
Transcripts Webinar: Inclusive Excellence in Higher Education - Tools for an 
inclusive learning environment for all students. 
 
Inclusive Excellence is very important in learning environments with a highly diverse student 
body. Student populations of life long learners are also characterised as highly diverse (age, 
life/work experiences/social economic backgrounds/ethnicity). ECHO developed a webinar as 
a tool for the academic staff of Utrecht University to learn (1) how to deal with a diverse 
student body, (2) what the importance is of inclusive excellence and (3) how to create an 
inclusive learning environment focused on excellence. In the webinar different lecturers and 
students are being interviewed about their knowledge of and experiences with inclusive 
excellence. The webinar is accessible through the intranet of the university. In this document 
two transcrips of the interviews are listed: one about the concept of inclusive excellence and 
the working of this concept in learning environments, and one about a skill - close reading of 
autobiographical case studies – that aims to help students to share and use their own life 
experiences.  
  
 

Dr. Frank Tuitt, Associate Provost for Inclusive Excellence and Associate Professor of Higher 
Education, University of Denver 

Webinar part 1 

 
The meaning of inclusive excellence 
“My concept of inclusive excellence is really about marrying inclusion and excellence. Historically 
these things have often been seen as conflicting values. In order to have inclusion we can’t have 
excellence, in order to have excellence we can’t have inclusion. And recently we’ve come to think of 
these terms as linked.”  
 
 “The four basic tenants around inclusive pedagogy and inclusive excellence”:  
• Students are human beings: “One is a focus on students as whole human beings. We can’t just 

focus on our students in terms of their mind and the way they think. We have to engage the 
whole student. Students enter our class room as full human beings, consisting of mind, body and 
spirit. To be included or to create inclusion in learning environments we need to make sure that 
we’re being attentive to all the components of students and all that students bring to us.” 

• Recognize cultural differences as an asset: “Second thing is a recognition that the cultural 
differences our students bring to the learning environment is an asset, it’s something that is to 
be leveraged, is to be maximized. We have to account for the fact that students don’t show up in 
our class rooms as empty slates. They have these lived experiences that shape the way they 
making meaning of the world and the various things around them. And that we don’t want to 
reject those, we actually want to have those be a part of our learning environment. So it’s 
important for us as instructors to be able to pull those rich assets out of our students and have 
them be come a part of the learning environment.” 

• Diversity is a strength: “Diversity is an asset, it’s something that has educational benefits. We 
need to be intentional in our design of instruction so that we can extract those benefits.” 

• Culture of high expectations: “Inclusive excellence requires that we hold all of our students to 
high standard. And that we embrace the notion that all of our students can learn, and learn at 
high levels if provided with the appropriate resources and support.” 

 
Why inclusive excellence matters 
• Student population: “There is a growing recognition and growing reality that our class rooms are 

becoming more and more diverse. That the students who we teach today are very different to 



the students we taught ten years ago, twenty years ago. And we have students showing up from 
various parts of the continent, the world in our class rooms. And it’s upon us to be able to create 
highly effective learning environments for those students as well.” 

• Labour market: “The labour market demands that we prepare highly qualified professionals. And 
if you combine increasingly diverse student population with the future labour force, the students 
that we see from different parts of our communities are those students who are going to enter 
into the labour force and we need to make sure that we educate all of our students.” 

• Inequity: “We still see inequities and disparaties in our various communities. And I believe 
education is one way that we can close those gaps. That if we think critically and constructively 
about how we design our courses we can create equitable learning environments in our class 
room that over time will reduce some of the educational gaps that we see.” 

 
Educational benefits 

“We are completely immersed in a growing body of literature now that speaks to educational 
benefits of diversity. There are clear academic outcomes in terms of problem solving abilities, in 
terms of critical thinking skills, in terms of creativity and innovation that are developed as a result of 
creating inclusive learning environments.” 
 
“There are what we call diversity related outcomes, related to how we help students develop cultural 
competence, how we help students increase their awareness of groups that are different. And then 
how we prepare our students to be succesful leaders in an increasingly diverse global society.” 
 
