wider groups of students who include, but don’t only have, black students 
or staff as a part of their makeup. But this might not be what all people, scholars, or students 
use or prefer. Beyond setting boundaries with what terminology you will and will not use in 
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your classroom, it is also important to acknowledge, at least, that you’ve educated yourself on 
the differences in terminology within black culture and can then speak to what words you’re 
using and why.  CTE at SMU has offered trainings related to facilitating classroom discussions 
before, and I encourage these to continue, because it is really important that professors have 
the skills and support to address nuanced topics while effectively managing the classroom 
environment.   
 
On other practicalities of being a professor to black students when you’re not black:   
Encouraging departments and the university at large to recruit and retain faculty of color is 
important, and having black people in positions of power and in the professorate is especially 
important..  But it is likewise extremely important for all faculty, especially white faculty, to 
step up for black students.  This article, which Jason came across, found that all teachers, and 
particularly white teachers, were found to “play a vital role in promoting the achievement of 
black students in public schools.” Professors can create balance within their classrooms by 
creating a space where black students can speak, but where they aren’t expected to speak or 
teach the subject of blackness for everyone.  Professors should not “lob the ball” in the 
direction of black students to do the explaining on topics related to racism but rather bring the 
academic knowledge that they can to a topic and simply be willing to be stopped if a student 
wishes to chime in.  Jason suggested it could be helpful to add a discussion at the beginning of 
class wherein the professor acknowledges that it is their role to teach the content and to 
present the information academically, but they acknowledge that students may have more 
experiential or emotional knowledge on the subject than they ever could.  So, this might 
sound like “Okay, before we start this section on racism, I want to acknowledge that I’m white; 
I’m going to do my best to present this information holistically, factually, and critically, but 
please know that I am aware that some of you in this classroom might have more emotional, 
experiential, and generational knowledge than I do on this subject.  If you need me to stop or 
slow down for a bit, please say so. Please know that I don’t expect you to teach the content for 
me—I’ve got that part. But if you’d like to add to the discussion, you’re welcome to, and if I get 
something wrong, please tell me.” He said that simply acknowledging this is key.  Related to 
this, discussion-based courses that allow for openness on the topic of race play a central role 
in the growth of students and their critical thinking skills.  Jason asked us to remember that 
while we may think that our willingness to take questions or pause for a discussion during 
lecture might be obvious, this openness can be difficult for students to see—mostly because 
even if we don’t think we’re on high horses, we need to be reminded that essentially, as Jason 
really reinforced, we’re all on high horses in our students’ eyes.  He also said that sitting 
through such classes is a lot of work on the part of these students, even if they don’t pipe up.  
So it would help for professors to acknowledge that this can be exhausting just to listen to.  
 
Recognizing the Importance of Diversity in Training and Research Efforts:  
Diversity is crucial because it makes our science better.  As a professor that runs a lab with a 
diverse group of students and trainees, I learn things that I wouldn’t have otherwise known 
from my own experience.  I get perspectives from multiple points of view (case in point: the 
conversations that I’m summarizing here).  But by having a diverse lab, I’m also able to provide 
a floor for students to be heard if they want to talk about academic involvement, diversity, etc.  
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While I was dedicated to diversity in the lab before the acute violence we’ve experienced over 
the past several weeks, I could have (and, in retrospect, should have) done much more.  I will 
be doing more in the future (see the “action” section below).   
I’m also lucky that my students tell me they feel like working in the lab “gives you a niche, it 
gives you a place.”  As Jason said, “you can go to school, but you feel alone.  But [when you 
work in a lab] you have a source of income and cool people at your job [and] it’s not just a job; 
you’re doing something you care about with people who share interests with you but also have 
diverse backgrounds and viewpoints.  It’s like a super-club. You meet people, and it gives you a 
reason to be at the university other than academics.  Because you need [something] other than 
the academics—otherwise, it sucks.”  When students from diverse backgrounds are adequately 
supported, being a part of a lab can foster a profound sense of belonging and community.  
I do think it is worthy of note, though, that while many of my colleagues have communicated an 
interest in mentoring and doing the work of building diverse spaces/supporting diverse 
students, they at the same time express a general sense of overwhelm at the amount of extra 
(and often unrecognized and unremunerated) effort that it takes to support undergraduate and 
graduate student trainees as well as launch initiatives such as local outreach programs. The 
university can support diverse students by supporting the professors who are working with 
those students.  One part of this support might be simply making sure that, at the 
administrative level, departments and colleges meaningfully count mentorship and diversity-
building work (e.g., outreach, etc.) toward tenure and raises.  But the individual professors that 
support formal mentorship programs, applied research programs, or outreach initiatives within 
their labs or departments would greatly benefit from much broader assistance, including 
additional/extra compensation for this work, targeted internal funding programs to support 
these efforts, budgets for lunches and team-building activities, more administrative support for 
the extra burden of managing multiple pay papers and/or reimbursements for a large team, 
project management support, and an expansion of training and professional development 
opportunities for both themselves and their trainees.   
 
