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Introduction 
What do we mean when we talk about diversity? How do the concepts of equity and 
inclusion factor into diversity? You may be passionate about being an active change-
maker to address issues of Anti-Blackness and other forms of oppression at UCSF, but 
you might not know where to start and how to proceed. Made specifically by and for the 
Graduate Division, this primer to meant set some groundwork that will help you reframe 
your understanding of the diversity work that is needed locally and nationally. Our goal in 
creating this living document is to provide a shared language, allowing us to engage in 
dialogue and more effectively work together to address the unique needs of the Graduate 
Division community. This primer was adapted from the Differences Matter Initiative’s 
Antiracism and Race Literacy: A Primer and Toolkit for Medical Educators.  

Everyone has an active role to play in the diversity work that is needed. This diversity work 
starts with each of us making changes in the spaces where we hold power. Together, our 
work in our smaller circles will contribute to the larger movement. 

Objectives 
The Graduate Division DEI Primer is meant to: 

• establish groundwork that is essential to empower research faculty to be active,
committed participants in diversity work within the Graduate Division,

• accompany and support the Faculty Guide: Talking about Race and Inequity in
Science and support research faculty engaging in important conversations,

• provide clarity on how equity and inclusion are integral components to diversity, and

• serve as a living glossary of important terms and key frameworks, which faculty can
refer back to as needed.



What is Diversity? 
 
In the most basic sense, diversity refers to the representation of difference. Diversity in 
people can refer to different ways of seeing or thinking about the world, different life 
experiences, different working styles, different communication styles, different cultural 
practices, different personal and professional identities, different abilities, and many other 
aspects of how we live and exist. Understanding differences is an important first step, but 
there is more to it. Diversity is defined in UCSF’s PRIDE values as a call to appreciate and 
celebrate differences in others, creating an environment of equity and inclusion with 
opportunities for everyone to reach their potential. Diversity is more than just the 
representation of difference in our community. We tend to think of diversity as a noun 
when we should really be thinking about it as a verb.  
 
Diversity as a Noun - A Desired Outcome 
 
Calls to increase diversity in academia, especially within the fields of science, technology, 
engineering, mathematics, and medicine (STEMM), are not new1. Many of these national 
conversations on increasing diversity focus on the desired outcome: increasing the 
number of students, postdocs, and faculty from backgrounds that have been and continue 
to be underrepresented in the field/institution compared to the larger population2. Focusing 
on just the numbers does not capture the full scope of the problem - the focus is on the 
‘what’ while neglecting the ‘who,’ ‘where,’ ‘when,’ and ‘why’. In this way, diversity is 
discussed as a noun – something that is present, or not present. With this approach, 
institutions make public commitments to numeric measures of diversity, going so far as 
citing the presence of diversity as necessary for their own brand of excellence. Such 
commitments tend to be non-performative, failing to bring about the change for which they 
strive3,4. 
 
Diversity as a Verb - Creating Equitable and Inclusive Environments 
 
Diversity is not just about numbers and words we weave. Diversity involves understanding 
people, their experiences, and how we empower them to be authentic members of our 
community. But diversity is challenged by the systems of oppression that uphold the 
dominant culture, a culture which continuously tells people that their differences do not fit 
and therefore must either be changed or suppressed.  Diversity is also challenged by 
inequities which create more opportunities for some and fewer opportunities for others. 
These inequities tend to be less visible to those with more power, but are nonetheless 
there5. With these challenges in mind, diversity practitioners understand that meaningful 
change in representation within an organization requires an approach that focuses on 
transforming organizational culture. It is active work to be critically conscious of the 
systems in which we work, to ask whether we are as inclusive and affirming as we think 



and say we are. What we are called to do is learn about and reflect on how equity and 
inclusion factor into our work as diversity practitioners. 

