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Abstract

In 2020, Americans witnessed the COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately impact the most
minoritized groups. Concurrently, the innumerable police killings of Black Americans re-ignited
racial justice protests across the world. As a result, students, faculty, and staff observed a rapid
push by administrations to enact diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives and commit to
creating more equitable and inclusive climates. Since higher education's inception, urban
anchor institutions have played an integral role in the political, social, and economic well-being
of their surrounding communities. After 2020, as the distance between universities and their
surrounding communities continues to expand, it’s as critical as ever for urban and
metropolitan universities to dismantle the pervasive inequities that torment their students and
surrounding communities. Although numerous anchor institutions have expressed their
commitment to DEl initiatives in recent years, minoritized students, faculty, and staff continue
to face systemic barriers to academic and professional achievement and overall well-being.
Given this discrepancy, we, four graduate students from an urban anchor institution, were
invited to provide recommendations for universities to dismantle inequities and provide a more
inclusive, anti-racist environment for its students. As such, we address three concerns:
increasing the diversity of faculty and staff, correcting housing and medical injustices of the
past, and remodeling campus safety and policing. Our commentary also provides actionable
steps for urban anchor universities to address these challenges, particularly for minoritized
students and communities.
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Introduction

Globally, 2020 was marked by tragic collective loss. For many students, 2020 was particularly
stressful, bringing the deadliest pandemic in American history and a racial reckoning that had
been burgeoning for years (Lee & Ahmed, 2020). In particular, racism-related trauma took an
unprecedented form in 2020, and minoritized Americans were constantly barraged with
reminders of the ubiquitous and pernicious nature of racism (Jones et al., 2020). Namely, the
police killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and countless other Black Americans in 2020
alone spurred racial justice protests and a call to action across the country and the global
reemergence of Black Lives Matter (Dreyer et al., 2020; Weine et al., 2020). From the
sociopolitical turmoil of the often-chaotic Trump presidency to the grave illumination of racial
inequality and health disparities in 2020, minoritized college students, as well as faculty, staff,
and administrators, collectively experienced the deleterious physical and psychological effects of
racism and other systems of oppression (Clayton et al., 2019).

Across postsecondary institutions, students, faculty, and staff alike languished over the state of
the world amid unspeakable loss and tragedy. Online discourse and activism around anti-Black
violence peaked, including a concerted movement to defund the police, renewed campaigns for
voting rights, and solicited donations towards bail funds; all permeated the social media
landscape (Nguyen et al., 2021). Nationally, students observed a swift push by administrations to
enact diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives and commit to creating more equitable and
inclusive climates. These efforts included statements from the leadership acknowledging the
frustrations of many around current events and pledging support, enhanced diversity and anti-
racist training, climate surveys, and action plans for accountability to dismantle racism and other
systems of oppression (Thomas et al., 2020). However, many months later, students and faculty
ponder whether higher education can deliver on their promises, as the general discourse and
urgency of social justice activism from the summer of 2020 has noticeably quieted across
campus institutions and on social media (Nguyen et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2020). The
responsibility of institutions, specifically urban anchor institutions, to address and dismantle the
pervasive inequities that students and their surrounding communities face is as necessary now as
perhaps any time before.

Since higher education's inception, urban affiliated institutions have played an integral role in
cities' social, political, and economic vitality and their surrounding communities (Harris, 2021).
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In particular, anchor institutions, which can be described as nonprofit or public institutions
embedded in a place, are well-suited to engage with local stakeholders to share collective goals
for community improvement (Metropolitan Universities, 2019). They often serve a significant
role in the local culture by providing stability in real estate, purchasing power, and employment
(Harris & Holley, 2016). Anchor institutions that hold membership within the Coalition of Urban
and Metropolitan Universities (CUMU) span a diversity of institutional affiliations (e.g.,
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), liberal arts colleges, Ivy League, and
regional research institutions; CUMU, 2021). Importantly, CUMU members share a passion and
dedication to the "urban mission" that includes supporting and centering student success,
recruiting and retaining a diverse student body, community engagement and revitalization, and
employing reciprocal partnerships to accomplish strategic goals (CUMU, 2021). Further, HBCU
institutions play a critical role in Black Americans' social and economic advancement,
particularly those from low-income backgrounds (Nichols & Evans-Bell, 2017).