Professors as Part of the Institution:  
One thing that Jason said to me really made me think. As we ended the discussion, he thanked 
me for listening [nope, thank you, Jason], but in the same breath he said that it felt very good 
that the institution had finally heard him.  He acknowledged that he knew I was a professor, 
and therefore just one person, but explained that having me listen meant the institution had 
listened.  It hadn’t occurred to me, as an assistant professor, that my listening was powerful 
enough to feel like the institution itself was listening—as an early-career professor, “institution” 
looms large.  But to students, we are all a part of it, and as such agents of it.  That is both a 
superpower bestowed on us and a serious responsibility.  But the good news is that, essentially, 
as Jason put it, you can be the “hole in the deathstar” if you’re willing to listen.  As such, we 
suggest that professors consciously avoid shutting down conversations with students about 
what they are experiencing in the academy and instead create a space to listen.  However, I 
also recommend that professors are trained to keep boundaries, for their own sake, yes, but 
more importantly for the sake of the student.  It is crucial that professors are encouraged to 
clearly state their limitations, and that students are encouraged to respect those limitations.  
Professors can refer to trained counselors or university personnel (e.g., the Dean of Students) 
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when a conversation shifts from a discussion of how that student is experiencing the 
academy/how the professor can better their learning environment to topics that are beyond 
the abilities of a professor who is untrained in mental health services.  Even with these clear 
boundaries, however (which I will note are infinitely tricky to get right), it is still most common 
that “care work” within the academy falls disproportionately on women faculty, faculty of 
color, queer faculty, and faculty from working-class backgrounds.  This issue should be 
considered systemically as part of a university diversity plan so that these professors’ work is 
appropriately recognized, reallocated, and/or compensated (through things like course releases 
or extra compensation), and so these entrenched inequities within the academy are not 
heightened. 
All that said, it is certainly clear that professors’ time and voices mean a lot to students. Jason 
also noted that “whenever a professor goes against the norm for your sake, it shows that you’re 
putting yourself on the line.”  For students, “the institution” looms even bigger than it does for 
faculty.  In addition to listening, students want to see us advocating and putting ourselves on 
the line.  They want to see that we care about fundamental ideals that matter to them and to 
society.  As a professor, your advocacy shows that you are willing to incite change.  Jason said, 
too, that students often “don’t know the dynamics of working at the institution or teaching—
bringing student issues to the fore is really important [because we don’t know how to work 
within the institution].  You’re making it your problem because you care.”  He also noted that 
he finds it even more impressive when professors who aren’t teaching or in a field that teaches 
about social issues do the advocating.  While of course it means something when a professor of 
sociology or anthropology speaks up, it actually means even more when it is a professor of 
business or biology.  I think sometimes, as professors, we want to make sure to respect the 
expertise of our colleagues, but in the case of social issues, even those professors who don’t 
teach about the topic at hand can still speak up, and students will notice.  Professors can 
communicate their support for black students in several different ways, but a lot of it is just 
being willing to speak up, and then also telling students you spoke up and when.  It wouldn’t 
have occurred to me to tell students when I argue for things like less reliance on unpaid 
internships or more support for transfer students.  I don’t want it to sound like I want a cookie 
or like I’m wanting them to validate me—I feel like I speak up because I just should.  But Jason 
said he actually appreciates hearing what I’ve done and when. What’s interesting is that this is 
an important trust-building component.  An it helps to make sure that students know your 
commitments aren’t just verbal or performative.  It helps them to know that you’re not just 
listening, you’re doing something.  And I think that is what makes them actually feel heard.  At 
the same time, while professors are listening/advocating is one thing, administrators also need 
to amplify and reinforce this work and these perspectives.  Administrators can also do the 
same—speak up for students, and then tell students about what you did. 
 
