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Project

ast December, a small group of Staff Council

members met during winter break to talk

about what we could personally do to im-
prove community climate. There had been some
difficult interactions between some staff we
knew, but we didn’t know what to do about it,

Similarities
and Differences

how to fix it. We knew that, unfortunately, con-
flict was not an uncommon thing — the diversity
among us sometimes leads to moments when we
misunderstand and badly treat each other. We
sometimes look past each other as people, and
see only a uniform, or a seat in the office, or a
title, hear an accent, see only age, a disability, or
race. The institution has responsibility for
change and we believe that Staff Council shares
in that responsibility.

We sat in a booth at Packards, that day after
Christmas, and looked around the table, at each
other, just the six of us, employees of Smith. We
saw: high tech, low tech, many and few years of
service, administrative support, union, adminis-
trative, custodian, catering, gay, straight, mar-
ried, single, short, tall, nearsighted, and eagle-
eyed, black, white, Asian, high school grad,
PhD, from Chesterfield, from Hawaii, Christian,
Jewish, agnostic, traditional Smith grad, Ada
Comstock Scholar, community activist, home-
bodies, baby boomers, Generation X-er, singer,
poet, writers, mother, father, daughters, son,
from: RADS, Phys Plant, HR, Health Services,

Jacobson Center, and ITS, a smoker, non-smok-

ers, funny, crabby, shy, gadfly, and everything in .

between. Our differences could be a huge chal-
lenge in building community or they could be
our strength. They could be a point of conflict,
misunderstanding and disinterest; or a model for
how we could reach across the table and work
together.

So we began. We drafted a proposal for a six-
week Diversity and Problem Solving Training
for the entire Staff Council. Nine drafts and a
unanimous vote of support of the 1999/2000
Staff Council later, we presented the proposal to

President Simmons for funding. She agreed.

The 2000/2001 Staff Council members met
with trainers Richard Ford and Katja Hahn
d’Errico to plan our workshop, to tailor it to Staff
Council and to Smith. We also arranged with
supervisors to get released time for staff to attend
six 3-hour training sessions. The
support by departments and co-
workers was tremendous. We could
never have completed the training
without the willingness of others to
work extra
coverage to
allow us the
time for
training.
Most of us attended all the sessions, a real testa-
ment to the support of our community and our
personal commitment to diversity and change.

In six short weeks we reached across our dif-
ferences and learned about things that we bring
with us to each work day: class, race, ethnicity,
size, age, ability, religion, sexual orientation,
gender, sexism, and heterosexism.

We had lots of questions, and sometimes after
a session we felt: “confused, amazed, sad, won-
derful, proud, connected, angry, no longer cyni-
cal, and surprised.”

In our own words:

FIRST IMPRESSIONS
“I did not want to wear my uniform at first, I did

* not want to be known as a RADS person. Now [

know that is not important. ~ After last week’s
session: first I got angry for blaming, when |
stopped I was able to see through the other’s
eyes. ~ I live a double life here at Smith. I con-
stantly need to anticipate the thoughts of others.
~ I was initially reluctant, didn’t know what to
expect. [ wasn’t sure if white men would be tar-
geted. I got more out of these sessions than I ex-
pected. ~ It struck me to be at Disney World sur-

rounded in a sea of white faces. It struck me
while having fun. ~ Will things ever change?”

WHAT WILL | DO?

“When I hear prejudice do I step in, do [ defend?
~ The challenge will be when we are back at our
workstations, we are comfortable here with each
other. Will my voice shake there when we speak
our minds? ~ The physical effect of negativity
amazed me, the power of baggage, I need to work



it out for myself. ~ My energy is low now that
these sessions are coming to an end, [ am won-
dering how we can continue this work, I do not
want to lose what we have gained. ~ I personally
have a long way to go.”

WHAT CAN | DO?

“While working in a kitchen I overheard two
workers telling offensive jokes and I interrupted
them. ~ X might be my neighbor. She will be
the first person of color to move into my neigh-
borhood and I will be an ally to her. ~ I only
came in at the break today, yet the effect of the
workshop extends into work with a difference in
attitude; the students will be served the best beef
stroganoff they ever ate tonight ~ The power we
have in turning negative into positive and what
we can do ourselves to change. ~ I took a little
step today and I hope others did too. ~ What we
are doing is creating change. ~ | have been
thinking about how every diversity training has
changed me, ] am more outspoken when inci-
dents happen.”

OUR PATH
“The answers lie right here, we are looking to
each other. ~ We have to give ourselves permis-
sion to make mistakes, if we have to be perfect
and always right we will kill ourselves or stop try-
ing to change. ~ I am no longer cynical about
community and diversity - There is hope. ~ The
answers need to be concrete, not just ideas. ~
We should focus on making this training manda-
tory. ~ This is hard stuff and it is amazing how
we can think about it together. ~ This work
started with a small group of people, first we were
three, then six, then the steering committee,
then the full staff council. Each piece needed
trust; we felt our way along. ~ We are working
for a common cause.~ There is a path out there,
and no two of us are going to put our feet in the
same exact place.”

Staff Council drafted two Plans of Action —
one an ambitious plan for the community and
the other on a departmental level.

OUR COMMUNITY PLAN

L. Integrate Diversity Training as Part of Em-

ployee Orientation, Training and Performance

Review

e [nstitutionalize Diversity Training for new
employees within the first year of employment

e Make Diversity Training mandatory for cur-
rent employees

¢ Find ways to integrate Diversity Training in
the work performance review

II. Representation and Outreach of Staff Council

with Other Campus Groups

e Increase council participation on the Campus
Climate Working Group (CCWG)

¢ Join Otelia Cromwell Day Committee (a joint
academic/staff program)

o Add a Staff Council member to CCWG com-
mittee

e Foster outreach to other campus groups in-
cluding the Student Government Association

III. Projects

o Create a “diversity project” each year for Staff
Council to work on

® Sponsor one participatory event each year

¢ Develop an annual group/team building Staff
Council event

® Sponsor a community forum focused on Di-
versity

IV. Networking, Publicity

* Encourage the editors of the Council
Chronicle to maintain a focus on diversity
when thinking of story ideas

e Let our departments know about Staff
Council’s commitment to diversity; share our
experiences from the workshops

V. Civility vs Diversity, Keeping the

Conversation Alive

e Staff Council Steering Committee should
maintain a focus on diversity each month

e Initiate conversations regarding civility vs di-
versity

OUR DEPARTMENTAL LEVEL PLAN

® Push for mandatory Diversity Training for
whole departments (Advancement model)

¢ Include unions in decisions which affect staff

* Encourage others while sharing our experi-
ence

e Initiate conversations with co-workers about
diversity

® Help the college foster a change in behaviors
not attitudes

¢ Foster alliances with groups outside our com-
fort zones (lunch groups, projects, etc.)

e Identify ourselves as Staff Councilors and
state our council commitment to diversity

® Use the work we have done in training in
other situations

¢ Become active allies

“Bigotry Is learned ...
And If learned, then it
can be unlearned.”
Johnetta B. Cole
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