The factors that contribute to the success of anchor institutions often include their commitment to
examining and solving societal concerns. To that end, a significant concern plaguing anchor
institutions presently is the lack of representational diversity of faculty and staff, contributing to
academic disparities for students of color (Llamas et al., 2021). Studies have demonstrated that
GPA, as well as retention and graduation rates, for underrepresented students from racially and
ethnically minoritized groups are positively affected by the increased diversity of their faculty
(Llamas et al., 2021; Stout et al., 2018). Additionally, despite anchor institutions' stated
commitment to revitalizing their surrounding communities, gentrification and cultural
displacement are significant societal concerns that continue to have deleterious impacts on
existing residents of color (Valli, 2015). Namely, studies have demonstrated a link between the
increased cost of tuition and the scarcity of affordable housing, which has led to the
disempowerment and displacement of predominantly Black and Latinx existing residents (Rivas
et al., 2019). A final societal concern that many anchor institutions have committed to addressing
is the issue of policing on campus. As a result of the systemic violence enacted by police officers
towards Black and other people of color, particularly the killings that spurred the racial justice
protests in the summer of 2020, students have urged university administrators and leaders to re-
evaluate the police presence on their campuses (Subramanian & Arzy, 2021). Historically, in
efforts to lobby for federal funding of urban renewal initiatives in the 1950s and 60s, anchor
institutions' chancellors and presidents displaced thousands of Black residents (Brown et al.,
2016). Further, some chancellors justified increasing police presence on urban campuses by
reporting sensationalized statistics and relying on Black crime narratives (Williams et al., 2021).
As such, to adequately address these three societal concerns today, administrators at anchor
institutions must ensure the underlying thread that ties these concerns together, systemic anti-
Black racism, is at the core of their strategic plans.
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Despite the role and responsibility of anchor institutions to their surrounding community, there is
often a lack of consistency between anchor institutions' priorities and the community's
expectations and priorities (e.g., the role of the college or university, the value placed on
community research by administrators, faculty tenure and reward systems, etc.; Harris, 2021).
More specifically, although many stakeholders believe that anchor institutions play a role in
improving their surrounding cities, there are often disagreements about whether the institution
has a responsibility or obligation to do so (Harris, 2021). As a result, anchor institutions often
face challenges in implementing their aforementioned anchor mission-supporting activities,
particularly those related to social concerns and equity (Harris & Holley, 2016; Harris, 2021).

To combat this difficulty in engaging their urban mission, several anchor institutions, including
our home institution of Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU), have developed plans and
strategic goals to address the inequities their students and surrounding communities experience.
VCU's strategic plan, Quest 2025: Together We Transform, focuses on student success, national
prominence, urban and regional transformation, creating a culture of appreciation, and leveraging
diversity (VCU Quest, 2021). Despite many advances to leverage diversity by VCU
administration, on a 2021 Organizational culture and climate survey, many faculty and staff
reported a decline in the diversity and inclusivity of the university's climate. In sum, although
numerous anchor institutions have expressed their commitment to DEI initiatives in recent years,
minoritized students, faculty, and staff continue to face barriers to academic and professional
achievement (Ballard et al., 2020; Beeman, 2021) and overall well-being (Busby et al., 2019;
Fruehwirth et al., 2021).

Throughout history, student activism has frequently influenced the creation of, and in some
respects, the actual content within university-formed task forces and strategic planning efforts. In
the wake of the racial justice movement of 2020 and the ongoing disproportional impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on minority students, the voices and perspectives of an institution's most
critical constituent, its students, need to continue to be amplified. We, a group of minoritized
graduate students in clinical psychology and education, have been invited to address the most
pertinent issues that impact our success and well-being at the university level. Relative to matters
of equity, inclusion, diversity, and anti-racism, we believe that anchor institutions are uniquely
positioned to increase the diversity of faculty and staff, correct housing and medical injustices of
the past, and remodel campus safety and policing. Our commentary also provides actionable
steps for urban universities to address these challenges, particularly for minoritized students and
communities.
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Increasing Diversity at Urban and Metropolitan Universities

Increasing diversity at Urban and Metropolitan universities needs to happen in several ways. One
way is to look at the university retention efforts of students of color. A second way is to develop
holistic models of student development that account for the intersectionality of our students. A
third way is to ensure that the faculty and staff more accurately reflect the student body. A fourth
way is to create a partnership between the university and the community they serve to research
the issues that directly impact their communities. Diversity efforts can be made in various ways,
but they have to be intentional and taken seriously by those involved.

