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ABSTRACT: The environmental field emerges from a history of racism, colonialism, and 

classism, centering whiteness and wilderness; this has undermined BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, 

and People of Color) communities, concerns, and collaborations. The Environmental Studies 

(ENVS) Department at UCSC is and has been dominated by mainstream environmental 

approaches, visible in the curricula, and the composition of faculty and students, who have been 

majority white over almost its five-decade history. How might this racial and cultural 

homogeneity impact ENVS undergraduates of color? What actions can be taken to foster a more 

diverse, inclusive, and equitable department, one that supports the well-being of BIPOC 

students? This thesis explores ENVS underrepresented students’ perceptions, experiences, and 

feelings on the departmental climate and racial inclusivity. It also provides probable reforms, 

with a specific focus on mentorship, for future implementation. I synthesized existing survey 

data from multiple units at UCSC and conducted 12 one-on-one semi-structured interviews with 

ENVS students and alumni of color to delve deeper into their lived experiences. Findings show 

that students of color display a less than moderate sense of belonging, experience discomfort 

from unfavorable racial dynamics, and are dissatisfied with the faculty and curricular 

representation. Furthermore, there is support for more socio-cultural classes, especially 

environmental justice; a decline in interest in the major; and a desire for more mentorship 

opportunities. To enhance underrepresented students’ sense of belonging and facilitate greater 

inclusivity in environmentalism more broadly, it is critical to engage in conversations pertinent 

to racial and cultural issues and take the necessary measures to achieve these goals. 

 

KEYWORDS: Environmental Studies, students of color, mentorship, sense of belonging, 

environmental justice, diversity 
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PREFACE 

 

In mainstream environmentalism, which includes leaders to members of environmental 

organizations, such as the Sierra Club, the Nature Conservancy, the Audubon Society, and 

Greenpeace, the field is majority white (Green 2.0 2021). This pattern is consistent with the 

demographics of UCSC’s Environmental Studies Department (ENVS), which has the highest 

percentage of white undergraduates and graduate students in the Division of Social Sciences 

(Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Policy Studies [IRAPS] 2019). Given the 

overall whiteness of the environmental field, discipline, and department, in this thesis, I show 

that the experience of an undergraduate of color in the ENVS major is often characterized by 

isolation, discomfort, and dissonance. I know these feelings first-hand in the ENVS major here at 

UCSC. This is important because these feelings adversely affected my comfort, confidence, and 

desire to major in ENVS, and consequently influence my willingness to pursue an environmental 

career after college.  

The disparities in my lived experiences compared to those of white students were 

highlighted for me early on in my undergraduate career, with my first chance to become more 

involved in the ENVS major at this institution. At the beginning of my sophomore year, I was 

offered a Course Assistant position on the General Ecology teaching team to support peer-to-

peer education during discussion sections. I enjoyed the experience of meeting more ENVS 

students, strengthening my teaching skills, and deepening my knowledge of the subject matter. 

However, this opportunity led to an identity confusion and unsettled my sense of belonging as a 

Chinese-American student in a predominantly white major.  

Being on the teaching team was an eye-opening experience for me as my cultural and 

racial identity set me apart. For instance, of the nine people on the General Ecology teaching 
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team, I was one of two people of color and the only Asian-American. It was a strange disconnect 

to be teaching near homogeneous white classrooms as the only Asian person when we comprise 

almost 30% of the undergraduate population at UCSC (IRAPS 2019). General Ecology is a large, 

lower-division ENVS course offered during Fall term and is typically taken by students 

beginning their ENVS journey. I suppressed my thoughts until I met a frosh of Asian descent in a 

non-academic setting during the quarter. After stating just my major, she asked if I was one of 

the Course Assistants; apparently, I was easy to recognize given the lack of diversity. This 

exchange, highlighting my visibility given the lack of representation of students of color, made 

me very conscious of and uncomfortable with the demographics of ENVS. While I 

wholeheartedly now know that I received the position based on my own academic merits, I 

struggled with intrusive thoughts of tokenism and the model minority stereotype. My time as a 

Course Assistant was a rewarding experience, yet it provoked negative perceptions of myself as 

a student of color in ENVS.  

Another challenge I encountered during Fall quarter of 2018 was my initial doubts about 

majoring solely in ENVS, a pathway that most students of my cultural background do not take. 

In particular, Asian and Asian-American undergraduates tend to pursue lucrative careers in fields 

such as computer science, business, biology, engineering, etc. because of their job stability, 

prestige, and higher income earning (Shen 2015). Professional careers in Environmental Studies 

are unusual and considered unconventional for individuals of Asian backgrounds. Relatedly, my 

family expressed discontent and concern when I dropped the economics portion of my 

ENVS/ECON major, which they believed would propel my future job prospects. How could I 

justify my decision to my family given the dearth of Asian representation and voices in the 

environmental field? How am I supposed to cultivate a sense of belonging in my major, much 
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less my profession, when I sometimes feel like an outlier? Nagging doubts crept in that perhaps I 

made an error of judgment or took too big a risk.  

However, the following quarter of my sophomore year allayed my feelings of discomfort 

through the introduction of new mentors. When I secured the opportunity to be a Course 

Assistant again for Environmental Policy and Economics, I co-taught sections with a junior 

ENVS student. My section partner worked in the People of Color Sustainability Collective 

(PoCSC), a program at UCSC that examines the intersections between race and sustainability to 

facilitate critical discourse for underrepresented groups in the environmental movement. 

Through our conversations, I became more socially aware of the racial dynamics within the 

overall environmental movement. With her patience, compassion, and deeper understanding of 

these topics, my section partner unknowingly embodied the role of a peer mentor for me and 

strengthened my well-being as a person of color in ENVS.  

Also, my section partner welcomed me to the first ENVS BIPOC meeting, a safe space 

where ENVS undergraduates and graduate students shared their experiences of navigating the 

department as people of color. At these meetings, we talked about disparities between white 

students and underrepresented students’ experiences in ENVS. My perceptions and sentiments 

were not an aberration, but were echoed as part of a collective understanding of racial dynamics 

as students of color in ENVS. My attendance at these gatherings ultimately supported my 

retention in the major, expanded my network of mentors and support, and strengthened my sense 

of belonging.  

My personal narrative is just one example of the various dynamics and challenges that 

occur for a multitude of undergraduate students of color in the Environmental Studies major 

every day, who are resilient in the face of adversity. Yet there has been little formalized research 
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about this topic at UCSC, and even more broadly in the scholarly literature. I undertake this 

thesis to further promote a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive Environmental Studies 

Department through the documentation of underrepresented students’ experiences and utilizing 

those insights to inform the design and implementation of a mentoring program.  

As my thesis focuses on mentorship, I would like to sincerely thank all of my own 

mentors who have helped me grow as an individual with their support, kindness, and wisdom 

these past four years at UCSC. My academic endeavors here have allowed me to learn from a 

very diverse group of people, all of whom have led me to write this thesis.  

First of all, I would like to recognize those who nurtured my academic growth. A 

gracious thank you to my Writing Program supervisor, Dr. Robin King, for her support in 

strengthening my writing skills. I would like to extend my appreciation to my Environmental 

Studies community. I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Drs. Myra Finkelstein and 

Adam Millard-Ball for allowing me to teach sections and guiding me on my earlier academic 

ventures. Thank you to the peer mentors, Valeria Paredes and Felix Vazquez, who showed me 

the ropes of the department and introduced me to new topics.  

I would also like to acknowledge those who supported me during the thesis research and 

writing process. My thesis could not have been completed without the support of many UCSC 

community members, including those who are not listed. I am grateful to the UCSC librarian 

Kenneth Lyons for his feedback and guidance during my scholarly literature search. Further, I 

am thankful to the ENVS graduate students for advertising my research in classes during the 

recruitment phase. Thank you to the IRAPS Survey Research Analyst Randy Uang for his 

generosity with his time and expertise. A special thank you to the ENVS Undergraduate Advisor, 

Riri Shibata, for her assistance with data collection and recruitment. Thank you to the ENVS 
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graduate student Aysha Peterson for creating a welcoming and optimistic community among 

ENVS BIPOC folx. Additionally, I am appreciative of Jianjia Gettinger, my fellow 

undergraduate researcher, for her assistance in the recruitment and transcription process. Jianjia 

also created a related policy report about racial inclusion and equity in the environmental field 

and the synergy in our efforts was really gratifying for me. This research was funded by a 

Building Belonging Grant from the UCSC Institute for Social Transformation and Student 

Project Funds from College Nine. Furthermore, thank you to the ENVS Department, the People 

of Color Sustainability Collective, and the IRAPS for sharing their data and analyses. I am much 

obliged to the ENVS alumni and students of color for being receptive to be interviewed and 

taking the time to share their valuable insights. I hope that I am able to cogently capture and 

convey the experiences that you generously shared with me. Last but not least, I would like to 

thank my two thesis advisors. Thank you to Drs. Emily Murai and Flora Lu for their incredible 

patience, encouragement for an ambitious idea, and invaluable investment in my professional 

journey since my sophomore year.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Many environmentalists preach the importance of biodiversity to stabilize an ecosystem 

for maximum production and sustainability (Burton et al. 1992; Purvis & Hector 2000), but they 

often overlook the interrelatedness between biodiversity and human social and cultural diversity. 

According to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (2006), biological diversity is 

defined as, “the variability among living organisms from all sources including, inter alia, 

terrestrial, marine and other aquatic ecosystems and the ecological complexes of which they are 

part; this includes diversity within species, between species and of ecosystems.” While the 

CBD’s definition implicitly includes humanity, the significance of biodiversity is frequently 

perceived as each individual plant and non-human animal species being vital in its contributions 

to the overall ecosystem with its specific function. Biodiversity is repeatedly associated with 

flora and fauna; both cultural and racial diversity are overlooked and underappreciated within the 

context of environmentalism (Frainer et al. 2020; Kepe 2009). In other words, biodiversity of 

plants and animals is considered more valuable than the racial diversity of those studying and 

engaging with environmental-related topics and issues.  

Mainstream environmentalism has struggled with the perception that it separates the 

natural world from humanity, prioritizing the former. Not all of humanity is perceived as an 

afterthought within mainstream environmentalism, however. Wealthy whites, especially men, 

with formal education are perceived broadly in the U.S. as those who are synonymous with 

environmentalism (Pearson et al. 2018). Despite being empirically false (Pearson et al. 2018), 

this widespread belief—implying that BIPOC communities are not concerned by or supportive of 

environmental issues—detriments people who are most impacted by environmental issues (i.e., 

low-income communities of color) and undermines a broad base of participation and support. 
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Diversifying environmentalism—as a movement, workforce, and academic discipline—is 

essential to tackle pressing problems, enhance greater knowledge, add new perspectives and 

viewpoints, and establish a more viable socio-cultural environment for all (Haynes et al. 2015; 

Page 2014; Pearson & Schuldt 2014; Weintraub et al. 2011).  

 

The Origins, Priorities, and Weaknesses of Mainstream Environmentalism 

 The mainstream environmental movement prioritizes issues like climate change, 

sustainability, ocean acidification, endangered species, and wilderness conservation (Curnow & 

Helferty 2018). Affluent white populations have historically led this contemporary 

environmental movement since the 1960s (Taylor 2008). Spiro (2009) documents a deeper 

history of environmentalism in the U.S., tracing the establishment of protected areas and wildlife 

management to settler colonialism, economic elitism, xenophobia, and ultimately, white 

supremacy, eugenics, and scientific racism. This mainstream environmental movement is 

ultimately built on “racist, sexist, and classist” conservation ideologies (Curnow & Helferty 

2018, p. 148) and it thus comes as no surprise that the mainstream environmental movement is a 

predominantly white space.  

Spiro (2009) describes how “wilderness” areas were playgrounds for wealthy white men 

to recreate, hunt charismatic megafauna, and enact a rugged, masculinist identity central to the 

notion of America. In the contemporary mainstream environmental movement—a term that 

rarely includes urban spaces or working landscapes—predominantly appeals to a white audience. 

Specifically, activities such as camping, hiking, climbing, birdwatching, and visiting outdoor 

recreation areas have a near homogenous group of white participants. For instance, a U.S. Forest 

Service and National Park Service statistic reveals that 94% of national park visitors were white 
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in 1985-1987 (Finney 2014). Also, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (2011) reports that 93% of 

U.S. birders racially identified as white in 2011. When contextualizing mainstream 

environmentalism, it is apparent that it is heavily focused on relationships with nature to preserve 

and admire Earth’s beauty, and thus appeal to those who view nature from an aesthetic 

perspective. As Cronon (1996) argues, only those who do not need to draw their livelihoods from 

the land can have such a view, that of nature as a sacred cathedral. A wilderness without people 

necessitated the dispossession and violent removal of Native Americans in the establishment of 

national parks. To this day, the mainstream environmental movement tends to remove people 

from nature unless they are enjoying these spaces from a position of privilege. Its movement 

caters towards a white demographic that people of color, who occupy a disenfranchised political 

and economic position, may find no interest in participating in, establishing a misconception that 

people of color are indifferent to environmental issues (Taylor 2008).  

 

The Environmental Justice Movement  

This misconception is debunked through the environmental justice movement, which has 

a very different history from mainstream environmentalism, the former arising from the Civil 

Rights Movement. Since the 1980s, people of color have led a separate, distinct, and 

multidimensional movement that focuses on environmental justice (Taylor 2008). The term 

‘environmental justice’ has been defined as ensuring environmental protection for all regardless 

of race, income, and national origin. This environmental justice movement is in response to 

environmental racism which is defined as people of color being disproportionately burdened by 

environmental inequalities, including but not limited to, air pollution, exposure to toxic waste 

sites, and overuse of pesticides (Jamieson 2007). Communities of color continue to be most 
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impacted by environmental inequalities compared to the affluent white population whose 

privilege often enables them to avoid these burdens (Pulido 2000). Environmental justice 

communities recognize that they experience distributional and procedural injustice that threatens 

their livelihoods and lives; they have founded and led an effective movement to defend 

themselves and envision a different future. 

The environmental justice movement first emerged in response to the case of Warren 

County in North Carolina in 1982 (Di Chiro 1996; Jamieson 2007). Warren County, a rural area 

with predominantly Black residents, became the target of a PCB toxic waste landfill (Di Chiro 

1996). This resulted in community protests and demonstrations, going as far as residents lying on 

the road and using their bodies as blockades to stop the PCB-filled dirt trucks, resulting in over 

500 arrests (Jamieson 2007). Even with this local and heightened activism, the community was 

unfortunately unsuccessful in preventing the landfill and its future health risks (e.g., cancer, 

short-term memory, increased blood pressure, etc.), but it became a lead example for future 

environmental justice efforts (Di Chiro 1996; Environmental Protection Agency 2020). It 

coincided with a national awakening of environmental concern through the creation of new 

federal environmental regulations in the 1970s, such as the Environmental Protection Agency 

and Superfund Act. The case of Warren County is especially notable since it put a spotlight on an 

environmental issue that involved race and poverty, leading to related studies on the subject, like 

the “Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States” national report by the United Church of Christ 

- Commission for Racial Justice (UCC-CRJ) (Di Chiro 1996). Within this monumental report, 

the UCC-CRJ found that race was the strongest variable that was associated with a hazardous 

waste site and “three out of every five Black and Hispanic Americans lived in communities with 
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uncontrolled toxic waste sites” (United Church of Christ - Commission for Racial Justice 1987, 

p. 7).  

Shortly after, in 1990, there were the two historic letters written to the Group of Ten, the 

ten most influential non-governmental environmental organizations (NGOs) at the time, 

including the National Resources Defense Council, Friends of the Earth, and National Audubon 

Society (Di Chiro 1996; Taylor 2008). In these letters, environmental justice activists wrote 

about how the Group of Ten excluded racially marginalized groups from critical environmental 

discussions and decision-making processes when people of color often receive the brunt of 

environmental hazards, urging the NGOs to increase the extremely low racial composition of 

their organizations (Di Chiro 1996). While the letters received mixed responses from the NGOs 

(Di Chiro 1996), the environmental diversity issue gained national attention, exposing how the 

mainstream environmental movement was exclusionary and rejecting the idea that people of 

color were uninterested in environmentalism (Taylor 2008). 

In 1991, delegates of color from across the U.S. and other parts of the world gathered in 

Washington, D.C. for the first National People of Color Environmental Justice Leadership 

Summit (Taylor 2008). At this summit, delegates collectively “reject[ed] the top-down approach 

[of NGOs] as disempowering, paternalistic, and exclusive and instead… committed to 

developing a more democratic, locally and regionally based, decentralized organizational 

culture” (Di Chiro 1996, p. 306). Furthermore, the summit attendees wrote the “17 Principles of 

Environmental Justice” which became the ultimate foundation and guide for the environmental 

justice movement’s ideology, concerns, and motivation to mobilize against centuries of 

colonization (Di Chiro 1996).  
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Rather than engaging in strict nature conservation like in the case of mainstream 

environmentalism, the environmental justice movement encompasses the concerns of low-

income communities of color; values urban and working landscapes; and conceptualizes 

environmental concerns as inextricable from issues of race, class, and power. The agency, 

resilience, and devotion of people of color ultimately give the environmental justice movement a 

“motivational heart that [environmentalism] often seems to lack” (Jamieson 2007, p. 98). 

