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Am I The Villain?: How Critical Reflection Gaps in Individual University 
Decision-Makers Affect Access Programs 

Abstract 

Two graduate students, holding underrepresented identities, in academia, developed and ran a 
summer educational access program supporting local first generation and/or low-income (FGLI) 
high school students hosted at a well resourced university with an espoused commitment to 
community engagement, equity and inclusion. Originating from conversations with faculty on 
their struggles with recruiting high school research interns in an equitable manner that did not 
erase the presence of underrepresented students, the two students demonstrated, to relevant 
faculty for their work, the potential to leverage the university’s resources and community 
partnerships to support local FGLI high school students in gaining access to these research 
opportunities. Despite their extensive efforts over the course of two years and their measurable 
successes in demonstrating the efficacy of their program model in its first iteration, the program 
was not given the institutional support needed for a second iteration and left rendered obsolete by 
its host department. This paper presents a critical self-reflective auto-ethnography of the two 
graduate students in concert with a third party sociology scholar studying how university 
mechanisms interact with its individual decision makers influencing the design, implementation 
and resulting efficacy and sustainability of university programs designed to address academic 
inequity and injustice. In it, we begin at an assessment of the university’s loose organizational 
structure and garbage can decision making process that leaves opportunities, within the 
university’s administrative framework, for implementing solutions that challenge the status quo 
in the hands of individual university decision makers and their commitment to the solution. We 
highlight how university norms prime an aversion to these kinds of solutions. In particular, we 
point out how these norms also offer individual university decision makers sanctuary to 
circumvent critically assessing their complicity with not challenging harmful and/or ineffective 
normative solutions despite the decision maker’s  agency and social capital to do so  under the 
guise of “institutional culture”. Building on social identity theory, feminist social theory, and 
critical theory, we further leverage the auto-ethnography to present how these norms dichotomize 
individual decision makers into privileged decision makers with no personal consequence 
associated with the university issue at hand and afflicted decision makers who will be affected 
regardless of the chosen solution. We connect these theories to the experiences of the two 
graduate students and discuss the consequences of the dichotomy on the efficacy and 
sustainability of educational equity programs to challenge individual university decision makers 
of every rank to accept the responsibility of dismantling and interrogating harmful norms in their 
academic institutions. 



Introduction 

Operating within a resource-rich university that explicitly touts “community engagement, equity, 
and inclusion” as institutional priorities, two graduate students—both navigating marginalized 
identities in academia—pioneered a summer educational access program for local 
first-generation and/or low-income (FGLI) high school students. The initiative emerged as a 
direct counterstrategy to faculty-reported challenges in recruiting diverse high school research 
interns without perpetuating exclusion. By leveraging existing institutional resources and forging 
new community partnerships, the students designed a cohort-based model that combined targeted 
outreach, mentorship, and skill-building workshops to recruit and compensate 10 FGLI youth for 
contributing to competitive research opportunities. Participant survey data from the pilot iteration 
revealed several positive outcomes: increased participant confidence in pursuing research 
opportunities and STEM pathways, improved research literacy (see Figure 1), and quantifiable 
research contributions such as research equipment servicing, data collection, and publication 
authorship. These outcomes align with the university’s public equity agenda. Nevertheless, after 
two years of demonstrable impact, faculty leadership declined to renew the program, citing 
nebulous “institutional constraints”. If equity-centered programs like this one demonstrably 
advance institutional equity goals, why do universities still fail to sustain them?  
 
