
                
 
Chair Ann Anaya 
Minnesota State Board of Trustees 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Committee 
30 7th Street East, Suite 350,  
St. Paul, MN 55101-7804 
 
 
October 14, 2016 
 
 
Dear Trustee Anaya, 
 
The Minnesota State system faces significant challenges in the years ahead as it works to navigate the 
fiscal challenges confronting many of its campuses. At the same time, Minnesota is depending on 
Minnesota State institutions to address the racial disparities in education that are all too prevalent for 
communities of color.   
 
As Minnesota’s demographics continue to change, our state’s higher education system is ill equipped 
to address the opportunity gap. The US Census numbers show that Minnesota has one of the largest 
gaps in the country for college completion between Black/African Americans and White Non-
Hispanics. The US Census also shows that the gap is too large for Hispanic, Asian and Native 
communities. To make matters worse, the Minnesota Office of Higher Education in a 2015 report 
on college completion rates said that the “state may be losing ground in educational attainment for 
communities of color.”1 
 
With all the attention racial disparities has received, 
one would expect that the Minnesota State system 
would be leading the charge to help address this 
issue. Unfortunately, that is not the case. The 
Minnesota State system lacks a real plan on how it 
will address equity issues and this Chancellor has 
never made it a priority to develop such a plan. The 
last system diversity plan was developed in 2010 
and much has changed since that plan was 
developed. Second, we have gone almost a year 
without a full-time staff member as the Chief 
Diversity Officer for the Minnesota State system. 
Would such a lapse be acceptable in the CFO or 
Academic Affairs position? While the interim staff 
are doing their best to address these issues, they are 
set up to fail because they lack sufficient time and 
resources to address one of the biggest challenges 
of our time. 

                                                        
1 https://www.ohe.state.mn.us/pdf/BarriersToCompletionReport.pdf 



                
 
 
During the Board of Trustees retreat in September, Trustees asked what they could do to address 
racial disparities issues. We took this request for ideas seriously and wanted to share directly with 
you, the Chair of the Board’s Diversity Committee, the ideas we have on this matter of crucial 
importance.  
 
We have raised many of these issues with the Chancellor and have yet to see real action around our 
concerns. In our memo to the Chancellor from October of 2015, we said “Despite calling out the 
closure of the opportunity gap as key to ensuring access to an extraordinary education for all 
Minnesotans, the Leadership Council Work Plan contains no substantive policy or plan aimed at 
addressing the opportunity gap. This oversight is of particular concern given the recommendations 
of the Diversity Implementation Team Report, which put forth several substantive options for 
addressing the opportunity gap in Minnesota.” The one accomplishment over the last year is the 
development of the campus diversity plans. There are a number of great plans, like the one 
developed for Century College and Saint Paul College. However, many of the other plans lack 
details, benchmarks and timelines for how they will address these fundamental challenges. Even if 
these components were added, campus diversity plans are not going to be the way to address the 
equity issue within higher education. It needs to be a coordinated, system-wide approach that 
allocates the appropriate resources and expertise to take on such a monumental challenge. Our 
students feel strongly that the time for change is now, and it is through that scope that we offer our 
ideas.  
 
A lack of focus on key equity and diversity issues, is hampering our system and campuses from 
being the best and most inclusive environments possible for our students. In some cases, it is even 
limiting students’ ability to successfully navigate their educational program and graduate. It is time 
for the Board of Trustees to use its power to bring greater focus and attention to these issues, thus 
setting up the new Chancellor to finally address these issues head on.  
 
Students of color are leaving our institutions at an alarming rate. We can no longer be content with 
just blaming this problem on issues beyond our institution’s control like poverty or the K-12 
education that a student may receive. We have a moral obligation to address these issues now and 
not wait for policymakers to fix this issue through the K-12 system.  Regardless of efforts to address 
this at the K-12 level, Minnesota cannot leave behind an entire generation of K-12 students or adults 
that deserve that same opportunity to succeed in life. 
 

1. Require that a new System Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Plan be created within 12 
months 
The system lacks an up-to-date equity plan that lays out a vision for how we will improve 
educational outcomes for students from underserved populations and improve the 
inclusivity of our institutions. The most recent diversity plan expired in 2015 and has in a 
sense been replaced by a work plan that expired at the end of the 2015-2016 academic year. 
These efforts lacked the appropriate resources and institutional buy-in that is necessary to 
address a systemic problem like equity in higher education.  
 