Highlighting the voices and efforts of racially marginalized groups within the environmental 

justice movement, as opposed to letting it be overpowered by the mainstream environmentalism, 

is paramount to transform the public’s consciousness of who engages in environmentalism and 

work towards a more diverse and inclusive environmental field. 

 

Environmental Workforce 

 Similar to the broader environmental movement being white-dominated, people of color 

are severely underrepresented in the environmental workforce. In a 2014 Green 2.0 study, it is 

discovered that only 16% of general staff or board members of 293 environmental organizations 

were from racially minoritized groups (Taylor 2014). In comparison, the U.S. ethnic group 

population was 38% (Taylor 2014), demonstrating an extreme marginalization of 

underrepresented groups within the environmental workforce that does not mirror the country’s 

racial composition.  

 Beyond general staff members, the number of people of color on the board or in 

leadership positions resembles interesting statistics. In a follow-up 2018 Green 2.0 study, 

Johnson (2019) reveals that the number of people of color as senior staff increased from 14% to 

21% within a year in environmental NGOs. Comparatively, the number of underrepresented 

https://www.diversegreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ExecutiveSummary_Green2.0_FINAL.pdf
https://www.diversegreen.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/ExecutiveSummary_Green2.0_FINAL.pdf
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people for senior staff positions significantly decreased from 33% to 4% in the same timeframe 

for environmental foundations (Johnson 2019). While there was a remarkable increase in people 

of color in senior leadership for NGOs, the 29% decrease within foundations is alarming. People 

of color need to see that they are racially represented in higher positions of power for longevity 

purposes in organizations. A diversified board would also be much more culturally sensitive in 

ways that would benefit all staff members. Still, there is a push-out of people of color in one case 

that signifies that environmental organizations need to ensure progression towards a more 

diverse workplace. 

To address the lack of diversity, environmental organizations have expressed interest in 

hiring more underrepresented groups for a racially diverse work environment; however, board 

officials shift the blame to people of color. Environmental organizations justify their racial 

demographics by stating that people of color are indifferent to environmental issues or unlikely 

job seekers for these positions (Pearson et al. 2018; Taylor 2008, 2014). People of color are 

indeed interested in environmentalism as seen through the environmental justice movement. In 

addition, racially minoritized individuals have reasonable expectations of the workforce’s salary, 

are qualified, and are interested in obtaining positions within environmental organizations 

(Taylor 2007). If anything, environmental organizations can take substantial actions to push for 

diversity, starting with acknowledgment of environmentalism’s racist history.  

 

Rectifying Mainstream Environmentalism’s Racist History  

With a white-dominated workforce and environmental movement, spaces that strive to 

engage in critical environmental issues instead perpetuate the racist history and reinforce white 

hegemony. Well-known environmental organizations like the Sierra Club have a complex 
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history. Classical environmental figures, such as John Muir and Gifford Pinchot, have 

demonstrated links to the eugenic movement, complicity with the forceful displacement of 

Indigenous people, and racist remarks toward Black communities. While some environmental 

organizations have denounced the harmful history, its everlasting effects still produce a 

potentially hostile environment for people of color. From the historical trauma of settler 

colonialism for Indigenous people to exposure to toxins from Superfund sites, 

environmentalism’s history alone continues to echo throughout the field with negative 

intergenerational implications (Persico et al. 2020; Walters et al. 2011). Encouragement of more 

complex sociological thinking within environmentalism and restoration of certain cultures within 

the field could rectify previous racist history and challenge oppressive structures. However, this 

would require decolonization, reparations, and a time machine. Since there is no easily 

implemented solution to establish a salubrious environment due to a longstanding history, 

remedying the racial diversity problem within environmentalism is a great first step towards 

progress.   

Diversification of the environmental workforce and movement has been called for and is 

considered a necessity by many scholars and environmentalists. For instance, the Union of 

Concerned Scientists (2017) states that the agroecology field is dominated by privileged white 

educators studying farmers from various backgrounds, demonstrating the need for racial equity. 

Scholar Dorceta Taylor whose research focuses on diversity within environmentalism has 

persistently stressed the importance of diversity by examining environmental organizations and 

degree programs (Taylor 2007, 2017, 2018). Moreover, Yale University's School of Forestry and 

Environmental Studies has extensively acknowledged the topic in a book entitled, Diversity and 

the Future of the U.S. Environmental Movement, and seeks to take measures to facilitate 
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diversity within their own collegiate department (Enderle 2007). As a push for diversification has 

gained prominence throughout the field, closely examining how higher education contributes to 

the education-to-work pipeline is of significance.   

 

Higher Education  

Higher education in particular plays a notable role in recruiting and retaining people of 

color in the environmental field as the gateway to most environmental careers. Students have 

opportunities to engage in internships to gain worthwhile experience in the field, take academic 

courses catered to their interests, and interact with similarly minded peers pursuing the same 

degree. Furthermore, students can participate in student organizations that relate most to their 

environmental interests. Even though students have locus of control over their undergraduate 

experiences, academic institutions are often the channels that expose students to 

environmentalism. College institutions can impel students’ motivations or completely hinder 

students’ desire to be a part of a specific academic discipline, ultimately impacting the college-

to-workforce pipeline.  

One of the first salient things students see from the academic discipline is faculty 

diversity. Unfortunately, the environmental faculty pool within colleges has the same exact 

problem as the environmental workforce and movements—a white-dominated environment. In a 

national sample size of 2,407 environmental faculty members, only 11% were people of color 

(Taylor 2010). This shortage of faculty members of color creates implications for students as a 

diverse teaching force is important for students’ academic achievement (Papageorge & 

Gershenson 2018). Students of color may not see themselves represented or be able to find 
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mentors from similar backgrounds, which may deter them from studying environmentalism. This 

in turn further contributes to the status-quo of the racial demographics of the environmental field.  

 

The ENVS Department at UCSC  

As higher education plays a large role in perpetuating or counteracting the whiteness of 

the environmental field, this research is a case study of UCSC’s ENVS Department. As UCSC’s 

demographics increasingly reflect those of California, as an institution purportedly committed to 

social justice, and in congruence with its Principles of Community (UCSC 2017), it is necessary 

to ensure that departments are doing the work towards equity, diversity, and inclusion. The 

UCSC ENVS Department is of great interest due to its historical whiteness of the discipline, the 

racial demographics of the major, and the push for diversity within the field. Thus, this thesis 

intends to better understand the UCSC ENVS Department’s racial climate.  

My research seeks to answer the two following research questions:  

1) How do undergraduate students of color perceive the racial climate in ENVS? 

2) What are the practices, specifically around mentoring, that contribute to the 

success and well-being of undergraduate students of color in ENVS?  

Through this thesis, I examine how underrepresented students perceive the UCSC ENVS 

Department and determine the need for mentorship as part of a departmental reform.  

By documenting and analyzing the articulations of personal experiences and opinions of 

students of color in the major, it will be clearer as to what problems may exist in the ENVS 

Department that need addressing. Not only does this research aim to determine areas for 

improvement, but part of my research design also incorporates probable reforms and 

recommendations, with a focus on mentoring, to foster racial inclusivity based on student and 
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alumni input. ENVS students are well-positioned to carry out research with our peers to examine 

their experiences and perspectives, in the service of solving problems and informing 

programmatic development. By providing a platform with the incorporation of various 

perspectives, I hope that my research will be a leverage point towards a more culturally rich and 

racially diverse Environmental Studies climate here at UCSC and the overall environmental 

field.  

The thesis is organized as follows: Chapter 2 summarizes the previous research on this 

topic at UCSC, and provides general background regarding underrepresented students’ 

perspectives at other institutions’ environmental degree programs. Chapter 2 then includes a 

literature review on potential hardships that students of color may face in environmental degree 

programs and the potential value of mentoring practices as interventions. Chapter 3 then 

describes my research methodology. Chapter 4 showcases my analysis of pre-existing UCSC 

data, namely, the IRAPS student statistics, the 2018 and 2020 UC Undergraduate Experience 

Surveys (UCUES), the 2019 People of Color Sustainability Collective survey, and the 2017 

ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey. In Chapter 5, I then turn to the qualitative data that I 

collected to offer a more detailed and nuanced characterization of UCSC students and alumni of 

color experiences in ENVS. I will also provide specific programmatic suggestions to improve the 

departmental climate for underrepresented undergraduates. Finally, I share my discussion and 

conclusion in Chapter 6.  

 

Positionality 

Research and scholarship should always reflect the positionality of the researcher (Mao et 

al. 2016). I am a 3rd generation Chinese-American who resides in a predominantly Asian town 
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in the Bay Area. I grew up as a native English speaker with constant exposure to Chinese culture, 

but my family and I are rather assimilated into America given my family’s blend of values, 

traditions, and beliefs. I am a cisgender female and abled student whose family is in the middle 

class. While I am racially marginalized within the ENVS student body, I also hold many 

privileges relative to my peers. I came to UCSC with an inevitable culture shock given the 

disparities of the racial demographics between my hometown and UCSC, and I felt more like an 

“other” within my ENVS classes than non-ENVS classes. I understand that my positionality 

provides me a moderate opportunity to assimilate into the mainstream, dominant culture within 

ENVS; nevertheless, the academic environment is sometimes off-putting as a person of color. 

For instance, 18.6% of ENVS majors in 2019 were of Asian descent (IRAPS 2019). While this 

statistic appears fair, my interest in environmental education often did not align with other 

students of color, further isolating me. I can visually see Asian representation in the faculty 

members and staff within ENVS, which provides me more opportunity to increase my comfort in 

ENVS compared to other underrepresented groups. Furthermore, after navigating the department 

with new opportunities, I became more acquainted with people of color which was significant to 

my own personal growth and sense of belonging. I also had two ENVS friends to accompany me 

in most of my classes. My personal analysis of my own holistic ENVS experience is arguably 

decent despite some feelings of isolation.  

As I can only speak for myself, I hope to highlight other underrepresented students' 

perspectives by examining the departmental climate and racial inclusivity within ENVS. By no 

means am I trying to paint the ENVS major as a racially hostile academic environment as I, 

myself, have mixed experiences. It is also important to note that not all students of color have 

animosity towards the major. Instead, students of color stem from different backgrounds and 
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cultural upbringings, which in turn can impact their own perceptions of the ENVS major’s racial 

climate. Through exploring underrepresented students’ perspectives, I am aware that I cannot 

vicariously live through another student’s lived experience; however, I can attempt to 

understand.   

I also comprehend that I am still learning about broader societal structures. America’s 

embedded racist history systemically perpetuates hegemonic whiteness throughout the institution 

at the expense of people of color. While UCSC tends to be a more liberal, progressive institution, 

it often reinforces a Eurocentric and whitewashed curriculum. I did not become familiar with 

these topics of power, privilege, and white hegemony until college. As I know that I need to 

further educate myself on these topics, my limited knowledge may pose a risk of overlooking 

something of significance during the process. Regardless, I have and will continue to engage in 

critical consciousness throughout my research as my knowledge is not fixed but rather fluid.  

Despite any potential limitations based on my own positionality, I consider myself 

somewhat of an ‘insider’ for this qualitative research which implies that I am a group member of 

the topic I am researching (Dywer & Buckle 2009). For example, I have had several informal 

discussions of this thesis topic with other students of color, continue to be critical of white 

hegemony, and have faced some struggles as an underrepresented student. Being an insider to 

this topic will potentially result in some implicit biases, but I will do my best to remain objective 

for this research. I also hope that being a member of my research group will enable me to build a 

safe, comfortable rapport with other underrepresented students and alumni during the interview 

portion for such a sensitive topic. 

 

Terminology 
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   For other sensitivity purposes, I would like to explain my reasoning for using certain 

racial terms. In particular, I use ‘underrepresented students’ and ‘students of color’ 

interchangeably. I also use ‘people of color’ and ‘racially minoritized’ consistently. I 

comprehend that “Black, Indigenous, and People of Color” or ‘BIPOC’ has gained more traction 

in its usage more recently and aims to uplift Black and Indigenous voices due to historical voice 

suppression and cultural erasure. However, since the number and racial diversity of my research 

participants are already limited due to the timeline of the thesis and the racial demographics 

within ENVS, I will not actively use BIPOC throughout my thesis. In other words, the 

enrollment numbers for Black and Indigenous undergraduates in ENVS are low. Referring to my 

research as BIPOC-oriented when I may have few Black and/or Indigenous interviewees will 

result in them harmfully speaking for their entire racial/ethnic group, tokenizing their voices and 

making my research non-inclusive. Thus, my justification for my terminology decision is 

because I refuse to tokenize a single participant’s voice as the Black or Indigenous perspective if 

they racially fall under that category during my UCSC interview analyses, as that would be a 

pseudo-diversity scheme. I do not intend to undermine the experiences of Black or Indigenous 

students whatsoever by not utilizing the term BIPOC. By using the term ‘people of color’, I 

simply intend to include all Asian, Hispanic/Latinx, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander, Black, 

Indigenous, and multiracial students in my thought process.  
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CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This chapter discusses how UCSC ENVS students of color may face similar challenges 

as other people of color within various environmental degree programs and the environmental 

workforce. Through the examination of both reliable non-scholarly and scholarly articles, there is 

a comprehensive body of research that identifies the broad range of feelings and experiences 

ENVS students of color may have, as well as approaches to support their success, namely 

mentoring programs.  

 

Background 

As mentioned earlier, organizations such as the PoCSC have explored the issues around 

diversity and inclusion within environmentalism at UCSC, but it is focused at the campus-level 

and not specifically on ENVS Departmental curriculum and culture. However, one previous 

study by an ENVS student, Cheslea Pack, conducted a survey on students’ perceptions of the 

sustainability movement on campus for her senior thesis. Within the ENVS portion of the survey, 

one question asked, “Do you feel that the environmental studies major addresses issues that are 

relevant across ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic groups? Why or why not?” (Pack 2014 

Appendix A, p. 21). Out of 227 student responses, one ENVS student of color reported,  

Not really, no. It is somewhat limited to issues and perspectives of those of privileged 

white people. There are limited classes that are for and focus on other ethnic and 

socioeconomic groups. I know that much of the minority groups feel hostility being in the 

ENVS major here at UCSC (Pack 2014, Appendix A, p. 21). 

This respondent, a student of color, asserts that the academic environment of ENVS caters to an 

affluent white audience, something that creates a sense of antagonism among underrepresented 
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students within ENVS because of the lack of inclusion of different perspectives, backgrounds, 

and life experiences. The fact that the student states that multiple racially minoritized groups feel 

this way indicates that it is not just one person’s feelings, but rather a common feeling amongst a 

large number of underrepresented ENVS students. Of course, this singular example cannot be 

used to generalize about the racial climate of an entire department, as it is just one highlighted 

experience. However, this response, which is similar to my own experience discussed earlier, is 

consistent with findings beyond UCSC.  

Public discourse in the forms of college newspapers, general popular articles, etc. has 

documented that the environmental field lacks diversity (Bortfeld 2020; Funes 2018; Navarro 

2009). Within these articles, testimonials from students of color show that exploring the 

environmental field can elicit negative feelings and emotions. For instance, an undergraduate 

student at Columbia University reveals that students of color in environmental studies and other 

environmental majors have experienced the following: dealing with white students’ “white 

savior” complex, feeling tokenized, and not seeing themselves represented in the discipline 

(Koscher 2017). Similarly, a Black ENVS student at the University of Connecticut finds it tough 

to stay in the major due to extreme feelings of racial isolation, the fight against the narrow 

perceptions of what an ‘environmentalist’ looks like, and both subtle and explicit forms of 

racism (Ruf 2020). Both Koscher (2017) and Ruf (2020) directly disclose the negative 

experiences of underrepresented students, showing how the discipline alone can create hardships 

and obstacles for students of color. Understanding all of the potential challenges that may arise 

from students of color in ENVS is paramount to nurture a healthier and more diverse academic 

environment.  
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Terminology in Relation to UCSC 

 Prior to the literature review, it is important to define environmental studies. 

Environmental studies is an interdisciplinary field that encompasses other disciplines such as 

politics, economics, and sociology (Bangor University n.d.). In general, environmental studies 

addresses questions around how humanity and the environment are interrelated (UCSC n.d.). A 

common misconception is that environmental studies and environmental sciences are the same 

academic discipline. However, environmental sciences is more focused on the hard sciences like 

physics, chemistry, and ecology, and studies how science impacts or can be used to study the 

environment. While environmental studies does include some physical science aspects that stems 

from environmental sciences, the former is much broader and emphasizes socio-cultural 

components.  

 

Figure 1. A compilation of all the majors available in the UCSC ENVS Department. 

