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EQuity Begins with EQ - Part I: Discoveries 
 
Under-employed for almost 2 years, I rose from the ashes of the Great Recession with an 
opportunity to enter career education and workforce development for California community 
colleges. I had no experience in the system, yet the two people making the decision to hire me 
as a contractor saw my skills as transferable and I became part of a team leading a regional 
National Science Foundation ICT career education center1 hosted at City College of San 
Francisco. It was a personal and career reinvention, and I was ecstatic to have the lead on our 
diversity goals. The first assignment, of course, was defining the problem.  
 
As it turned out, researching the barriers to entry and retention for women and people of color 
in ICT education and tech work environments was a discouraging experience. At first.  
 
It was 2012. We established a small working group of K14 educators, workforce development 
professionals, and industry consultants to identify opportunities to improve under-represented 
student success on tech career education pathways. We thought if we can identify the reasons 
blacks, latinx, and women gave up on tech, we can knock them down, one at a time. The 
project was secondary research, where we analyzed existing studies and data on the lack of 
diversity in STEM education and the tech industry. We produced our report and then the 
project stalled. The systemic nature of the problem was too overwhelming to decide where to 
begin – a least within the scope of the grant funding our work. But the feeling of overwhelm 
stayed with me after the project was dropped. We labeled it a systemic problem. We hadn’t yet 
begun to call it out as what it was – institutional, systemic racism. 
 
I revisited the follow-up question of my own research. Why hadn’t those barriers stopped my 
journey through college and into tech? Why do a few of us persist? I decided, on my own, to 
take the appreciative inquiry approach, drawing on my work in leadership and organizational 
development, and re-focus on what worked.  

 
1 Mid-Pacific ICT Center (MPICT) 



 
What students who persevered had in common was the presence of at least one supportive 
adult and in most cases that adult was a teacher2. This influence is even more impactful on the 
achievement of low-income, culturally diverse students3.  
 
There are two types of mentor relationships a teacher or other adult can have with young 
people.  One is about character, what the student must strive to be.  The other is about work; 
what the student must strive to do. Research has consistently shown that this relationship is 
most often one with a teacher – in one role or the other or both. 
 
This was my experience in high school and college, and it carried over into my mentoring 
relationships as a maturing young adult and a professional. The interesting thread through my 
quest was that the teachers were not in the discipline of my interest and, later, few of my 
career mentors were technical giants. They all simply took an interest in me for who I was and 
made me feel they cared and that I was capable. That I can be me. 
 
Teachers must want to care about their students as unique human beings; to understand who 
they are and their view of the world. During this time, one of the courses I taught as a JFKU 
adjunct was Conflict Management & Cultural Sensitivity, which gave me another framework for 
how people relate to each other from the influence of culture. Putting this all together, I arrived 
at the conclusion that to better engage with diverse students, teachers must be emotionally 
intelligent and culturally aware. The common theme through EQ and cultural sensitivity was 
perspective taking. 
 
Perspective taking opens insights that enables a teacher/mentor to identify which of these roles 
- coaching how to be or guiding what to do - will better engage and positively influence a 
student – regardless of how they identify. 
 
A major barrier identified in that 2012 study was the lack of diverse faculty and role models. It 
still is and that’s not going to change any time soon. But the reason students relate to and 
connect with teachers that look like them is they feel they have some beliefs, values, 
experiences, and stories in common.  For many information technology students of color, 
community college teachers are the first models of people in the field.  If the student doesn’t 
sense some level of connection, not only can his, her, or their perceptions of tech can be 
negatively influenced, but maintaining the desire and motivation to persist becomes difficult, 
too, especially when the teacher doesn’t appear to relate to or care about them.  
 
Still, engagement is a two-way phenomenon.  What makes one feel comfortable opening up or 
reaching out to another? How can students feel they are respected and understood by their 

 
2 Reis, et al. (2004). Understanding resilience in diverse, talented students in an urban high school. Roeper Review. 
27:2 
3 Tucker, et al. (2005). Promoting teacher efficacy for working with culturally diverse students. Preventing School 
Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth. 50:1 



white teachers as much as those of color? Students of color will more easily engage with a 
faculty that has cultural awareness of diverse backgrounds, using perspective taking a part of 
their approach to facilitating learning in the classroom. Differences related to race, ethnicity, 
language, class, gender, age, religion, and more add complexities to teaching.  An educator’s 
effectiveness can often depend upon the ability to engage students with a heightened 
awareness of what matters to them.  
 
I made the case to my MPICT colleagues to create and deliver faculty professional development 
to build the skills needed to better engage unrepresented minority students. Engaging Under-
Represented Minority Students with Cultural Fluency and Perspective Taking was a 5-day 
training first offered at the 2015 Summer Faculty Development Weeks. The objective of the 
interactive, introspective workshop was to help faculty develop their cultural fluency and 
perspective-taking. The intended outcome was to increase URM student retention and 
successful completion of community college ICT courses, certificates, and degrees. 
 
Only 7 faculty and one administrator signed up. I wasn’t surprised or disappointed. Since 
beginning this work, I’d presented the concepts and strategies at numerous conferences. 
Where the audience was administrators and faculty leadership, interest, participation, and 
receptivity were very high. But when the audience was primarily faculty, there was low 
participation, but with the same introspective and perspective-changing experience. The 
challenge ahead was understanding why faculty felt the topic wasn’t worth the time. 
 
The workshop’s strategies and tools were all elements of emotional intelligence – self-
awareness, self-management, empathy, and relationship management. The lack of faculty 
interest further fueled my passion for the topic because, to me, the reason was a lack of 
appreciation for the power of EQ to engage with different others. 
 


