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“I

f slavery is such a distant past, why
am I still trying to recover?” asked
Christina S. Morton at the opening of
the Young, Gifted @ Risk & Resilient
conference in Ann Arbor, Michigan, last
October. The doctoral candidate at the
University of Michigan spoke this line
as part of sharing her poem, “The Weight,” about striving to succeed as an African-American student. Morton
went on to recount the anxiety, fear, and depression she
carries as part of the inheritance she received from courageous ancestors, how Latinx and indigenous students
likely also feel “intentionally unmade” by cultural forces
on campuses, the beauty she has learned to recognize in
herself, and the hope of releasing her burdens. Morton
ended the poem by asking the audience of 500, “Will
you hope with me? We need each other if we’re going to
make it to freedom.”

Morton’s haunting poem prepped attendees for a day of
talks focused on campus climate and on exploring factors
affecting the mental health and well-being of students of
color on higher education campuses. The conference at
the University of Michigan (U-M) campus was the seventh
of its kind nationally that was spearheaded by The Steve
Fund. Gordon Bell, a board member of The Steve Fund,
served as the master of ceremonies for the conference,
which was co-hosted by U-M’s National Center for Institutional Diversity (NCID), and the university’s Office of
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion.
Pictured: Gordon Bell, Steve Fund board member and convening
emcee, speaks with a student

“This conference in collaboration with the University of
Michigan illustrates the value of bringing together scholars,
researchers, students, administrators, and mental health
practitioners to discuss all the facets of student of color
mental health and to see what we can do to optimize it
collectively,” said Dr. Annelle Primm, senior medical director of The Steve Fund. “It requires the input of all of those
perspectives — especially the students.”

Morning Plenary on
Role, Impacts of
Campus Climates
Dr. Tabbye Chavous, NCID director and a U-M professor
of education and psychology, followed Morton’s poetic
framing with recent data on the impacts of racism on students of color. “People thrive in both their well-being and
their performance in settings in which they experience being valued for who they are and when they feel that their
identities align with the values of their settings,” Chavous
noted. “As such, the fact that many students of color routinely report experiencing negative climate experiences
represents both an educational and a mental health issue.”
Drawing on research such as the Healthy Minds Study,
which she helps lead at 20 campuses nationally, Chavous
outlined the impact of specific forms of bias on over
10,000 students of color and immigrant students. When it
came to microaggressions such as hearing racially offensive

jokes or comments, or being treated rudely or disrespectfully, more than half of all students of color surveyed had
experienced these negative behaviors on campus at least
a few times a year (up to a few times per month). Those
percentages rose above 70 percent for African-American
and Native American students, as well as for students of
Middle Eastern or North African (MENA) background.
Regarding being treated as intellectually inferior, Latinx
students joined students in those three groups as being
among the most affected, with more than half of each
group experiencing that behavior at least several times a
year.
When students of color and immigrant students were
asked about their campus’ psychological climate, more
than 60 percent of African-American and MENA students
reported feeling stereotyped at times, defined as others
taking the student’s opinion to broadly represent that of
their entire racial/ethnic group. Chavous noted that “a fear
of representing their group negatively could discourage
them from participating in class.”
Moreover, participants in the studies who experienced
higher rates of microaggression, or who reported fewer
experiences of being valued on campus, more often noted
anxiety and depressive symptoms. When stereotyping
occurred, depressive symptoms were found in affected
students of color.
Chavous quoted study participants’ comments as well
about uncomfortable experiences, including one young
man who reported feeling isolated while being the only

black person in a class, or a female immigrant who said
she was “treated like I don’t even exist in the department,”
or the feeling of needing to befriend white students
sitting nearby in class that another black student had in
the hopes “that the teacher will look in my direction and
possibly encourage my participation.”
Yet the onus shouldn’t be on the students to adapt,
Chavous noted, saying that campuses have to “move
towards creating environments that support, affirm, and
meet the needs of students of color and other marginalized identities.” Given the increased level of white supremacist activity, propaganda, and hate acts since 2016, she
added, “we are at even more of a critical phase for action
and intervention.”

