
 

Social Inclusion, 2014, Volume 2, Issue 1, Pages 34-46 34 

Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183-2803) 
2014, Volume 2, Issue 1, Pages 34-46 

 
 

Article 

Tracing the Arc: The Shifting Conceptualizations of Educational 
“Disadvantage” and “Diversity” at the University of Wisconsin-Madison 

Carl Grant * and Alexandra Allweiss 

Department of Curriculum and Instruction, University of Wisconsin-Madison, Madison, WI 53706-1707, USA;  
E-Mails: grant@education.wisc.edu (C.G.), aallweiss@wisc.edu (A.A.); Tel.: +1-608-263-6586 (C.G.) 

* Corresponding author 

Submitted: 5 March 2014 | In Revised Form: 2 June 2014 | Accepted: 9 July 2014 | Published: 31 July 2014 

Abstract 
This article calls attention to the shifting conceptualizations of belonging and inclusion at universities in the U.S. 
through shifting framings of “educational disadvantage” and “diversity”. Historically these concepts have been used in 
various and shifting ways to think about the “Other” and to determine the lines of inclusion and exclusion to access to 
higher education spaces. This article uses a leading public university, the University of Wisconsin-Madison, as a histori-
cal case study to examine the ways the university has responded to those who have historically been excluded from 
public higher education spaces and the ways inclusion has been expanded and redefined through struggle. This case 
study is an invitation to carefully consider the current discourses and policy debates about university “diversity” efforts 
and the inclusion of “disadvantaged” students. We raise questions about what inclusion means. 

Keywords 
diversity; disadvantage; higher education; student organizing 

Issue 
This article is part of a regular issue of Social Inclusion, edited by Professor Ulf R. Hedetoft (University of Copenhagen, 
Denmark). 

© 2014 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

 

1. Introduction 

Currently, there are discussions on the international 
and national level about diversity efforts and “disad-
vantaged” students in higher education. In the United 
States two recent cases on affirmative action1 brought 
to the U.S. Supreme Court have received substantial 
media attention (Schuette v. Coalition to Defend Af-
firmative Action, 2013; Fisher v. University of Texas at 

Austin, 2013). In Schuette the Court upheld the ban on 

                                                           
1 Affirmative action “refers to positive steps aimed at increas-

ing the inclusion of historically excluded groups” to education 

(and employment). Affirmative action policies are designed to 

increase access for historically underrepresented groups through 

greater outreach and inclusion efforts (American Association 

for Affirmative Action, 2013).  

using race as a factor for college admission. In addition, 
federal and state funding for “diversity initiatives” and 
scholarships for non-dominant students have been tar-
geted and funds have been decreased (Nelson, 2012). 
We have also seen attempts to cut funding for, consol-
idate, or even eliminate ethnic studies in schools and 
colleges across the country (Arizona, Indiana, Wiscon-
sin, Ohio, Texas) despite the struggles endured to cre-
ate them (Cammarota & Romero, 2014; Okihiro, 2010; 
Indiana Daily Student, 2014; Pereira, 2014). 

Given this context it is important to examine the 
current and historical discourses of both “diversity” 
(race and ethnicity) and “disadvantage” (socio-economic 
status) employed by many colleges and universities.2 

                                                           
2 Because of the race and class histories and policies in the 

United States, issues of race and socioeconomic status (though 
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Such an analysis can help uncover the ways higher ed-
ucation institutions include and/or exclude the “Oth-
er”. Also motivating this analysis is that current neolib-
eral policies and discourses do not take into account 
these histories and their complexities; instead neolib-
eral discourses ignore the structural and historical chal-
lenges and barriers to mobility and in doing so contend 
that personal responsibility and the market are solu-
tions for creating equality and fairness. The increased 
enrollment of students of color in U.S. colleges and the 
election and reelection of the country’s first Black pres-
ident have caused many to argue that racism and the 
exclusion of minoritized students are no longer issues; 
therefore, measures such as affirmative action and 
funding for diversity initiatives are no longer necessary 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2013).  

Such a belief was exercised when the University of 
Wisconsin’s admission policies and diversity efforts 
came under attack in 2011 (University of Wisconsin-
Madison News, 2011). A conservative think tank, the 
Center for Equal Opportunity (CEO), claimed that the 
university’s admission policies “discriminate against 
White applicants” (Selman, 2011). CEO argued that the 
University “unfairly” gave admission preferences to 
students of color. That said, the Education Optimists 
(2011) reported that CEO’s report was composed using 
a series of “facts” and statistics that were proven to be 
incorrect. The report sparked a debate about campus 
diversity and climate. In addition, the recent call to 
consolidate ethnic studies departments and programs 
at UW-Madison has further sparked a number of dis-
cussions and meetings between students, faculty and 
administrators about the importance and histories of 
these academic spaces. 

Across the country students of color have engaged 
in a variety of efforts to highlight the continued exclu-
sion of their voices and their daily experiences with 
racism and discrimination on college campuses. While 
decades ago student protests drew on signs, marches 
and direct actions or negotiations, student protests of 
today have also employed social media in addition to 
these tools. At the University California Los Angeles a 
group of Black students, the Black Bruins, released a 
YouTube video condemning the underrepresentation 
(3.3 percent of undergraduates and graduates) of Afri-
can Americans on campus (see Stokes, 2013). In addi-
tion, students at the UCLA Law School created an online 
petition with a series of recommendations for improving 
campus climate (see Change.org petition to Dean Mo-
ran, 2014). Students at the University of Michigan used 
a Twitter campaign (#BBUM) to document the experi-
ences of Black students on the campus and make a list of 

                                                                                           
distinct issues) often intersect; thus throughout this paper 

sometimes we will talk about these issues together, while oth-

er times will separate out to show distinction depending on the 

context and/or policy to which we are referring. 

seven demands to the university calling for greater di-
versity efforts and inclusion (Al-Jazeera America, 2014).  