Open Discussions + Stepping Up:   
Open discussions can play an important role is fostering conversation around topics of race and 
the student experience. I just saw that Dr. Turner is having a Town Hall. I will be keeping office 
hours throughout the summer.  Perhaps departments can also hold discussions.  These are all 
important steps.  However, part of the reason I offered to write this up, identify action-items, 
and send this up the chain is to keep students like Jason from having to do all the work of 
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continuing to explain this to people. As such, when our black colleagues and students 
generously work to discuss (often not for the first time) the issues they are facing, I would 
suggest that allies step up en force to support these colleagues and students—not as key 
players in these discussions or people who assume to provide experiential knowledge, but 
rather as learners, note takers, amplifiers, and support-systems.  Allies can talk to other 
colleagues about what we have learned and why all this matters and how attentions to these 
topics better our entire campus community.  One thing that Jason and I discussed is the use of 
stickers on office doors and other prominent places on campus.  The LGBT community does this 
with the pride flag, and we think posting Black Lives Matter stickers might similarly be useful.  
This way, students can see a safe space.  So, we suggest that faculty and staff who are allies 
consider being visibly supportive of the movement by putting a Black Lives Matter sticker up 
in their office space.  As Jason put it, if someone had that sticker up he’d never met, he’d think 
“hm, don’t know who that is, but they’re cool peeps.” He explained that Dr. Turner specifically 
saying “Black Lives Matter” in his email to students and faculty mattered a lot, and it would 
really make a difference to black students to see other faculty make that same statement.   
As a reminder, you can go to the “Voices of SMU Project,” which is a catalog of oral histories 
collected from black and brown SMU alumni, as well as #blackatSMU, to learn more about 
student experiences.  Decades of students have experienced difficulties on SMU’s campus, and 
you can learn from work that has already been done and stories that have already been shared 
from those arenas.   
 
Actions, Not Just Thoughts:   
We discussed the importance of faculty and staff sharing actions, not just thoughts.  It’s not 
that students don’t appreciate thoughts; it is just that action is the only thing that is going to 
make a difference.  We also discussed the importance of providing transparency in those 
actions, and transparency in the steps that are taken.  Essentially, your students are thinking, 
"How can we see the action plan & see how it is being implemented?” They’re thinking, “What 
exactly are they doing? How do we know if the plan works?” But also, personally, when they 
have issues, they aren’t quite sure where to go—they’re thinking “Who do I email? What do I 
do? Where do I go?”  Essentially, they wonder why it took Twitter to give them a voice. I think 
we can do better.   
 
Offering our lab up as an example, here are some of the things we’re doing:  
1.  Creating and disseminating this writeup.  
2.  I’m holding a lab office hour every Tuesday from now through the summer to offer a space 
to discuss these topics and other issues that the students face that affect their participation in 
science, in the lab, and in the academy writ broadly.  They are optional, so as to not require 
student participation (in an effort to be thoughtful about students’ emotional and practical 
needs), but are open to everyone in the lab.     
3.  We’re working to bring an ally training/ally speaker to campus, as my students said that 
several of their friends reported wanting to do something but not knowing what to do. Anyone 
already doing this or who can support us, please reach out.  Margaret Ebinger, an SMU senior 
who is working in the lab, is taking the lead on that.   
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4.  We’re focusing on mentoring and diversity within the lab, including my mentoring, graduate 
student-undergraduate student mentoring, and peer-peer mentoring. We already have a lab 
agreement that outlines our commitment to diversity and inclusion, but we’re going to talk 
about it more. If you’d like to create a similar statement for your lab, let me know, and I’d be 
happy to share ours.  
5.  We already use the Clifton Strengthsfinder to highlight students’ individual strengths and 
make sure that students feel seen for their unique talents and perspectives.  But I will be 
clearer about the fact that that strengths also come from students’ background and differences.  
I will reiterate that I truly encourage them to speak up about those things to make our science 
better.   
6.  We’re drafting a statement for our lab Instagram, and I’ve made it clearer than ever that the 
Instagram (@thecairnslab) is for our lab, not for my lab.  I want my students to have a voice 
through that channel.   
7.  We’re already planning outreach with K-12/DISD for one of the major projects in the lab, but 
we’re going to pay extra attention to representing diverse scientists and promoting the 
representation in a way that will help young students to see themselves in the academy (PS—
these materials are going to be bilingual, because we are fortunate enough to have several 
awesome Spanish-speakers in the lab).  
8.  We’re going to have a Zoom brunch every month—we’ve been doing this since COVID 
started, and I think we’ll keep it up for the time being.  I usually have a breakfast for the lab 
once a semester to support team-building, but right now, more feels better.  No cooking 
required.    
9.  We’re all listening, talking about these issues, and working together. Margaret is working on 
the outreach components with Marifer, Megan edited this document, Jaymie is helping 
Margaret find an Ally trainer, etc. I feel so lucky to work with the students that I work with and 
to see them collaborate.  I hope they already know this, but just in case—you guys rock.  
10.  I’m going to be more vocal about my own background, experiences, and categories of 
difference and how these insights better my own perspectives on research and our science in 
the lab.  This seems really important right now.  As an example of why this matters, shout out 
to Dr. Mark McCoy, a colleague in my department, who shared his own experiences and went 
viral on Twitter, making many wake up to their own white privilege. We need to remember that 
talking about our experiences makes us better mentors and professors.   
 