First-year undergraduate students of color are at particular risk of not being retained by
universities for several reasons. One of those reasons is that they do not see themselves reflected
in the faculty and staff they encounter (Tinto, 1987; Strayhorn, 2012). Students at most
universities will have mostly White professors. This is particularly true in STEM disciplines
(Corneille et al., 2019). Not seeing themselves reflected in faculty or staff can have a devastating
impact on underrepresented groups' retention, progression, and graduation rates (Strayhorn,
2012). Since STEM units typically have low faculty diversity, it often leads to poor outcomes for
Black and Latinx students. Black and Latinx males are at particular risk due to unfair biases and
systemic racism in K-12 school systems (Johson & Larwin, 2020). One of the largest units of
mandated courses for students of all races at VCU is in one of our STEM departments. As shown
in Figure 1, the grade distribution of Black and Latinx males in their entry-level course within a
popular STEM major, 43.9% and 37.8% receive a grade of "D," "F," or "W." Failing or
withdrawing from a course can lead to students being placed on academic probation, suspension
or at risk of losing their financial aid. They might feel isolated and not part of the university, with
hardly anyone in the unit to relate to due to limited numbers of faculty of color teaching in
STEM. Members of these groups likely feel as if they have no support and nowhere to turn to
when things get rough. Black and Latinx males might also lack the institutional knowledge
required to navigate the transition from high school to college. Support for these students needs
to be done in a holistic manner that promotes their unique backgrounds.
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FIGURE 1. Grade distribution of popular stem major class Fall 2015-Spring 2021
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Urban and metropolitan universities need to develop a holistic support model for their students
(Magolda, 2009). The leaders of these institutions, namely the president, need to create a clear
mission and vision on the values of diversity, equity, and inclusion. There also has to be a plan
from all areas of the institutional structure that complement this mission and vision. Universities
should not rely on an institution's designated office of diversity to be the everything and go-to
source for underrepresented groups. Each office on campus needs to move beyond the proverbial
planning to be more diverse and create actionable and measurable steps that produce diversity. In
this approach, there needs to be a deep dive into the intersectionality of identities. Historically,
there has been a focus on just race, just gender, and just the socioeconomic status of individuals.
There is now more emphasis on sexuality, but it is often separated from other identities. There
needs to be an intersectional approach beyond race, gender, socioeconomic status, and sexuality
when creating diversity plans. For example, a Latinx student from a rural environment might
need other assistance than a Latinx student from an urban setting. If students are to succeed in
college, an intersectional approach that addresses the needs of the many identities that students
bring with them.
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In addition to developing holistic models of student development, the faculty and staff of urban
situated universities should at the very least reflect their communities and the student body they
serve. For example, Virginia Commonwealth University has produced a culture and climate
index scorecard in 2019 and 2021. These reports by the Office of Institutional Equity,
Effectiveness, and Success aim to assess the academic and administrative units related to
diversity, inclusion, and engagement. Each unit receives a rating between zero and five,
comprising the following assessment rankings: excellent, good, good, average, fair, poor, and
unacceptable. Of Virginia Commonwealth University's fifteen academic units, all but five
received a fair or lower on the diversity index. Of the ten receiving a fair or lower, there are: one
fair, five poor, and four unacceptable (VCU, 2021b). As part of the diversity index, units are
measured on a compositional diversity scale of zero to two. This scale looks to see if the faculty
and staff population reflects the student population. Only five units received a score of one or
higher on the compositional diversity. Six units scored .25 or lower, with three units scoring a 0
(VCU, 2021b). As evidenced by the scores, the reported rhetoric on the importance of diversity
does not match the reality of most universities. Urban institutions need to be transparent about
how the faculty and staff diversity reflects student diversity. Urban institutions can use metrics
such as this one to assess where they are in terms of diversity and use them to create goals and
action plans to be where they want to be.

On the mission front, urban and metropolitan universities need to align part of their research
ambition with the community they are serving. Universities need to diversify to produce research
that aligns with the surrounding community's needs. There needs to be a focus on being a partner
in solving the issues that members of their community face. An example of this can be health
disparities between majority and underrepresented groups. Aligning universities' research to
serve the student population and the community better requires a commitment to hiring faculty
and staffing that reflects those being served: students and the community. Promoting diversity,
equity, and inclusion will require institutions to devote more resources to researchers. Institutions
will also have to look at ways to create pipelines for students of color today to be able to conduct
future research. Institutions will have to actively seek students from underrepresented groups and
dismantle some of the hurdles they encounter. One way is to waive or completely stop requiring
standardized tests such as the GRE. The costs of these tests can be a huge financial barrier, not to
mention a mental barrier, for students, especially if students have to pay for test prep or take it
more than once (Millar, 2020). Another way is to fully fund all graduate work, including masters'
programs, and increase stipends with health care coverage. Funding all graduate work will help
students who cannot afford further debt and assist with advancement in their field. As more
underrepresented students gain advanced degrees, institutions will likely increase the diversity
among faculty and staff.
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Correcting Financial/Medical Injustices