Morning
Breakout
Sessions
Conference attendees chose between six breakout
sessions to dig deeper into the mental health challenges
students of color face at colleges and universities and to
discuss potential solutions.
One breakout titled Collective Resilience recapped ways
to enhance support for students’ mental health needs
while interweaving stories about the competing loyalties
some students experience while on campus. Moderator
Elizabeth James, program associate of U-M’s Department of Afroamerican and African Studies, noted that
first-generation college students and others sometimes
struggle to stay connected to their families back home.
“[Students] are often energized by these communities: the
grandmother who slips you some extra money to get you
through, the family who packs up food for you so you do
not have to cook this week,” she said, while noting that
sometimes “folks at home are thinking you have left them
behind.”
Dr. Laura Kohn-Wood, dean of the University of Miami’s
School of Education and Human Development, highlighted
the mixed blessing that some students of color have in
relying more on religious and spiritual practices compared
to white students. Research by her and others revealed
that students of color often have greater familial support,
but are significantly less likely to seek out psychological
services, despite often reporting more significant life
stressors. “We had mostly students of color samples,

mostly black and African American, reporting pretty significant events that had occurred in their life that you would
think would merit seeking support,” she said.
Much of the discussion occurred through the lens of
student activism. Dr. Laura Wernick, associate professor at
the Graduate School of Social Service of Fordham University, noted that activism can be isolating if emotional
support is not built into a movement. “Oftentimes our
[activist] mentors are our peers,” Wernick said, “and [the
question is], how do we create a space where we can hear
that and be able to refer folks outside if that is needed,
even to an elder in our community who can hold that
space.”
The panelists also shared other ways that educators can
support marginalized students, including:
• Talking openly about educators’ mental health challenges, about inequalities on campus, and about the
unconscious biases they carry.
• Simply being present and providing supportive space
when needed. James noted how much courage it takes
for students to come to an educator.
• Learning to recognize and respond to signs of student
overwhelm (such as becoming unusually quiet in class
or multiple absences) because many students do not
seek out a confidant in an institution they feel alienated by.
“Kids are having multiple issues at the same time,”
James said. “They are trying to figure out how to make
rent, they have got a crazy roommate, their mom is
calling them. They have got classes, mid-terms to do,
they just remembered to write a paper the day of —
all of these things compound and create such stress
that then they just check out.”
• Suggesting resources tailored to an individual’s needs
when appropriate. Dr. William Lopez, a clinical assistant professor at U-M and faculty director of public
scholarship at NCID, pointed out that activism may

be a healthy way for some, but not all, students to
process a disturbing experience, for instance.
Baljit Kuar, a graduate assistant for international students
at Madonna University who attended the breakout, said it
helped her realize the need to “reach out more to provide
students with information on resources and organizations — to give them that sense of belonging. We can’t
just do e-mails and flyers,” Kuar said. “They need physical
connections, and also opportunities for sharing their own
knowledge.”
As U-M’s Lorraine Gutierrez, a professor of social work
and psychology, said in another session on The Implications of Microaggressions, “People can be resilient, but
it may not be without costs or injury to oneself.” Other
panelists in that session noted the physical and mental
consequences of a racially charged event, and that microaggressions can cause greater harm in spaces where
students expect to feel safe.
Morning breakouts were also held focusing on: Mental
Health in the Classroom, which offered faculty tools for
student support, such as for the critically important gain
of cultural competency; one on African American Mental
Illness and Mental Health; one to understand The Steve
Fund’s Equity in Mental Health Framework (EMHF), which
provides evidence-based recommendations for supporting
the mental health and well-being of students of color on

higher education campuses. The framework was developed
with input from senior leaders of The Steve Fund and the
JED Foundation and incorporated knowledge from many
students and mental health experts. Currently, U-M and 16
other schools are piloting the guidelines.
Another morning breakout covered ways of Cultivating Culturally Responsive Mental Health Services, which
delved into support programs and cultural challenges of
students of color. For instance, those who are Asian, Pacific Islander, or South Asian (APIDA) often struggle silently
with the model minority myth, which holds that they are
whiz kids with an edge because their immigrant families
have a competitive work ethic. As U-M’s Sasha Zhou, a
Ph.D. candidate in public health, and university psychologist
Liz Lin noted in this session, language barriers and shame
around the use of mental health services are among other
challenges of APIDA students.Yet they often come from
families with generations of trauma experiences.
As noon approached, attendees took a lunch break that
allowed time for camaraderie and reflection. Of the breakout on addressing microaggressions, Lara Badke, graduate
director of Madonna University’s Higher Education Administration program, said, “It was really helpful to hear the
speakers reinforcing that the institutions of higher education have to do a lot of the work, and not put it back on
the individual.”