 

 At UCSC, students can major in ENVS through various pathways given the different foci 

options and links to other disciplines. While the ENVS major resides in the Division of Social 
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Sciences, undergraduate students are given the opportunity to gain a comprehensive, 

transdisciplinary understanding. For example, UCSC offers 3 different combined majors—

ENVS/Biology, ENVS/Economics, and ENVS/Earth Sciences. Despite Economics also being 

classified as a Social Sciences major, Biology and Earth Sciences are in the Division of Physical 

& Biological Sciences. As for concentrations, the ENVS Department established a new 

Agroecology (AGEC) Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) degree within the last year for those whose 

interests lie in natural sciences and food systems. However, prior to the creation of the B.A., 

there was an agroecology concentration. Other newly added concentrations include the 

following: Conservation Science and Policy (CSP), Geographic Information Systems (GIS), and 

Global Environmental Justice (GEJ). Furthermore, it is important to note that the Environmental 

Sciences major was recently created within the institution in the last couple of years, so some 

interested Environmental Sciences students might have committed to ENVS instead since the 

latter is a more established department. Knowing where ENVS is situated within UCSC and its 

different compositions are useful to contextualize the major and clarify what kinds of students it 

attracts.   

 

Literature Review1  

 The academic experience for undergraduate students in ENVS and other ENVS-related 

majors is dependent on a variety of factors both inside and outside the institution. Students of 

color face extra barriers and challenges than their white peers within higher education that 

 
1 This literature review has a broader conceptualization of ENVS since scholars often widen the scope to be ENVS 

and ENVS-related (i.e., geosciences, environmental sciences, etc.) degree programs. A few articles on natural 

resources, agroecology, environmental education, and climate science have also been included.  
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originate from the college institution alone, as well as external factors that institutions cannot 

single-handedly fix but can mitigate (e.g., low-income background, immigration status). 

Towards the creation of a more diverse and inclusive environmental pipeline of leaders and 

practitioners, we must identify potential barriers within the environmental pipeline and 

implement corresponding reforms to enhance and enrich the educational experiences of students 

of color in the ENVS major.   

 

Barriers & Challenges within Higher Education  

 Students of color in ENVS may encounter several barriers such as tokenism, isolation, 

discrimination and racism, lack of emotional connection to the curriculum, and lack of a mentor. 

The first potential challenge within ENVS is the experience of being tokenized and its resulting 

cognitive stressors (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Lewis & James 2010). With a lack of racial 

diversity within classrooms, students of color have increased visibility because of their physical 

appearance, possibly leading students to feel as if they are a “token” for racial diversity. In turn, 

this may put extra pressure on people of color on their overall performance, affect decisions as to 

whether or not they should fulfill or deny certain stereotypes, or possibly force a person to be the 

spokesperson for their racial and ethnic group within their settings (Lewis & James 2010). These 

token-specific incidents create additional cognitive problems for students of color to deal with 

that can be avoided if the educational setting is racially balanced.  

 Another problem that stems from being in a historically white discipline is facing feelings 

of isolation from peers (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Outley 2008). Despite the fact that there are 

interracial friendships amongst undergraduate students, research shows that some students of 

color within universities may feel more comfortable with students from similar backgrounds 
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because these interactions can validate their racial and cultural identities (Museus 2008). As a 

result, students of color in environmental programs may not be able to authentically connect with 

their white peers due to differences in upbringing, background, and life experience, making it 

more difficult to create a sense of belonging (Garibay & Vincent 2018).  

 Feelings of isolation and a weak sense of belonging within programs can be further 

exacerbated by direct experiences with racism and discrimination (Haynes et al. 2015; Outley 

2008; Taylor 2018). Personal anecdotes from students of color, such as, “People [sic] not really 

giving me a chance because of my color” or “I have been in a racist environment where I was 

talked about behind my back by my supervisors and other fellow employees,” reveal that they 

have been in racist and culturally insensitive settings in the environmental field, contributing to 

feelings of alienation (Outley 2008, p. 148). Research shows that even subtle comments and 

actions (i.e., microaggressions) can negatively impact underrepresented students’ self-esteem 

(Nadal et al. 2014). Despite any institutional efforts to avoid negative experiences either with 

punitive or restorative measures, countless interactions of unintended or intended harm still 

occur for students of color, which may impact willingness to be in the environmental sector. 

Underrepresented students may not see themselves or their backgrounds represented 

within the environmental curriculum, resulting in yet another barrier for student success (Baugh 

2019). For instance, departments may unknowingly perpetuate the white, privileged 

environmentalist stereotype through a Eurocentric curriculum that does not reflect the diversity 

of the student body (Baugh 2019; Taylor 2018). Underrepresented students may feel that their 

cultures and communities are minoritized or excluded from the curriculum, undermining their 

ability to find emotional connections to course materials. Research shows that tapping into prior 

knowledge and experiences fosters student interest (Tobias 1994). However, the prior 
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experiences of students of color may not align with a whitewashed curriculum, resulting in 

academic disengagement and potentially impacting learning acquisition and outcomes (Sleeter et 

al. 2019).  

 Another higher education challenge is the inability to find a mentor who can provide 

additional support for students of color (Taylor 2010). For instance, most environmental faculty 

members are white (Taylor 2010). This underrepresentation of faculty members may mean that 

students of color may not be able to find a professor who resonates with their identity and 

understands the students’ lived experiences. Similarly, underrepresented students may be unable 

to find peer mentors to connect with, given the lack of racial diversity in these fields (Garibay & 

Vincent 2018; Outley 2008; Taylor 2018). The absence of a faculty or peer mentor can create 

negative implications for students of color for this already historically white discipline.  

 

Barriers & Challenges beyond Campus 

Challenges are not bounded by the physical university campus but also extend to the 

larger society. For instance, a common barrier that some underrepresented students may face is 

challenging the stereotypical societal perception as to who classifies as an ‘environmentalist’, 

impacting underrepresented students’ choice to pursue an environmental career (Baugh 2019; 

Garibay & Vincent 2018; Pearson & Schuldt 2014). As previously mentioned, society often has 

the misconception that people of color are not interested in environmental issues (Pearson et al. 

2018), which is a conflation of mainstream environmentalism and environmental concern. As 

Taylor (2008) notes, with racially marginalized groups leading the environmental justice 

movement, “it was no longer tenable to characterize minorities as disengaged from 

environmental affairs” (p. 101). Still, students of color have to continuously confront this 
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perception both internally and externally throughout their environmental journeys, due to how 

embedded the stereotype is (Purifoy 2018). 

As a result of the pervasiveness of whiteness in mainstream environmentalism, 

underrepresented students know that entering the environmental field may result in conflicts with 

their cultural histories (Finney 2014; Outley 2008). Even though environmentalism is trending 

towards becoming more inclusive, its history still plagues the field. For example, Black history 

in America includes chattel slavery and sharecropping (Outley 2008)—the commodification of 

Black bodies and their inhumane treatment (St. Vil & St. Vil 2019). This has resulted in Post 

Traumatic Slave Syndrome (DeGruy & Robinson 2018), manifested in part through the present-

day viewing of trees as symbols and haunting reminders of lynching (Finney 2014). As a result, 

Black students may not be attracted to environmental careers, as they know that their ancestors 

and people with their background were once forced to do this kind of work and received this 

treatment (Outley 2008). In another example, Indigenous communities have faced a plethora of 

environmental inequalities, which are harmful to their well-being, identities, and cultural 

preservation. One quote that exemplifies the intense mutualistic relationship between Indigenous 

communities and Mother Earth is, “‘[t]he land is sacred, a living breathing entity, for whom we 

must care, as she cares for us…’” (Whyte 2017, p. 156). However, settler colonialism has been 

an extreme, ongoing injustice towards Indigenous people as they have dealt with Indigenous 

boarding schools, cultural erasure, overharvesting of resources, dispossessions of land, treaty 

violations, and much more (Whyte 2017). This has led to present-day historical trauma for many 

Indigenous people in the form of PTSD, anxiety, diabetes, substance abuse, suicide, etc., 

demonstrating how life-altering and influential historical events can be (Walters et al. 2011). The 
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field of environmental studies must recognize these histories, and be willing to make reparations 

as a means to create a more welcoming environment. 

Besides cultural histories, another challenge is the fact that students of color may not 

have initial and ongoing familial support to explore the environmental sector. Family members 

may perceive the field as less than ideal due to its reputation for low-pay, lower career status and 

levels of professionalism compared to other fields, limited career options (i.e., constantly being 

outdoors), and limited career availability (Outley 2008). Consequently, based on a lack of 

familiarity, family members and communities may deter underrepresented students from 

studying environmentalism and be unsupportive of this choice, perceiving this discipline as not 

being a financially worthy investment (Outley 2008; O’Connell & Holmes 2011, as cited in 

Taylor 2018).   

Given the centering of outdoor activities in environmental fields, underrepresented 

students may not have had chances to engage with nature during their childhood, influencing 

their attitudes and willingness to pursue environmental studies or careers. Research shows that 

having significant interactions with nature and being outdoors are formative for students' 

environmental identities (Haynes et al. 2015; Miao & Cagle 2020). When students of color do 

not have prior experiences with the natural world whether it is because of inaccessibility, cultural 

differences, etc., they lack positive predispositions and may dislike being in outdoor settings 

(Haynes et al. 2015; Taylor 2008). Thus, when the environmental field is portrayed as only being 

outdoor fieldwork, it may deter students of color who may not find as much interest and utility 

value in outdoorsy jobs compared to their white peers (O’Connell & Holmes 2011, as cited in 

Taylor 2018). 
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Potential Reforms  

There is no singular solution to fix the diversity, equity, and inclusion issue in 

environmentalism; however, there are numerous potential areas for reform. Research shows that 

genuine efforts to establish and maintain a diverse, inclusive, and equitable racial climate do 

impact underrepresented students’ desire to stay within the environmental pipeline (Garibay & 

Vincent 2018; Taylor 2007). Any colorblind attempts to work on the issue may have a 

counterproductive effect on diversifying the environmental field (Pearson & Schuldt 2014). 

Therefore, all suggestions that are implemented throughout the environmental pipeline—home-

school nexus, universities, workforce, and overall field—to facilitate progress must be authentic 

and visible.  

The first recommendation is to provide quality information to underrepresented students’ 

families, an action that should occur in the home to school nexus prior to higher education 

exploration. One common barrier for students of color is familial disapproval of the discipline 

which can be counteracted by educating family members. The field of ecology, closely related to 

ENVS, faces the same diversity problem as ENVS. In the pursuit of nurturing diversity, 

Armstrong et al. (2007) recommend that ecological field representatives “inform, engage, and 

encourage'' unsupportive or unaware families of underrepresented students to be more receptive 

of their children’s fascination with the field (p. 5). As such, familial support, which plays a 

significant role in students’ career decisions, can grow over time (Armstrong et al. 2007). Outley 

(2008) notes that introducing students to the field is difficult; hence, the environmental sector 

can disseminate environmental career-related knowledge to family figures which can potentially 

improve familial perceptions of the field. If and when familial support increases, families may be 

more open to positive conversations surrounding educational experiences, which research has 
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shown to augment students’ environmental achievement (Pinder et al. 2014). Given this possible 

sequence, educating underrepresented students’ families is a starting point. 

 Within universities, reforms and recommendations occur in the form of curricula, 

training, and hiring practices. One potential reform is to execute an inclusive pedagogy by 

incorporating a diversity of scholars and topics in course readings in lieu of a single diversity 

unit (Baugh 2019; Taylor 2018). By including more scholars of color throughout the curriculum, 

environmentalism will appear to be more culturally relevant and multicultural, moving beyond 

the environmental literature canon dominated by white male authors. Even accentuating 

environmental justice within environmental programs’ curricula can be successful for diversity 

efforts (Garibay & Vincent 2018). Stressing the community engagement aspects of 

environmental justice and creating other relevant projects might attract more students of color as 

it may be more personal and meaningful to them, thus challenging the “environmentalist” 

stereotype barrier (Baugh 2019; Garibay & Vincent 2018). Beyond undergraduate curricula, 

strengthening the cultural competence of graduate students through training and reflection 

exercises is useful for a more inclusive environmental field (Haynes et al. 2015; Quigley 2015). 

Undergraduates encounter graduate students as teaching assistants, and more broadly can be 

impacted—both positively and negatively—by the graduate students’ research projects, social 

media, and organizing efforts. Furthermore, institutions need to hire more faculty and staff of 

color within environmental degree programs to build momentum for a better racial climate 

within the whole department (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Taylor 2010). The restructuring of 

course material; requiring of diversity, equity, and inclusion training; and hiring of a diverse 

teaching and support labor force constitute three foundational university-specific 

recommendations upon which to build additional programs and efforts. 
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 Upon completion of higher education, the environmental workforce can take substantial 

action in facilitating a smoother transition and better work environment for alumni of color. For 

instance, environmental organizations can use conferences, community-based programs, 

partnerships with colleges, LinkedIn, and other hiring websites to purposefully recruit qualified 

incoming professionals of color (Outley 2008; Taylor 2018). Once hired, the workforce may do 

some of the following: establishing a diversity and inclusion strategic plan; revising mission 

statements to reflect diversity efforts; setting aside additional money for a diversity budget; 

strengthening cultural competence; engaging with diverse stakeholders; creating more 

scholarships; and shifting its paradigm to be more critical towards environmentalism’s racist 

history (Haynes et al. 2015; Outley 2008; Taylor 2018; Weintraub et al. 2011). These 

recommendations indicate that there is a lot of room for improvement within the workforce.  

 One prominent theme from a plethora of scholars is the importance of mentorship to 

ensure underrepresented students thrive in environmental fields, indicating a crucial 

recommendation that can be used throughout the field (Bowser et al. 2012; Haynes et al. 2015; 

Miao & Cagle 2020; Outley 2008; Taylor 2007, 2008, 2018). Nurturing underrepresented 

students’ interests at the beginning of their undergraduate careers in environmentalism can 

promote academic success, as well as be beneficial for the environmental workforce in the long-

run (Taylor 2007, 2018). A research study by Miao and Cagle (2020) found that mentoring from 

environmental professionals, especially of the same race and ethnicity, strongly impacts 

students’ environmental identities. However, a barrier for underrepresented students is that they 

may be unable to find mentors in the field (or those mentors may already be overcommitted to 

other students) compared to their white peers (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Miao & Cagle 2020; 

Outley 2008; Taylor 2010, 2018). Thus, a recommendation is to formalize collegiate mentorship 
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programs for students of color as this can facilitate connection building amongst students who 

can serve as necessary ‘cultural models’ (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Outley 2008). Since there is 

an immense amount of scholarly support that points to mentoring as an effective method to 

attract and retain underrepresented students within the environmental field, further exploring this 

recommendation is warranted.  

  

The Art of Mentorship  

 Mentorship is a learning relationship between an expert and a protégé in which the expert 

guides the protégé on their personal or professional trajectories (Good et al. 2000; Williams 

2004). It is often over a long period of time with frequent contact to build and strengthen the 

relationship (Coles 2011; Minor 2007; Nick et al. 2012; Williams & Grant 2012). Mentoring 

relationships can occur throughout people’s pathways from secondary school to higher education 

to the workplace. Within college institutions, peer mentoring is a common form of mentorship, 

which is when the individuals are on similar levels whether it be by power, age, or experience 

(Douglass et al. 2013; Lacther & Ruland 2018; Terrion & Leonard 2007). Peer mentoring is a 

valuable approach that can be implemented within higher education institutions given its many 

benefits.  

When successfully implemented in higher education settings, peer mentorship is a 

mutually beneficial relationship. For student mentors, they might feel a sense of enjoyment from 

the process because they can witness and assist with their mentee’s development (Good et al. 

2000; Kocadere 2015; Lachter & Ruland 2018). Another benefit for mentors is the improvement 

in individual skills such as self-awareness, communication, and problem-solving (Douglass et al. 

2013; Good et al. 2000). Mentors can also see personal growth and an increase in their own self-
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esteem (Carpintero 2015). Moreover, mentors tend to have better academic satisfaction and 

professional development as they network within their environment (Lachter & Ruland 2018). 

As for mentees, they are more socially adjusted to the new college environment with assistance 

from their mentors (Holt & Fifer 2018; Leidenfrost et al. 2014). In addition to the newfound 

familiarization of the campus, novices receive direct emotional and psychosocial support (Jacobi 

1991; Kocadere 2015). These younger students also receive academic support as their mentors 

can serve as role models and share their academic experiences as fitting (Eller et al. 2013; Holt & 

Fifer 2018). While peer mentoring may first appear to be one-sided, the mentor-mentee 

relationship is a rewarding process for both individuals.   

Success can transcend past individual benefits as mentorship programs can be worthwhile 

at the institutional level. Underrepresented students may face isolation, unfamiliarity with course 

materials/curriculum, a lack of awareness of their background, and other significant challenges, 

which affect their perceptions of the university’s racial climate. As a result, racially 

underrepresented groups may especially benefit more than their white counterparts from a 

mentorship program (Coles 2011; Good et al. 2000; Jacobi 1991; Minor 2007). With the 

existence of such a program, students of color can feel valued and have a stronger ‘cultural 

congruity’, where they feel comfortable and represented in a university environment that 

connects to their home and community experience (Castellanos et al. 2016). In turn, retention 

rates for underrepresented groups improve from mentorship (Good et al. 2000; Holt & Fifer 

2018), and in a virtuous cycle, higher retention rates can slowly enhance the institutional racial 

climate. Promotion of mentorship programs facilitates diversity and inclusion in a bottom-up 

fashion in universities, which can aid ENVS degree programs.  
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 For a healthy and successful mentorship program, certain qualities and characteristics of 

the mentor are ideal. For instance, the mentor should be empathetic and supportive to address the 

needs and build a connection with the novice (Carpintero 2015; Cramer & Prentice-Dunn 2007; 

Douglass et al. 2013; Kocadere 2015; Terrion & Leonard 2007; Williams & Grant 2012). 