“Then there are some, what we call, more civic minded outcomes as well that speaks to the type of 
citizens we’re trying to create. Citizens that are more involved with the community, that have a 
higher appreciation of and desire for being involved in civic related matters and have a stronger 
commitment to issues related to equity and justice.” 
 
Challenges 
• Conditional teaching: “It takes a lot of time. We haven’t been trained as academics to teach 

inclusively. There are limited resources to help us once we become instructors in the class room. 
And that we tend emulate the instructors who taught us as a way of thinking about how we 
teach. And so there is this sort of cycle of conditional teaching that gets passed on and we need 
more inclusive and equity minded instructors to disrupt that.”  

• Sharing power: “I think it’s natural for instructors to want to control the learning process. And 
teaching inclusively requires that we share power in the class room. That we share a 
responsibility for how learning occurs. That we invest in the co-construction of knowledge and 
that we recognize that our students bring to the learning environment valuable information, 
experiences that enrich the overall educational experience for all students.”  

• Not reinforcing marginalization: “And so how do we extract that in ways that don’t sort 
of…place students in ways that reinforce their marginalization in the class room. That’s a 
challenge. One of the classic examples is knowing that your students can speak to a particular 
aspect of their lived experience that is informative for other students. So knowing that I have 
experiences as a black man in my country and trying to get me to talk about those experiences in 
a way that doesn’t position me as a representative of my race. That I don’t have to carry the 
burden of trying to speak for all black people, I can just speak for me. I can speak for Frank and 
that be enough.” 

 
 
 
 
 



Content 
“The fact that our students are coming from very different backgrounds and experiences and that 
our students have different ways in identifying that are salient and important to them and we need 
to take that into consideration prior to the construction of our courses.” 
 
“We need to think carefully about the content we choose. The examples we use, the stories that we 
tell to make sure that we’re not privileging some aspects of culture over others. So I use the example 
that, if I am a non-western faculty member I need to make sure that all of my examples are not non-
western. Or if I am a western faculty member I need to make sure that all of my examples are not 
western. And that’s a real simplistic thing, but telling stories that demonstrate your awareness and 
your curiousity about different cultures signals to students that it’s okay for them to do the same. 
And by being inclusive in the examples that you use and the content that you choose, it also 
demonstrates to students that diverse perspectives are welcomed.” 
 
Multiple forms of assessment 

“It’s also important to make sure that you have multiple forms of assessing student talent. One of the 
mistakes we often make is to really think about excellence in these very narrow ways when we know 
that some of our students are more auditary in their learning or more visual or more hands on or 
more interactive. So creating opportunities for students to demonstrate their proficiencies in 
multiple ways is important.” 
 
Transparency 
“Being transparent, I think is also important. Letting students know what the rationale is behind 
some of the pedagogical choices you’ve made. Also thinking about the learning environment as a 
community is important. And not only a community, but a trustful community where relationships 
are established. And it might be helpful to think about how we structure our teaching if our goal was 
to develop trust in the class room. What does that look like?”  
 
Trustful community 
“It’s hard for me to learn in spaces where I feel threatened. It’s hard for me to learn in spaces where I 
don’t sense that there’s a relationship. That I can trust that the faculty member is going to evaluate 
me based on me and not some stereotypical sort of assumption or image that they have of me. So I 
think it’s important in that regard to try to establish trust.”  
 
Identity development 
“I also argue that we are in the identity development business as educators. That what we’re doing 
by teaching is helping students move and grow, develop mentally. And it’s important to recognize 
that our students all start in the same place or share the same values around aspects of their identity 
that are important to them. And so how do we manage a class room space or a learning environment 
where there are these various identities intersecting and colliding in the environment.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Leila Pazargadi,Ph.D., Assistant Professor of English, Nevada State College 
Webinar part 2 

 
Role of the teacher 
“I have to say maybe I underestimated my importance. Because I often times look at myself as just a 
facilitator. I really love the summer bridge programs, because I feel like I can be the hand holder. I 
really appreciate smaller teaching environments that are smaller class sizes where I can really get to 
know the students and work with them through their issues. Because you really end up being in 
these summer bridge programs, and really any class room, if you choose to be that is, and I do, is part 
instructor, part facilitator, part therapist in some ways, part mentor if they’re perceptive to that. 
You’re someone who can act as an intermediair and help them with their life issues.” 
 