Metropolitan universities such as VCU have a significant impact on the community surrounding
them. The institution's growth and development often run parallel with the progression of the city
that it lies within. However, we have witnessed an exponential increase in university tuition and
fees in many colleges throughout the nation in recent years, while financial assistance has
remained stagnant. According to the National Center for Education Services, between 2008 and
2019, respectively, undergraduate prices (tuition, fees, room, and board) at public institutions
rose 28% (2021). By increasing the cost to attend, inequities may emerge for individuals,
especially those from underrepresented backgrounds, immediately as they often do not have the
financial means to keep up with the inflating prices. Some students are willing to pay whatever it
takes to attend the college of their choice through our education financing system. Individuals
who have been taught minimal financial literacy are willing to sign for student loans in excess of
thousands of dollars per semester with little incentive to pay attention to the actual cost, let alone
interest rates. Both federal and private loans, sometimes likened to predatory, are freely available
through a quick internet search and often pushed by the university's financial aid department.
One possible solution would be to put a cap on tuition fees and loan amounts for a period of
time. Students would likely be more incentivized to stay below the annual Federal borrowing
limits. In addition, financial education and money management should be provided by the
institutions themselves to better inform the students of the potential future drawbacks of abusing
the loan system.

An increased cost of attendance coupled with rising enrollment creates a ripple effect stemming
from the school itself. Neighboring real estate is one area that has taken advantage of this shift.
Property owners have witnessed increased enrollment prices and almost mirrored this trend by
driving up their off-campus student housing prices (Rivas et al., 2019). As a result, community
members are being pushed out of their residences for students willing to pay the high cost of
rent. Urban institutions are faced with additional challenges when looking to expand their
campuses. Often, the majority of the institution is nestled in the middle of the city with limited
vacant real estate. As a result, when an institution hopes to renovate part of its campus or expand
by constructing new buildings, they are forced to remove or alter whatever previously resided in
that space. Gentrification often coincides with communal mistrust in entities such as the
metropolitan university. As an anchor-based institution, Virginia Commonwealth University
prides itself in seeing the surrounding community flourish alongside the college. However, the
city of Richmond has lost tax revenue in VCU's land expansion, given that the institution is not
required to pay a property tax as part of its benefits of being state-affiliated. There is a need for a
resolution involving this issue that does not pass on these financial burdens to the students or
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community members. Metropolitan universities have historically absorbed valuable community
resources for their gain.

Further study is needed to better understand the consequences of gentrification on urban
neighborhoods, especially by metropolitan universities (Pearman, 2019). For example, prior
studies have demonstrated that long-term residents of these "revitalized" communities have felt
disempowered and lost socio-political connection (Valli, 2015). By empirically bringing to light
the impacts of gentrification on the surrounding neighborhoods, these institutions will be more
informed when making decisions that affect the institution and the local community. Feedback
from community members should also be invited if these universities truly aim to improve the
city. A more collaborative approach should allow residents to feel more empowered and less at
the mercy of the big institution on the block.

Repercussions between the institution and the surrounding city are not unique to the land
ownership. A history of medical research targeting minority participants also contributes to this
mistrust. Many institutions provide affordable treatment to their surrounding population to
promote inclusive care. However, an unethical history has left many community members
skeptical of the treatment that they would receive. This is made evident through Chris Jones's
Organ Thieves, which uncovered the improper treatment of Bruce Tucker by the primary
hospital at Virginia Commonwealth University. Tucker's heart had been transplanted into a 54-
year-old White man without consulting his family first or allowing the appropriate time to
elapse. However, this is only one of many examples of medical injustice to the Black
community. Ruptures in the patient-clinician relationship could have adverse effects on the
service provided, including the depth of disclosure and the duration of treatment. To properly
care for the community, those in need must be willing to seek help. Approaches to reduce
cultural mistrust between community members and the university-run clinics include racial
matching between the patient and doctor, as well as an emphasis on cultural competence (Trinh
et al., 2019). Both methodologies require a diverse staff that is well-representative of the
surrounding community and well-educated on the history of this relationship. It is critical for the
institution itself to be hypersensitive to this current set of beliefs surrounding health care services
and be able to adapt when necessary for the betterment of the city.