Mentors should also radiate passion and enthusiasm to spark mentees’ interests (Cho et al. 2011; 

Cramer & Prentice-Dunn 2007; Eller et al. 2013; Terrion & Leonard 2007). Another important 

quality is that mentors should have high-quality communication skills, whether it be active 

listening, advising, or setting plans (Carpintero 2015; Douglass et al. 2013; Eller et al. 2013; 

Good et al. 2000; Kocadere 2015; Lesser 1995; Nick et al. 2012; Terrion & Leonard 2007; 

Williams & Grant 2012; Williams 2004). Student mentors should also be flexible, available, and 

committed to their mentees to ensure ongoing communication for a better connection (Grant 

2012; Kocadere 2015; Lesser 1995). Finally, peer mentors should be able to identify potential in 

mentees, hold them accountable to high standards, and help them set and achieve attainable goals 

(Eller et al. 2013; Williams 2004). In addition to possessing these traits, for an effective 

mentorship dynamic, mentors should know what is expected of them.  

The overall mentor-mentee relationship is a new dynamic for students to navigate, which 

will come with obstacles. A major issue for mentors is time commitment as some peer mentors 

may be high achievers and overextend themselves; nevertheless, this can be mitigated if 

programs include a focus on time management to identify whether mentors’ schedules have the 

ability to incorporate mentoring (Terrion & Leonard 2007). Another complication is the fact that 

mentees may perceive the peer mentor as either a therapist or tutor, something that goes beyond 

the expected role of the mentor (Lachter & Ruland 2018). To prevent this, peer mentors need to 

establish boundaries with mentees and avoid extensive coddling to promote emotional maturity; 
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to know on-campus resources for future referrals; and to be trained in prospective problems 

(Cramer & Prentice-Dunn 2007). Programmatic design can be useful in alleviating these 

difficulties.  

 The effectiveness of mentoring programs is influenced by programmatic design and 

support. One important practice of mentorship is metacognition and reflection throughout the 

process. To facilitate and encourage profound thinking, weekly reflections or journals can be 

useful in improving mentorship practices (Colvin & Ashman 2010; Good et al. 2000). Another 

procedure is that student mentors should be given time to connect with other mentors and receive 

feedback from a supervisor to promote quality mentoring (Leidenfrost et al. 2014). In addition, 

receiving support, like training, from the institution and administration is essential so peer 

mentors have a sense of direction of their new role and ensures the success of the programs 

(Coles 2011; Holt & Fifer 2018; Minor 2007; Nick et al. 2012). Compensation through course 

units or a stipend for mentors should also be considered to attract prospective peer mentors, 

recognize the effort mentoring requires, and expand mentoring opportunities to those with less 

economic privilege (Cramer & Prentice-Dunn 2007; Minor 2007). Amidst all these suggestions, 

peer mentorship programs have the potential to be successfully administered. These best 

practices and potential outcomes of mentorship, combined with the historical challenges ENVS 

fields face in attracting and retaining diverse students, creates a prime opportunity for the 

emergence of a potential ENVS mentorship program to help fill the gaps of racial diversity in the 

field.  

 

Conclusion 
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 Scholarly research shows that ENVS undergraduates of color in the environmental field 

may encounter many obstacles from both inside and outside collegiate institutions. From racial 

discrimination to lack of familial support, underrepresented students may face more difficulties 

than their white peers. As a result, numerous recommendations and reforms can be utilized 

throughout the field. One recommendation is to promote mentoring students of color in 

environmentalism to nurture their success (Bowser et al. 2012; Haynes et al. 2015; Miao & 

Cagle 2020; Outley 2008; Taylor 2007, 2008, 2018). Implementation of mentorship programs 

within collegiate institutions can be an effective approach to remedy the experiences of ENVS 

students of color and progress towards a diverse environmental field, given the many benefits of 

mentoring at the individual and institutional level. The UCSC ENVS Department may find a 

mentorship program as advantageous for their own underrepresented students, so investigating 

and conducting research on the lived experiences of students of color can help inform the design 

of such a program.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

 

In order to address the two questions driving my project, I conducted a two-part research 

study that brought together primary and secondary data and qualitative and quantitative methods. 

In the first study, I synthesized four different sets of pre-existing data from various units within 

UCSC to contextualize the ENVS Department in a race-based analysis. In the second study, I 

interviewed 12 students and alumni of color to capture their own lived experiences in ENVS.  

 

RESEARCH STUDY #1: Existing Data Sets 

 In my first study, I aim to answer the first research question, “How do undergraduate 

students of color perceive the racial climate in ENVS?”. I compiled and synthesized data from 

the ENVS student statistics from the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Policy 

Studies (IRAPS); UC Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES); People of Color 

Sustainability Collective (PoCSC); and ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey to explore 

perceptions of diversity and inclusion within ENVS. Bringing together these different data sets 

from various on-campus organizations with different purposes provided a comprehensive 

understanding of ENVS demographics, curricula, skill acquisition, student success metrics, and 

diversity and inclusion efforts. 

 

IRAPS Data: Student Statistics and UCUES 

The IRAPS office collects and analyzes statistical data for all departments across the 

UCSC campus. It often collaborates with other UC campuses’ IRAPS-equivalent offices to make 

broader comparisons and claims for the UC system’s benefit. Their responsibilities include: (1) 

enumerating undergraduates in each major department by race/ethnicity, residential college, and 
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gender, and (2) implementing, analyzing, and disseminating the results from UCUES, which is 

the University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey. 

The first set of IRAPS data is available to the public on their website. This includes 

enrollment statistics of UCSC students by major which can also be filtered by race and ethnicity. 

For this data, I created some of my own graphs as well as edited pre-existing ones that I received 

from the UCSC Sustainability Director, Elida Erickson, that were previously constructed by Dr. 

Chris Benner to showcase undergraduate and graduate demographics. Dr. Benner’s analysis 

included data on the racial demographics of all UCSC faculty members, but IRAPS did not have 

the racial composition of ENVS faculty. To fill in the gaps of missing data, I utilized the 

Wayback Machine, an Internet Archive website, to obtain 2019 ENVS faculty data. Most of the 

data showcased from IRAPS, excluding the UCUES, are from 2019.  

UCUES is distributed every two years to all undergraduates across all the UC campuses. 

Sections in this research instrument include the following: satisfaction, academic experience, 

academic engagement, educational experience, academic development, major evaluation, 

campus climate, background, and other student-life aspects (Regents of the University of 

California 2020). Most questions are Likert-scale with prompts like, “Overall, I feel comfortable 

with the climate diversity and inclusion in my classes” and “I feel that I belong at this 

University.” Although neither UCSC nor ENVS-specific, IRAPS can filter the data as necessary 

to examine how UCSC ENVS students answered the survey, and even further, how these 

students can be disaggregated by race and ethnicity. I was able to obtain such detailed analysis 

from IRAPS for the 2020 UCUES with assistance from Randy Uang, Survey Research Analyst. I 

also showcase some findings that were analyzed in the 2018 UCUES ENVS Executive Summary 

for UCSC that I received from the ENVS Department. The total number of ENVS respondents 
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for the 2018 UCUES was 162 undergraduates whereas the 2020 UCUES had approximately 106 

valid responses. Comparing the 2018 and 2020 UCUES could potentially reveal any changes to 

ENVS undergraduates within the two years.  

 

PoCSC Data 

In addition to IRAPS, the PoCSC (People of Color Sustainability Collective, a 

partnership between the Ethnic Resource Centers, Colleges Nine and Ten, and Sustainability 

Office) is another important unit on campus researching students’ lived experiences and 

perceptions, precisely on sustainability. In the spring of 2019, PoCSC released its campus-wide 

survey on environmental sustainability to all undergraduate students, an effort called for within 

the 2017-2022 Campus Sustainability Plan under the category of Learning and Culture. There 

were 29 questions in total, a mix of Likert-scale, multiple choice (both single and multiple 

answers), ranking, and open-ended questions. While the survey was advertised to the whole 2019 

undergraduate population of 16,231 students, a total of 2,546 undergraduates filled out this 5-to-

10-minute survey, a 15.69% response rate (IRAPS 2019). I was able to receive specific data from 

the campus-wide survey with assistance from Dr. Lu and an ENVS and PoCSC-affiliated 

graduate student, Tashina Vavuris. This PoCSC data enabled me to see UCSC student responses 

to questions specifically related to environmental and sustainability issues.  

 

ENVS Departmental Data  

In December 2017, the ENVS Department distributed a one-time Google Form survey 

entitled, “Alumni insights for the future of Environmental Studies at UC Santa Cruz,” in an 

email to 1,200 ENVS undergraduate alumni. Seventy-three alumni, whose graduation years 
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ranged from 1972 to 2003, answered both Likert-scale and open-ended questions. The 10-minute 

survey contained questions that surrounded their current career positions, types of experiences 

within the department that were useful, essential skills for post-college lives, and departmental 

advice. This is the only ENVS administered survey to my knowledge. It is also important to note 

that it collected insights from the general pool of ENVS alumni and did not ask participants for 

their race/ethnicity. 

 

RESEARCH STUDY #2: Semi-Structured Interviews 

For my own data collection, I conducted semi-structured interviews with a total of 12 

students and alumni of color over the course of Winter quarter. Their responses, which conveyed 

their experiences, perspectives, and opinions, provide more depth in addressing my first research 

question, “How do undergraduate students of color perceive the racial climate in ENVS?”. These 

data also inform my second research question, “What are the practices, specifically around 

mentoring, that contribute to the success and well-being of undergraduate students of color in 

ENVS?” by obtaining direct departmental recommendations from my interviewees.  

 Interview questionnaires for current students and alumni were nearly identical (see 

Appendix). The only difference between the two questionnaires was that alumni were asked 

some questions in the past tense due to their completed student status. Each questionnaire had 12 

questions, with some broken into sub-questions for students and alumni to elaborate, offering a 

more nuanced understanding of their experiences. These questions were both open-ended to 

elicit in-depth information right away, as well as closed-ended with a “why or why not?” for 

further explanation. All questions pertained to their background, personal experiences, feelings, 

opinions, challenges, and departmental advice as people of color in the major.  
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 In developing the research instrument, I pretested the semi-structured interview 

questionnaire with an alum of color. The pretest provided me the opportunity to assess different 

question interpretations. For example, I learned that my original question, “Have you ever 

experienced any microaggressions?” was too confining, so I changed it to, “Are you aware of 

any microaggressions or other subtle remarks in the major about race/ethnicity that led you or 

other people feeling uncomfortable?” to evoke more responses. My question, “Have you ever 

witnessed white fragility?” was also considered to be restrictive and limited to those who already 

understood what the term meant. It was adapted to be worded as, “Do you think the 

disproportionate number of students and faculty who identify as white affect the department, if at 

all? If yes, in what ways?” If students and alumni of color do not have a first-hand experience, a 

subpart to this question is, “Have you witnessed other people’s discomfort when talking about 

race/ethnicity in the major (i.e., white fragility or white privilege)?”. With feedback from the 

alum who assisted me with the pretest and my faculty sponsors, some other questions were 

edited for clarity purposes and expanded upon with new subparts before administering to the rest 

of the undergraduate and alumni population.  

After finalizing my research instrument, I specified the criteria under which people would 

be selected for the study. One criterion was identification as Black, Indigenous, and/or a person 

of color, as I am interested in BIPOC students’ perspectives. (The “and/or” refers to the fact that 

some may be multiracial). Another prerequisite is that participants had to major in ENVS, either 

as a single major, combined major, or double major. Agroecology majors were accepted as some 

students might have made the switch to the newly offered major. While alumni participants 

could be transfer students, I determined that current students of color had to be of junior or senior 

standing and entered UCSC their freshman year, due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
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and disruption to in-person instruction. The last requirement is that graduation dates for alumni 

of color should not exceed more than 7 years, given issues of memory/recall and departmental 

change over time.  

Upon finalizing the screening criteria, outreach for prospective interviewees was carried 

out with assistance from many in the ENVS Department. For the current undergraduate 

population, I wrote scripts ahead of time for graduate students and my research assistant to 

advertise within their ENVS courses. These scripts explained my purpose for the research, what 

their possible involvement entailed, and the screening criteria. Alongside the verbal 

introductions, I created a recruitment flyer that was shared throughout the department, 

specifically through the ENVS Internship Office with assistance from Chris Krohn. I also used a 

snowball sampling method to recruit participants as I outreached to individuals in my own 

academic network and those of my faculty sponsors. Some participants who finished the 

interview process were asked to spread my flyer or word of the research project to other potential 

individuals who might be interested, thereby increasing awareness of my research. While 

interviewees were later compensated for their time, I did not advertise any financial 

compensation before anyone’s interview.  

The advertising process enabled me to successfully interview a total of 12 interviewees 

who come from very diverse backgrounds and have varying experiences within the major. In the 

end, I interviewed an almost even numerical split of ENVS alumni and current students of color. 

Of the 12 interviewees, 7 were alumni and 5 were current students of color. All interviewees 

except one were in the single ENVS major as opposed to combined ENVS majors, which 

maximized their number of courses in the department. The exception was an Agroecology major. 

There were two interviewees in specific ENVS concentrations, namely the Agroecology and 
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Global Environmental Justice concentrations. Also, five individuals either pursued or were 

pursuing a double major in the Division of Social Sciences, and two others were interested in a 

minor elsewhere. Only two participants used he/him pronouns, one used they/them, and the 

remaining utilized she/her pronouns. I interviewed a racially diverse group of people that 

included a combination of Black, Indigenous, Asian, Hispanic/Latinx, Middle Eastern, and white 

perspectives.  

All interviews were conducted on Zoom with locations dependent on each participant. 

Interviews ranged from 45 minutes to an hour and 30 minutes, with a proposed finishing time of 

an hour. Time variability of the interviews was determined by any Zoom complications, my 

question probing, interviewees’ schedules and willingness to stay longer, and participants’ 

conciseness and desired depth of responses.  

 

IRB Approval 

I submitted an application to the UCSC Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human 

Subjects. However, because the focus of the research was to assess people’s experiences and 

satisfaction with their educational experience, with a focus on informing programs to support 

student success, this project did not classify as ‘research’ by the federal definition. The IRB 

deemed my application (Protocol #HS3851) as not meeting the generalizable knowledge 

requirement, which entails that research is applicable to the greater population of those who are 

not directly involved in this research. Instead, the IRB perceived my research study to be 

categorized as a program evaluation/improvement, a decision that does not require IRB approval.  

This IRB decision left me ambivalent. I was concerned that without IRB review and 

approval, some potential participants might be disinclined to participate. However, not waiting 
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for IRB approval allowed me to begin the interview process earlier, likely increasing the number 

of individuals I interviewed. Regardless, I did not encounter anyone who changed their decision 

to participate after disclosing the fact that the project was not deemed necessary for IRB review. 

Even though my case study is not defined as research by the federal definition, I still 

aimed to protect participants. Interviewees were informed that I could not guarantee full 

confidentiality as third parties can intercept data. Further, I shared some of my safety protocols 

such as a private interview location, codes in lieu of participant names, secure data storage 

system, and future deletion of video recordings upon thesis completion to protect their identities. 

Participants were also told that they were allowed to withdraw from the study at any time so they 

were not bound by their initial agreement to be interviewed.  

 

Data Analysis 

 My research includes both qualitative and quantitative data, so analyses differed for each 

category. For the pre-existing data, most were often already analyzed, as in the case of the 

PoCSC and UCUES data. In comparison, the ENVS alumni survey was not analyzed. During the 

time period that I was obtaining these university data sets, I was simultaneously in the process of 

conducting interviews. As a result, I decided to highlight and analyze the ENVS alumni survey 

and PoCSC data that were focused on courses and environmental topics based on already 

emerging themes from my qualitative research. The UCUES data is focalized on students’ 

abilities, cultural competencies, and thoughts on diversity and inclusion within ENVS.  

When possible, I tried to do race-based analyses to determine if there were differences 

between students of color and white students’ perceptions. Although the PoCSC, UCUES, 

IRAPS, and ENVS alumni survey data originate from various on-campus units with different 
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methodologies and research constituents, the findings provide the opportunity to encourage 

critical discourse on diversity and inclusion efforts within ENVS when intertwined.   

 With respect to my own data collection, I undertook most of my own analysis with 

guidance from my faculty sponsors and some collaboration with my research assistant. I video 

recorded all the interviews on Zoom. I used the Glaserian Grounded Theory of qualitative 

research (Braun & Clarke 2019), resulting in less formalized and extensive coding practices. 

Some of the last couple of interviews have full Zoom transcriptions once UCSC enabled this 

functionality; the automatic transcriptions have many errors but also save a great deal of time. 

Even with the transcriptions, I wrote memos, partial quotations, and timestamps down during my 

process of re-watching all 12 Zoom recordings. My research assistant also helped me with 

transcriptions. 