Factoring Equity into Diversity Work 

Equity refers to a state in which we all get what we need to survive or succeed based on 
where we are and where we want to go6. Equity is also tightly associated with principles of 
justice and fairness. It is important to recognize that equity is not the same thing as 
equality. Equality refers to sameness, as when describing the same rights and privileges 
that are granted to all citizens of a country. Equity considers the contextual experiences of 
people and recognizes that resources and power are not always distributed equally. 
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Equity is an integral aspect of our diversity work because we want all members of our 
community to be successful, and that requires a deep understanding of their goals, where 
they are, what they need, and what barriers stand in their way. As a community, our goal 
should be to create systems that have the capacity to understand, affirm, and respond to 
the unique needs of every person without assuming what those needs are (see also Anti-
Deficit Model). An equity-minded approach would have us recognize how systemic and 
institutional inequities impact a person’s success, and not assume that failure to succeed 
is due solely to deficiencies in that person. 

Supporting Diversity Work with Inclusion 

Inclusion describes a state of being included within a group in such a way that allows for 
authentic and empowered participation and a true sense of belonging8. In order for 
everyone to have empowered participation, we must necessarily consider equity – does 
everyone have what they need in order to successfully participate in the group? Inclusion, 
then, comes down to how authentically someone can participate and is determined by the 
degree to which a person has to change, suppress, or abandon aspects of their personal 
and professional identities in order to feel like they are accepted into the group (see also 



Anti-Deficit Model). The path to true belonging, then, is when someone feels that they have 
the resources they need, are actively encouraged to participate as their authentic self, and 
celebrated for being who they are.  
 
In our efforts to build and sustain inclusive environments, we must constantly check our 
biases and assumptions and really listen to the experiences of those whom we say we 
want to include. If we care about being inclusive, we must pre-emptively analyze the 
systems in which we work to identify and change potential barriers to inclusion, ideally 
before people hit those barriers. There should be no room for rigid stances like, “this is the 
way science is done,” or “this is a sink or swim field.” 
 
 

An Equity-Minded and Inclusive Approach to Diversity  
 

“Perhaps one reason why efforts to diversify science have made little progress 
is that we’ve spent too much effort trying to inculcate diverse populations of 
students into the culture of science as opposed to changing the culture of 

science itself to be inclusive of them.”9 
 
From the dialogues we are having with our trainees, it is clear that a narrow definition of 
diversity - increasing the number of scientists at UCSF that identify as women, Black, 
Latinx, American Indians/Alaska Natives, first-generation (FG) college students, sexual- 
and gender-minority students, and students with both visible and nonvisible (dis)abilities – 
is necessary but not sufficient. What we need is an equity-minded approach that allows us 
to think inclusively about diversity.  
 
We propose a working definition of diversity as:10 

1) Celebrating the innovation that results from the heterogeneity within our community. 
Heterogeneity here includes but is not limited to: personal and professional 
identities, world views, ways of thinking and expression, unique life experiences, 
problem solving strategies, work styles, attitudes and beliefs. 

2) Resisting and counteracting the tendency of those with privilege and/or power to 
determine norms that are oblivious, indifferent, opposed to, or violent toward #1. 

3) Deliberately and relentlessly promoting spaces and processes that invite, 
encourage, embrace, defend, and celebrate different ways of feeling and thinking 
about science and life. 

 
Such an approach will not be easy so we must approach this work with a growth 
mindset.11 This will be an ongoing process, and we will fail at times – in those moments, 
we must be able to listen to and honor the experiences of those excluded from our spaces 
and work to be more inclusive.  Commitment to diversity work requires that we adopt a 
growth mindset and commit to being active participants in the ways we can, so that 
together we progress toward our goal of creating equitable and inclusive environments 
that beget true diversity. 



Glossary of Important Terms 

 
The terms below have been adapted from the School of Medicine’s DEI Primer and 
Toolkit, with the addition of specific terms that are important for diversity practitioners 
within the Graduate Division (terms added or adapted are indicated with *). It is important 
to note that language changes. Some of the terms below may have developed new or 
more complex meanings from how you’ve learned about them previously. Likewise, these 
terms may change in context of how we use them in our community and in society. You 
should familiarize yourself with these terms and integrate them into your every-day 
interactions with colleagues and learners. Just as you would stay up-to-date with your 
particular field, building your knowledge and understanding of terms centered in national 
conversations about racism and oppression will empower you to be an active participant in 
conversations and initiatives.  
 