Drawing from organizational theory, social identity theory, feminist social theory and critical 
theory, we present a critical self-reflective autoethnography of the creation of the program to 
interrogate the systemic contradictions that enable institutions to publicly valorize inclusion 
while materially undermining the initiatives designed to achieve it. Recent literature underscores 
the imperative of addressing justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion (JEDI) within academia. In 
the U.S., efforts to create pathways for underserved students to access higher education are 
increasing[1], [2], [3], [4], [5], [6]. However, these initiatives face obstacles. Scholars are 
examining factors such as the academic environment, sense of belonging, and university 
governance to evaluate the effectiveness of these interventions [7], [8], [9], [10]. A key focus is 
studying how these programs are designed and implemented, especially in institutions 
characterized as “organized anarchies” with loosely connected departments, known as "loosely 
coupled systems" [11].   In such systems, decision-making is often chaotic and described as 
"garbage can" models [12].  These models show how decisions come out of problems, solutions, 
and decision-makers being randomly and unpredictably available at the same time in a “garbage 
can” representative of choice opportunities(See Figure 2). 
 
We analyze individual agents within university decision-making through this lens, revealing a 
dichotomy between privileged and afflicted decision makers in times when an available and 
effective solution to a problem stands to oppose institutional norms. At this juncture, we observe 
a breakdown in the transition from theory to praxis as the decision maker is confronted with the 
reality of their choices. Privileged decision makers, whose most salient identities are not at risk, 
may avoid critical engagement with this solution, leveraging the abstract nature of the garbage 



can model to hide behind the illusion of policy. This enables them to defer action and opt for a 
more normative and potentially harmful solution despite being the decision makers thus 
hindering effective equity interventions. This allowance for platitude hinders the efficacy of 
inequity intervention which requires its actors to be willing agents of change[13], [14], [15], 
[16], [17], [18]. Within that ability to circumvent action without personal consequence lies the 
privilege, hence the name. Conversely, afflicted decision makers, whose most salient identities 
are at risk, have limited options. They can avoid conflict by choosing the normative solution and 
suffer the harmful consequences, leave the institution with damage already done to them [19], or 
leverage the abstract nature of the garbage can model to string together solutions not prioritized 
by the institutions. This often means navigating significant roadblocks and enduring emotional 
and physical labor to drive change [20], [21], [22], [23], [24]. Utilizing the “What?So What? 
Now What?” critical reflection framework [25], we synthesize interactions and experiences as 
samples in a case study to illustrate examples of the presented theory. We offer our findings as 
work to challenge university decision-makers to consider how institutional norms influence their 
actions, especially when designing and implementing educational access programs. We hope to 
inspire internal dialogue on these norms and their effects. Additionally, we urge individuals in 
academia to reflect on their privilege and position when making decisions. Assessing their ability 
to ignore, delay, or downplay crucial opportunities is essential for achieving positive outcomes in 
educational access interventions. 
 

PROGRAM PARTICIPANT SURVEY QUESTIONS RESPONSE AVERAGE 

 Pre (n = 9) Post (n = 6) 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how confident are you now that you could do 
research as an undergraduate or graduate student?  

(1 = not at all confident, 7 = very confident) 
3.2 6 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how comfortable do you feel doing research in a 
university setting?  

(1 = not comfortable at all, 7 = very comfortable) 
4.5 6.2 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how confident are you in your college readiness 
skills?  

(1 = not at all confident, 7 = very confident) 
4.6 6 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how confident do you feel with your knowledge of 
STEM topics?  

(1 = not at all confident, 7 = very confident) 
4.1 6 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how familiar does the idea of attending college feel 
to you?  

(1 = not very familiar, 7 = very familiar) 
5.3 6.4 

On a scale of 1 to 7, how confident are you in applying to 
college/university after this program?  

(1 = not at all confident, 7 = very confident) 
5.2 6.6 

Figure 1. Participants Survey Questions Administered Pre and Post Educational Access Program 



 
Figure 2. Universities as Organized Anarchies. Garbage Can Decision Making Nested in Loosely 