 

Limitations  

 There were many limitations of this research project. In terms of the pre-existing data 

sets, triangulating data from 4 different sources posed a lot of challenges from the sources 

themselves.  

In terms of IRAPS, it is important to note that I did not showcase the 2020 ENVS 

statistical data of undergraduates, graduates, and faculty since most data were not publicly 

available yet and the 2020-2021 school year is still in progress. Seeing the full extent of 

significant changes between 2019 and 2020 data could have been interesting, especially since the 

ENVS faculty diversity status improved in 2020. 

For IRAPS’ 2019 student statistics, it is imperative to know that the undergraduate 

student statistics were most likely an underestimate of the number of students in the major. More 
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ENVS students go unnoticed and untracked as they do not formally put ENVS as a proposed 

major. There may also be students who switch into ENVS from other majors towards the end of 

their undergraduate careers. Although unofficially confirmed, the estimated number of ENVS 

students in 2019 is projected to be around 800 students, according to the ENVS Department.  

An additional constraint was that I did not have the opportunity to determine the racial 

demographics for faculty in the Division of Social Sciences so the faculty figure presented in the 

next chapter is not as robust compared to figures for the undergraduates and graduate students.  

Furthermore, I compared 2018 and 2020 UCUES data which came with its own 

difficulties. For instance, the 2018 UCUES ENVS Executive Summary was already analyzed so 

I could have perhaps done a deeper analysis if I had the raw data. Also, both UCUES data sets 

were voluntary and had smaller sample sizes in comparison to the actual departmental 

enrollment numbers. In particular, the 2018 UCUES skills section had a valid sample pool of 

115, compared to the 71 respondents for 2020. In addition, the 2018 data had a higher respondent 

count of 150 for questions pertaining to a sense of belonging and diversity, unlike the 2020 

results which received around 100 valid responses. These sample sizes should be noted.  

The PoCSC data had the most complete and clearly explicated data. The large sample 

who took this survey is representative of the undergraduate population in terms of racial and 

ethnic composition.  

The ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey only generated 73 responses out of 1,200 

alumni, a 6% response rate, representing a significant non-response bias. This departmentally-

sanctioned survey also had all of its findings compiled in a single document, thus not affording 

me the ability to analyze results by race and ethnicity.  
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My own data collection had limitations as well. My entire process in formulating, 

designing, and implementing this thesis has coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

dramatically changed how I was able to conduct research and engage with my faculty advisors 

and research assistant. With respect to the interview portion, the pandemic had restricted my 

research collection in a few ways. One limitation in regards to recruitment was the decrease in 

the pool of potential current undergraduate students of color interviewees. Eligibility 

requirements were more restrictive for current underrepresented students than the alumni of 

color. Since students would discuss personal experiences in the major and the sudden transition 

to remote learning seized students’ college lives, current transfer students were not eligible to 

participate as their UCSC experiences were even more limited. Diminished college experiences 

of interviewees were yet another constraint. Current students of color might not have had enough 

to discuss since their in-person college experiences were shortened. Also, some students’ 

responses were focused on their ENVS Zoom experiences, which is not fully applicable to 

improving the in-person academic learning experience. Furthermore, the commitment to a Zoom 

interview during a time of substantial Zoom fatigue might not be preferred compared to in-

person interviews for some, possibly lowering the number of willing interviewees. For instance, 

the Zoom application may be impersonal and detaching to some, so an in-person presence might 

have made it easier to pick up both facial expressions and body language throughout the 

interviews. This would allow me to demonstrate empathy better than being connected by a video 

screen, possibly affecting my participants’ comfort. Regardless of Zoom’s attributes, the 

majority of participants appeared to be comfortable and engaged during the interviews.  

An additional Zoom limitation was Internet connectivity issues. During a couple of 

interviews, some participants magically disappeared for a short duration of time. Also, audio 
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sometimes lagged amidst certain sessions, disrupting the flow of conversations. While Zoom is 

imperfect, it still allowed me to conduct this research in a remote setting.  

Beyond COVID-19 and Zoom-induced difficulties, it should be stressed that my sample 

was not randomly selected. Instead, all interviews were voluntary especially since I did not 

advertise and incentivize the research project with compensation. Some students and alumni of 

color might not have been able to dedicate time for an hour-long interview and others may not 

have had strong enough opinions to be interested in my research. Interviewees were dependent 

on their willingness to be interviewed, time, and interest. Due to this, my recruitment falls victim 

to voluntary bias. 

 Lastly, I did not advertise through the ENVS Advising Office as I reached my ideal 

interviewee quota earlier than expected. Final interviewees were those who heard of my project 

by word of mouth, through their classes, or through the ENVS Internship Office. There may have 

been more interested participants if my flyer was advertised to the whole ENVS undergraduate 

population, but I would have turned them down because of time constraints if I received more 

inquiries. Therefore, more research on this topic should be done in the future as there will be 

even more ENVS students and alumni of color with unique experiences whose voices should be 

heard. 

 Even though there were numerous limitations throughout the process, this thesis provides 

a valuable opportunity to highlight and center the voices of ENVS students and alumni of color 

for a historically white discipline to facilitate progress for a more racially inclusive department 

and university.  
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CHAPTER 4: SURVEY RESULTS  

 

 My research findings are presented in two chapters. In this chapter, I focus on the results 

from pre-existing data sets (IRAPS, UCUES, PoCSC, and ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey) 

that are relevant to my research questions. In Chapter 5, I share my findings from my one-on-one 

interviews. As I elaborate, the data show a disproportionate representation of white 

undergraduates, graduates, and faculty in ENVS; improvement in ENVS underrepresented 

students’ academic skills; stagnation in ENVS underrepresented students’ sense of belonging; 

support for more environmental justice and related classes; and desire for mentoring within 

ENVS.  

 

IRAPS Data 

 As previously discussed in Chapter 1, the racial demographics of the environmental field 

and academic discipline are white-dominated. To better understand the ENVS Department’s 

racial composition, the following table and figures showcase the 2019 campus data for ENVS 

undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty. There is also a figure that depicts the demand 

trends of the ENVS major over time. The IRAPS data below demonstrates that the ENVS 

Department reflects the racial composition of the mainstream environmental movement.  

 

Table 1. A revised table of IRAP’s (2019) count of UCSC ENVS undergraduate students by 

race/ethnicity in Fall 2019. 
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Based on departmental statistics in Table 1, the main finding is that members of racially 

marginalized groups constituted 50% of students in the ENVS major in 2019. (This percentage 

excludes international and students for whom we do not have data on race and ethnicity). 

However, when comparing the percentage of white students in the ENVS major to other 

departments in the Division of Social Sciences, it is clear that ENVS had the highest percentage 

at 46.1% (IRAPS 2019).  

Figure 2 illustrates the racial demographics within ENVS at the undergraduate level in 

relation to the rest of campus in 2019. White students represented 30% of the Division of the 

Social Sciences and 31% of the total undergraduate UCSC population, signifying an 

overrepresentation of white students in ENVS major at 46.1%. Students of color could 

potentially feel isolated from their peers since the ENVS major is still predominantly white 

(Garibay & Vincent 2018; Outley 2008).  
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Figure 2. 2019 ENVS undergraduates’ racial demographics in relation to UCSC campus (IRAPS 

2019). 

 

Figure 3. 2019 ENVS graduate students’ racial demographics in relation to UCSC campus 

(IRAPS 2019). 
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Figure 4. 2019 ENVS faculty’s racial demographics in relation to UCSC campus (IRAPS 2019; 

UCSC 2019). 

 

Graduate students and faculty exhibit similar patterns to the ENVS undergraduate 

demographics. Figure 3 shows that white ENVS graduate students were extremely 

overrepresented at 67% when compared to the statistics of the Division of Social Sciences and 

the UCSC campus. In 2019, there were mostly white faculty members with 25% Asian 

professors (Figure 4), yet it is still more diverse than the nation as a whole, with only 11% of 

faculty of color in environmental fields (Taylor 2010). It should be noted that since these data, 

two Latina faculty members have joined ENVS. However, this lack of racial diversity at the 

graduate and faculty levels at UCSC can still have implications for underrepresented groups. 

This could be in the form of the inability to find a mentor or negative feelings that arise from a 

lack of representation (Taylor 2010). These implications are especially probable for the 
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Hispanic/Latinx students who comprise 26% of the ENVS undergraduate student body, as well 

as any Black, Indigenous, and Pacific Islander folx (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 5. The demand count for all proposed and declared ENVS majors over the decade by 

ethnicity (IRAPS n.d.).  

 

 
Note This graph is adapted from the data tables from IRAPS (n.d.). It totals all the proposed and 

declared ENVS, ENVS/Biology, ENVS/Earth Sciences, and ENVS/Econ students. In addition, 

students who double majored were counted as .5 within each major, explaining any potential 

lower numbers in comparison to Table 1. Also, neither international nor unknown students were 

accounted for within this graph.  
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Figure 5 encapsulates ENVS undergraduate enrollment numbers over the past decade; it 

shows a couple of key trends. The first is a sharp decline in the popularity of ENVS among white 

students, who decreased in interest by over one-half (approximately 210 students) of its initial 

population since 2010.  

Further, the demand count among students of color visually appears to be stagnant over 

the past decade, fluctuating up and down from 2010 to 2017 and declining since. The range of 

demand for students of color is approximately 348 to 280 students, or 68 students over the 

decade, revealing that there is not a lot of variation in numbers for students of color in 

comparison to white students. 

Furthermore, the demand for the major has been the recorded lowest it has been in the 

past decade. Despite students of color exhibiting more interest than their counterparts in 2019-

2020, both students of color and white students are not as interested in the major compared to the 

previous years.  

 When comparing the two trend lines, it is evident that the racial climate in the ENVS 

major by numerical means has improved over the past decade since students of color are now 

slightly more interested in ENVS than white students (Figure 5). Still, Figure 2 shows that there 

is much more work to be done so the ENVS undergraduate racial composition can mirror the 

campus demographics, and further escape the mainstream environmental movement’s 

demographics. Next, I examine how these demographics translate into students’ skills and sense 

of belonging through UCUES data.  

 

UCUES  
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 Part of the UCUES research instrument asked seniors to report their competencies in a 

range of skills such as critical thinking, interpersonal skills, ability to conduct research, ability to 

discuss global issues, and much more. As reported in the 2018 UCUES ENVS Executive 

Summary,  

 

 Asian American students reported significantly lower writing, oral communication,  

leadership, and general research skills compared to their White, non-Hispanic peers (30-

52% vs. 61-78% very good/excellent). Hispanic/Latinx students also reported 

significantly lower writing and general research skills compared to their White, non-

Hispanic peers (39-57% vs. 64-78% very good/excellent). In the remaining core 

competencies, Asian American, Hispanic/Latinx, and White, non-Hispanic students 

reported similar levels of skills. When evaluating their multicultural competencies, Asian 

American students reported significantly lower proficiencies in analyzing global issues 

compared to both Hispanic/Latinx and White, non-Hispanic ENVS seniors (29% vs. 59-

72% very good/excellent) (IRAPS 2018, p. 8).  

  

This summary reveals that there were statistically significant differences in performance skills 

between Asian, Hispanic/Latinx, and white ENVS senior students in 2018, a finding that points 

to barriers inhibiting their academic and professional growth among underrepresented students. 

The exact reasons for these disparities are unknown, but scholarly literature shows that ENVS 

students of color may undergo significant challenges both inside and outside the institution (e.g., 

tokenism, racism, inability to connect with the curriculum) which could potentially affect their 

academic success.   

 Now over 2 years later, Tables 2 and 3 showcase UCUES results from Spring of 2020 for 

some of the selected skills mentioned in the previous quote. Statistical analysis performed by 

IRAPS’ Randy Uang revealed that the skills and cultural competencies amongst the last cohort of 

ENVS seniors did not have any statistically significant differences (p < .05) between Asian-

American, Hispanic/Latinx, and white students. Additionally, some of these reported self-
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assessment skills for Asian-American and Hispanic/Latinx students improved from previous 

years, an encouraging finding.  

 

Table 2. 2020 UCUES results of self-reported ENVS senior students’ skills by ethnicity (IRAPS 

2020).  

 
 

 

Table 3. 2020 UCUES results of self-reported ENVS seniors’ global and cultural competencies 

by ethnicity (IRAPS 2020).  
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As ENVS seniors’ skills across ethnic groups were reported to not be statistically 

different for the 2020 UCUES data, a similar finding is seen when all ENVS UCUES takers 

answered their personal comfort levels on diversity and inclusion at UCSC (Table 4). Another 

analysis by Randy Uang revealed that there were no significant differences between racial 

groups again when it came to Likert scale prompts like, “I feel that I belong at this university” 

and “Overall, I feel comfortable with the climate for diversity and inclusiveness in my classes” 

(Regents of the University of California 2020). In previous years, there were reported differences 

between students of color and white students for these couple of questions. However, in this 

year, white students had lower ratings for the departmental climate as the ratings for 

underrepresented students remained stagnant, a key finding. Since the percentages of 

respondents who rated “strongly agree” and “agree” ranged from 41% to 60%, Asian-American, 

Hispanic/Latinx, and white students collectively reflect a moderate sense of belonging and 
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comfort with the campus climate. The context as to why there were no differences for Tables 2, 

3, and 4 and why white students’ ratings decreased for Table 4 are unknown. Regardless, the fact 

that there were previous differences in the past should not be ignored as UCSC should ensure 

that students’ skills and sense of belonging increases moving forward. 

The other main discovery from Table 4 is that a substantial majority of ENVS students 

across ethnic groups strongly agreed or agreed with the statement, “Diversity is important to me” 

(IRAPS 2020). Since diversity is reportedly important to a lot of ENVS students, finding ways to 

nurture diversity is paramount.  

 

Table 4. 2020 UCUES results of ENVS students’ belonging and comfort with diversity and 

inclusiveness by ethnicity (IRAPS 2020). 

 
 

 

PoCSC 
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 Initiatives and programs, like the PoCSC, uplift the voices and experiences of people of 

color, encouraging greater inclusivity and diversity efforts in environmentalism. Although the 

PoCSC’s sample population extends beyond the ENVS Department, the following results are 

consistent with other findings.  

 

Figure 6. Percentage of UCSC undergraduates who rated environmental issues as 

‘important/very important’ to them personally, by ethnicity (The People of Color Sustainability 

Collective [PoCSC] 2019). 

 

 
 

  

When PoCSC conducted their UCSC campus-wide survey in 2019, one question asked 

students to evaluate the level of importance of specific sustainability issues to their own personal 

lives. The results in Figure 6 reveal that there are certain issues where there is a statistically 
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significant difference in the level of importance between students of color and white students 

across campus. For instance, climate change and environmental health topics were somewhat 

more valued for white students. Conservation and biodiversity protection issues were also 

moderately more important to white students than students of color. Comparatively, students of 

color were slightly more interested in topics of environmental justice and strongly valued food 

sovereignty-related issues more than their white counterparts. The last two topics of food 

security and agroecology showed no significant differences in responses. The results in Figure 6 

can help inform the ENVS Department as to what topics may be of interest to ENVS students of 

color, such as less conservation and more food sovereignty and environmental justice courses.  

 

Table 5. Percentage of UCSC undergraduates who desired more environmental justice content 

within classes and curriculum, by ethnicity (PoCSC 2019). 

 

 
Note Pacific Islander students had a small sample size so their results were omitted. 

 

When asked, “Would you like to see more attention to Environmental Justice in your 

courses or curriculum?”, Table 5 reveals that there is significant amount of support for more, in-

depth environmental justice courses across the UCSC campus. African American/Black and 

Hispanic/Latinx groups had the highest percentages at 84% and 83%, respectively. White and 
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Asian-American students were about equivalent around 75%. American Indian/Alaska Native 

students responded “yes” at 70%, while international students had the lowest “yes” response rate 

at 67%. Still, this is a resounding expression of interest in more environmental justice curricula. 

 Since Figure 6 reveals students of color are more slightly interested in environmental 

justice than white students, and Table 5 displays the fact that there is an overwhelming support 

for environmental justice in courses overall, ENVS should meet this need. As previously 

mentioned, Garibay and Vincent’s (2018) recommendation to accentuate environmental justice 

in environmental degree programs can attract and retain more students of color. These PoCSC 

data strongly support that more environmental justice courses, especially with the new Global 

Environmental Justice concentration, can be an avenue for ENVS to increase its diversity 

amongst undergraduates.  

 

ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey 

 In contrast to PoCSC data, which has a larger and more diverse research sample, the 

ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey can be presumed as having a skewed sample pool of white 

respondents based on historical trends of the department and the overall discipline. Upon 

inspecting the ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey, the selected questions and responses that 

are shown in the next five tables are centered around ideal courses, essential skills, and 

mentoring.  

Tables 6, 7, 8, and 9 asked alumni about their own personal abilities that were influential 

in their careers, essential factors to ensure success for future ENVS undergraduates, things they 

wished they learned, and suggestions to implement for future ENVS students. Since most 

questions were open-ended, alumni’s answers greatly varied from each other. While these four 
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tables focus on different questions, three similar themes are emerging from the responses that are 

relevant to this thesis.  