Furthermore, social media has been useful in help-
ing student organizations at different campuses con-
nect to one another. The students at UW-Madison 
have taken part in a movement on social media started 
by students at Harvard called “I, too, am Harvard.” 
Students posted pictures of themselves with captions 
that represented their experiences—the UW campaign 
is called “I, too, am UW-Madison.” The “I, too, am Har-
vard” Tumblr page states that the reason for the cam-
paign is: “Our voices often go unheard on this campus, 
our experiences are devalued, our presence is ques-
tioned—this project is our way of speaking back, of 
claiming this campus, of standing up to say: We are 
here. This place is ours.”  

In order to understand these responses it is im-
portant to examine the histories and struggles out of 
which university diversity initiatives and policies devel-
oped, which we do in this paper through a historical 
case study. Many of the diversity initiatives and policies 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison emerged out of 
student struggle and within the context of larger social 
movements. Such histories need to be documented 
and centered within debates about affirmative action, 
ethnic studies and other campus initiatives to address 
access, equity and inclusion. Not only is it important to 
critically explore a history of these struggles, but it is 
also important to examine the discourses and terms 
used. Thus, in this paper we provide a historical analy-
sis of the defining terms of university inclusion policies 
and present an overview of their inception. Whereas 
space does not allow a complete historical account, we 
will point to key or transgressive moments in the uni-
versity’s history where notions of inclusion in the cam-
pus population are imagined, challenged, and re-
imagined. To do so, we draw on Anyon’s conceptualiza-
tion of social movements and student organizing to 
frame the way students at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison (UW-Madison) organized to facilitate greater 
inclusion and to highlight the work that still needs to 
be done. While these histories and experiences with 
“diversity” focus on the University of Wisconsin, they 
are also deeply connected with those of other universi-
ties across the country, especially large public universi-
ties (Robinson, Foster, & Ogilvie, 1969). 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said “the arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends towards justice”. This pa-
per seeks to explore this arc at UW-Madison. We start 
by laying out our conceptual and theoretical frame-
works and the position from which we, the authors, are 
writing. We then critically examine the term “disad-
vantage” through the ways it has been employed his-
torically. This is followed by a discussion of histories of 
immigration to Wisconsin noting its diversity. Next we 
continue tracing this arc through a discussion of critical 
moments where notions of inclusion and exclusion were 
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initially established during the founding days of the uni-
versity and moments later in the university’s history 
where these notions have been challenged and re-
challenged. This historical exploration brings us to an 
analysis of where the university is at this present mo-
ment in terms of inclusion and explore if and how exclu-
sion has been challenged. Whereas the setting of this 
paper is the UW-Madison campus, the goal is in part to 
reflect on histories of programs supporting non-dominant 
students to better understand the debates and organiz-
ing that are taking place across campuses today.  

2. Social Movements, Organizing and Investments 

We draw on Anyon’s (2005) theoretical framework of 
social movements. Anyon builds on classical approaches 
to social movement theory that focused on resources 
and mobilization as well as the work of McAdam, Tarrow 
and Tilly (2001) who capture the “personal and social 
processes” (p. 131). Anyon argues that movements are 
not simply made of “discrete ‘waves’ of contention,” but 
rather, as was the case for the struggle of civil rights in 
the U.S., movements are often long and continuous. She 
states, “while various time periods witness more legally 
contained than socially transgressive activity, both kinds 
are present in most decades” (p. 131). We see this in the 
struggles for inclusion at UW-Madison and student 
struggles at universities across the country; these have 
been continuous struggles that may appear to come in 
‘waves.’ Some are open contestations, others are public 
but with less drama; however, whatever form they take 
the struggles for inclusion in higher education goes on. 
This paper in many ways is an example of Anyon’s thesis. 
Significant is that Anyon tells us that organizations are 
often central to social movements and are not separate 
from them. Her framework allows us to examine how 
students organized themselves in the struggles at the 
university, but were also connected to larger social 
movements across the country, both in terms of student 
struggles as well as civil rights. Both Students for a Dem-
ocratic Society (SDS)3 and The Student Nonviolent Coor-
dinating Committee (SNCC) of the 1960s are representa-
tive of groups that engaged in campus and national 
struggles in the U.S. 

In conducting our literature review we were re-
minded of the importance of documenting the histo-
ries of these organizations and social movements for 
others involved in similar struggles as well as future 
scholars. Here we draw on document analyses and in-
terviews with seven key university administrators who 
were involved in historical moments discussed in this 
paper. However, in the writing of this paper, we do not 
directly reference these interviews in order to maintain 
the confidentiality of people who are still employed at 

                                                           
3 We have seen a reemergence of the SDS as of 2006. See 

http://www.newsds.org 

the university. In addition, we did not rely only on the 
interviews; we also examined documents and checked 
with others key actors to research the story we present 
here. Each of us came to this research from a different 
position and history with UW-Madison. Carl is an Afri-
can American man and a Hoefs-Bascom professor of 
Curriculum and Instruction. He was a PhD student at 
UW-Madison and then assumed his current position 
and was present for a number of the key moments dis-
cussed in this paper. Alex is a White Jewish American 
woman and current PhD student at UW-Madison. She 
has been present for some of the more recent campus 
discussions about diversity and inclusion. We have 
brought each of our positions and experiences togeth-
er in the writing of this paper through a shared com-
mitment to social justice including a commitment to 
greater inclusion of all students at UW.  