“But you also want to retain that boundary where you’re the mentor or the professor. It’s not that 
you’re their friend, but that you’re someone they can come to. Because at the university level, 
college level, high school ofcourse as well, this is all mixed in. Their identity, their academic life, their 
social life, their personal life, these issues are all mixed in and affect their performance in society and 
in college and everything.” 
 
“So I find that I just think of myself again as a facilitator. But then often times students came up to 
me afterwards, whether it was in the US or here (the Netherlands) in particular I noticed that when I 
guest lectured for the summer course, student after student comes up to me and they say, thank you 
so much for sharing your story, that was really inspiring, that is really helping me to open up and talk 
about mine.” 
 
Close readings 
“So I conduct close readings as a skill set for comparative literature, really looking at these book 
covers, really looking at the stories. In terms of their packaging, in terms of their marketing. So for 
instance for the more problematic memoires, this is where I’m very critical of that packaging as 
they’re always kind of produced in such a way as if to really ‘other’ the Middle Eastern muslim 
woman. But for the more empowering texts it was really a joy to find them and to realize that these 
women who have been writing their memoires like Firoozeh Dumas, Marjane Satrapi, Mohja Kahf, a 
Syrian-American writer, they were able to assert their agency through these novels and memoires 
and collection of poetry. And in such a way as if to say, yes, we’re here, we have a voice, we know 
what that is and here’s our story.” 
 
Complicating both sides 
“And those stories are really unique in complicating both sides. They never necessarily priviliged one 
or the other. They are saying, okay, these are the great things we found from Iranian culture, or 
Syrian culture in Mohja Kahf’s case. But these are also the things that we find problematic with it. 
The same thing with where they immigrated to. Marjane Satrapi in ‘Persepolis’ goes to a French lycee 
in Vienna and she thought it would be amazing and actually talks about how… you know she really 
problematizes Viennese society in comparison to Iranian society and she really points out the flaws 
that she noticed.”  
 
Hybrid identity 
“So you really come out of that book with a sense that it’s a raw story about how someone is trying 
to make sense of where they are, who they are and how they integrate these kinds of different 
components of their identity to create a layered one. Or what I would suggest here is the term hybrid 
identity. It’s neither just Iranian, it’s neither just French or Viennese or American. It’s really a fusion, 
and amalgamation of the two and I think that’s where we can kind of find some productive work. 
 



“I think a lot of people, particularly I found with my students, who have immigrated or whether they 
are illegals from Mexico with these really incredible stories. I think they really try to just pick one or 
the other, but I think it’s human nature to try to categorize ourselves. That we’re really in just one 
box, whether it’s your ethnicity or your religion or your sexuality, or any of these things that are just 
like, I’m this or that. But I think it’s the profound work that we can find in this, is to look at the 
messiness of being in between categories. There’s kind of this… you know it’s not clear, it’s neither 
here nor there, you’re in between. Or you’re a couple of things and I think that’s where we can find 
some really amazing values, some really amazing work that’s been done.” 
 
Empathetic witnessing 
“Again this production of kind of a hybrid identity that you see from these writers and as I’ve also 
seen from my students. So what I do is that I focused a lot on memoires, because in autobiographical 
theory we talk about this idea of empathetic witnessing. And what that is really is that in a memoire, 
the writer takes you on a journey through their perspective. They really try to relate a series of 
cicrumstances and events through their eyes, as far as they can remember it. I mean that’s really a 
kind of loophole with memoires. They always say, this is as best as I can remember it, my memory is 
a little faulty, this may be different from history and so it’s a very subjective piece. And they try to 
take you on this journey to kind of render you, put you in a position of a witness. And then also to 
create this empathy, so this is where we say ‘empathetic witness’, because they tend to get you 
really on their side. They’re humanizing people that you may not have wished to be humanized.” 
 