 

Table 6. ENVS alumni responses on their own important abilities for post-graduation 

(Environmental Studies Department [ENVS] 2017).  

 
Note n = 24 

 

Table 7. ENVS alumni responses on essential aspects for post-graduation for other ENVS 

undergraduates (ENVS 2017).  

 
Note n = 68 

 

 

Table 8. ENVS alumni responses on ideal previous learning experiences (ENVS 2017).  

 
Note n = 52 
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Table 9. ENVS alumni responses on how to improve future ENVS students’ training (ENVS 

2017). 

 
Note n = 37 

 

 

 The first theme is the importance of diversity in ideas and communities (Tables 6, 9). 

When asked about important abilities for post-graduation, the first answer in Table 6 states 

addressing environmentalism’s history, being culturally competent, and incorporating justice 

aspects. The bottom response emphasizes that having a global perspective is a ‘resource.’ Within 

Table 9, ENVS alumni expressed how to better train future ENVS students. The first highlighted 

response reveals that ENVS should be ‘better’ at providing multicultural perspectives and 

approaching environmental challenges with a global mindset. These data points ultimately 

characterize navigation of diversity as an advantage for their own and other ENVS students’ 

professional lives. While the UCUES data revealed there were no statistically significant 

differences between students of color and white students in the global and cultural competencies 

of ENVS students in 2020, Asian students reported lower multicultural skills in 2018. Framing of 

environmental issues and problems may impact future cultural competencies.  

Another relevant theme is the appreciation for socio-cultural classes and curriculum in 

the discipline (Tables 7 and 8). In Table 7, alumni were asked essential factors to ensure success 

for future ENVS undergraduates. The top response addresses that ENVS students need to have a 
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thorough knowledge of the socio-cultural aspects of the discipline. The third answer recognizes 

technical knowledge as another key asset, which refers to the ability or comprehension to fulfill 

certain tasks. The interpretation of technical knowledge in a cultural and political context could 

reveal the importance of cultural competence or comprehension of politically correct and 

culturally sensitive terminology within the field. Further, the highlighted responses in Table 8 

advocate for more socio-cultural classes within ENVS. Namely, more environmental economics, 

policy, psychology, sociology, and environmental justice classes in the discipline were listed as 

potential enhancements for alumni’s intellectual knowledge based on their reminiscing on their 

UCSC ENVS journeys. The push for environmental justice within ENVS is also supported by 

PoCSC data (Figure 6; Table 5).  

The last key theme is the importance of and desire for more mentoring. In Table 7 for 

essential aspects for the success of future ENVS students, the second response stated mentoring. 

Also, the concept of mentoring came up again when the survey asked how to improve future 

ENVS students’ professional development. Table 10 provides a clearer snapshot as to why this 

guided relationship is necessary.    

 

Table 10. A revised table of ENVS alumni responses on the importance of mentorship in ENVS 

at UCSC for their careers (ENVS 2017).  

 
Note “% Essential & Very Useful” refers to the percentage of ENVS alumni who actually 

experienced the type of mentoring in ENVS and either found it “Essential” or “Very useful” for 

their own careers. The third column, “% Essential, Very Useful, & Wish,” represents the 
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percentage of alumni who rated mentoring as “Essential,” “Very useful,” or “Did Not 

Experience, but Wished.” In other words, the third column includes alumni who would have 

liked to receive mentoring despite not actually experiencing it.   

 

One question that alumni answered was recollections of mentoring at UCSC and the 

relevance of it to their current professional careers. Table 10 conveys the fact that many alumni 

were able to experience a stratified range of mentoring from the faculty, staff, and graduate 

student levels. Of those who received faculty mentoring, 85% of alumni perceived the faculty 

mentor-mentee relationship as essential and very useful to their current careers. For staff, the 

percentage slightly decreases to 69%. Lastly, support from graduate students was reported to be 

54% essential and very useful. Since all three percentages reached a majority, these statistics 

reveal that most ENVS alumni who were given opportunities to build a mentoring dynamic with 

those in a higher position in the ENVS Department viewed these experiences as important for 

their post-undergraduate careers. However, underrepresented students may struggle to find a 

mentor who shares similar experiences as them due to the lack of racial diversity in the 

department based on the IRAPS 2019 data (Figures 3, 4). This is a significant problem given that 

scholarly literature strongly stresses the importance of a mentoring relationship for racially 

marginalized groups in the environmental field (Bowser et al. 2012; Haynes et al. 2015; Miao & 

Cagle 2020; Outley 2008; Taylor 2007, 2008, 2018). As a result, maximizing the chances for 

mentorship within ENVS and ensuring that students from underrepresented groups have the 

opportunity to connect with mentors from a similar background are essential.  

 

Conclusion 
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 The results from the IRAPS’ statistics, UCUES, PoCSC survey, and ENVS alumni 

survey provide quantitative and qualitative information about the ENVS Department and 

environmental issues more generally amongst the undergraduate population. While the IRAPS 

data shows that the ENVS Department is dominated by whiteness at the undergraduate, graduate, 

and faculty levels, there appears to be a decline in interest in the major by white and 

underrepresented students compared to previous years. Furthermore, while there were 

statistically significant differences for previous UCUES data, there were no major disparities in 

sense of belonging, comfort with diversity and inclusiveness, and academic skills between 

undergraduate racial groups in the 2020 UCUES. As for the PoCSC and ENVS alumni surveys, 

findings indicate that there may be more consequential classes and curriculum foci for 

underrepresented students that can be taken into consideration for the ENVS Department’s 

selected curriculum. Lastly, mentoring was reckoned to be an indispensable experience for a 

multitude of ENVS alumni. Applying these survey findings to the adjacent second research study 

is the next area of focus.  
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CHAPTER 5: INTERVIEW RESULTS  

 

 To complement the scholarly literature and institutional data about underrepresented 

students in environmental fields and see how it translates into the lived experiences of ENVS 

students, this chapter reports findings from 12 different one-on-one interviews of ENVS students 

and alumni of color. The purpose of this chapter is to answer my first research question, “How 

do undergraduate students of color perceive the racial climate in ENVS?”. My second research 

question, “What are the practices, specifically around mentoring, that contribute to the success 

and well-being of undergraduate students of color in ENVS?” can also be partially answered 

through the recommendations section. Most quotes were edited for clarity purposes and 

interviewees were assigned a code for privacy concerns. After transcribing and analyzing the 

interview data, I have grouped the findings under the following five themes: sense of belonging, 

racial dynamics and interactions, racial and ethnic representation, course offerings and curricula, 

and departmental improvement suggestions.  

 

Sense of Belonging 

 There were mixed responses when interviewees were asked about their connectedness 

and comfort in the ENVS major to gauge their sense of belonging. Several respondents indicated 

that they felt comfortable and connected to a couple of peers that they met in the major. For one 

participant, their sense of belonging was conditional to their surroundings. C4 expressed that 

they did not feel connected or comfortable when they were the only person of their racial group 

and/or woman of color in the classroom (20:30). Another interviewee shared that they were 

unable to find a community within ENVS despite yearning for that experience and stated, “The 
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biggest challenge [was] feeling like I was not adequate enough… At times, I genuinely believed 

I probably was not meant to be in that space” (A9, 17:48, 21:00).  

 The inability to feel a strong sense of belonging and connect with other students is often 

attributed and rooted in the lack of diversity, cultural dissonance, and differences in upbringing 

from their white peers (Garibay & Vincent 2018). Many participants echoed how the white, 

privileged environmentalist stereotype is ubiquitous within the ENVS major and its relation to 

them. For instance, an individual uttered,  

Something that I noticed is that these white people within the major have grown up 

actively participating in the environment. In terms of like they do all these nature things 

and they go camping and they do all these athletic sports in the woods and stuff… I grew 

up around many factories… Personally, I was born with very severe asthma... I’m 

coming from very different perspectives than a lot of these other people are (C6, 20:32).  

 

C6 described that they were unable to participate in the typical nature activities since they were 

raised in a very different setting, and thus did not fully connect with all of their peers. In a 

similar context, A8 ascribed their incongruence to the academic learning environment to 

dissimilar hobbies, interests, and academic passions to some people they encountered in ENVS.  

But I feel like that “type,” I didn’t really relate to on a lot of levels. There [are] so many 

people into surfing or like “let’s go plant a garden.” I don’t want to do any of that. I like 

more of the social stuff… so it’s not like I’m really hanging out with them because we 

just didn’t have a lot of interests in common (A8, 40:27).  

 

Many disclosed these experiences as something they just accepted and dealt with on their 

own. A few found their immediate community elsewhere, such as in a different major, on-

campus organization, or residential college. However, the perpetuated environmentalist 

stereotype can have implications since A2 revealed that they felt “bad” for bringing meat into the 

department to feel more connected to their cultural background, which goes against the common 

vegan lifestyle that numerous ENVS students take (11:25). As a result, most interviewees did not 
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reflect a strong sense of belonging in ENVS, conflicting with the 2020 UCUES results (IRAPS 

2020); for the most part, these sentiments originate from the departmental whiteness, cultural 

homogeneity, and life experiences.  

 

Racial Dynamics and Interactions 

The overrepresentation of white undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty within the 

ENVS Department often resulted in less-than-ideal situations and interactions for students and 

alumni of color (IRAPS 2019). While a few interviewees did not have any problematic, direct 

experiences with racism, many participants expressed a lot of frustration, annoyance, and 

discomfort because they had to deal with others’ fragility, privilege, colorblindness, and 

inexperience in racial issues. 

 

Microaggressions and Ignorance 

A handful of microaggressions were documented, shown to adversely affect students’ 

self-esteem (Nadal et al. 2014). When asked about general challenges in ENVS or experiencing 

microaggressions, a couple of interviewees provided stories. One individual revealed that they 

were on the receiving end of several microaggressions. This often took the form of, “People just 

assuming things about me… being the only Mexican woman sometimes, like ‘oh you must know 

all this stuff about Mexico’ or ‘you must be this gatekeeper of Mexican heritage’… ‘you must 

know how to speak Spanish’” (A9, 25:09). For this interviewee, these direct and frequent 

experiences with microaggressions begot their constant questioning on their place in the 

department (A9, 22:37).  
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Besides detrimental cultural assumptions, students and alumni of color heard, dealt with, 

and experienced many different configurations of ignorance throughout the department. One 

participant expressed, “There was a hefty quantity of ignorance that I interacted and engaged 

with frequently [at the undergraduate level]” (A1, 13:00). Another respondent revealed that a 

Ph.D. student once would “not [admit] that environmental justice occurs here in the [United] 

States” (A10, 15:05). In addition, one individual heard faculty using “outdated language” (A11, 

26:17). As A1, A10, and A11 revealed problematic experiences, it shows that these occurrences 

happen at all levels throughout the department—undergraduates, graduate students, and faculty.  

 

Classroom Discussions 

 Unfavorable racial dynamics often took place in both one-on-one settings and full 

classroom discussions surrounding race and ethnicity, where the latter produced a lot of 

discomfort for all students and sometimes professors. Troublesome comments like, “I don’t think 

that communities of color care about eating healthy” or ‘the differences between races aren’t that 

bad,” have also been previously said in the department (C6, 37:22; A12, 29:18). According to 

several, it would constantly be white men who would exert their power in discussions and make 

these small but damaging comments, as seen through the following quote. 

…[T]here were some classes and just without fail was always… a cisgender white man, 

who felt super comfortable just expressing his problematic opinion and centering it in 

dialogue… In those classes, it felt very uncomfortable. There were times where there 

were arguments with people just shutting down conversations and defending colonial 

history in some regards (A12, 13:43).   

 

When these unpleasant conversations took place, A12 revealed that professors would sometimes 

take back control in attempts for a more inclusive, peaceful discussion (12:19). Other times, 
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students and alumni of color themselves had to internally decide if it was worth speaking up for a 

more culturally sensitive discussion.  

One interviewee expressed, “...sometimes I’d rather not give my opinion at all instead of 

say what I say and then someone makes a little comment here and there” (C6, 19:17). For this 

respondent, they voluntarily silenced themself because they did not want to deal with their 

classmates’ reactions. For another respondent, speaking up to educate others would be an 

“emotional burden” that would leave them feeling uncomfortable and unwelcomed due to mixed 

outcomes. 

I’ve been in situations where it became… like “Oh, you’re too specific in what you’re 

saying.” And I’m like, “Okay, you’re missing the point.” I’ve also had conversations that 

were more constructive and critical in looking inwards of how we’re reproducing the 

white savior complex or whiteness… (C4, 35:00).  

 

Discomfort was not only limited and shown through defensiveness and hostility. In other 

situations, discomfort would be expressed through absolute silence when no one else would 

follow-up on the comments, as seen through A11.  

When I spoke up, I felt like I had to speak up… I don’t know how other people received 

it, I didn’t get a response… It was just dead silent afterward. In my opinion, that speaks 

volume probably about the discomfort in the classroom after I spoke and brought up a 

racial issue… Even the professor felt a little called out (46:58). 

 

 Considering all of these experiences, facilitation of discussions surrounding race and 

ethnicity in the major requires more careful attention if individuals feel distressed in classroom 

settings. As supported by A9, active conversations on oppression and differences between races 

in classes need to occur to enhance all students’ comprehension of environmental injustices 

(38:50). However, navigating these sensitive and integral topics is complex since students have a 

wide range of levels of exposure, experience, and comfort. Hence, C7’s statement resonates with 
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the sentiments of most interviewees: “There needs to be a lot more listening happening and a lot 

more acknowledgment of privilege in maybe more complex ways…” (1:04:00). 

  

Tokenism  

 Another potential racial dynamic from the lack of diversity is the act of tokenism, which 

may result in cognitive stressors (Lewis & James 2010). Only a few interviewees shared stories 

of tokenism as most participants revealed that they have never felt tokenized within the 

discipline. Nonetheless, students and alumni of color were aware that it could possibly occur.  

One individual surprisingly expressed, “I didn’t [feel tokenized] because I felt like I was 

invisible. I wish I was tokenized at this point, so I can have more access to some resources. But 

no... I felt isolated and therefore unseen” (A10, 41:19). The fact that a participant viewed 

tokenism as a potentially helpful experience for resources and visibility fuels the notion to 

maximize departmental support for students’ well-being and satisfaction.  

 

Racial and Ethnic Representation  

 An inclusive learning environment requires that all racial and ethnic groups are 

represented with positivity and accuracy within the discipline when fitting. Faculty and course 

curriculum are two areas to increase representation and strengthen the sense of belonging of 

students from diverse backgrounds.  

 

Faculty  

Most students and alumni of color were cognizant that the ENVS faculty board largely 

lacked diversity. As previously discussed, 75% of ENVS faculty in 2019 were white (Figure 4), 
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so it is not surprising that respondents expressed sentiments of disappointment on this topic. In 

support of this common sentiment, C5 stated, “If I just look at the faculty board and most of 

them look like white men, I’m not going to feel welcomed in. I’m going to feel like ‘the other’” 

(36:00). Beyond general comfort, A11 expressed the importance and power in finding solace in a 

well-matched faculty member with the statement, “It’s inspiring to see somebody that looks like 

you, shares a similar background as you, and is doing work that you want to do. And that just 

wasn’t a thing [for me]... so yeah, kinda disheartening” (38:46).  

Even though there are many faculty members in ENVS, a random faculty-student 

mentorship pairing may be unsuccessful or rather ineffective. For instance, one interviewee 

shared their experience with working with an advisor. Unfortunately, there was a “cultural 

disconnect” so it was difficult to genuinely feel a strong bond and meet each other’s needs and 

desires (A9, 23:00). All these anecdotes, alongside Papageorge and Gershenson (2018) and Miao 

and Cagle (2020), further demonstrate the gravity of support from a suitable faculty mentor and 

the need to diversify the faculty board. 

Moreover, professors educating students on racial groups and issues that they personally 

do not identify with can get complicated. A couple of participants spoke about their discomfort 

when professors would speak about the experiences of other communities (C4, 31:20; C5, 

10:00). Although not limited to just faculty members doing this nor fully criticizing this as it 

comes with the profession, one interviewee’s quote highlights the exact consequences when 

underrepresented groups’ voices are frequently disregarded or overpowered by others, 

I feel like I went into my first year in this major and... I established myself with [other] 

people of color/underrepresented groups within the major and they have already switched 

the major. I’m the only one remaining just because… they feel discouraged because there 

[are] so many white people talking for underrepresented groups and there [are] 

frustrations with that which I do feel (C6, 11:25). 
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As stated by C6, some prospective ENVS students of color fled to other major departments 

because of these exact frustrations with ENVS. While this is a second-hand account and 

necessitates more study, this claim reflects how racial inclusivity and departmental climate can 

impact retention rates in a department with declining enrollment. While these dynamics cannot 

be fixed with ease, some interviewees appreciated when professors shared their positionality, 

recognized their privilege, and uplifted the direct experiences, knowledge, and voices of 

communities of color (C4, 31:20; C7, 1:10:20). Regardless of these possible mitigation 

strategies, racial representation of faculty was a key topic for interviewees. 