3. The Birth of the Disadvantaged as a People: 50 
Years in the Making 

Current discussions about access to higher education 
include two overlapping ideas: (1) student campus di-
versity as it relates to students from non-dominant 
groups and (2) the return to 1960s terminology of re-
ferring to low-income of students as “disadvantaged.” 
Currently, UW-Madison admission policies, like many 
U.S. educational institutions, consider and measure di-
versity along two lines, M/D: “minority” or “multicul-
tural” (according to race and ethnicity) and “disadvan-
taged” (according to educational opportunities and 
socioeconomic status). “Disadvantage” has recaptured 
international attention and the current purpose and 
meaning is much like it was in the 1960s—with a focus 
on “social and cultural deficits” (Martinez & Rury, 
2012; Portes, 1996; Valencia, 1997). With such a nega-
tive lineage, “disadvantage” as the face of an idea to 
initiate and bring about current day campus diversity 
and inclusion demands scrutiny.  

This paper grew out of an invitation to participate 
in a conference in Melbourne, Australia, from the In-
ternational Alliance of Leading Education Institutes 
(IALEI). IALEI is an “alliance of 10 leading educational 
institutions4 from around the world.” The conference 
invitation we received read:  

Educational disadvantage takes many different 
forms, but globally is a major barrier to the well-
being of individuals and communities and the pros-

                                                           
4 Members of IALEI Include: the University of Melbourne, Aus-

tralia; University of Sao Paulo, Brazil; University of Toronto, 

Canada; Beijing Normal University, China; Aarhus University, 

Denmark; Nanyang Technological University, Singapore; Uni-

versity of Cape Town, South Africa; Seoul National University, 

South Korea; University of London, UK; and the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, USA. 
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perity of nations. University schools of education 
are uniquely placed to contribute to the twin tasks 
of understanding and overcoming educational dis-
advantage (IALEI, 2012). 

We were troubled by the way the word “disadvantage” 
reflected past deficit notions, but at the same time 
wanted to engage with it in order to shed light on its 
problematic framing and implicit othering. This was not 
an easy task, because we recognized the good inten-
tions of the invitation.  

The term “disadvantaged” has been a part of the 
social and political discourse in the U.S. for years and is 
popularly used as synonymous with “poor, uninsured, 
homeless, elderly and frail; and suffering from a range 
of chronic diseases, or special populations in need, 
such as Native Americans and low-income veterans…” 
(Mechanic & Tanner, 2007). To those descriptors and 
others one can add deficit-oriented terms related to 
conflations of cultural and racial identity and poverty 
that have historically been used in education literature 
and the media to highlight “disadvantage”: culturally 
disadvantaged, culturally deprived, welfare queens, 
homeless, hobos and bums.  

In the 1960s, “disadvantage” became a household 
word in the U.S. used in reference to groups of people 
rather than socio-economic conditions or structures 
(see Crow, 1966). This word took on meaning during 
the time of a major social conscious awareness brought 
on by President Johnson’s address on poverty. In the 
1964, Johnson spoke out forcefully and caringly for 
“the disadvantaged”. He made poverty an official na-
tional and political concern and put in motion a series 
of legislative actions in health, education and welfare. 
Responding to the push from Civil Rights activists John-
son created programs such as Head Start, food stamps, 
work-study, Medicare and Medicaid that still exist to-
day (Siegel, 2004). The “War on Poverty” legislation (as 
it was called) had a major impact in most places and on 
most people throughout the country. Not only did it 
help a number of people get jobs, but the War on Pov-
erty also had an impact on education with two signifi-
cant pieces of legislation: Head Start and Project Follow 
Through. Head Start is a preschool program designed 
to bring education, health and social services to low in-
come children in order to prepare them for their kin-
dergarten experience. And Project Follow Through is 
designed to extend the services started with Head Start 
and to plant poor students firmly on the road toward a 
successful K-12 experience with college as a future ex-
pectation (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  

Besides academic assistance, students’ had experi-
ences attending professional plays, visiting museums, 
art galleries, concerts and zoos. Artists and storytellers 
from different ethnic and racial backgrounds visited 
schools and engaged students in discussions about 
places and opportunities outside of their own milieu. 

However, fundamental to many of these “opportuni-
ties” was a White middle-class perspective; and absent 
from many of these “opportunities” was a perspective 
that acknowledged and showed appreciation for the 
histories and cultures of the students. The understand-
ings of disadvantage in the U.S. proceeded from a defi-
cit perspective that viewed the targeted students as 
socially and culturally deprived or not having the 
“right” culture to succeed (Riessman, 1962; Deutsch, 
1967; Ornstein, 1970). These notions led to a blaming 
of the individual for failing to succeed and a framing of 
“disadvantaged” students within a deficit framework 
(Valencia, 1997). While the term and idea of “disad-
vantage” can be expanded to account for systemic and 
structural inequities, the way disadvantage is addressed 
in practice generally continues to focus on the individ-
ual and not the social structures that gave rise to it. 
Within this discourse and framing the label of “disad-
vantage” is potentially harmful as there is an implicit 
power for it to identify, explain and predict the futures 
of those labeled as members of “disadvantaged” 
groups. There is power in naming (Fairclough, 1989). As 
we continue through this paper, it is important to keep 
the histories of the terms used in mind, because they 
are generally employed by universities absent of their 
histories. Words matter, they carry meaning and situ-
ate action (Ryan, 2014). 

4. Weaving the Social Fabric 

To understand the current situation and how otherness 
has been constructed at UW-Madison through the 
“M/D” categories, we looked at the social history of 
the state the university serves. We looked at the “arri-
val” of different ethnic groups that formed the state to 
examine how “disadvantage” was constructed in order 
to complexify the way inclusion at the university con-
tinues to be imagined.  

A review of documents from the Wisconsin Histori-
cal Society on Wisconsin’s history gives information on 
the many racial and ethnic groups that came to Wis-
consin and why they came: religious freedom, better 
life opportunities, and to escape persecution. For years 
many ethnic and racial groups have called Wisconsin 
“home.” At times the various groups worked together 
to support one another through challenging times, but 
at other times there was violence between groups.  