Anti-Blackness 
Anti-Blackness is a theoretical framework that describes societal devaluation and 
disregard for the lives and humanity of people racialized as Black.12 The ideological roots of 
anti-Blackness are tied to the exploitation and dehumanization of Black people during 
chattel slavery. Anti-Blackness manifests as overt discrimination, violence, and 
structural/systemic racism against Black people, and in the de-prioritization of their issues. 
 
Antiracist* 
The opposite of ‘racist’ is ‘antiracist,’ and this term is used to describe what it means to 
actively fight against racism rather than passively consider one’s self as not racist. “One 
either believes problems are rooted in groups of people, as a racist, or locates the roots of 
problems in power and policies, as an antiracist. One either allows racial inequities to 
persevere, as a racist, or confronts racial inequities, as an antiracist.”13  
 
Black, Indigenous, People of Color (BIPOC)* 
“The term BIPOC stands for ‘Black, Indigenous, People of Color,’ it is meant to unite all 
people of color in the work for liberation while intentionally acknowledging that not all 
people of color face the same levels of injustice. By specifically naming Black and 
Indigenous people we are recognizing that Black and Indigenous people face the worst 
consequences of systemic white supremacy, classism and settler colonialism.”14 
 
Color-blindness 
One mainstream approach race in the United States is to insist that race is unimportant (or 
unseen) and does not impact a person’s achievements or abilities.15 However, because of 
racism, people of different races have different lived experiences. Espousing a color-blind 
ideology that race does not matter ignores the actual differences in lived experience that 
people have based on how others perceive and respond to them in conscious, 



subconscious, and systemic ways. Becoming conscious of how race affects one’s 
experiences in the world, or becoming color-conscious, is an important step in addressing 
racism.16 
 
Critical Consciousness* 
This model refers to a broad, analytical approach where one thinks critically about culture 
and power in any particular context. Critical consciousness requires that we recognize and 
challenge the biases that are shaped by our positionality in the system, and to question the 
culture, norms, attitudes, and beliefs that exist explicitly and implicitly. For the biomedical 
sciences, this means thinking critically about the culture of science, and how that culture 
produces and maintains social inequities.17  The Graduate Division’s definition of diversity 
employs critical consciousness by recognizing the many factors that marginalize some but 
not others in the biomedical sciences, focusing both on recruiting and retaining trainees 
with diverse life experiences and values. Critical consciousness is required in order for 
educators to develop culture competence. 
 
Cultural Competence* 
“A model where educators intentionally foster a culture in which students feel they can be 
themselves. […] This does not just mean being able to work with people from different 
cultural backgrounds; in this model, cultural competence means ‘helping students to 
recognize and honor their own cultural beliefs and practices while acquiring access to the 
wider culture.’ In university science and math settings, this means departments that 
deliberately broaden norms and practices so that students from nondominant cultures feel 
welcomed.”17 
 
Dignity* 
State of being worthy; having privilege and honor; worthy, proper, fitting; to take, accept. 
This term is specifically used when referring to how we treat others with dignity, how we 
listen to their experiences and acknowledge that what they have to share is worthy of 
being heard and believed.  
 
Ethnicity 
Ethnicity, like race, is a social construct that has been used for categorizing people based 
on perceived differences in appearance and behavior. Historically, race has been tied to 
biology and ethnicity to culture, though the definitions are fluid, have shifted over time, and 
the two concepts are not clearly distinct from one another. According to the American 
Anthropological Society, “ethnicity may be defined as the identification with population 
groups characterized by common ancestry, language and custom. Because of common 
origins and intermarriage, ethnic groups often share physical characteristics which also 
then become a part of their identification--by themselves and/or by others. However, 
populations with similar physical appearance may have different ethnic identities, and 
populations with different physical appearances may have a common ethnic identity.”18 
Race and ethnicity, social constructions, are often conflated with, and used as a surrogate 



for, ancestry. Ancestry more specifically and accurately identifies ancestral genetic lineage 
than does race or ethnicity. 
 