 

Curricular Representation 

 In terms of the quality and quantity of representation within ENVS courses and curricula, 

students and alumni of color had varying responses. Although a few noticed that their ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds were well-represented, some proclaimed that there was a lack of 

representation (C5, 24:00; A8, 36:39). A10, in particular, wished their own community was 

featured in the curriculum more, and thus voiced, “I felt frustrated because, one, I felt unseen. 

And two, I felt that my colleagues weren’t going to see what I saw” (35:01). The absence of 

community-engagement projects in ENVS is an antithesis of the earlier recommendation to 

create more meaningful projects for students of color, consequently leading to A10 feeling a 

disconnect with the curriculum (Baugh 2019; Garibay & Vincent 2018).  

Rather than a multicultural curriculum that would benefit all ENVS students, several 

participants expressed that the ENVS course material would often come from a “single 

standpoint” because most of the chosen reading selection would be comprised of white scholars 
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(C4, 9:15; A9, 32:47). With a lack of depth and different perspectives, non-Western or non-

dominant cultures can be essentialized or fetishized (A9, 32:47). When courses incorporated a 

non-Eurocentric curriculum, it was sometimes not in-depth nor at its full potential since C2 said, 

“The nuances of what happens in non-Western societies is not necessarily well-highlighted” 

(30:00). These sentiments greatly harmonize with Pack’s (2014) ENVS senior thesis survey taker 

who believed the perspectives of white people are well-integrated at the expense of students of 

color within ENVS and the ENVS alumni survey respondents who wanted more of a global and 

diverse environmental approach, signifying the necessity for a shift in whose voices are heard.  

Further, interviewees explained that there were other concerning parts about professors’ 

chosen curriculum. For instance, C4 shared,  

...I have seen the language that’s used for Indigenous or Native American people be very 

outdated or kind of closed-minded. I’ve definitely read articles where they use “Indian” 

and they don’t specify which tribe they’re talking about… It’s very generalizing… I’ve 

definitely read literature that’s reproduced Indigenous erasure (27:54).  

 

In addition to generalizing Indigenous tribes, a couple of participants felt as if their own cultural 

and ethnic backgrounds were subjected to misrepresentation. For instance, A11 revealed that the 

Latinx community is often painted as “helpless” by not highlighting their resilience, organizing, 

and pushback (1:10:41). Correspondingly, C6 questioned how many students perceive the Latinx 

community as “dirty” and uninterested in “cleanliness” because of how issues are framed within 

the department (26:40). For the already limited multicultural curriculum, refining the framework 

to avoid any negative connotations and portrayals should be considered for a true anti-racist and 

respectful academic learning environment.  

 

Course Offerings and Curricula 
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 Besides representation within courses, students and alumni of color shared their general 

thoughts on course offerings and curricula. Two themes that emerged were the natural sciences 

and social sciences aspects of the major.  

 It became clear after a couple of interviews that most students and alumni of color were 

not extremely interested in the natural sciences portion of the curriculum. This can be seen 

through the case of A1 who voiced, “I really don’t care much about…[the] nitty-gritty like 

biology and ecology of plants and agriculture... so honestly, finding courses was lame” (4:06). 

This is not completely unexpected, given that Haynes et al. (2015) and O’Connell and Holmes 

(2011), as cited in Taylor (2018), explained that students of color may dislike being outdoors for 

a variety of reasons (i.e., inaccessibility, cultural differences, etc.), which can then be 

extrapolated to apply to students’ curriculum interests. Although not ENVS-specific, PoCSC 

data highlights the differences between students of color and white students’ interests in 

environmental issues at UCSC (Figure 6).  

For those who did engage in natural sciences courses, respondents had several critiques 

when it came to agroecology classes. Some felt as if there was not enough coverage in the 

socioeconomic components (C5, 12:09). If and when there were discussions surrounding race 

and ethnicity within agricultural-related classes, students were left not feeling fulfilled nor 

having a comprehensive understanding of environmental racism (A12, 16:39). Another 

respondent revealed that it was a “disservice” when their agroecology class overlooked the 

valuable “funds of knowledge” that stems from Indigenous practices (A8, 1:01:56). Lastly, one 

participant critiqued the focus of study in the higher education context with the statement, “I 

think the word ‘agroecology’ explains a lot of my discomfort. I think that the knowledge and the 

information that is being shared and redistributed to students and learners and higher education is 
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appropriated knowledge” (C7, 17:55). To be more inclusive and facilitate a rigorous degree 

program, further emphasizing different cultures and perspectives appear to be a preferred means 

of discussion in agroecology.    

Instead of the natural sciences courses, the majority of interviewees shared that they were 

more interested in the socio-cultural aspects of the major. Environmental justice was often 

highlighted as the preferred course topic. Here is one displayed quote by A3 in support of 

environmental justice, “I wish there were… more courses that weren’t natural sciences-based. I 

wish there were more social sciences-based courses, maybe focusing more on environmental 

inequality” (4:13). Still, two participants explained that the already limited course offerings or 

curriculum touching upon environmental justice were not challenging enough or would be 

discussed at the end of the quarter, resulting in dissatisfaction and showing room for 

improvement (A8, 9:57; A11, 9:17).  

To compensate for shortfalls in environmental justice curricula, four interviewees 

explained that they would seek out the knowledge themselves whether it was by exploring other 

departments, writing, or reading more about the topic to satisfy their curiosity, further 

emphasizing participants’ determination (C4, 22:55; C7, 44:00; A10, 9:24; A11, 11:56). 

However, the desire of students and alumni of color to learn more about environmental justice 

should not be supplemental and independent work if it can be embedded more within the 

curriculum and course offerings, especially since there is an overwhelming support for more 

teachings on environmental justice from UCSC students in general (Table 5). 

 

Departmental Improvement Suggestions 
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 Based on the 12 students and alumni of color interviewees, it is evident that there are 

many potential recommendations for departmental reform. When asked about specific 

departmental suggestions to recruit and retain more students of color, the majority of students 

and alumni of color were eager and delighted to share their thoughts to promote inclusivity and 

anti-racism. The categories for departmental improvement are the following: professors and 

staff, courses, BIPOC-specific support, advertising and accessibility to resources, funding, social 

opportunities, and collective learning. Most recommendations align with academic research, 

strengthening the case for implementation.  

 

Professors and Staff 

ENVS students and alumni strongly favored the idea of diversity, so the most common 

recommendation was to recruit more diverse faculty (C2, 42:00; A10, 42:22; A11, 57:44). 

Extending the desire for faculty diversity, a couple of interviewees expressed wanting to see 

more diverse staff and increasing their availability, such as the number of advisors (C4, 48:15; 

C5, 35:45; A10, 42:22). These recommendations are identical to Garibay and Vincent (2018) and 

Taylor’s (2010) suggestions for a stronger racial climate. 

In addition to hiring practices, interviewees shared sentiments of wanting professors and 

staff to make adjustments to meet the needs of their students. A3 explained that faculty should 

reach out to students more and read their quarterly student evaluations for immediate feedback 

on their teaching (29:08). Further, C5 vocalized, “...I feel like a lot of more Environmental 

Studies people or teachers try to give [a] social justice sort of vibe, which is great, but a lot of 

them I feel like are doing it to save face” (13:44). As a result, it is critical that the ENVS 

Department approaches and implements any changes with full authenticity, supporting Garibay 
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and Vincent (2018) and Taylor’s (2007) notions of genuine university efforts to retain 

underrepresented students.  

 

Courses 

 With respect to courses, interviewees brought up ideas to make ENVS course offerings 

more desirable and worthwhile for students. Since most students and alumni of color were not as 

interested in natural sciences, A3 suggested comparing the enrollment numbers between social 

sciences and natural sciences courses and offering more courses in the desired area of discipline 

(28:03). Similarly, another respondent recommended, “...asking for student input for readings 

and different topics. Like more student involvement in selecting where the curriculum goes” 

(A11, 57:47). Directly catering to the academic interests of the students is a sensible solution 

since interviewees appear to have similar preferences on course topics.  

 In addition to being more resonant, curricula should be characterized by inclusivity and 

sensitivity. A8 believed faculty should question how inclusive their curriculum truly is, 

especially since students and alumni have previously explained there were incidents of a lack of 

representation and misrepresentation, and modify their syllabus as necessary (59:08). On the 

same note, A8 thought culturally sensitive terminology should be “made explicit and early on” in 

the major to avoid future problematic experiences (1:04:21). In another recommendation, A1 

suggested, “Broadening the course content. Bringing in a lot of authors and writers of 

underrepresented groups… If it’s walled in or co-[authored], no one wants to read this stuff” 

(30:50). These couple of recommendations cultivate more opportunities to uplift the stories, 

experiences, and voices of communities of color, aligning with Baugh (2019) and Taylor’s 

(2018) inclusive pedagogy recommendation.   
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BIPOC-specific Support 

 There were a couple of BIPOC-specific recommendations. Many expressed wanting 

more opportunities to interact with other students of color in the major. For instance, C4 thought 

a BIPOC club would be ideal (48:17). Another interviewee presented the idea of “a BIPOC 

camping cohort, like [the] recreation department where you can learn and maybe have access to 

stuff” (A9, 48:32). Correspondingly, C2 shared, “Either giving or greatly, expressly advertising 

resources for BIPOC students like by or for BIPOC students to engage with each other or just 

give targeted support for people that have different types of experiences” (40:50). 

 

Advertising and Accessibility to Resources 

 A common critique of the ENVS Department in numerous interviews was the need to 

upgrade or rethink its advertising techniques. Similar to C2’s previous suggestion of BIPOC-

specific advertising, A12 broadened it to include various identities by stating, “It would’ve been 

really nice to see the department be like, ‘if you fall under, if you identify with any of these 

identities, then here are some resources’” (A12, 27:18). Additionally, two other interviewees 

believed they would be “bombarded” with emails all the time and wanted a better outreach 

system, like a stronger social media presence (C4, 48:15; C5, 36:38). In slight contrast with the 

email system, A1 appreciated the now discontinued ENVS weekly newsletter as it “foster[ed] a 

sense of community” (42:20). Although there is no right or wrong way to advertise, interviewees 

preferred to heighten the transparency of new events, opportunities, and resources. 

 Besides advertising for current students, there were two suggestions to recruit more 

prospective ENVS students of color. More specifically, C6 recommended that ENVS expands its 

outreach and advertising system to raise awareness of the major, possibly to high school students 
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to get them interested in the discipline earlier (43:05). Elevating the quality of outreach in the 

home to school nexus was previously recommended by Armstrong et al. (2007) and Outley 

(2008). In a similar vein, another respondent believed it might be beneficial for ENVS to 

advertise the new Global Environmental Justice concentration, which is in agreement with 

Garibay and Vincent’s (2018) idea to illuminate environmental justice more within 

environmental degree programs (C4, 41:50).  

 

Funding 

 

 Four interviewees voiced the significance of money in their recommendations. A8 

believed that fronting money for a consultant on diversity issues would be a valuable and 

straightforward idea (50:44). Another participant expressed that setting aside funding for student 

grants and other resources would be extremely favorable (A12, 46:07). An additional suggestion 

was for ENVS to be financially supportive of any students wanting to establish a new club or 

initiative so that students can feel supported in their passions and creativity (A10, 43:42). Lastly, 

C4 offered the idea of utilizing funds for more environmental justice-related events (28:00). 

Strategically utilizing funds was a core idea, in addition to strengthening the ENVS community.  

 

Social Opportunities  

 Students and alumni of color enjoyed the idea of having more opportunities to connect 

with each other. Social events like “a mixer with faculty, grad students, and undergrads” with 

food were seen as an ideal chance to increase social capital and nurture a sense of community for 

all (A3, 34:50). Many interviewees also believed a mentorship program through ENVS would be 

beneficial to promote relationship building amongst peers (A3, 29:08; C4, 1:07:44; C5, 46:00; 



 
 

87 
 

C6, 44:00). In addition, establishing a designated space in ENVS for students could create more 

chances for socialization, networking, and mingling (A1, 43:20; C6, 48:00). All of these ideas 

are evidence of participants yearning for more time and spaces to interact and engage with 

ENVS community members in a somewhat informal context outside the traditional classroom 

environment.  

  

Collective Learning 

 Aside from community building, one interviewee shared the importance of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion training because “it sets aside a really tangible space for learning about 

power dynamics” (C7, 1:02:35). Likewise, the same respondent stated, “The entire discipline 

should embrace discomfort and work through that together...” (58:43). Seemingly, developing 

the cultural competencies of students, graduate students, and faculty in a constructive way may 

lead to fruitful outcomes based on this respondent, Haynes et al. (2015), and Quigley (2015). 

 In light of coalescing all 12 interviews, a final recommendation is the creation of an 

ENVS Major Advisory Council. Given that the research participants voluntarily dedicated an 

hour of their time to be interviewed to reminisce and reflect on their environmental journeys for 

the betterment of the ENVS Department truly shows support, interest, and eagerness for a more 

enhanced socio-cultural learning environment. Establishing a regular mechanism for student 

feedback and input on the overall ENVS experience, like a quarterly council, could be a prime 

medium for future change and forward-thinking.     

 

Conclusion 
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In this chapter, I presented the sentiments of 12 ENVS students and alumni of color on 

departmental climate and racial inclusivity. Although interviewees stem from different walks of 

life and there is a range of nine years in previous and forthcoming graduation dates, their insights 

and experiences illuminated five themes: (1) sense of belonging, (2) racial dynamics and 

interactions, (3) racial and ethnic representation in faculty and courses, (4) course offerings and 

curricula, and (5) departmental improvement suggestions. Interviewees shared many concerning 

experiences during their ENVS journeys, some that continued to be “suppressed” until now (A3, 

43:58). Despite revisiting and reliving any negative ENVS experiences and feelings, most 

interviewees expressed gratitude and saw the interview as a “healing” moment and opportunity 

to be heard (A3, 43:58; C6, 54:10; C7, 1:16:35; A9, 1:19:50; A11, 1:00:21; A12, 1:00:57). 

Interviewees were also intrigued knowing that their input would be used as the foundation for 

numerous departmental recommendations and were curious to see the fruition of this thesis, its 

goals, and a mentorship program. As C6 stated,  

It's really great that you’re doing this. I think it’s definitely a great focus. I feel like 

you’re doing something that could actually create change… I feel like it’s great to talk 

about these things and reflect on the things I’ve experienced… It’s a learning experience 

for you and me (54:10).  

 

While this interview process was a major learning experience for this respondent and me 

personally, it also can resonate with other individuals of color who may have similar feelings and 

ease any feelings of solitude, as well as enlighten those who may be unaware of how these racial 

dynamics directly influences underrepresented students. Drawing on my own experience, support 

from scholarly literature, findings from institutional surveys, and additional input from 12 

students and alumni of color, I believe that positive change for the department is possible. 



 
 

89 
 

CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

 

After undertaking this research project and immersing myself in studies encompassing 

diversity and inclusion-related issues within ENVS at UCSC and more broadly, it is clear that 

much work remains to be done to support students of color, center their experiences, represent 

the communities they come from, and foster a sense of worth and belonging within the 

department and field. To better understand the situation and climate of UCSC’s ENVS 

Department, I compiled and analyzed data from IRAPS, UCUES, PoCSC, and ENVS surveys in 

Chapter 4. In order to complement those findings, I spearheaded my own research study within 

the ENVS undergraduate population through 12 one-on-one interviews to delve deeper into the 

lived experiences of students and alumni of color in Chapter 5. This sixth chapter revisits my two 

research questions to summarize the knowledge from this project and also point to promising 

directions for future research.  

 

Discussion  

First Research Question 

My first research question was “How do undergraduate students of color perceive the 

racial climate in ENVS?”. This can be evaluated through students’ own sense of belonging based 

on departmental demographics and their judgments on academic and course interests.  

The racial demographics of ENVS at UCSC show that ENVS is predominantly white for 

the undergraduate, graduate, and faculty populations (IRAPS 2019). These statistical findings are 

somewhat expected, given environmentalism’s history of whiteness and general demographics of 

the field. One thing I did find remarkable during the IRAPS research was the fact that the sum 

percentage of undergraduate students of color outnumbered white students within ENVS in 2019 
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at 50% and 46.1%, respectively (IRAPS 2019). One could not determine this fact by just visually 

walking into an ENVS classroom. On top of that, the ratio of students of color to white students 

has significantly increased over the past decade because of the decline in enrollment numbers for 

white students. While the ENVS Department is still overrepresented by white people, the trend is 

towards more parity, although the declining enrollments are concerning.  

Despite the improvement in diversity in terms of demographics, a more inclusive climate 

is much more than just numbers of people of color; it is also about social practices and dynamics 

that render some groups as dominant or marginalized, amplified or invisibilized. All interviewees 

were cognizant of the overrepresentation of white students, which came at their own expense in 

terms of a sense of belonging. When students and alumni of color were asked about their comfort 

and connectedness to the department, a decent number of respondents voiced that they struggled 

with establishing a large community, connecting with their peers, and feeling comfortable with 

the overall racial demographics. Microaggressions, ignorant comments, and dissatisfactory 

discussions negatively contributed to underrepresented students’ sense of well-being. 