Native Americans from the Eastern United States 
were the first make Wisconsin their home; they include 
the Dakota Sioux, Ho-chunk (Winnebago), Menominee, 
Ojibwe, Potawatomi and Fox and Sauk tribes (Schereck, 
1956). In 1634, as Frenchman Jean Nicolet was search-
ing for the Northwest Passage, he happened upon land 
that would one day be Wisconsin. He was discovered by 
two large Indian tribes living in the area, the Menomi-
nee, and the Ho-Chunk (Winnebago). The French set up 
trading stations in the area. The first records of Black 
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people in Wisconsin are those who arrived with the 
French fur traders in the early 1700s both as enslaved 
and free people (Wisconsin Historical Society, n.d.). 

The British arrived in the territory in 1763 almost a 
hundred years after the French and Blacks. They were 
followed by immigrants from Norway who were escap-
ing poor harvests and famine that occurred during the 
1830s (Slesinger & Parra, 1988). Immigrants from 
Western Europe, the Netherlands (1840–1850), Bel-
gium (1853), and Luxembourg (1848) arrived between 
the 1840s and 1850s (Hale, 1984; Holmes 1990). In the 
1840s, a great number of Irish fleeing the potato fam-
ine settled in Wisconsin and a number of immigrants 
from Wales also made their home there. Immigrants 
from Eastern Europe (Czechs and Poles) and Southern 
Europe (Italians and Greeks) also came to Wisconsin 
during the 19th Century (Holmes, 1990). Around this 
time, in 1848, the Oneida were pushed off their land 
and forced to live on a reservation near Green Bay.  

Russians came during the first two decades of the 
20th Century. The large majority of Latinos arrived in 
the 1950s—though there have been Spanish-speaking 
communities in the state since 1910 (Wisconsin Histor-
ical Society, 2006). After the Mexican Revolution, a 
number of people of Mexican heritage began to settle 
in communities throughout Wisconsin and others came 
to work for various manufacturing and agricultural con-
tractors. Since then, Latinos have continued to come to 
Wisconsin for economic and political reasons. Large 
numbers of Asian immigrants did not settle in Wiscon-
sin until the 1990s, though many Japanese Americans 
were interned in Wisconsin during World War II. In the 
1990s a large number of Hmong people were forced to 
flee their country after U.S. forces withdrew from Vi-
etnam because they had supported the CIA in fighting 
the wars in Vietnam and Laos (Haines, 1989).  

Many of the people who came to Wisconsin would 
have been framed as “disadvantaged” according to to-
day’s designation—many were trying to escape poverty, 
displacement and political or religious persecution and 
came looking for greater opportunities (Long & Veroff, 
2007). Many, if not most, of the immigrants of each and 
every race and ethnicity saw Wisconsin as “the golden 
door!” to economic security and a flourishing life. Within 
this historical framing it is interesting to think about how 
otherness was constructed and which groups eventually 
came to be seen as “disadvantaged” and minoritized; 
and how certain groups, because of their racialized iden-
tities, shifted from a position of “disadvantage” and 
economic struggle to a position of privilege at the ex-
pense of groups that came to be seen as the “Other.”  

As a whole, the state has struggled to meet the 
needs of its diverse population in and out of schools. 
Recently, according to NAEP test scores, Wisconsin has 
the largest achievement gap between White students 
and students of color in all areas tested: math, science, 
and reading (National Assessment of Educational Pro-

gress, 2013). In addition, a recent report showed Wis-
consin, and particularly Dane County where UW-
Madison is located, as having some of the largest racial 
disparities in important social and economic measures, 
such as poverty, incarceration and education rates, in 
the nation (Race to Equity, 2013). Also Milwaukee, the 
state’s largest city, has been known as one of the most 
segregated cities in the nation since the 1960s (Wis-
consin Historical Society, n.d.). Large numbers of Afri-
can Americans had moved to Milwaukee during and af-
ter World War II, and by the 1960s they accounted for 
fifteen percent of the population. Most African Ameri-
cans lived in the "Inner Core," which by the 1960s had 
become a site of increasing volatility due to limited job 
opportunities, poverty, and segregation (Wisconsin 
Historical Society “Turning Points,” n.d.). Thus, meeting 
the needs of the state’s diverse population has been 
and continues to be a challenge. This also influences 
UW campus life.  

UW-Madison has sought to be a force in promoting 
greater equality across the state. This is highlighted by 
the Wisconsin Idea,5 as stated by President Charles Van 
Hise in 1904 who declared “I shall never be content until 
the beneficent influence of the University reaches every 
home in the state.” The Wisconsin Idea continues to 
guide the actions on the campus in most areas, including 
slowly but steadily those who have been othered.  

5. Lessons from the Struggles of UW-Madison 

5.1. 1800s: The Violence and Exclusion of the Beginning  

UW-Madison’s early history and the space the campus 
occupies complicate the meaning of the “Wisconsin 
Idea” and raise serious questions about who has been 
considered to belong (as part of the university). Ho-
Chunk and other Native Americans call the Madison 
area where the university is located Dejope or “Four 
Lakes”. Dejope hosts a number of archeological sites 
including effigy and burial mounds, “revealing the 
thousands of years that the Ho-Chunk and other Amer-
ican Indians have called this area home” (University 
Housing, n.d.). The 1825 Treaty of Peace recognized 
the land where the University now sits as Ho-Chunk 
land and promised it “would not be invaded by White 
settlers” (Greendeer, 2002, p. 3). However, beginning 
in 1829 the encroachment of immigrant settlers and a 
series of forced treaties pushed the Ho-Chunk to cede 
their territories. Thoughts of inclusion or ways to share 
the land were not part of the thinking of the govern-
ment or the settlers. Greendeer states, “[A]fter many 
conflicts, land cessions and removals, the Ho-Chunk 

                                                           
5 Now defined as “the principle that the university should im-

prove people’s lives beyond the classroom. It spans UW–

Madison’s teaching, research, outreach and public service” 

(Wisconsin Idea, n.d.). 
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were removed from their remaining aboriginal territo-
ries in Wisconsin via to the Treaty of 1837.” The treaty 
was intentionally mistranslated to trick the Ho-Chunk 
into ceding their lands to the U.S. The territory was then 
brought under U.S. government control giving the gov-
ernment the ability to reallocate the lands and create 
the University of Wisconsin in 1848 (Greendeer, 2002).  