Equality 
Equality is a state/outcome that is the same among different groups of people. Equality is 
sameness.19 
 
Equity* 
Equity refers to a state in which we all get what we need to survive or succeed based on 
where we are and where we want to go.6 Equity is also tightly associated with principles of 
justice and fairness. It is important to recognize that equity is not the same thing as 
equality. Equality refers to sameness, as when describing the same rights and privileges 
that are granted to all citizens of a country. Equity considers the contextual experiences of 
people and recognizes that resources are not always distributed equally.  
 
Identity* 
“Identity is the composite of who a person is. Identity includes the way one thinks about 
oneself, the way one is viewed by the world, and the characteristics that one uses to 
define oneself, such as an individual’s gender identification, sexual orientation, place of 
birth, race, ethnicity, FG college status, profession, values, and even hobbies. Some 
aspects of identity are constant, while others change depending on stage of life and social 
context. In addition, a person can hold multiple identities that also intersect one another, 
such as Black, transgendered woman, scientist, spouse, parent, artist, bookworm, and 
athlete. Research on the persistence of [under-represented] populations has often 
highlighted specific aspects of identity such as race, ethnicity, gender, income, and FG 
status as particularly important factors in retention and success in college and in STEMM 
fields.”20 

 
“Individuals develop social identities to fill psychological needs, such as increasing self-
esteem and reducing uncertainty about oneself. Developing social identities requires both 
a sense of belonging to a particular social group and recognition as an accepted member 
of the group from existing members of that social group. Accordingly, social identities are 
defined by a common set of norms, attitudes, traits, and stereotypes that together form a 
“prototype,” the typical or average representation of a group member. Individuals who 
deviate from this prototype—in STEMM, those individuals who are not White, male, 
heterosexual, able-bodied, middle-class and up, or otherwise historically represented as 
scientists—are more likely to be marginalized within the social group and not extended full 
membership. This marginalization, sometimes in the form of microaggressions, has the 
effect of barring UR students from benefiting fully from opportunities afforded to members 
of more well-represented and prototypical groups.”20 
 
 



Identity Interference* 
“Identity interference occurs when cultural meanings and stereotypes assigned to social 
identities cause those with multiple identities to feel that one identity interferes with the 
successful performance of another identity. Resolving this interference by disidentifying, 
minimizing, or downplaying their devalued social identity can in turn challenge students’ 
sense of authenticity and sense of belonging in their discipline and can even result in lower 
academic or professional performance. Students who feel they must change themselves 
and their identities to fit in are more likely to experience depression, reduced psychological 
well-being, and impaired academic performance.“20  
 
Implicit Bias* 
Bias consists of attitudes, behaviors, and actions that are prejudiced in favor of or against 
one person or group compared to another. Implicit bias is a form of bias that 
occurs automatically and unintentionally, that nevertheless affects judgments, decisions, 
and behaviors. Research has shown implicit bias can pose a barrier to recruiting and 
retaining a diverse scientific workforce.21  
 
Institutional Racism* 
As a system of social control, institutional racism is a guiding principle that helps theorists 
across disciplines examine the systemic practices and policies that result in wealth, 
employment, housing, criminal justice, and political power disparities. Racially biased 
systems can supplant individual motivations and lead non-racist people to unwittingly 
contribute to racist outcomes in criminal justice, education, and health systems.22 Although 
this concept might seem to focus on racial oppression and discrimination, scholars stress 
the importance of acknowledging “intersectional understandings which recognize the 
significance of seeing individuals as multiply positioned, with each identity (race/ethnicity, 
gender, class, etc.) irreducible to a discrete category or experience”.23   
 
Pipeline Metaphor* 
The STEM pathway from college to a doctoral program and then entry into a professional 
career has traditionally been referred to as a pipeline. Flow through a pipeline evokes an 
image of a uniform fluid flowing at a uniform speed, with leaks depicting failure to keep up 
with the flow. This imagery fails to capture: the incredible heterogeneity of individuals within 
the scientific pipeline; the developmental processes that add to or decrease progression of 
individuals; and the varied levels of skills each has developed as they pass the traditional 
academic stage milestones. In other words, the pipeline analogy can easily distract from a 
focus on the different starting points of those who enter it and the development of talents 
that does or does not occur within it.24 
 
