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Ahmed is a man of Middle Eastern descent who recently started graduate school in 
a new state. He’s enjoying exploring his new neighborhood, especially since the campus 
is right by a major city and has stunning views of its skyline. It’s very different from the 
rural Midwest town where he was born and raised and where his family still lives.

You’re in the same grad program and have started getting to know Ahmed. One day 
he’s excited to tell you that his parents and two younger brothers have decided to come 
visit him, as he’s been suggesting. Since they’ve never seen the area before, Ahmed 
knows they’ll have fun exploring together. Plus, he rarely gets to spend quality time with 
them since they’re apart, and he misses that. 

Being Singled Out
His family arrives on a sunny Friday afternoon. Once they drop their things in 

Ahmed’s apartment and relax a bit, Ahmed offers to show them around his campus before 
they head to dinner. As they make their way through campus, Ahmed takes them to a 
popular scenic spot overlooking the 
nearby city skyline. They all find it 
impressive, and Ahmed points out 
certain notable buildings along the 
skyline while taking photos. Several 
other people are there too, taking 
pictures and relaxing on benches.

Next, Ahmed begins taking 
pictures of his family in front 
of the skyline. At one point, he 
notices a campus police car pulling 
up and two officers getting out. 
Ahmed doesn’t think anything 
of it, assuming they’re routinely 
patrolling the area or stopping into the nearby student center. His mother notices them as 
well and comments that she appreciates the fact that his campus is so secure with its own 
police force, and he agrees. Ahmed is about to take a picture when the officers approach 
and speak to them. 

One of the officers asks Ahmed’s group if any of them are students; Ahmed says he 
is, and that the others are his relatives who are visiting. The officer asks to see Ahmed’s 
campus ID. When Ahmed hands it over, the officer consults with his partner briefly before 
handing Ahmed’s card back to him. “Sorry to bother you,” he says, “but we just had to 
make sure your group wasn’t trespassing or doing anything prohibited. We got a call about a 
suspicious group taking photos of the city and just had to check it out.” Ahmed is surprised 
but doesn’t say anything. His father, however, asks who called and what was suspicious. 
The other officer says it was an anonymous tip and that that’s all the caller had said. 

Race and Belonging:  
Why Were the Police Called?
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Both officers apologize for the inconvenience and are very pleasant with Ahmed and 
his family as they head back to their police car, telling all of them to enjoy the rest of the 
weekend. Ahmed is disturbed and embarrassed by the incident, although he doesn’t let 
on how he’s feeling. He resumes having his family line up again for the photo he’d been 
about to take of them when the officers showed up. However, the mood is considerably 
dampened. His family now seems subdued and less talkative. Ahmed is upset about 
having his family’s trip get off to a bad start. 

After taking that photo, Ahmed realizes he’d like a few shots of him with his family 
in front of the skyline, but he’s now reluctant to ask anyone nearby to take their picture. 
Instead, he takes a selfie with all of them and does his best to get some of the city in the 
background. Afterwards, he suggests they go to dinner now and everyone agrees. 

As they begin heading out, Ahmed’s youngest brother asks him why the other people 
hanging out there and taking pictures weren’t questioned. Ahmed notices none of them 
appear to be Middle Eastern but says to his brother, “Oh, who knows, it’s no big deal,” 
and then changes the subject to the restaurant he’s planning to take them to. Inwardly, he 
decides to stay away from campus for the rest of his family’s visit. He wants them to have 
a good time, plus he doesn’t want to make waves at his new school. 

A Dilemma
The next time you see Ahmed, you ask him how his family’s visit was and he tells 

you about this incident. You’re upset about how he and his family were treated and want 
to help him deal with what happened while at the same respecting his space. How might 
you respond?

Discussion Questions
 ► What do you think motivated the anonymous call to campus police?
 ► What are your thoughts on how campus police handled the situation?
 ► How do you feel about Ahmed’s reaction to the situation? Would you have reacted 

differently if you were him? If so, why?
 ► What, if anything, should be done next?
 ► Have you ever had a similar experience, whether you were the one being 

questioned, filing a report or assessing a situation? If so, how did you handle 
it, and how did you feel in the moment? (If you’re not comfortable sharing this 
experience out loud, it’s okay to simply reflect on it.)

Race and Belonging:  
Why Were the Police Called? continued
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Lina is the first member of her family to go to college and she is feeling all the 
excitement and weight of that distinction. She so wants to make her parents proud of 
her, while understanding that they’re sacrificing a great deal to help her college dreams 
come true. And she wants to be a good role model for her younger sister, to show her that 
college is attainable and the path to a wider, more interesting world.

When Lina is admitted to a special pre-college program for first-generation students, 
she considers it. Is she ready to leave for college before other students get there? Is she 
ready to leave her family yet?

Ultimately, Lina decides to head to campus 10 days before most other students arrive 
to take part in the special program. It’s going to give her an opportunity to meet with 
faculty members and get to know her advisor, while also engaging with other first-gen 
students facing issues like hers.