(left to right) Panelists William Lopez (University of Michigan), Laura Wernick (Fordham University), Laura Kohn Wood (University
of Miami), Raina LaGrand (Amplify Colectivo), and moderator Elizabeth James (University of Michigan)

Dr.Tabbye Chavous, Director of the National
Center for Institutional Diversity, presents
critical data during the opening plenary

WELLNESS
IN COLOR
A YOUNG, GIFTED, @ RISK &
RESILIENT PRE-CONFERENCE
GATHERING FOR STUDENTS

M

any students have heard the horror stories
of trying to navigate the social systems of
college life, but when you are a student
of color, these horror stories can quickly
become your reality. The Young, Gifted, @ Risk &
Resilient pre-conference, called Wellness in Color, was
held at the University of Michigan in late October. It
gave students a space to dialogue about the impact of
perceived discrimination, exploitation, and racism on
their campuses and how these issues contributed to
and affected their wellbeing and mental health. The
graduate students at the pre-conference appeared
quite vulnerable to emotional exhaustion and mental
health distress. They reported feeling like they had
opportunities to do meaningful work, but also susceptible to adverse experiences because of inequalities in their respective departments. These students
expressed frustration with the mismatch between
their research interest and that of the department; not
being included in, or informed of, opportunities and
expectations; and the compensation for their graduate
teaching positions, which substantially lags

behind the job market for people with their
qualifications.
As one of the facilitators at the pre-conference,
it was hard to hear the painful stories of my
peers, but I was determined to leave them with
a sense of hope. Hope for a better future. Hope
for better environments that encourage positive
mental health. Hope for equitable opportunities regardless of race, class, or gender. Hope
that our advocacy leads us to stories of healing,
thriving, and higher graduation rates for students of color.
Many thanks to the Steve Fund and The National
Center for Institutional Diversity at the University of Michigan for giving us a space to share
our experiences and encourage each other
before the conference. Thank you also to the
faculty who spent time hearing our concerns
and answering our questions.
~Shantalea Johns
Alumnus, Steve Fund Youth Advisory Board

Afternoon
Breakout
Sessions
Six more breakouts began that afternoon, including one
about ways of Responding to Bias on Campus that included a Steve Fund Knowledge Committee member. Joining
Dr. David Rivera, associate professor of counseling education at the Queens College-City University of New York,
was Dr. Carlton Green, who directs Diversity Training and
Education at the University of Maryland. The two took
turns offering tips and information, such as Rivera sharing
a meditation with attendees that helps people ground
themselves in contentious situations. Green then recapped
the importance of inclusive excellence, in which all faculty
and staff actively engage in creating higher education spaces that leverage diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Green also recapped Gallup Inc. data suggesting that
campuses provide healthy environments when individuals
feel respected for their contributions, are valued for their
uniqueness, and believe campus leadership supports them.
Most people who report not trusting an institution, he
said, relate that to feeling disrespected on a campus for
their unique identity.
Higher education campuses, Rivera added, are not immune
to the expressions of bias in their surrounding community
and the nation. “The overall systems create structures of
oppression and privilege that affect how we understand

Pictured: (left to right) Dr. David Rivera (Steve Fund Advisor), Dr. Annelle Primm (Senior Medical Director), Shantalea Johns (Steve Fund Youth
Advisory Board alumna), Dannie Bell (Steve Fund Youth Advisory Board),Taytum Dunn (Steve Fund Youth Advisory Board), Ryan Houston-Dial
(Steve Fund Youth Advisory Board), Dr.Torie Weiston-Serdan (keynote speaker), Gordon Bell (Steve Fund board member)

our identities and worldview,” Rivera said. He reviewed
conditions audience members can consider as part of recognizing the impacts of bias, such as impostor syndrome,
survivor guilt, and dignitary harm, which involves not
feeling comfortable expressing your full identity.
The latter term from legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw,
he said, appears pivotal for understanding how prejudices
undermine mental health. “If [our dignity] is harmed, we
don’t think we are worthy of good things coming to us,
and that might preclude us from optimizing our potential.”
Among the techniques the two shared was a simple game
to help people understand the psychological impact of being devalued, which attendees played and reflected upon:
the card game involves players greeting others based on
the collectively-perceived value of the other player’s card
(e.g., high or low value).
Green also shared a racism recovery plan from Boston
College that helps users to recognize incidents that trigger trauma symptoms and to develop healthy responses
for maintaining centeredness. The six steps of the Racial
Trauma Toolkit include recognizing the symptoms or
experiences of racial trauma, such as anger or physical
isolation, and the signs of acute trauma. For each emotion
or racist experience that triggers symptoms of trauma, the
kit recommends choosing a response to re-center, such as
calling a friend, praying, or exercising. The goal, Green said,
is to find responses to bias that ground you so that “you
can actually think through and feel your way through some
of these terrible experiences that you are having, which
will make you much more equipped [to deal with the trauma].”