“A pipeline conjures a picture of a straight line from enrollment, through graduate school, 
ending at a faculty position. However, a faculty career is not a given; career development is 
more of a branching pathway than straight line, where individuals must make decisions 



that could take them closer or further from academic research. These choices are often 
made with intention and do not represent accidental “leaking” from a linear path.”2  
 
Race 
The concept of race was constructed as a tool to categorize people with the purpose of 
validating racism. Race has no biological basis. During historical projects such as 
colonialism and slavery, race was artificially imposed on people in different political 
positions to create a moral hierarchy used to justify the harm inflicted by inequitable 
systems, exploitive capitalism, and white supremacy.13, 25 Although the construct of race is 
dynamic and evolves with changing social, political, and historical norms,26 the construct 
perpetuated the false idea that there are static, innate characteristics that apply to sets of 
people despite diverse origins, life experiences, and genetic makeups. However, race is 
distinct from ancestry. Ancestry denotes people’s shared traits based the genetic 
similarities of their ancestors and accounts for the complexity of geographic variation and 
fluidity.27 While race is socially constructed, the consequences of this social construct are 
experienced individually and collectively by communities in the form of racism. The effects 
of racism can be seen in differential outcomes in health, wealth, socioeconomic status, 
education, and social mobility in the United States. 

 
Race Privilege  
Race privilege is a term that identifies people who may be afforded privileges over others, 
usually because of their race’s relative historical or current proximity to whiteness when 
compared to another person identified as being of a different race. 
 
Racism 
Geographer and social theorist Dr. Ruth Wilson Gilmore defines racism as “the state-
sanctioned and/or legal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerabilities 
to premature death, in distinct and yet densely interconnected political geographies.”28  
Importantly, her definition centers on how people of color experience racism, rather than 
focusing on how race is imagined or intended by white people.29 Racism exists in many 
forms.  Institutional racism describes the “policies, practices and procedures that work 
better for white people than for people of color, regardless of intention.”30 When describing 
how these institutions combine across history and present day reality to create systems 
that negatively impact communities of color, we call this structural racism.  Our 
experiences in the world and interacting with institutions and social structures results in 
internalized racism that shapes our biases and beliefs about ourselves and others. These 
beliefs may manifest on an interpersonal level as individual racism, or the “pre-judgement, 
bias, or discrimination by an individual based on race”.30 Although individually exercised, 
individual racism is internalized from racist institutions and systems. Because it exists in the 
context of structural racism, there is no such thing as “reverse racism” since the 
inequitable systems upon which racism is based are set up to benefit white people.  
 
Systems of Oppression* 



We live in a society with multiple intersecting structures of power – race and ethnicity, 
gender identity, sexuality, dis/ability, immigration status, religion, class/socioeconomic 
status, among others - which create more opportunities for some and fewer opportunities 
for others. These structures of power produce inequities and systems of oppression – 
racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, xenophobia, classism, elitism, and other forms of 
systemic discrimination. Anti-Black racism is particularly pervasive in the United States.  
 
“In its traditional usage, oppression means the exercise of tyranny by a ruling group. […] In 
dominant political discourse it is not legitimate to use the term oppression to describe our 
society, because oppression is the evil perpetrated by the Others. New left social 
movements of the 1960s and 1970s, however, shifted the meaning of the concept of 
oppression. In its new usage, oppression designates the disadvantage and injustice some 
people suffer not because a tyrannical power coerces them, but because of the everyday 
practices of a well-intentioned liberal society. […] Oppression in this sense is structural, 
rather than the result of a few people’s choices or policies. Its causes are embedded in 
unquestioned norms, habits, and symbols, in the assumptions underlying institutional rules 
and the collective consequences of following those rules.”31 
 
Five faces of oppression:31, 32 

• Exploitation - the systematic transfer of resources (such as land, wealth, or labor 
value) from one group to another. 