Violence against Native Americans was significant 
to the creation of UW-Madison and battles and forced 
removals are a central part of the university’s founding 
history and current landscape. In 1888, the graduating 
class presented the University with a gift known as the 
Black Hawk Commemorative Boulder. The Boulder is a 
testimony to how the U.S. army pushed Native Ameri-
cans off the land. Also, the statue of President Abra-
ham Lincoln, which sits in the middle of the campus 
mall, has served as a troubling and unwelcoming figure 
for Native peoples living in the area because of his par-
ticipation in the Black Hawk War and presiding over the 
largest mass execution of Native Americans in U.S. his-
tory—the 1862 mass lynching of 38 Dakota men in 
Mankato, Minnesota (also home to a state university) 
(Brown, 1971; Meyer, 1993). In addition, the university 
has not until recently worked to preserve or respect 
historical monuments and burial mounds of the Native 
peoples.  

It is meaningful that UW-Madison was initially es-
tablished for White middle class men. This establish-
ment solidified a violent divide between the university 
and the people whose land it occupied and made the 
university an exclusionary space. At the same time, 
UW-Madison early on began to admit some students 
from historically marginalized communities. The first 
White women were admitted in 1863 and the first Afri-
can American was admitted to the law school in 1875; 
but it was many years before women of color were 
seen on the campus as students.  

What comes to light here is that UW-Madison in its 
conception was imagined by its founders (White men) 
as a university for the citizens of the state of Wisconsin 
(imagined as White men). While at different points in 
time across the university’s history the exclusion of 
Others has been challenged it has not been fundamen-
tally ruptured. This paper now looks at moments of 
challenge and change and points out the spaces where 
a reimagining and full inclusion has failed to take hold.  

5.2. 1960s: A Push for Change 

When we interviewed former and current administra-
tors responsible for the University’s organized re-
sponse to diversity (and disadvantage) all brought stu-
dent protests and the Holley Report to our attention; 
and the Report was always discussed within the con-
text of student protests. Student protests for greater 
inclusion and equity grew out of the 1960s demonstra-
tions on the Madison campus against the Vietnam War, 

the Dow Chemical Company, the Army ROTC and the 
push for Civil Rights. Across the country, areas where 
students lived were the center of “counterculture” ac-
tions (Wells, 2014; Smith, 2012; Williams, 2010). 

This was the time of the Black Power and Civil 
Rights Movements in the U.S. (Ture & Hamilton, 1992). 
Black students across the country organized hundreds 
of protests that ignited struggles and negotiations be-
tween students and university administration that 
slowly led to reforms that transformed college life for 
all students. Biondi (2012) states,  

At stake was the very mission of higher education. 
Black students demanded that public universities 
serve their communities; that private universities 
rethink the mission of elite education; and that 
black colleges embrace self-determination…Most 
crucially, black students demanded a role in the 
definition of scholarly knowledge (p. 27). 

On the UW campus, students’ organizing focused on 
the University itself, because officials were dragging 
their feet and stonewalling against the demands of 
students of color for a socially inclusive campus.  

Ruth Doyle, the first woman elected to the Wiscon-
sin Assembly and a key player in rebuilding the Wiscon-
sin Democratic Party, developed a plan that drew fa-
vorable attention among White liberals as a way to 
deal with and support the changing demographics on 
the UW-Madison campus. Doyle was an outstanding 
public servant and a White integrationist who was re-
spected and appreciated by both Blacks and Whites on 
the UW campus and throughout the Madison commu-
nity. In 1965, in order to promote Black recruitment, 
retention and graduation from the university, Doyle 
spearheaded the development of a Five-Year Program. 
The program reached out to “disadvantaged” students 
(mostly students of color) who did not meet the estab-
lished admission criteria, but demonstrated the poten-
tial to be academically successful at UW. Citing the Five 
Year Program, Gilbert (2011) explains,  

In sum, her Five-Year Program had two major ob-
jectives: (1) Provide the benefits of higher educa-
tion to students who, because of difference of aca-
demic background, cultural heritage and financial 
status might never seek or have available the oppor-
tunities, which existed at the University of Wiscon-
sin; (2) Add to the student body of the University an 
additional and important educational dimension 
through promotions of its own diversification (p. 7). 

This was the one of the first racial recruitment efforts 
at a university. The program helped attract more stu-
dents of color through an active system of recruitment 
and support. 

The program was lauded as a leading program for di-
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versity and inclusion. However, many students of color 
on the UW-Madison campus argued that the Five Year 
Program did not go far enough. Students began to push 
back against the structure and inherent limitations of 
the program. They demanded that the university go fur-
ther to fully include all students within the campus mis-
sion and programming. They opposed the assimilationist 
goals of the program, such as the expectation that stu-
dents enrolled in the program would take on a teaching 
role for White students. Also they criticized the pro-
gram’s mandatory five years (when White students 
could graduate in four). They were angered that they 
were required to take a lower than average course load, 
which sent a deficit message that the students in the 
program could not complete their degree in the same 
amount of time as other students. In addition to their 
pushback against the program, they wanted, as Biondi 
(2012) noted above, to see the scholarly knowledge and 
historical contributions of people of color articulated in 
all University courses and activities. Further they wanted 
the establishment of ethnic studies departments, such 
as Afro American Studies and the hiring of faculty and 
staff that would facilitate and lead this reform. 

