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Courtney O’Connell gives a Ted Talk called, “Go All in on Education.”
In the Ted Talk, she talks about disruptive innovation in Higher
Education. She talks about the classroom, curriculums and
instruction. Students today are paying triple the tuition for the
same quality of education students were paying 60 or 70 years ago.
And though, in some cases, knowledge changes (advances in
medicine, technology, or the discovery of historical artifacts that
null-in-void previous knowledge), education has remained pretty
static.
O’Connell shows a picture of Times Square from the 1930’s and a picture of a classroom from the
1930’s. O’Connell then shows a picture of Times Square today and a classroom today. The
advances, changes, and difference in Times Square is revolutionary however the classroom
remains pretty much the same. Why is that?

Education has been used as one of the most important tools for skills and career advancement,
knowledge acquisition, income mobility and credentialing, yet the standards used in education
have remained largely static for the past 100 years.
Think about all of the advancements and changes that have occurred in the world in the past 100
years, yet our educational practices remain largely based upon medieval models of education and
an antiquated Carnegie Credit standard developed 100 years ago.

Not only has education remained largely static, education from
the earliest age has been about creating structures that meet
patterns and fit into boxes. The problem with that, is that these
patterns or boxes still hold many old-fashioned and antiquated
ways of thinking. Dr. Mykee Fowlin, psychiatrist and diversity
speaker, encourages people to think about the earliest forms of
education a person receives.
“We learn from a young age that people are different. Remember
your 1st grade homework assignments?
The teacher gives you a paper and tells you to cross out the things that are different and don’t
belong. We learn it on children’s shows. Sesame street – One of these things is not like the other.
Now these teachers didn’t realize they would have this much of an influence on us, but they did.
Why not instead of crossing them out we put smiley faces next to them? Yes they are different,
but everyone is. So next time your sister…brother…cousin…any kid you know has that homework
assignment, let them know its okay to be different and that they should make smiley faces over
them.”
Fowling also goes on to state that even our earliest of learning tools such as the red and blue ball
with shapes on it teaches us that like-minded things go with like-minded things. The star shape
fits into the star shaped hole and the square shape fits into the square shaped hole, but the
triangle shape does not fit in the circular hole.

If education has remained pretty static and modes of instruction and curriculum design has also
kept education from changing, it would make sense that education today does not meet the needs
to today’s learners, but still tries to meet educational needs from 60 or 70 years ago. If we are
merely creating programs, curriculums, instructional opportunities and tools for one person, we are
never going to meet the various needs of the different students that are coming to the table to
learn and be educated. One shape, one size, one tool, one theory does not fit all, but if we
continue to look at education from such a narrow-minded lens, are there learners that we are
overlooking, neglecting or are missing out on important educational opportunities because they do
not fit neatly into a triangle hole?

Having worked predominantly in Residence Life on college campuses, I am going to outline a
diversity plan for Residence Life. Currently there is a trend in Residence Life across the nation
that looks at creating a Residential Curriculum for students. This focus has even been adopted
into all parts of Student Affairs on college campuses and is now known as the “curricular
approach.”

The American College Personnel Association (ACPA), has taken the lead on this movement in
higher education. They have defined the curricular approach as follows:
“A Curricular Approach is a
paradigm shift from traditional
educational approaches to an
intentional, developmentally
sequenced one, defined by
institutional mission and
purpose. Staff members using a
Curricular Approach first identify
clear learning goals and
outcomes grounded in the
history, culture, mission, and
purpose of each institution. Then
staff members identify student
engagement strategies that can
provide opportunities for
students to achieve these
learning goals and outcomes.
Goals are sequenced, pedagogy
rooted in scholarship of teaching
and learning, and campus
partners incorporated from
throughout the institution. A
Curricular Approach uses
assessment to inform a process
of continuous improvement.

APCA’s 10 essential elements of a curriculum

Shifting to using a Curricular Approach is not superficial nor is it simply utilizing learning outcomes
to guide programming. A Curricular Approach requires a new way to think about student learning
and a refined leadership mindset.” In order to be considered a true curriculum, there are 10
essentials that APCA feels should be a part of the design.

So student affairs practitioners have engaged in the process of developing a curriculum for their
department that seeks to create intentional learning opportunities for students based upon set
learning objectives and developed learning strategies.
Great. But one thing is missing…an equity framework to ensure that these curriculums are meeting
students where they are at. I would like to propose a 4-step approach to developing these
curriculums.
Step #1: PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The people designing these curriculums need to be able to look at each curriculum with a sense of
cultural democracy. Having a deficit ideology can hinder students who are participating in the
curriculum. Therefore, professionally developing these people is vital to creating an equitable
framework for students to engage in and engage with.
Educators bring with them their experiences, their knowledge, their biases to whatever they develop
and create, so giving these educators the opportunity to self-reflect, explore their implicit biases and
feel comfortable recognizing, redressing and combating inequity in their work. Teaching Equity Literacy
is important because once our educators have a firm grasp of Equity Literacy, they “learn to become
a threat to the existence of inequity and an active cultivator of equity in their spheres of influence”
(Equityliteracy.org).
Step #2: Bring in Experts for Review
- There are many departments on campus that interact with and focus on diversity. Bring in
representatives from each of these offices to allow for a critical review. Residence Life practitioners
cannot be expected to be the “experts” in every single area so bringing in colleagues from the various
diversity, equity and inclusion offices to sit on a review panel of the curriculum. Have a member from
the LGBTQA resource center, disability services, counseling and mental health services, women’s
center, international education, veterans affairs, etc. The more people who can look at a curriculum
across multiple different agencies will help expand the eyes looking over the curriculum.
Step #3: Develop Multiple Strategies to cater to different learning styles
Everyone learns differently. Having the flexibility in the curriculum is extremely important because it
allows students to choose the learning that best fits their needs. There are always multiple avenues to
learning so building in multiple ways for a student to digest the information, make sense of the
information, and come to an understanding of the information is important. The hallmark of a great
curriculum is one that engages its learners through many different ways allowing for the flexibility of
the learner to truly connect to the material in a way that makes the most sense for them.
Step #4: Assessment
Assessment is always an important tool because it allows educators the opportunity to see what works
and what does not work and allows for the opportunity to tweak the curriculum to better serve the
students. Assessment is just as important as critical self-reflection when developing cultural
competency because it allows educators the opportunity to focus on the work they are doing and
getting real work feedback and advice from the most important target audience…the students.