The first few days are chock-full with activities and social events for the program 
participants, so Lina gets swooped into the busy schedule, having little time to miss her 
family. She texts with them regularly to check in, yet she’s not always able to return their 
texts right away because she 
is so busy. Lina meets a few 
other program participants who 
are very nice and they’ve soon 
created a supportive community 
that makes her feel she is part 
of something and has a place to 
belong.

On the fourth night of 
the program, some other 
participants choose to go off-
campus to check out that scene. 
Lina decides to go, too, because 
she wants to be with her new 
friends. She hasn’t had much 
to drink in her life, so after two 
cups of beer she is feeling really 
woozy and ready to head back to her residence hall room. A junior who lives off-campus 
offers to walk her home, and since this guy, Ed, is a friend of a friend, she accepts his 
offer. They joke and walk back to campus, and Lina is ready to just fall in bed when she 
gets to her room. Ed offers to rub her back as she falls asleep and Lina isn’t sure how 
to politely ask him to leave, even though all she wants to do is sleep. She nods and Ed 
touches her, getting more aggressive and soon climbing into bed with her. Lina is terrified 
and frozen – and lies there motionless as Ed sexually assaults her.

First-Generation Student:  
Family, Expectations & a Sexual Assault
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Soon after, Ed leaves and Lina lies there alone in the dark. She is so ashamed that 
she drank beer and allowed her inhibitions to be down, as she’s typically on the ball and 
in control. She wonders what she did to make Ed think it was okay to have sex with her. 
And, most of all, she never wants her family to find out what happened on this, just her 
fourth night of college.

Lina tries to go about being part of the program for the next few days before all the 
other students arrive on campus. She is going through the motions, but as a staff member, 
you can tell that something is off. Plus, her mother has been in touch with you because 
Lina hasn’t texted in 48 hours and she’s worried. When you ask Lina if she is okay, she 
says that she just misses her family – and then bursts into tears. As you talk more, Lina 
tells you about the situation with Ed and how ashamed she feels. “I’m not sure how I’ll 
ever face my family,” she cries. “They’re expecting so much from me and I’ve already let 
them down.”

You want to help Lina get the support and assistance she needs, while also helping her 
reconnect with her family. What might you do?

Discussion Questions
 ► What are some of the unique challenges that first-generation students face on 

campus?    
 ► What supports are in place for this population at your institution?
 ► Lina has intersecting issues at this point. What might you help with first?
 ► Who can help Lina handle the issues associated with being sexually assaulted?
 ► How might she reconnect with her family?
 ► What do you feel should happen to Ed?
 ► How does supervision of new students who come to campus early play into this 

situation?

First-Generation Student:  
Family, Expectations & a Sexual Assault continued
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Duane is a student leader you’ve come to know through his involvement with various 
organizations. He is involved with the intramurals program as a volunteer official plus 
he works on leadership programs with the multicultural office. Duane also took part 
in a community service project, helping to build an accessible playground for local 
schoolchildren, and you were the staff advisor for that project. 

Struggling with Classes 
You can tell that Duane is a hard-working student who really appreciates being 

at college. He gets a lot out of his co-curricular involvements. However, during your 
multiple interactions with Duane, 
he has talked with you several times 
about how he is struggling with his 
schoolwork. Sometimes you solicit 
information by asking, “How are 
classes going?” and other times Duane 
opens up to you all on his own. 

When he talks about the kinds 
of troubles he is having – mainly 
when it comes to comprehending and 
retaining information – you suspect 
that he may have a learning disability 
like dyslexia. Plus, it also seems that 
he has some real test anxiety that is 
holding him back from showing what 
he does know. 

Offering Suggestions 
You have mentioned your thoughts 

to Duane several times, along with 
suggestions about how he can get help. 
You’ve pointed out services that the 
office of disabilities provides, such as 
testing students for learning disabilities 
so they can receive appropriate accommodations. You’ve also walked over to the learning 
center with Duane, to informally show him the resources available there. 

However, Duane continues to struggle. The next time you talk with him about his 
studies, he tells you that he’s afraid he is going to fail a few classes due to low grades on 
some papers and homework assignments. He is all worked up about midterm exams, too, 
convinced that he’s going to do poorly. 

Learning Disabilities: Refusing to Seek Help
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When you ask Duane if he has sought help for his learning issues, he hesitates. 
“I don’t want people thinking I’m dumb,” he finally says. “If someone sees me at the 
learning center, they’re going to know I can’t hack it. And how is a student tutor my own 
age going to help me handle all this?”

You can tell that Duane is overwhelmed, yet pretty dead set against seeking help. 
You really want to assist him, although you’re not fully sure how to help someone who 
doesn’t seem willing to help himself. 

Discussion Questions
 ► Why do you think students with disabilities may resist seeking help? 
 ► What can we do on campus to help them overcome these obstacles? 
 ► What messages about help-seeking are communicated on your campus? Do they 

help or hinder the cause? 
 ► What resources would you encourage Duane to consider on your campus? 
 ► How can you spread the word to students about available resources they can take 

advantage of? 
 ► If students don’t take your suggestions, how do you typically respond? 
 ► What are some other “hidden disabilities” besides learning disabilities that 

students may be dealing with?