• Marginalization - the prevention or limitation of full participation in society through 
exclusion from, for example, the job market, health care system, public benefits 
programs, or community activities. 

• Powerlessness - a deprivation of the ability to make decisions about one’s living or 
working conditions. 

• Cultural Imperialism - the valuing and enforcement of the dominant group’s culture, 
norms, and characteristics. 

• Violence - includes physical, sexual, and emotional violence, and the threat of 
violence, as well as policies and structures that condone violence. 

 
 
Historically Marginalized / Historically Underrepresented* 
This term is used to make it easier to refer to groups of people whose representation in a 
collective (i.e. at an institution or in a professional field) is significantly lower than their 
representation in the population at large. Within the field of biomedical research and 
education (and STEMM fields in general) this term is also used to call out the effects of 
marginalization that members of these groups experience by not meeting the norms of the 
dominant culture that is white, well-educated, heterosexual, cis-gender and male. Another 
term that is commonly used is ‘underrepresented minorities’ abbreviated as URM.  
 
Groups that are underrepresented at UCSF are defined as: U.S. citizens and permanent 
residents who are African American/Black; American Indian/Alaskan Native; Hispanic; 



Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander; or multiracial when at least one of the preceding 
URM racial/ethnic groups was indicated. 
 
Individuals historically marginalized in STEMM fields include women of all racial/ethnic 
groups and individuals specifically identifying as Black, Latinx, and American 
Indians/Alaska Natives, first-generation (FG) college students, sexual- and gender-minority 
students, and students with both visible and nonvisible disabilities.20 
 
**BIPOC scholars posit that ‘URM’ and other similar abbreviations are racist labels that 
misrepresents and obfuscates the unique marginalization that different groups experience. 
By lumping these different groups of people into one term, usually for the sake of making it 
easier to talk about them, it implies that underrepresentation is a permanent fixture of their 
identities.33  We therefore encourage you to reflect on your own usage of terms like 
‘underrepresented minorities,’ or ‘historically underrepresented.’ If your goal is to promote 
equity and inclusion, it is recommended that you explicitly name the individual groups to 
which you are referring, or use abbreviations that they have chosen for themselves (like 
BIPOC). 
 
Whiteness 
Often conversations about racism can feel personal, rather than focused on the systemic 
mechanisms that maintain or protect racism. In order to set the stage for productive 
conversations about racism at UCSF, we want to introduce the useful theoretical 
framework of whiteness.  Whiteness is beyond white skin; it refers to a systematic 
prioritization that advantages white people and disadvantages people of color. The 
fundamental premise of the concept of whiteness is that being white is the standard and 
being a person of color is a deviation from this norm.34 Whiteness influences everyone 
because it is a ubiquitous set of cultural assumptions to which we are all pressured to 
conform. It is, essentially, the water in which we all swim.35 For example, consider what 
understood to be “normal” when Band-Aid describes a pale tan bandage as “skin tone”, 
when a patient expresses surprise that their doctor is Black, or when a person’s name is 
described as “unusual” when it is really just unfamiliar to someone. The normative ideals of 
whiteness often go unnamed, unexamined, and unquestioned. This has tangible 
consequences, and often violent effects, for those who do not default into the norms of 
whiteness. Whiteness, and its consequent white supremacy, permeate medicine and 
health care in complex and nuanced ways. A discussion or critique of whiteness is not a 
critique of white people, but of a system from which they benefit and often uphold. 
 
White Fragility 
Multicultural education scholar Dr. Robin DiAngelo describes white fragility as “a state in 
which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of 
defensive moves. These moves include the outward display of emotions such as anger, 
fear, and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-
inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate white racial equilibrium. 