As further support, Rivera shared four ways to disarm
microaggressions:
• Calling out the microaggression. For instance, if someone asks whether you are “really from Wyoming,”
Rivera said he would make the microaggression visible
by saying, “Oh, are you asking about my nationality or
are you asking about my heritage?” to make the meaning behind the question clear.
• Making your disagreement with the microaggression
obvious to negate its power. Rivera noted the effectiveness of using physical responses to do so, including
raised eyebrows and stepping back.
• Educating the offender—when you choose to do so,
or need to do so because the aggressor matters to
your life. He noted that whether someone intends
to hurt you does not matter, whereas the impact of
the microaggression does. Appealing to the person’s
values and overall sense that they are a good person is
helpful to keep them open to what you are sharing, he
said, as we all have biases to address.
• Seeking an external intervention to validate your
experience. “This was a real experience that you had,
that happened to you, and people need to see that,”
Rivera said, noting that the Equity in Mental Health
Framework recommends that higher education
campuses have mechanisms for reporting microaggressions. “A lot of the EMHF recommendations map
onto the session’s suggestions regarding institutional,
programmatic, and information-sharing approaches [to
support resilience],” he added.

Attendee Jasmine Pawlicki helps Native American students
as an outreach and engagement specialist at U-M’s undergraduate library. She said the breakout’s bias-response
resources “are really going to help me ensure that my department and programs are giving students the vocabulary
and the understanding to better articulate what’s happening [during racist incidents], and to give them the tools to
effectively address those issues and reclaim power from
those experiences.”

Five other breakouts were held simultaneously, including
one about the challenges of Conducting Research on the
Mental Health of People of Color. It covered dismissiveness about the value of such research, and the tendency to
lump people by skin color and to thus discount underlying
diversity within groups in research studies.
A session about Race, Gender, and Sexual Assault explained the importance of looking beyond legalities to
focus on the mental health needs of assault survivors. “It
was really good to hear the perspective of a lot of different practitioners,” noted attendee Alex Montgomery from
Grand Valley State University, “and to know that efforts
are being made to increase confidentiality for students
who come forward about sexual assault, and some strategies for advocating for those resources.” Montgomery is
assistant director of the university’s Gail R. Davis Center
for Women and Gender Equity.
In a breakout about Mental Health Support in the Digital
Age, attendees learned that social media is the primary
place students of color experience discrimination. Given
the mental health repercussions of digital discrimination,
the speakers highlighted online intervention resources
about discrimination, and the best ways to make anti-bias
apps appealing.
To create robust digital and other solutions for marginalized students, another session delved into Well-Being
by Design: a process in which The Steve Fund provides
resources for members of a higher education campus to
thoroughly understand the experiences of marginalized
students. The goal is to embed a “user-based” understanding into envisioning new approaches to address mental
health stressors of these students.
In a session on Religion, Spirituality and Mental Health, the
distinction between religious and spiritual was covered,
as well as the stigma and isolation that students who are
religious/spiritual can experience due to these worldviews. Attendee Davon Wheeler, the diversity, equity, and
inclusion program coordinator in U-M’s Department of
Mechanical Engineering, noted he appreciated the speakers’ emphasis on the gaps between campus mental health
offerings and students’ traditional spiritual framework that
can affect Asian-American and other students. “It helped
me realize that often the spiritual piece is left out for
Native Americans and African-Americans and all, and their
approaches to spiritual support can be pathologized,” he
said

Kayla McKinney of Schoolcraft College
speaks as part of the Race, Gender, and
Sexual Assault session