Doyle became a “central symbol of the administra-
tion’s opposition to the demands Black students were 
campaigning for” (Gilbert, 2011). In an interview with 
Donna Hartshorne (1982) for the Wisconsin Historical 
Society, Doyle explained how she felt when all her hard 
work and well-meaning efforts came “smash” around 
her. She told Hartshorne that the pushback by the stu-
dents was a personal affront, rather than understand-
ing it as a challenge to the university structure. Talking 
about the leader of the Black Student Alliance, Will(ie) 
Edwards, Doyle stated, “Willie Edwards…was deter-
mined to do me in and he did.” She went on to recount,  

The uprisings were beginning to occur in various 
places and here it began when I gave a speech to a 
luncheon group…about the program in which I said 
I was opposed and would always oppose anything 
that would segregate these people, that we didn’t 
need to have a black enclave on this campus, we 
should have an integrated student body that’s what 
the whole movement was about. And some stu-
dents took great offense to that. That’s when the 
students were establishing themselves…they want-
ed a black floor on the dorm, they wanted a black 
student center…And I must say I was quite firm 
about my own positions on that. And the students 
would argue with me…that was in the fall of 1968 
and they apparently marched on the Chancellor’s 
office…just a few days later. 

Despite her good intentions, Doyle was unwilling to lis-
ten to the Black students. Her opposition to the stu-
dents’ demands was rooted in her firm beliefs in inte-
gration and that the establishment of a living space for 

Blacks, a student center, and/or academic programs 
would create “Black enclaves.” Her belief that she 
knew what was best for the students, whose interests 
she claimed to be working for, prevented her from be-
ing able to fully listen to their needs and desires. Doyle 
wanted students of color to fit into the campus rather 
than seeing that the campus needed to be restructured 
to reflect a multicultural learning space. Her resistance 
was not malicious, but rather myopic and reflective of 
the university’s administrative position. While students 
recognized Doyle’s good intentions, they were unwill-
ing to settle and her resistance led the Black students 
to adopt a position of solidarity and resistance. What is 
important here is that while we highlight the individual 
story of Doyle, the issues this story highlights are also 
systemic and were very much a part of the university 
discourse and view of underrepresented students. 

When they realized that Doyle and other university 
administrators were unwilling to work with them to 
meet their needs and give them the spaces they re-
quested, the Black Student Alliance made thirteen 
“non-negotiable” demands, including firing Doyle. Af-
ter Chancellor Young also proved unwilling to meet the 
demands, the students went on strike for weeks. 
Throughout their activism Black students garnered 
much support for their cause, including support from 
many White students on the campus, who joined in 
during the protests and strikes.  

In February of 1969, the National Guard descended 
on the Madison campus to “control” the protesters. 
Conservative members of the university administration 
and state legislators argued that the students were try-
ing to disrupt teaching and bring down the institution 
(Gilbert, 2011). The call-up of the National Guard had 
the opposite affect the university administration hoped 
for; instead of stopping the strike, it helped to garner 
more support for the Black students’ demands, as 
many students, Black and White, were opposed to the 
presence of the Guard on campus.  

On February 13, 1969 an estimated seven to twelve 
thousand students came together for a march from the 
campus to the capital—about a mile (Gilbert, 2011). 
This mass organizing put pressure on the university 
administration to make changes. The Chancellor ap-
pointed a panel of faculty members and students to 
review the Special Five Year Program. The review pan-
el’s final report demanded that Doyle be fired. The 
Five-Year Program was brought under new leadership 
and restructured in an effort to be more sensitive to 
the students’ needs and demands (Gilbert, 2011).  

Additionally, the university’s curriculum was re-
tooled and the Department of Afro American studies 
was established in 1970. This Black activism also en-
couraged other groups on campus to push for the crea-
tion of their own departments. In 1968 Native Ameri-
can students began pushing for the university to better 
serve Wisconsin’s Native communities and in 1972 the 
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Native American Studies program was established. In 
1974, student activists started rallying for a Chicano 
Studies Department; they were never granted a de-
partment, but a Chicano Studies Program was estab-
lished in 1976. And, in 1988, a group of community and 
university activists, known as the Asian Coalition, wrote 
a proposal for the Asian Studies Program, which was 
established in 1991.  

5.3. 1980s: Student Struggle and the Creation of Ethnic 
Studies and Diversity Initiatives  

After a number of racist incidents on the campus, 
which came to a head with racist caricatures depicted 
on 1987 invitations for a Frat Party, students went to 
the administration demanding action. The fraternity 
was banned from the campus, but students continued 
to push the administration to make more structural 
changes. A new chancellor, Donna Shalala, stated that 
she wanted to be more responsive to the students’ 
demands. That summer a working committee was es-
tablished to create recommendations for campus im-
provements in terms of its climate and diversity initia-
tives. The Steering Committee on Minority Affairs 
created the Holley Report, named after the commit-
tee’s chair and head of the Black Student Union, 
Charles Holley. 

The report was an outgrowth of the efforts of stu-
dents of color and others who pushed for changes that 
would make the campus responsive academically and 
socially to all students and faculty. The Holley Report 
was released on December 1, 1987 and is cited as the 
seminal document that gave rise to formal efforts to 
deal with diversity and disadvantage across the univer-
sity. The Report included several recommendations: the 
appointment of a Vice Chancellor of Ethnic Minority Af-
fairs to ensure accountability and to be responsible for 
matters relating to affirmative action; actions to improve 
the recruitment and retention of minority students in-
cluding centralized support programs and incentives for 
faculty and staff to be sensitive and committed to the 
needs of minority students; increased recruitment, hir-
ing and retention of faculty of color; the creation of an 
“investigative body” of faculty, staff and students to ad-
dress the concerns of minority staff members; the crea-
tion of a Multicultural Center on campus to house multi-
cultural organizations; the implementation of an ethnic 
studies course requirement and various Ethnic Studies 
Programs; the establishment of an orientation program 
aimed at combating racism and increasing “the level of 
comfort of students of color” for all members of the 
University; and outreach to the minority communities in 
Madison (Holley et al., 1987). 

