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W
ords for It 

I w
ish I could take language

And fold it like cool, m
oist rags.

I w
ould lay w

ords on your forehead.
I w

ould w
rap w

ords on your w
rists.

“There, there,” m
y w

ords w
ould say–

O
r som

ething better.
I w

ould m
urm

ur,
“H

ush” and “Shh, shhh, it’s all right.”

I w
ould ask them

 to hold you all night.
I w

ish I could take language
And daub and soothe and cool
W

here fever blisters and burns,
W

here fever turns yourself against you.
I w

ish I could take language
And heal the w

ords that w
ere the w

ounds
You have no nam

es for.

by Julia Cam
eron 



W
hat’s language got to do w

ith it?

●
G

row
ing disconnect betw

een diversity and inclusion efforts and com
m

unity 
engagem

ent initiatives on college cam
puses (H

urtado, 2007), along w
ith 

“underside” of com
m

unity engagem
ent (e.g., Jones, G

ilbride-Brow
n, & 

G
asiorski, 2005)

●
Language is socially constructed and shaped by pow

er relations w
ithin 

social institutions like colleges and universities (Fairclough, 2015)
●

Language actively constructs representations of individuals, groups, 
organizations, and relationships (W

etherell, 2001)
●

A critical exam
ination of representations can uncover discursive strategies 

for m
aintaining inequities (van Dijk, 1993)

●
Scant research exists on language use in com

m
unity engagem

ent



Study O
verview

 

The purpose of the study w
as to describe how

 colleges and 
universities use language to represent diversity and 
inclusion in com

m
unity engagem

ent.

Prim
ary RQ

:  In w
hat w

ays do colleges and universities use 
language to represent diversity and inclusion in com

m
unity 

engagem
ent?



R
esearch D

esign

●
Q

ualitative m
ethodology

●
Critical discourse analysis 
(Fairclough, 2015) using a 
m

ultiple case study 
approach (Yin, 2009)

●
Critical research paradigm

 
(H

urtado, 2015; Rossm
an & 

Rallis, 2003) 
Fairclough, 2013



U
niversity Cases 

City H
eights 

University 
M

ountain View
 

University 
Sm

all Tow
n University 

Private, m
aster’s 

granting university

5,000+ students

G
row

ing m
idsize city 

in the M
idw

est

Public, doctoral 
granting university

12,000+ students

Sm
all city in the w

est

Sm
all, public liberal 

arts university

Few
er than 2,000 

students

Rem
ote tow

n in the 
M

idw
est



Research Sub-Q
uestions 

Data Sources 

H
ow

 does language in application responses for 
the Com

m
unity Engagem

ent Classification 
represent diversity and inclusion?

●
First-tim

e docum
entation fram

ew
ork (16 

pages)
●

W
ritten application responses for the 2015 

classification process (3 docum
ents, 164 

pages)
●

Focus on diversity and inclusion question 
(“Is com

m
unity engagem

ent connected w
ith 

diversity and inclusion w
ork (for students 

and faculty) on your cam
pus?”)

H
ow

 does language in application responses for 
the Com

m
unity Engagem

ent Classification 
represent diversity and inclusion?

Transcribed audio recording from
 individual 

interview
s (6 interview

s, 79 pages)

H
ow

 does language on com
m

unity engagem
ent 

offi
ce w

eb pages represent diversity and 
inclusion?

W
eb page screenshots (69 pages from

 36 
hyperlinks)



D
escriptive 

Findings

Description of texts for 
each university case 
study 

Review
 of text properties 

across cases 

N
ot about people or 

places - language use 



Sam
ple D

escriptive Findings 

●
Intertextuality w

ith university docum
ents

●
University as “do-er” of action and com

m
unity as recipient of action

●
Diversity or diverse as replacem

ents for nam
ed social identities

●
Diversity as som

ething/som
eone to be m

anaged or counted 
●

Supplem
ental nature of diversity and inclusion 

●
Presuppositions in “the” com

m
unity

●
“Us/them

” distinctions in pronoun use 
●

Diverse as a descriptor of groups or place
●

Com
m

unity as a seam
less unit



Interpretative Findings 

Representations of 
Diversity 

Representations of 
Inclusion 

●
Diversity as a seam

less 
“other”

●
Diversity as a proxy

●
Diversity as a 
com

m
odity

●
Inclusion as correction

●
Inclusion as honoring

●
Inclusion as a skillset 



D
iversity as a Seam

less “O
ther”

●
Labels of groups as diverse (diverse com

m
unity, diverse population, diverse 

students) 
●

Presum
es fam

iliarity w
ith w

here diversity resides and reference group of 
interest (Latino com

m
unity)

●
Seam

less unit of non-w
hite bodies (pronoun “them

”) as a recurring other in 
university com

m
unity engagem

ent (otherness outside the institution or 
“other” w

ithin institution)
●

M
ake invisible inequalities, discount divisions, and erase pow

er differentials 
for the sake of seam

lessness
●

Signaling w
ho and w

hat is diverse, but also w
ho and w

hat is not



Inclusion as H
onoring 

●
Universities or university stakeholders being honored by a relationship w

ith a 
“diverse” entity (N

AACP) or as conveying honor upon one (Dr. King)
●

“Food and fun” nature of an em
pow

erm
ent script that can sim

ultaneously 
dem

onstrate connection yet foster distance
●

Diverse bodies w
elcom

ed into spaces as tem
porary residents or guests w

ith 
unw

ritten conditions for adm
ission 

●
Term

s or conditions can include a w
illingness to be repaired, celebrated, or 

em
pow

ered for the sake of university prom
otion or student learning 



Explanatory Findings 

Discourse Types 
Ideologies 

M
anagerial 

Prom
otional

Specialist
O

ppositional

N
eoliberalism

W
hite suprem

acy 



Study Im
plications 

For practice: 

●
O

pportunities for language-based 
interventions to prom

ote critical 
reflection-in-action 

●
Teaching and practicing critical 
language skills (i.e., nam

ing) 
●

Fostering environm
ental 

conditions for unlearning language 
use and disrupting sham

e

For research: 

●
Research partnership w

ith the 
Carnegie Foundation 

●
Additional sources of language 
from

 com
m

unity engagem
ent 

practice 
●

Socialization processes of 
language use in com

m
unity 

engagem
ent actor narratives 



W
onderings (and w

anderings)

●
H

ow
 can w

e tell stories of justice, solidarity, and shared futures through our 
language use? 

●
W

hat does it look like and feel like to lean into the em
otional discom

fort of 
exam

ining language-in-use?
●

H
ow

 can w
e engage tensions in the language of diversity and inclusion to 

advance new
 w

ays of speaking to and about one another?
●

H
ow

 can language use facilitate agency and healing?
●

W
hat do w

e w
ant the vocabulary of engagem

ent to com
m

unicate during this 
m

om
ent, and to w

hom
? 



”To exist, hum
anly, is to nam

e the w
orld, 

to change it. O
nce nam

ed, the w
orld in 

its turn reappears to the nam
ers as a 

problem
 and requires of them

 a new
 

nam
ing. H

um
an beings are not built in 

silence, but in w
ord, in w

ork, in 
action-reflection.”

Paulo Freire
Pedagogy of the O

ppressed