The turning point of 9/11 
“So this is a lot of what the Iranians are trying to do. They all immigrated… a lot of these writers had 
immigrated in 1979, but they only just started writing about that experience after 9/11 in 2003 and 
the reason for that… Firoozeh Dumas mentions this in her introduction, so does Marjane Sitrapi in 
the second reprint in her English translation, they both talk about how they want to explain Iran is 
not just what you see every on the news. It’s not just Islamic republic of Iran or the regime, it’s much 
more than that. Nor is its a key group of terrorists, it’s this kind of humanistic portrayal of the people, 
where they say, look at the cultural values, look at these people as individuals and what they have to 
offer where ever you live, because chances are there’s probably an Iranian who immigrated there. So 
it’s not an accident that they started publishing after 9/11, because that really is a turning point I 
would say for Middle Eastern Americans and really for the world. If you see governments have 
changed, they’ve become more conservative in response. Anti-Islamic sentiments have doubled, a lot 
of what had transpired during the hostage crisis in America had resurfaced again for Iranians and 
Middle-Easterners after 2001 and I would say more so in 2002 and 2003 onward.”  
 
Applying empathetic witnessing to the class room 
“So it’s very interesting again what these writers are doing with this idea of empathetic witnessing. 
And so what I decided to do was to take that and apply it in the class room and really beyond the 
class room. And in my experience, whether it’s a regular… just a literature course that’s a survey 
course of British literature or whether it’s a summer bridge program that features first generation 
college students who are often underprivileged, who are coming with an ethnic background. I find 
that all of my classes are diverse, no matter where I’m teaching. If it’s been in the US, whether it was 
at UCLA or in Paris when I was teaching for the UC Center there, a lot of my students were really 
diverse, whether it was at the VU, I mean incredibly diverse students, regardless of what program 
they’re partaking in. And they have these amazing stories to share. And I found that there was a lot 
of productive work that came into the class room, a lot of discussion that was taking place once I got 
them to open up and really share their stories.”  
 
“So what I would do to kind of use this autobiographical case study of Middle-Eastern women writers 
and to introduce them to the arguments. You know, this is where some of them sold out, this is 
where some of them were incredibly avant-garde and productive. You know, how do you respond to 



this, how do you see yourself? How do you construct your layered identity in the US or Amsterdam 
or Paris or where ever it is? How do you see yourself here in terms of your academic pathway? In 
terms of your ethnic or religious background and how is it informed who you are? So I would give 
them a series of questions and at first the students within my class room would come up with the 
questions and they interviewed each other and they really had this kind of narrative exchange 
between each other. And then really talk about what they learned about their partner, what their 
partner learned about them, they’d write a paper for me about it.” 
 
Impact on the learning environment 
“And from those autobiographical stories I noticed that my classes became incredibly vibrant. 
Everybody’s loquacious, they’re not afraid to talk, there’s a lot of discussion happening and that by 
sharing my own stories, I often do, I get there in the first week and I say this is my story, you know a 
somewhat abbreviated version, but this is why I’m in comparative literature, this is why I teach. 
Because really one of the reasons is, is that in particular after 9/11, I kind of also like some of these 
Iranian women memoires I want to set the record straight. And I do that by one class room at a time. 
I go in there and say, this is what the Middle-East is, let’s talk about it. Where is it located? I think 
that there are a lot of misconceptions about that even. How can we talk about it? How has the 
perception changed after 9/11, let’s talk about the muslims, let’s talk about this, let’s talk about that. 
So I really try to get into the class room and dive deep into it, because that’s my academic mission, 
that’s my passion. It’s informed by my upbringing and I really bring that to the class room. Likewise I 
really urge my students to find their voice, to bring their experiences into the class room, because I 
find that makes it incredibly dynamic. And to really fuel their discussion and their perception of 
what’s going on.” 
 
 
 
ECHO, 2013 