Interviewees’ insights convey that the mainstream environmental movement’s stereotypes, 

values, and issues of interest are manifested within the ENVS Department, exacerbating the 

experiences of students and alumni of color. This can be seen through the dissimilar hobbies 

(e.g., gardening, camping, surfing), lifestyles (e.g., veganism), concerns (e.g., disparities in 

hometown environmental inequalities), and academic interests (e.g., natural sciences vs. social 

sciences) between students of color and white students. Based on these findings, I conclude that 

my pool of interviewees collectively demonstrates a less than moderate sense of belonging, 

which aligns with my hypothesis. This analysis is also consistent with Garibay and Vincent 

(2018) and Outley’s (2008) research that students of color might not be able to authentically 
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connect with their white peers and feel a sense of cultural and racial validation, partly because of 

the immense differences in backgrounds and upbringings.   

Aside from these findings, what was surprising was that the 2020 UCUES results 

revealed that students of color and white students had no statistically significant differences in 

their sense of belonging at UCSC and comfort with diversity and inclusion in the ENVS 

Department. Notably, these findings are not the result of students of color having a stronger 

sense of belonging or comfort—it is due to a decrease in the ratings of white students, making 

them more similar to students of color. Based on these data, I conclude that students of color 

show a moderate sense of belonging in the 2020 UCUES. Furthermore, the 2020 UCUES also 

revealed that there were no significant differences in cultural competencies and skills of students 

by race. The 2020 UCUES results demonstrate that the reported skills of students of color have 

improved from previous years when there were statistically significant differences, raising 

questions as to why there were improvements in 2020. Perhaps the 2020 data is an outlier or an 

indicator of the overall betterment of the racial climate. Regardless, the interviews were more 

reflective of the previous UCUES data in comparison to the recent 2020 statistics, showing 

disagreements between the most up-to-date 2020 UCUES data and my own research collection. 

While this inconsistency between the qualitative and quantitative data may be attributed to my 

pool of interviewees including alumni from previous years which may have skewed the data, 

there were still current students of color who lamented negative experiences that reflect a 

relatively less than moderate sense of belonging. 

With regards to academic and course interests, the insights of students and alumni of 

color indicate there is a myriad of opportunities to enhance the racial climate. While I personally 

have a strong preference for social sciences courses over natural sciences, I did not anticipate 
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that the desire for more socio-cultural classes would be a common theme across all the data. 

Many interviewees expressed interest in learning more about the socio-cultural aspects of 

environmentalism like environmental economics, urban planning, etc. as opposed to topics like 

plants and animal conservation. PoCSC data are in support of this as there were statistically 

significant differences between students of color and white students on topical interests (i.e., 

climate change, environmental health, conservation and protection, environmental justice, and 

food sovereignty). Shockingly, the PoCSC data show that agroecology did not have any major 

differences for UCSC students. Given scholarly literature revealing that people of color may not 

find as much interest in the outdoorsy aspects of environmentalism, the academic preferences of 

students of color were not surprising (Haynes et al. 2015; O’Connell & Holmes 2011, as cited in 

Taylor 2018). In addition, the ENVS Undergraduate Alumni Survey shows that there were 

alumni who voiced wishing to see an increase in ENVS classes that examines the 

interrelationship of the environment and humanity.  

Across all findings, environmental justice was highly regarded to be a fundamental issue 

within environmentalism that does not receive adequate attention in courses and curriculum 

within UCSC, especially ENVS. Given the history of the environmental justice movement, I 

presumed that it would mainly be students of color who would back up the desire for more 

environmental justice teachings. Instead, what I discovered through PoCSC data is that 

environmental justice was greatly supported by most survey takers of all races and ethnicities at 

this institution. This finding presents a stronger case for more incorporation, in-depth 

understanding and knowledge of environmental justice in ENVS, supported by both primary and 

secondary research in this thesis. The results from the interviews, PoCSC, and ENVS surveys all 

agree, and also suggest that more thorough environmental justice-related syllabi and courses may 
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attract more students from diverse backgrounds into the degree program. Thus, it may be 

possible to attract and retain more students of color into ENVS if the department focuses on 

expanding the scope of environmental justice, which was previously discussed and 

recommended by Garibay and Vincent (2018).  

As for ENVS professors’ courses and syllabi, there is a call for reframing and refining the 

framework as to how issues are presented and whose voices are highlighted. Interview 

respondents pointed out that most of the ENVS curricula are dominated by white scholars with a 

Eurocentric perspective. Also, if interviewees’ own racial and ethnic backgrounds were noted at 

all, they were often misrepresented. These responses coincide with some feedback from the 

ENVS alumni survey where survey takers expressed wanting more of a global perspective and a 

greater emphasis on different cultures. As discussed by Baugh (2019) and Taylor (2018), 

colleges may execute a whitewashed environmental curriculum that does not align with the 

diversity of the student body, leaving students of color unable to emotionally connect with the 

subject material.  

 

Second Research Question 

My second research question was, “What are the practices, specifically around 

mentoring, that contribute to the success and well-being of undergraduate students of color in 

ENVS?”. This can be answered through the direct recommendations from students and alumni of 

color, as well as an analysis of mentoring within ENVS.  

During the interview process, students and alumni of color shared numerous course and 

curriculum-specific suggestions that the ENVS Department can implement. Given the reported 

academic disengagement from a Eurocentric perspective, one of the key ideas is to equip 
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students of color with pertinent, meaningful knowledge in an empowering and transformative 

curriculum. This can be achieved by incorporating more scholars of color and community-based 

projects into syllabi, which is backed by Baugh (2019) and Taylor (2018). Another 

recommendation is to offer more exciting courses, specifically socio-cultural components, for 

students of color, such as environmental justice, urban planning, etc. based on the interviews, 

PoCSC, and the ENVS alumni survey findings.  

More intentional and genuine diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts can be extended in 

various ways. A common idea was to increase staff and faculty of color, as advocated by Garibay 

and Vincent (2018), Taylor (2010), and various interviewees. Other suggestions were to create 

more social opportunities for the whole ENVS community to increase social capital, emphasize 

academic and emotional support resources and opportunities through better communication, 

create BIPOC-specific spaces, foster more collaborative learning, and utilize funding 

strategically.  

 A final piece of advice is to maximize opportunities for mentorship within the field for 

underrepresented students. This is essential given all the secondary research that emphasizes the 

magnitude of quality mentorship in the environmental field (Bowser et al. 2012; Haynes et al. 

2015; Miao & Cagle 2020; Outley 2008; Taylor 2007, 2008, 2018). Mentorship is a multifaceted 

phenomenon that benefits individuals, the institution, and overall workforce in retention and 

satisfaction rates. Within ENVS, the ENVS alumni survey revealed that alumni were able to 

receive a stratified range of mentoring from the graduate, staff, and faculty levels, and found it to 

be critical to their post-graduation lives. However, the lack of diversity among the 

undergraduates, graduates, and faculty members based on the IRAPS statistics may make the 

search tougher for underrepresented students to find an available mentor with a shared identity, 
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which could strongly develop students’ environmental identities (Garibay & Vincent 2018; Miao 

& Cagle 2020; Outley 2008; Taylor 2010, 2018). This is echoed by interviewees who were 

unable to feel inspired by and connect with a suitable mentor, specifically at the faculty level. 

Increasing the possibilities of mentorship for students of color should be explored.   

 

Calling on ENVS 

 ENVS must do more to demonstrate that issues of racial and ethnic diversity, inclusion, 

and equity are a high-priority and critical issue in the department. When examining the ENVS 

alumni survey, it was clear to me that the data set was not extremely useful given that I could not 

disaggregate data by race. To my understanding, it was the only ENVS data set available in the 

department that was applicable to my student-centered research. However, it ended not having a 

lot of utility because the questions were open-ended, the responses were across the board, and 

the return rate was extremely low. The fact that all of the alumni’s insights were rather general 

and only touched upon the subject of diversity if at all made me wonder who the respondents are, 

and the degree to which such an instrument reifies the predominant whiteness of the department. 

The lack of attention to representativeness of the survey sample was concerning. As a result, I 

sought out other data sets internal to UCSC, namely, the IRAPS student statistics, UCUES, and 

PoCSC data, to obtain race statistics on the ENVS Department and environmentalism more 

generally and conduct a deeper race-based analysis. The fact that ENVS had limited data on its 

own racial climate and I had to consult other on-campus organizations for the sake of my thesis 

is rather appalling. While there are other initiates in the department established in just the past 

few years, such as the ENVS Diversity Committee with faculty and graduate students and the 

ENVS BIPOC group that was established my sophomore year, it is vital that issues of equity, 



 
 

96 
 

inclusion, and diversity are prioritized. My interviews are evidence that racial inclusivity is a 

prominent departmental issue for current students and alumni of color. If the department wants to 

improve its educational experiences for future cohorts of underrepresented students, officials 

should seek out the direct input of ENVS students of color as students are the ones who are 

impacted by any decision-making. 

Conclusion 

Mainstream environmentalism is deeply rooted in racist history which has shaped the 

demographics of those interested and willing to engage in environmental issues. While progress 

on inclusivity has been made in recent years, the overall environmental field, from academic 

departments to advocacy organizations, still persists as a white-dominated space. This lack of 

inclusion and representation not only has detrimental effects on underrepresented groups by 

marginalizing their perceptions, feelings, and experiences of people of color, but it undermines 

the effectiveness and viability of environmental efforts in our society, which need a broader base 

of support and diverse knowledges and perspectives. People of color are often discouraged to 

enter into or persevere in the environmental field due to a multitude of barriers, further 

reinforcing the large-scale problem. Higher education is a critical force with the capability to 

build more momentum to diversify the racial and cultural diversity of the field needed to take on 

critical issues for the health and survival of our social and ecological communities.  

This research study situates the ENVS Department here at UCSC within the 

environmental diversity problem by acknowledging the significant role the ENVS Department 

plays within the education-to-workforce pipeline. It pays close attention to the lived experiences 

of underrepresented students majoring in ENVS, who share that the departmental climate leaves 
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much to be desired in terms of racial inclusivity. There is a lack of diversity at the undergraduate, 

graduate, and faculty levels, which are then reflected in insufficiencies in representation within 

the departmental community, courses offered, professors’ syllabi, etc. For underrepresented 

students, these shortcomings fuel sentiments of feeling unseen, unwelcomed, and uncomfortable. 

Direct departmental recommendations to enhance the educational experiences for and by 

students and alumni of color indicate that the ENVS department can take substantial steps to 

foster inclusivity and diversity. Increasing the quality and quantity of opportunities, examining 

and reevaluating existing efforts, and establishing more mechanisms for mentorship can nurture 

underrepresented students’ sense of belonging and well-being in ENVS, as well as assist in 

increasing diversity in the environmental pipeline. While the process may be slow and time-

consuming, the long-lasting benefits for students of color, the institution, and the environmental 

field make it a worthwhile time and financial investment. 

Future studies on this issue are needed to further explore and fill the gaps of this research. 

My research is a snapshot of time and record of current efforts, and captures the experiences of 

12 students and alumni of color who attended ENVS within the last decade. Departmental 

demographics have improved during this time, but that is not enough. Implementing the 

recommendations of the interviewees is only the first step. Determining and reevaluating future 

diversity, inclusion, and equity efforts and the perceptions of students of color are necessary to 

ensure that the ongoing progress is well-received. This should take the form of recurring 

investigations of underrepresented students’ experiences in concert with governance structures to 

actually implement policies and build departmental accountability. ENVS and UCSC must center 

the voices and experiences of students of color, drawing upon them to undertake concrete 

improvements in departmental climate, diversity, and inclusion.   
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRES 

 

ENVS Undergraduates of Color: 

1. How is Santa Cruz and UCSC different from your hometown, if at all?  

2. What do you like most about the Environmental Studies major? Least? Why?  

3. Do you see your background and previous experiences reflected in the discipline? 

Courses offered? Departmental programming? Experiential learning activities (i.e., 

internships)? Which ones?  

4. Do you feel connected and comfortable in the ENVS major? Why or why not? 

5. What challenges have you faced as a person of color in ENVS, if at all?  

a. Are you aware of any microaggressions or other subtle remarks in the major about 

race/ethnicity that led you or other people feeling uncomfortable? 

(microaggressions - a subtle remark, question, or action that is discriminatory 

against a marginalized group)  

b. Have you seen your culture or ethnic background dismissed or represented poorly 

in the discipline? (figuratively speaking)  

c. Do you see your culture or ethnic background represented in the faculty or student 

body in the major? 

d. Have you ever experienced isolation in the major? 

e. Have you ever felt that your own knowledge or perspectives were undermined in 

the discipline?  

6. Do you think the disproportionate number of students and faculty who identify as white 

affect the department, if at all? If yes, in what ways? 

a. Are you comfortable discussing topics of race and ethnicity in the major? Why or 

why not? 

b. Have you witnessed other people’s discomfort when talking about race/ethnicity 

in the major (i.e., white fragility or white privilege)? (White fragility - 

“discomfort and defensiveness on the part of a white person when confronted by 

information about racial inequality and injustice” (Lexico n.d.); white privilege - 

“the unearned, mostly unacknowledged social advantage white people have over 

other racial groups simply because they are white” (Dictionary.com 2021))  

c. How does it make you feel?  

7. Have you ever felt tokenized within ENVS? If yes, in what way? (tokenism - the practice 

of including marginalized people to give the appearance of inclusivity (Sherrer 2020))  

8. What recommendations would you give to the department to recruit and retain more 

students from diverse backgrounds?  

9. What advice would you give to an incoming ENVS student of color?  

10. What kinds of student support would have been helpful for you? Both formal and 

informal. (Potential options: peer mentoring, faculty/graduate student mentoring, 
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departmental sponsored activities (farm tours, wastewater treatment tours, etc.), student 

social events, more topic-specific workshops, lectures, events, programming, study 

sessions)  

11. Is there anything else that you would like to talk about, elaborate more on, or have 

questions about? 

12. How do you feel right now? What is it like to talk about these things? Or, how do you 

feel talking about these things?  

-Thank you for sharing their valuable insights and experiences on the discipline, 

as well as taking the time out of your schedule to do so. I understand that you 

have been through a lot in the major and I am sorry for that. I would like to know 

that you are not alone in feeling this way and that is the exact reason why I am 

doing this research. As I understand this interview brought up a lot of feelings for 

you, would you be open to following up with a faculty or staff of color for a 

debrief? Would you like me to have them reach out to you? 

 

 

ENVS Alumni of Color   

1. How is Santa Cruz and UCSC different from your hometown, if at all?  

2. What did you like most about the Environmental Studies major? Least? Why?  

3. Did you see your background and previous experiences reflected in the discipline? 

Courses offered? Departmental programming? Experiential learning activities (i.e., 

internships)? Which ones?  

4. Did you feel connected and comfortable in the ENVS major? Why or why not? 

5. What challenges did you face as a person of color in ENVS, if at all?  

a. Were there any microaggressions or other subtle remarks in the major about 

race/ethnicity that led you or other people feeling uncomfortable? 

(microaggressions - a subtle remark, question, or action that is discriminatory 

against a marginalized group)  

b. Did you see your culture or ethnic background dismissed or represented poorly in 

the discipline? (figuratively speaking)  

c. Did you see your culture or ethnic background represented in the faculty or 

student body in the major? 

d. Did you ever experience isolation in the major? 

e. Did you ever feel that your own knowledge or perspectives were undermined in 

the discipline?  

6. Do you think the disproportionate number of students and faculty who identify as white 

affected the department, if at all? If yes, in what ways? 

a. Were you comfortable discussing topics of race and ethnicity in the major? Why 

or why not? 
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b. Did you witness other people’s discomfort when talking about race/ethnicity in 

the major (i.e., white fragility or white privilege)? (White fragility - “discomfort 

and defensiveness on the part of a white person when confronted by information 

about racial inequality and injustice” (Lexico n.d.); white privilege - “the 

unearned, mostly unacknowledged social advantage white people have over other 

racial groups simply because they are white” (Dictionary.com 2021))  

c. How did it make you feel?  

7. Did you ever feel tokenized within ENVS? If yes, in what way? (tokenism - the practice 

of including marginalized people to give the appearance of inclusivity (Sherrer 2020))  

8. What recommendations would you give to the department to recruit and retain more 

students from diverse backgrounds?  

9. What advice would you give to an incoming ENVS student of color?  

10. What kinds of student support would have been helpful for you? Both formal and 

informal. (Potential options: peer mentoring, faculty/graduate student mentoring, 

departmental sponsored activities (farm tours, wastewater treatment tours, etc.), student 

social events, more topic-specific workshops, lectures, events, programming, study 

sessions)  

11. Is there anything else that you would like to talk about, elaborate more on, or have 

questions about? 

12. How do you feel right now? What is it like to talk about these things? Or, how do you 

feel talking about these things?  

-Thank you for sharing their valuable insights and experiences on the discipline, 

as well as taking the time out of your schedule to do so. I understand that you 

have been through a lot in the major and I am really sorry for that. I would like to 

know that you are not alone in feeling this way and that is the exact reason why I 

am doing this research. As I understand this interview brought up a lot of feelings 

for you, would you be open to following up with a faculty or staff of color for a 

debrief? Would you like me to have them reach out to you? 

 