                
 

The Minnesota state system should prioritize the development of an equity plan now so that 
the next Chancellor has the foundation to finally address these issues.  We believe that there 
are four key elements to the plan’s success: 

a. Have an independent review of the previous diversity plan 
It is time to bring in an outside perspective to provide an honest review of past work 
in this area, and an honest review can only be done independently.  The Minnesota 
State Board of Trustees should order the review and utilize its oversight authority to 
manage the project. Just letting the system office handle this is like letting the fox 
guard the hen house and limits community organizations’ trust in the process. 
 

b. Conduct a system-wide climate survey  
A climate survey is long overdue. We have been disappointed that the Chancellors 
office has not already conducted a climate survey to get valuable feedback from 
students. Without a better understanding of how our students and others feel about 
the inclusivity on their specific campus, the board and system leadership cannot have 
productive conversations on how to change.  
 

c. Require meaningful community engagement of all internal and external 
stakeholders 
Once the planning process for a new equity plan begins, one of the most important 
elements of the plan is bringing all the critical internal and external stakeholders to 
the table. There must be broad support and commitment from all interested parties 
for this effort to be successful. Past efforts have consistently failed because there was 
a lack of true engagement of all community partners. 
 

d. Set clear benchmarks and timelines to complete 
The Board of Trustees should require that the plan outline specific benchmarks and 
timelines. Past equity plans have lacked this specificity and it is easy to see why those 
plans did not accomplish their intended goals.  Without benchmarks and goals a plan 
has no accountability.  The time has come to bring true accountability to the issue of 
equity and higher education; only then will we be able to make the progress that our 
students so desperately need. 
 

2. Double the size of the Equity and Inclusion Office in the system 
We see an understaffed equity office on the system level that leaves hard working, dedicated 
individuals unable to do all the work they wish to do, and we believe that increased staffing 
in this office could help the system take a great step forward in addressing key issues. We see 
efforts for reform in other important areas derailed by “business as usual” arguments and it 
leaves us wondering when the real change will come.   
 

3. Bring an Equity Lens to the Board of Trustees 
The Board of Trustees should lead by example to effectively address these systemic issues. 
That means that it must bring an equity lens to its work on the board. To develop an equity 
lens, we recommend two initial steps that will help make progress:  

a. Have all Board members participate in the IDI 
The Intercultural Development Inventory is one of the most widely regarded 



                
 

assessments to help people move forward on a cultural understanding continuum.  
Many campus presidents and system office staff have participated in this assessment.  
This personalized assessment will help build self-awareness amongst board members 
and allow each person to explore these issues.  This step will help provide growth 
and understanding for all Board members as they work to make equity a priority for 
higher education in the state of Minnesota. 
 

b. Make Board recruitment from communities of color a priority of the Board 
A more diverse board will send a very important message to the community and 
students of color that there are people on the board that can speak for them. 
Unfortunately, the Governor’s office lacks the resources to effectively recruit from 
communities of color. We know from other organizations’ efforts to diversify their 
board that recruitment in these communities must be intentional for it to be 
effective. Until the Board makes this switch from passive to active recruitment, we 
will have a board that does not truly mirror the state of Minnesota. 
 

4. Create benchmarks and timelines to develop more culturally competent curriculum 
There have been great conversations with both the IFO and MSCF on ways to both 
improve the diversity of faculty and create more curriculum that develops cultural 
intelligence for students.  These conversations should move from just conversations to an 
active planning process that includes key benchmarks and timelines.   

 
We believe that these four proposals are the first steps necessary to address the equity challenges 
that exist for far too many students in the Minnesota state system. While we understand the desire to 
“wait” for a new Chancellor before undertaking a major effort, it is our sincere belief that such delay 
would unjustly hamper important work that could be done to improve the lives of students on each 
of our campuses.  
 
Student leaders are not the only ones asking for a real plan to address Minnesota’s attainment gap 
crisis. The 2015 legislature set an attainment goal that 70 percent of Minnesota residents from the 
ages of 25-44 hold a postsecondary degree or certificate by 2025, and that this must be achieved by 
all racial and ethnic minorities. If we continue to delay work in this area, it will become even more 
difficult to identify solutions that can address this problem in the timeline outlined by the Minnesota 
legislature. 
 
Students are tired of waiting for the change that we need. So many previous reform proposals only 
bring talk and are always short of real action. The Minnesota State system must be bold in changing 
practices and policies that hinder equity in the state. While campus diversity plans have begun a 
conversation, we need to develop a coordinated approach by addressing these issues at the system 
level. Only the Board of Trustees has the power to truly address racial barriers within this entire  
 
 
 
 
 
 



                
 
institution. Martin Luther King said, “All too many others have been more cautious than courageous 
and have remained silent behind the anesthetizing security of stained-glass windows.” We ask that 
you have the courage to go outside of your comfort zone to take on racial equity head on within 
higher education in Minnesota. The proposals that we have brought forward in this letter are really 
just the first steps in a journey toward a more open and inclusive environment at our institutions. 
Today, we need the Minnesota State Board of Trustees to take that first step. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

                         
Dylan Kelly     Joe Wolf 
President MSCSA    Chair Students United 
 
 
 
Cc: Trustee Michael Vekich 
Trustee Margaret Anderson Kelliher 
Trustee Rudy Rodriguez 
Trustee Basil Ajuo 
Trustee Amanda Fredlund 
Trustee Elise Bourdeau 
Chancellor Steven Rosenstone 