Featured Plenary on
Student of
Color Activism
Such eye-opening moments continued during the afternoon plenary, which featured Dr. Torie Weiston-Serdan,
executive director and founder of the Youth Mentoring
Action Network. Weiston-Serdan described her initial
missteps in setting up this California program. In 2007,
she initially prioritized addressing high school students’
behavior rather than addressing the traumatic educational
environments available for youth of color. “We kept focusing on them fixing their individual selves,” she said, “instead
of looking at an entire system of racial and institutional
oppression that was keeping them from being their best
selves.”
Weiston-Serdan said how critical it was for attendees to
serve as supportive elders for marginalized youth, who
often carry much of the burden of activism to improve
educational settings: “We have to do some self-reflection
to say, ‘How am I showing up for these young people? And
am I doing it in a way that will maintain the status quo,
or am I giving them information that they need to move
forward and build something anew?’ ”

Being honest with students is also part of what Weiston-Serdan said she offers high schoolers, including
discussing community colleges as well as the option of
skipping college completely because coding jobs at some
tech companies do not require degrees. “We’re banging on
people because they don’t want to go through this [higher
education] process,” she said. “We can’t be mad at them;
we have to shift the process. We have to change the space
to welcome [students of color].”
Weiston-Serdan also reminded attendees of the fundamental importance of addressing your own unhealthy
coping mechanisms to be fully present for youth of color.
She shared a video about how her organization supports
black girls in valuing themselves, and discussed a school
in Ghana where family members can pop in to check on
children. “Imagine if there was a space [here] that was that
affirming and communal for most … people [of color]. We
know that’s how we operate,” she noted.
To complement her talk, Roger Fisher, U-M’s associate director of the Program on Intergroup Relations, moderated
a panel about supporting activism in students of color.
Dr. Helen Neville, professor of educational psychology and
African American studies at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, noted the importance of faculty of color
fighting for structural changes on campuses, such as the
addition of faculty who will mentor students and advocate
for social justice.

Featured Plenary on Student of
Color Activism
(left to right) Roger Fisher, Dr.Torie
Weiston-Serdan, Dr. Helen Neville,
Dr. Michael Spencer

Regarding direct support, helping youth gain a historical
context was emphasized by speakers that included Laura
Bohórquez, who works as a consultant and a community
advocate for undocumented students. She assists them in
overcoming damaging self-talk by recapping the reasons
immigration was deemed necessary and their parents’ role
in their U.S. presence. “That actually helps a lot with their
developmental understanding,” she said.
Dr. Michael Spencer, who directs Native Hawaiian, Pacific
Islander, & Oceanic Affairs at the University of Washington,
reminded audience members that students were serving
as activists simply by being present on higher education
campuses. “Making change in the context of living in white
supremacy is quite radical,” noted the professor of social
work.
After the formal conference ended, the NCID hosted two
strategic meetings where speakers connected to advance
a collective scholarly agenda to support students of color
and their well-being.

Dannie Bell, Steve Fund Youth Advisory Board Member shares key
learnings from her breakout session

The center’s director, Chavous, noted the enthusiasm
maintained throughout the day-long convening, and added,
“It was clear that people felt empowered by the connection to community and to the [definitive] sources of
information shared, as well as to how people are building
toolkits and sources of information. The exciting challenge
will be to build on the momentum from the meeting and
support efforts moving forward.”
By Barbra A. Rodriguez

CREATING
EQUITY IN
MENTAL
HEALTH

the word amongst young
people of color on using text
messaging as a means to
provide crisis counseling.
Through this partnership, we
recruit, select, and train young
people of color to become
Crisis Counselors with Crisis
Text Line and educate the
public that there is an
easy-to-use service in times of
crisis.

5 BASIC
REQUIREMENTS:

LEARN MORE & APPLY TODAY:
crisistextline.org/steve-fund

● A US Social Security number
● Background check
● Two references (yeah we
really want to get to know
you!)
● You’re at least 18 years old
● You have access to a
computer with a secure,
reliable internet connection

NEXT STEPS:
WHAT CRISIS COUNSELORS DO:
●

●
●

Use skills learned in training, like
active listening, to bring texters
from a hot moment of crisis to a
cool calm. Then, safety plan with
them.
Collaborate with our team of
Supervisors to ensure the safety
of each and every texter.
Enjoy our national community of
crisis counselors (you’ll be a part
of a very special club!).

● Apply. The application take
less than 30 minutes to
complete.
● Graduate. Once accepted,
complete the 30-hour online
training program with support
from our team of trainers.
● Save Lives. Use skills learned
in training to bring texters from
a hot moment of crisis to a cool
calm.

