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“Research shows diverse groups are better 
than homogenous groups at solving complex 
problems. The diversity road is rockier but the 
solutions are more elegant and innovative.”

So says Dr Kumea Shorter-Gooden, Chief 
Diversity Officer & Associate Vice President at the 
University of Maryland, College Park. Dr Shorter-
Gooden and her colleague, Director of Education 
& Training Programs Dr Beth Douthirt-Cohen, 
were recently hosted by the Equity Office – Te Ara 
Tautika for a week-long visit meeting stakeholders 
from across our University.

The delegation was keen to visit Auckland 
because of our reputation as an equity leader and 
our comparable size to the University of Maryland. 
Located in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United 
States, Maryland is one of the smallest states in 
the nation. It is also the most densely populated 
and the wealthiest.

During their visit Drs Shorter-Gooden and 
Douthirt-Cohen engaged with academic and 
professional staff and students, from across 
the campuses to better understand the equity 
policies, programmes and practices at our 
University. In addition to in-depth discussions with 
the Equity Office team, the visitors met with the 
Pro Vice-Chancellor (Māori), Director of Pacific 
Strategy and Engagement, and representatives 
from the University’s Early Childhood Education 
centres and Student Learning Services. They 
also attended a Tuākana briefing, a postgraduate 
hui-fonotaga, a LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender and Intersex) Student and Staff 
Network meeting, and the 40th annual Polyfest. 

The visitors were impressed by the “holistic 
approach to and application of equity” across and 
beyond the University, particularly as reflected 
in the University of Auckland Equity Cycle, which 
highlights the value of evidence-based support 
before, during and after tertiary education.

“The Equity Cycle is very powerful because it 
is applied and calls on different folks who work in 
different niches in and beyond the University to 
support and enhance equity,” says Dr Gooden-
Shorter, a clinical/community psychologist and 
co-author of the award winning book Shifting: The 
Double Lives of Black Women in America.

Kumea and Beth also had high praise for the 
University’s pro-active approach to students and 
staff with disabilities, and to its commitment to 
work-life balance.

“The visibility of Student Disability Services 
as part of the Equity Office is admirable,” says 
Kumea. “Our disabilities office sits below the radar 
in Student Affairs, and it tends to be reactive, 
not proactive. We don’t have the policies or 
guidelines that Auckland has in place. Ironically, 
the compliance obligation in the United States 
has minimised the opportunity for robust 
conversations around disability at our University.”

“We are so impressed with the staff, the 
child-centred approach, and the University’s 
commitment to early childhood education via the 
national curriculum and broader policy settings,” 
says Beth. “The alignment of current research, 
professional training and development, and the 
University ECE centres is enviable.”

Beth and Kumea also shared valuable 
information about Maryland’s equity work, 
including its commitment to the LGBT community 
(the University is ranked as a Top LGBT-Friendly 
University in the United States); its annual “Rise 
Above” campaign that spotlights “isms” such as 
sexism, racism, rankism and ableism; and the way 
equity is embedded into and supported by the 
curriculum.

“Our curriculum underwent a transformation 
to include a diversity of perspectives, history, 
experiences,” says Beth, who leads education 
training initiatives and strategic interventions 

for faculty, staff and students. “Certain diversity 
courses are mandatory, such as courses which 
address how to understand plural societies and 
courses which strengthen cultural competency 
and teach how to have difficult conversations 
across difference. We acknowledge and talk about 
micro-aggressions and macro-aggressions, which 
are particularly important when considered in the 
context of recent events in places like Ferguson, 
Missouri.”

Kumea noted the University of Maryland is 
informed by the ethos of “inclusive excellence”, 
which she describes as an “asset rather than 
deficit model” of equity. She said language at 
their university reflects this model, using terms 
like “opportunity gap” rather than “achievement 
gap” to describe successes among equity groups. 
Kumea said the Tuākana Learning Community, 
which provides academic as well as pastoral 
support to Māori and Pacific students, highlights 
our University’s proactive approach.

Pro Vice-Chancellor (Equity) Trudie 
McNaughton says the international visit provided 
a valuable opportunity for two comparable 
universities to identify areas of strength and 
challenge in equity. 

“Beth and Kumea’s visit made clear that in 
many ways our University is considered an equity 
leader. It also reinforced the need for an explicitly 
inclusive work and study environment. We look 
forward to continuing our relationship with the 
University of Maryland to help ensure our policies, 
programmes and practices are robust and 
innovative.”
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