Coupled Organizations 

Theoretical Backing For Assessing the Individual Decision Maker 

Weick[11] was a pioneer in describing academic institutions as loosely coupled systems, 
suggesting that parts of organizations don’t always follow linear or rational decision-making 
processes. This framework helps us analyze how different elements, like administration, faculty, 
and students, are interconnected yet operate independently. In our analysis, we note that within a 
decentralized institution, the awareness of each area’s practices is often limited. Weick[11] 
argues that loosely coupled systems give individuals more autonomy, allowing personal agency 
in decision-making. This is supported by Cohen, March, and Olsen’s[12] Garbage Can model, 
which highlights the chaotic decision-making common in universities, further emphasizing 
individual influence on institutional choices. However, as noted by other scholars[26], [27], even 
in these “organized anarchies,” institutional norms can shape decision-making by limiting 
available options. Normative pressures often arise from professional standards, which help 
establish the legitimacy of decision-makers. Consequently, individuals may feel compelled to 
align their choices with institutional norms to maintain their credibility. Recognizing that 
decision-makers are influenced by these institutional pressures allows for a deeper exploration of 
how their social identities shape their responses to these forces. This underscores the idea that, as 



feminist sociology argues, “the personal is political”[28]—individual values and institutional 
ideals can become intertwined. 

Roots of the Decision Maker Dichotomy 

What happens when faced with choices that conflict with institutional norms? According to the 
Garbage Can and Loosely Coupled models, such options are viable. If a non-normative solution 
leads to favorable outcomes, literature simply argues that this change would be slow to migrate 
between elements due to loose couplings and the non-involvement of the organization as a whole 
[11], [12], [29]. For example, some medical schools have recently begun implementing pass⁄fail 
grading systems and see improved student well-being with no adverse effect on academic 
performance yet the practice still struggles with acceptance from residency program directors 
[30]. However, when the critical lens is focused on the individual agent, it offers a deeper 
perspective.  
 
Firstly, who is primed to make such decisions? 
Building on the teachings of feminist sociology,  we recognize that this bias to make normative 
decisions and consequent identification with institutional norms reaches a point where 
confrontation of the “institution” becomes confrontation of one’s self.  As agents gain legitimacy 
through research and accolades, an “in-group” forms among those aligned with the institution, 
contrasted by an “out-group.” This dynamic complicates confrontations, reinforcing the 
distinction between privileged (“in-group”) and afflicted (“out-group”) decision-makers. 
 
Absence of critical reflection leads privileged decision-makers to operate within a bounded 
rationality framework, prioritizing the institution's status quo and their own stability. This 
dynamic fosters an environment resistant to institutional change. In the context of educational 
inequity, although literature presents compelling arguments for necessary interventions, these are 
often perceived as mere theory rather than integrated into university governance[20]. Institutions 
may use access programs as superficial add-ons or public relations tools rather than true 
necessities[31], [32], [33], [34]. Consequently, these programs symbolize institutional 
“performance” rather than genuine efforts to enhance legitimacy. For privileged decision-makers, 
this creates little incentive to implement educational equity scholarship, as the institution does 
not legitimize these efforts and none of their salient identities are in jeopardy. This situation 
allows them to deflect responsibility for inaction onto the institution, even though the success of 
outcomes, in a garbage can model, is ultimately determined by the individual decision maker. We 
refer to this tendency as finding “safety in theory,” where privileged decision-makers feel secure 
in adhering to established norms that enable them to shelve critical teachings at the point of 
theory. 
 
When conceptualizing the afflicted decision-maker, we must first define them as members of the 
institution’s “out-group.” In academia, minoritized and underserved identities exist within 



environments often designed and legitimized without consideration for their needs [19], [35], 
[36], [37], [38], [39], [40], [41]. Drawing from feminist sociology, we invoke Standpoint theory, 
which asserts that an individual’s knowledge is shaped by their social and political experiences. 
This leads to Patricia Hill Collins’ concept of the "Outsider Within," highlighting that 
marginalized voices uniquely identify patterns of behavior that members of the “in-group” may 
overlook, due to differing experiences of institutional power. Collins aptly notes that “Outsider 
within status is bound to generate tension, for people who become outsiders within are forever 
changed by their new status”[42]. Afflicted decision-makers are therefore closely linked to 
choice opportunities that challenge institutional norms. The complexity of intersectional 
identities means that labeling someone as an afflicted decision-maker varies based on their most 
salient identities in relation to the choices they face. Within the Black feminist thought 
framework, Collins also points out that afflicted decision-makers encounter a few options when 
faced with their new status. They may leave the institution, but this departure does not just 
relieve tension; it also means losing energy spent in a hostile environment and foregoing 
opportunities. Alternatively, they might suppress their differences to assimilate, sacrificing 
aspects of their identity, well-being, and personal growth within the institution. Both options 
illustrate the limitations afflicted decision-makers face in effecting institutional change. 