Campus Policing at Urban and Metropolitan Universities
In the wake of George Floyd's murder, protests have led to police reform legislation across the

country to address police brutality and racism (Subramanian & Arzy, 2021). Universities have
re-evaluated their relationships with law enforcement, especially their interactions with racial
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and ethnic minorities (Barajas, 2020; VCU, 2021a). On college campuses throughout the United
States, many institutions have their department of sworn officers with full police powers
independent from the local city or state departments (Reaves, 2015). The university employs
campus police officers and are tasked with maintaining a safe campus environment for the
people who live, study, and work within the institution. As urban institutions exist seamlessly
with neighboring communities, campus police also have a responsibility to residents in the
surrounding area. However, campus police have a reputation for over-policing racial and ethnic
minority students and community members, especially Black students (Dizon, 2021).

Graduate and undergraduate students across the country, often led by Black student
organizations, have called to defund police departments within universities (Barajas, 2020;
Sainato, 2020). A common demand across universities is for funds to be reallocated for mental
health care. Student mental health and well-being have become an increasingly urgent concern
for universities (Lipson et al., 2019). Although most of the research examining mental health in
students focuses on undergraduates, graduate students face significantly higher rates of anxiety
and depression, and overall distress than the general population (Evans et al., 2018). Much of the
impact of the pandemic on the mental health of graduate students remains unknown. Still,
emerging evidence suggests the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated this crisis and led to
increases in mental health disorders among graduate students (Chirikov et al., 2020). To prepare
for the needs of students returning to campuses in an eventually post-pandemic world, public
safety must include training for mental health professionals as first responders for mental health
emergencies.

In response to many of these issues, VCU established the Safety and Well-Being Advisory
Committee in 2020 to create a list of recommendations that ensures public safety, especially for
marginalized communities (VCU, 2021a). These recommendations include increasing education
and training for officers and faculty, staff, and students, ensuring department accountability, and
improving existing community relationships. It also addresses the need for non-sworn responses
to crises, such as mental health and interpersonal conflict emergencies. However, current
recommendations lack transparency, such as how funds will be allocated to increase training
opportunities across the university and how progress in implementing these recommendations
will be shared with the greater community. Membership in the committee also had limited
community participation, representing just three of over 50 committee and subcommittee
members despite statements suggesting that the group was adequately representative of
neighboring communities and associations (VCU, 2021a). By ensuring adequate participation in
initiatives directly impacting communities, urban institutions of higher education must create
spaces that empower community members to lead initiatives and collaborations for sustainable
change.
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As public safety remains a significant concern for both the students and the greater community
alike, we advocate for university leadership to invest in community-based public safety
approaches, focusing on building community relationships and skills-based education to prevent
crime rather than reactive approaches to crime. Community-based public safety approaches must
also prioritize prevention efforts, such as student and community mental health care investment.
These strategies include providing transparency in the university's relationships with law
enforcement, consistent progress reports on implementing any reforms, and departmental
transformation led by majority community and student leaders. As campus police departments at
anchor institutions work with a diverse community of faculty, staff, students, and local residents,
they have the opportunity to serve a unique role in both community partnership and public
safety. The question remains: Will they?

Conclusion

Urban anchor institutions and universities are responsible for addressing the economic and social
inequities that impact the communities they are located in and ultimately serve, particularly those
who hold minoritized identities. In recent years, this responsibility has gained even more
importance, as minority groups have been disproportionately impacted by a number of events,
including the COVID-19 pandemic, the tumultuous sociopolitical climate, and the killings of
Black Americans that led to racial justice uprisings. As graduate students, we have a unique role
in representing the community as we often simultaneously hold privileged and oppressed social
locations and identities. Despite these important roles, our voices and perspectives are not often
amplified when challenging unjust systems; as such, we felt it was imperative to provide
recommendations for how our anchor institutions/universities can build anti-racist, inclusive
communities and prioritize the well-being of its students and the local community.

Our insights and recommendations spanned three categories: increasing representational
diversity, correcting housing and medical injustices, and remodeling campus policing. Increasing
the diversity among and support for graduate students will lead to a larger number of
underrepresented students working on urban campuses, which will help the faculty and staff
reflect the student body. Correcting housing and medical injustices by taking a more
collaborative approach when faced with community-altering decisions. As well as promoting a
faculty and staff that is representative of the surrounding community and well educated on its
history. Remodeling campus policing requires anchor universities to invest in prevention that
prioritizes the well-being of minoritized students and the local community. We hope that these
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recommendations can be meaningfully applied to university strategic plans and research that
addresses equity, inclusion, diversity, and anti-racism at urban institutions of higher education.
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