The university administration created the Madison 
Plan of 1988 (also known as the Design for Diversity) in 
response to the Committee’s recommendations. Taking 
some of the recommendations of the Holley report, the 

Plan sought to increase recruitment and retention of 
both students and faculty of color, established the 
Multicultural Center for students, and implemented a 
3-credit ethnic studies requirement. While the Madi-
son Plan marked the UW system’s first system-wide 
strategic plan to foster diversity and “establish a cul-
turally enriched academic Environment” (Final Report 
on Plan 2008, 2009), the Plan was disappointing to 
many involved with the Holley Report because it was 
seen to offer an “assimilationist perspective” and had 
reduced and/or eliminated many of the Committee’s 
recommendations. The initiatives set forth by the Mad-
ison Plan have never achieved full inclusion or the 
depth and sensitivity of the Holley Report’s recom-
mendations.  

The Plan 2008 was established in 1998 to continue 
the UW system’s commitment to diversity. Both 10-
year programs (the Madison Plan and the Plan 2008) 
were “based on the principle that increasing the partic-
ipation of historically under-served populations would 
enhance the educational experience of all students, 
better preparing them to live and work in a multicul-
tural society” (Final Report on Plan 2008, 2009). An 
evaluation of the overall success of Plan 2008 shows 
that while the initiative has experienced some success 
in the increase in recruitment and retention of stu-
dents, faculty and staff of color these increases have 
been minimal and many racial and ethnic groups re-
main underrepresented. Furthermore, the establish-
ment of an inclusive and diverse academic environ-
ment has not been achieved (Final Report on Plan 
2008, 2009). Currently, the University is in the process 
of creating a new diversity plan to address these short-
comings. 

6. The Current Focus 

UW-Madison was not the only place where struggles 
for greater inclusion and representation were taking 
place. Across the country students of color have de-
manded spaces in their institutions and have insisted 
that their voices and perspectives be heard and repre-
sented. They have argued for curricular changes, 
courses that represented their histories and perspec-
tives, professors from non-dominant backgrounds, and 
departments that address their history and culture (see 
Stanford Historical Society, 2011). Many student strug-
gles gained traction and continue to today. Current ex-
amples include the University of Michigan’s Black Stu-
dent Union demands for the university administration 
to create a more inclusive campus climate, (Al Jazeera 
America, 2014), Dartmouth’s Afro-American Society’s 
effort to “end oppression on campus” (Torres, 2014), 
and the University of California- Santa Barbara’s Black 
Student Union’s demands to change the “hostile racial 
climate throughout the UC system” (Torres, 2014). Also 
student are pushing for tuition equity for undocument-
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ed students at state universities across the country (Lu-
cha y Resiste, 2013). Equity has yet to be achieved and 
struggles continue at universities across the country. 

When UW alumni look across the years, they will 
see that there has been an increase in the number of 
“minoritized” students (undergraduate, graduate and 
professional) on the campus. However, enrollment 
numbers for students of color remain low when com-
pared to other AAU (Association of American Universi-
ties, which includes 61 leading research universities in 
the U.S. and Canada) and public universities. The 2011 
Diversity Forum cited an increase to 9.9% for “Targeted 
Minority” or African American, Native American, His-
panic/Latino/a, and Southeast Asian (Cambodians, Lao-
tians, Vietnamese, and Hmong) student enrollment 
(definition from Plan 2008, 1998).6 Not only are stu-
dent enrollment rates low, but graduation and reten-
tion rates for M/D targeted students remain well below 
all-campus averages. To combat these trends, there are 
a number of programs at UW-Madison that aim to in-
crease access and success for underrepresented popu-
lations: precollege preparation, academic support ser-
vices, and access to scholarships and financial supports. 

As of the Fall 2011, the School of Education (SOE) 
has the largest percentage (16%) of “targeted minori-
ty” graduate students compared to other graduate and 
professional schools on campus. SOE has 10% of un-
dergraduate students who are considered “targeted 
minorities” (Diversity Forum, 2011). Women, who were 
once considered an underrepresented group, now 
make up more than half of the undergraduate and 
graduate student population for the entire university. 
However, subject areas are still highly gendered as to 
this day women are considered underrepresented in 
areas such as Engineering and Mathematics.  

The hiring and retention of faculty of color is also a 
particular concern of the University. As of 2010 there 
were 2,177 total faculty members and 17.6% (384) of 
faculty were “racial/ethnic minorities.” This represents 
an 8% increase in minoritized faculty since 1996 (Diver-
sity Forum, 2011). However, the increase has not been 
a consistent trend. Some years it has risen and other 
years it has fallen. Another concern is that the tenure 
rates of minoritized faculty remain below their White 
colleagues. There is a 70% tenure rate for White faculty 
and a 65% tenure rate for “minority” faculty (Diversity 
Forum, 2011). As former Vice-provost, Damon Williams, 
stated in a personal interview this is not a startling dif-
ference, but when considering the fact that minoritized 
faculty are underrepresented in the University, these 
low tenure rates can be decimating for the number of 
faculty of color on the campus. 

Also Williams (2013) argues it is necessary to go be-
yond access and examine the campus climate and 

                                                           
6 International students are not counted within these numbers 

and are categorized separately. 

learning, research and scholarship; equality cannot be 
measured simply in terms of access and enrollment. As 
Unterhalter (2006) stated,  

The feminist novelist Angela Carter…suggested a 
generative metaphor. Once women were invited to 
the dinner party of higher education, she asked, 
could they complain about the food?…I want to take 
her question further. How do they ask questions 
about who cooked and washed up and under what 
work conditions? Can they consider how access to 
this dinner party does and does not support those 
who may never eat a meal on this lavish scale? And if 
they pose these questions are they really guests or 
only impostors barely tolerated, forever outsiders? 