Learning Disabilities: Refusing to Seek Help continued
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Tania is a member of your Psychology class study group. She is super smart and eager 
to learn, as her goal is to be a school counselor after graduation. Besides her schoolwork, 

you also marvel at how Tania balances 
working for a local accountant and 
helping her sister, who is a single 
mom, raise two young children.

Usually the conversation during 
study group is lively and full of 
laughter, often led by Tania. During 
your last few sessions, however, 
it seems like she isn’t fully “with 
it.” She apologizes for being tired 
and not contributing very much, 
saying that things have been tough at 
home lately. Tania seems drawn and 
scattered, like she’s having a really 
tough time focusing.

Since you and Tania are friends, 
you decide to talk with her privately 
one day, asking if she’s okay. At  
first, she insists that things are “fine” 

and thanks you for being concerned. When you press a bit, Tania tells you that her 
sister recently lost her job and that things have been pretty lean at home. Plus, her 
financial aid is dwindling and she’s really worried about how she’s going to pay for 
next semester.

You tell Tania that she looks pale and tired, as if she hasn’t been eating or getting 
enough sleep. She says that there hasn’t been that much food available lately. She and her 
sister want to make sure the kids 
have enough to eat at home, and 
there often isn’t much left for them.

You’re glad that Tania has 
confided in you, yet very concerned 
about her well-being. You want 
to take her to lunch at the dining 
hall and provide her with bags of 
groceries, but you’re guessing she’d 
be embarrassed by such gestures. 
What might you do to help her 
during this time of food insecurity?

Food Insecurity: A Tough Time Focusing
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Discussion Questions
 ► What are some of the reasons that students experience food insecurity during their 

time at college?
 ► What kind of an impact can this have on them?
 ► What are some signs that someone may be food insecure?
 ► What services are available for students struggling with food insecurity on your 

campus?
 ► What services are available for students struggling with food insecurity in your 

community?
 ► As a fellow student, what might you be able to do for a peer who is food insecure?
 ► As a faculty or staff member, what might you be able to do for a student who is 

food insecure?

Food Insecurity: A Tough Time Focusing continued
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Cultural Appropriation: This refers to “picking and choosing elements of a culture by a 
member of another culture without permission. This includes traditional knowledge, 
religious symbols, artifacts or any other unauthorized use of cultural practice or 
ideation,” explains MTV’s LookDifferent.org site. It’s also “the act of taking or 
using things from a culture that is not your own, especially without showing that you 
understand or respect this culture,” according to the Cambridge English Dictionary. 
Examples include someone who is not a member of the relevant culture wearing a 
sombrero on Cinco de Mayo or wearing a Native American headdress as part of a 
Halloween costume.

Implicit Bias: This is when deep-seeded attitudes and stereotypes impact our actions, 
our decisions and our understanding without us being conscious that it’s happening. 
This subconscious bias can impact how we feel about people based on race, ethnicity, 
appearance, age and other factors. According to The Kirwan Institute for the Study of 
Race and Ethnicity:
• “Implicit biases are pervasive. Everyone possesses them, even people with 

avowed commitments to impartiality such as judges.
• Implicit and explicit biases are related but distinct mental constructs. They are not 

mutually exclusive and may even reinforce each other.
• The implicit associations we hold do not necessarily align with our declared 

beliefs or even reflect stances we would explicitly endorse.
• We generally tend to hold implicit biases that favor our own ingroup, though 

research has shown that we can still hold implicit biases against our ingroup.
• Implicit biases are malleable. Our brains are incredibly complex, and the implicit 

associations that we have formed can be gradually unlearned through a variety of 
debiasing techniques.”

Marginalized Groups: They have less access to power and resources and are 
generally assumed to be “less than,” “inferior” or “deficient.” Often feel the need 
to assimilate or to try to fit in, but have their truths and experiences questioned 
and invalidated. Are relegated to the outer edge of society/community and are very 
aware of oppression.

Microaggressions: Derald Wing Sue, author of Microaggressions in Everyday Life: 
Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation (2010), says, “Microaggressions are the brief 
and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, whether 
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial, 
gender, sexual-orientation, and religious slights and insults to the target person or 
group.” She goes on to explain, “Microaggressions are constant and continuing 
experiences of marginalized groups in our society; they assail the self-esteem of 
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recipients, produce anger and frustration, deplete psychic energy, lower feelings of 
subjective well-being and worthiness, produce physical health problems, shorten life 
expectancy, and deny minority populations equal access and opportunity in education, 
employment, and health care.” 

Privileged Groups: They define what is normal, make the rules, and have greater access 
to power and resources. Generally assumed to be “greater than” or “better than” and 
given the benefit of the doubt. Are also often unaware of their privilege.

Sources: www.tolerance.org; U.S. Department of Justice; LookDifferent.org; Microaggressions in Everyday Life: 
Race, Gender, and Sexual Orientation (2010); Cambridge English Dictionary; The Kirwan Institute for the Study of 
Race and Ethnicity
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