Thoughts on Actions for the University in General:   
In addition to the wider discussions outlined in this document, we think it is important for the 
University to think about how they can start their sentences with these phrases:   
 
We are going to hire more black…  
We are going to have endowed black faculty in… 
We are going to recruit more black… 
We are acknowledging the future potential and not just the past merit of students by… 
We are going to bring in outside speakers to discuss… 
We are going to bring in black outside speakers to talk about X fields of expertise… 
We are going to spend… 
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We are making X efforts to improve X issue(s) related to diversity, and will update you on their 
progress in X way… 
 
To explain:   
 
We are going to hire more black…  
We are going to have endowed black faculty in… 
Representation across the board is important. Having black people present on campus, Jason 
said, is key.  But he also said “it doesn’t count to have diverse staff if half of them are doing 
[janitorial work].” In short, hiring more black professors, staff, and people in other jobs “in the 
middle,” as Jason put it—"not just deans and cafeteria workers,” is really crucial—although we 
also need more black people in places of power. Students want to know where black people are 
and what capacities they hold.  
 
We are going to recruit more black… 
We are acknowledging the future  potential and not just the past merit of students by… 
Students want us to find ways to recruit students from diverse backgrounds and recognize their 
potential when past “merit” might not be visible in the same way it might be for a white, upper 
middle class student who went to private school, or even a well-funded public school. “Merit” 
sometimes is a really bad measure of student abilities.  For example, if you’re from a low-
income family, how are you going to pay for SAT prep courses?  There is so much out there on 
this topic. One of my grad students in the lab, Megan Brown, found this Twitter thread on how 
to support black colleagues in the academy, and it is, I think, very useful for those looking for 
concrete actions.   
 
We are going to bring in outside speakers to discuss… 
We are going to bring in black outside speakers to talk about X fields of expertise… 
It is important to get people speaking about topics of race, allyship, minority student success, 
minority faculty retention, and other topics related to diversity and inclusion.  We can bring in 
outside help if we don’t have the expertise here. But it’s also important to bring speakers of 
color generally, and black speakers specifically, to talk about topics other than diversity and 
race. We want to recognize and celebrate the presence and contributions of black scholars 
across disciplines.   
 
We are going to spend… 
It is also important to be clear about how we’re spending money to make diversity initiatives 
happen. For example, this might include providing scholarships for black students that fully 
cover tuition and living expenses (living expenses are a huge issue for many students), investing 
in outside consultants to improve minority student and faculty success, and compensating 
faculty for additional labor they are asked to take on.  Supporting black student groups and 
other initiatives are likewise important.   
 
We are making X efforts related to X issue(s) related to diversity, and we will update you on 
their progress in X way… 
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Students want to know what’s happening and where. They want transparency.  Students want 
to see the data.  They want to know where and who and how and what. As Jason said, he wants 
to know—"How are you acquiring the data? Who did you talk to? Are the surveys reaching only 
like 50 people?” He continued, explaining “I have a lot of questions about the data… If there’s a 
statistic, I want to know where it came from. I want to know [for example] if we have a 
population of black students, how many are student athletes and how many are only 
students….”  He wants to know the methods and the analysis plan. We need to remember that 
students can understand and acknowledge processual change, and that seeing that progress is 
important.  We have explicitly taught them to be critical of the data they take in—so let’s give 
them the tools to do that, and then encourage them to help us make those numbers better for 
all of us at SMU. As Jason stated, “[these initiatives] must not matter that much if black people 
don’t know what is going on.”   
 
A Final Note on Intersectionality:   
This document is focused chiefly on the experiences of black students at SMU—but both Jason 
and I acknowledge that some of these recommendations may extend to or benefit students 
with a wide array of different backgrounds and categories of difference, from gender, to 
ethnicity, to class, etc.  While intersectionality is a widely co-opted and contested perspective, 
Kimberle Krinshaw’s original work is important for anyone interested in these topics to 
understand and address.  What do these issues look like for biracial students? Black women? 
Black LGBT students? Latinx students?  There’s far more to address than just what we’ve 
written here, but we do hope this gets us moving forward, and that it springboards wider 
interest and attention to these topics.  Neither Jason nor I expect this to be a static 
document—it is living.  Please add to it.  Feel free to email us or reach out with any questions.   
  