Carter’s questions and considerations should be ex-
tended to all underrepresented and “targeted” groups 
at the University and educational institutions as a 
whole. They call for the need to evaluate “diversity” 
programs beyond the quantitative measures of number 
of individuals. Currently, the campus has experienced a 
climate of slow progress and avoidances of the rec-
ommendations of the Holley Report. Multicultural or-
ganizations and initiatives have come under attack with 
many losing funding. Across the campus and within 
University publications there has been a vocal attack or 
‘debate’ about the university’s affirmative action poli-
cies. These discussions make students of color feel like 
unwelcomed “guests”. This is so because the attacks 
on affirmative action policies that would help some 
students of color achieve admission to the university 
implicitly, perhaps unintentionally, raise questions 
about any and all students of students of color on the 
campus. Many students of color have also commented 
(in personal communications, university publications 
and student-directed documentaries) about their lack 
of inclusiveness and reported on the daily micro- and 
macro-aggressions they face (see the “I, too, am UW-
Madison” Tumblr). 

A number of students experience exclusion and 
othering based on multiple identity markers (race, 
class, gender, sexuality, ability, etc.). And for a number 
of students this exclusion is felt from the moment they 
apply to the university. This is especially true for bira-
cial or multiracial students, who like all students are 
asked to categorize themselves according to race and 
ethnicity. They are asked to select one of the options 
given and if they do not fit into one of the specified 
categories or if they fit into multiple categories they 
must mark “other”. These students are solidified as 
“Other” upon their enrollment. 

Once on campus students of color are met by a 
predominantly White student and faculty body as well 
as subtle racism from their peers and others around 
them. The experiences of students of color, who tar-
geted through the multicultural diversity initiatives, are 
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very different from White students, who may be tar-
geted as “disadvantaged” for coming from low-income 
families or as first generation college students (Sisne-
ros, 2011; Williams, 2013). While the representation of 
multiple underrepresented and historically marginal-
ized groups in institutions of higher education is im-
portant, White students’ experiences are different be-
cause of how they are generally able to blend in in 
their classes in ways students of color cannot at a pre-
dominantly White institution, such as UW-Madison 
(Sisneros, 2011; Williams, 2013). Additionally, the 
competitive disposition of the university that generally 
fosters individualism, more so than collective learning 
on the part of students, is antithetical to some stu-
dents’ whose world views and beliefs is in collective 
support and responsibility to their community. 

In response, students create spaces of mutual sup-
port and gather with other like-mind students in order 
to address the problems and issues they face. Some of 
these more formal spaces, however, have been target-
ed and lost funding. For example, in 2013, the Multicul-
tural Student Center (MSC), which arose out of the Hol-
ley Report and the Madison Plan, has received minimal 
funding from the student government’s finance com-
mittee and in previous years (2011 for example) the 
MSC was denied any student government funding 
(Hintz, 2011; Larkins, 2013). Stronger support for stu-
dents and a recognition of their historical struggles and 
value is needed to begin to facilitate greater inclusion 
of an increasingly more diverse student body. 

In addition, and of major significance, the ethnic 
studies programs and the Afro American Studies De-
partment, which emerged out of students’ struggles, 
have come under attack. Many have been losing fund-
ing annually and there is currently a move to consoli-
date the programs into one department, thereby un-
raveling the tireless work and efforts of students and 
faculty of the university. The move to consolidate, 
however, is being met with organized resistances.  

7. Conclusion 

In this moment of conservative pushback against racial 
and ethnic progress in the US, UW-Madison must not re-
lax efforts to promote greater inclusion of students of 
color, their voices and knowledge on this campus. The 
arc of justice that includes a climate of “campus diversi-
ty” has struggled forward because of students’ persis-
tence. Change in the U.S., is often born out of protest 
and struggle. Such was the case at UW-Madison. Greater 
access and representation of multiple groups on cam-
pus, the establishment of ethnic studies programs and 
departments and the Holley Report that paved the way, 
all came about because of students’ persistence. When 
students consider their places at the educational “table”, 
what if those seats were no longer seen as “disadvan-
taged”, but instead hard fought for positions?  

In sum, this historical case study shows how notions 
of diversity and “disadvantage” have operated differ-
ently in different contexts in the State of Wisconsin and 
at its flagship university. Many European immigrants in 
the 1800s would have been seen as “disadvantaged”, 
but this condition was not continually held as a barrier 
to their personhood and belonging because of their 
race. However, marginalized students at UW were 
viewed, and continue to be viewed, as deficient and 
“disadvantaged” (through socially constructed notions 
of race, class, gender, sexuality, etc.). Because of this 
viewing of marginalized students, they have had to 
continually struggle for cultural recognition and social 
inclusion. This paper represents an exploration of the 
histories of students organizing and movements at 
UW-Madison to raise questions such as: how does the 
framing of people and the discourses around diversity 
initiatives (words such as disadvantage) affect what re-
sponses are possible? And how can we change univer-
sities’ institutional framings, imaginaries, climate and 
culture in order to promote full inclusion of all those 
who make up this nation? Such “thick” inclusion calls 
for a deep engagement with histories of students’ con-
tinued struggles and continued demands. However, due 
to constraints on space this represents only a partial ex-
ploration; there are gaps in years and a full depiction of 
the multiple and interconnected on-going struggles of 
students for full inclusion across the campus.  

We hope that this paper will encourage others to 
explore and delve into the gaps and silences to open 
spaces for deeper discussions of campus histories, cur-
rent policies and future directions. We do not seek to 
offer fixed “solutions” or a step-by-step guide for uni-
versities, instead we encourage administrators, faculty 
and students to explore the histories of struggle on 
their campus and listen to the voices of “othered” stu-
dents whose voices are often silenced or de-centered 
during debates about the policies and futures of their 
university. Understanding the struggles that led to 
many current policies and initiatives will hopefully 
make it more challenging to their outcomes to be re-
versed or undermined through top-down policies with-
out the full input of students. 
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