Racial stress results from an interruption to what is racially familiar.” White fragility may be 
a learned and is often a subconscious emotional response, resulting from white people 
lacking the prior experience to develop the tools for constructive engagement across racial 
divides. It is nefarious in that it works to protect, maintain, and reproduce white privilege by 
centering the emotions of white people in dialogues about racism, thus impeding 
discussions about racist systems that need dismantling.36 
 
White Privilege 
White privilege is a term that identifies disproportionate access to opportunities, privileges, 
protections, head starts, or benefits (eg. absence of burdens, barriers, oppression) that 
afford social and economic mobility that people perceived to be white enjoy that are not 
typically afforded to people of color. These benefits can be material, social, or 
psychological.37  Anti-Blackness is one mechanism that establishes and reinforces white 
privilege.  
 
 
 

Key Frameworks 
 
 
Critical Race Theory (CRT)  
Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged from legal scholarship in 1989 in response to the 
limited and narrow scope of how law defined and addressed racism. It offered a set of key 
racial equity principles and a methodology to illuminate and combat the root cause of 
structural racism. This methodology has since been adapted to the field of health and 
medicine to help scholars attend to equity while carrying out research.38  Critical race 
theorists recognize that racism is ingrained in the United States’ historical fabric and argue 
we must explicitly identify and name racial power dynamics in order to address racism.16 
CRT challenges the fundamental assumption that science is objective because scientific 
activity occurs within, and is informed by, the social context in which we live, which is 
biased.39 
 
 
Anti-racism  
Anti-racism is the active process of identifying and eliminating racism by changing 
systems, organizational structures, policies and practices and attitudes, so that power is 
redistributed and shared equitably. Anti-racism examines and disrupts the power 
imbalances between racialized people and non-racialized (white people). In order to 
practice anti-racism, a person must first understand: 
 

• How racism affects the lived experience of people of color and Indigenous 
people 



• How racism is systemic and manifested in both individual attitudes and 
behaviors as well as formal policies and practices within institutions 

• How both white people and people of color can, often unknowingly, participate 
in racism through perpetuating unequitable systems 

• That dismantling racism requires dismantling systems that perpetuate inequity 
such as exploitive capitalism 

 
Remember, these concepts are complex, so these conversations can be challenging. Try 
to lean into the discomfort with the goal of talking about systems, and our roles in 
perpetuating or dismantling unjust systems, rather than attacking or defending one’s 
character. 
 
Anti-Deficit* 
An anti-deficit framework is used to challenge social and systemic barriers when it comes 
to student success and has emerged as a way to combat pervasive deficit thinking. Deficit 
thinking has its foundation in the idea that students possess deficits - motivational, 
cognitive, resource, experiential, cultural, or otherwise.40, 41, 42, 43 A deficit thinking approach 
focuses on assumed inadequacies of the students and seeks to provide programs to 
bridge skill gaps and assist the integration of the student into the prescribed norms of 
success. Deficit thinking is seen as a form of assimilation of groups or individuals into the 
dominant culture. An anti-deficit framework, instead, focuses on understanding and 
celebrating the strengths a student possesses that allow them to be successful despite 
institutional or systemic barriers to the student’s success. Deficit approaches can 
perpetuate (notions) of assimilation, stereotype threat, exacerbate identity interference, and 
further affirms whiteness. 
 
In the biomedical sciences, efforts to increase diversity have focused on increasing a 
diverse “pool” of scientists by bridging skill gaps for graduate students who may be viewed 
as lacking or inferior, compared to others. More recent research focused specifically on 
graduate level biomedical training suggest that barriers to increasing diversity are more 
deeply rooted in the culture of biomedical training; it is an issue of inclusion, racism, and 
sexism.44 An anti-deficit approach, then, recognizes that we must critically evaluate the 
institutional policies, practices, and norms that support such a non-inclusive and 
oppressive culture. An anti-deficit approach would have us recognize that our biases 
impact the assumptions we make about people and what they may need to be successful. 
Instead, we should listen to individuals to learn from them what their strengths are, and 
what their unique needs are in order to know how to best support their success. An anti-
deficit approach would have us come to understand and celebrate the strengths and 
personal identities of our trainees that enrich our community. 
 
An example of an anti-deficit, anti-racist program at UCSF is the Initiative for Maximizing 
Student Diversity (IMSD) Program. 
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