Afflicted Decision Makers Making Up The Difference 

Collins introduces a third alternative where the tension experienced by outsider-within 
individuals is harnessed to promote institutionalization. In this context, an afflicted 
decision-maker is empowered to "make up the difference." March and Cohen highlight that 
organizations often exhibit “high inertia,” requiring powerful disruptive forces for institutional 
change[43]. 
 
This inertia indicates that institutions find a steady state, with privileged decision-makers 
favorably positioned to maintain the status quo. Researchers suggest that norm upholders may 
exploit the ambiguity of the garbage can model—either knowingly or unknowingly—to limit the 
impact of disruptive agents[26]. For example, widening garbage cans (choice opportunities) that 
include problems and non-normative solutions to accommodate more normative solutions. This 
channels the energy of the “trouble-makers” into “attractive arenas that are devoid of any 
consequence” [11]. As a high level example, we point to the pilot educational access programs 
designed to “help everyone” but still demonstrate no improvements for the most vulnerable 
populations due to a lack of intentionality and focus on engaging the underserved population. 
This example of  normative momentum build-up serves to illustrate the sheer magnitude of 
energy the afflicted decision maker is tasked with opposing and dismantling when “making up 
the difference”.  
 
Addressing JEDI issues requires afflicted decision-makers to navigate complex university 
governance, involving difficult conversations with institutional representatives across various 



levels, often with limited social capital. Alarmingly, even if these efforts generate positive 
momentum, they must overcome the weak information base typical of organized anarchies to 
ensure sustainability. As a cursory example, we point to the JEDI programs that are sustained by 
under-resourced staff and/or underserved students that struggle to stay alive upon their departure 
from the institution.  
 
“Making up the difference” entails sacrifice, as afflicted decision-makers endure ongoing 
institutional tension. This concept of conserved energy neglects the minority tax they often face 
in academia[34], [44]. Importantly, literature indicates that privileged decision-makers can help 
bear this burden[45]. With their social capital and favorable positions, they are well-placed to 
advocate for and dismantle harmful norms impeding sustainable and effective programming. 
Achieving meaningful change requires all stakeholders to work toward common goals, with 
privileged decision-makers critically engaging with choices to promote equity. 

Methodological Framework 

This study explores how the positionality of individual university decision-makers influences 
their choices regarding educational access programming. We examined the interactions and 
communications between decision-makers involved in creating the educational access program. 
The program originated from a discussion between graduate students and a faculty member 
about the need for equitable access to research opportunities for high school interns. Two 
graduate students (holding underrepresented identities in academia) volunteered to research 
methods, within the university, to make these opportunities more accessible, and the faculty 
member volunteered to work towards ensuring these efforts were sustainable and 
institutionalized within a university department with relevant faculty. The analysis and results are 
based on a critical self-reflective autoethnography by the two students, with input from a 
third-party sociology scholar. 
 
In analyzing meeting notes, conversations, and events, we use the “What? So what? Now what?” 
reflection model[25] to critically examine our experiences during the program's creation, 
administration, and post-implementation phases within broader social, cultural, and institutional 
contexts. This model involves three baseline questions for extracting learning from critical 
incidents: 
 
The “What?” describes the incident, defining the facts and feelings, and uncovering recurring 
themes, values, and assumptions connected to larger societal constructs. 
The “So What?” examines the implications of the incident, placing personal experiences within 
broader cultural, historical, and structural frameworks to understand their significance. 
The “Now What?” focuses on action plans and suggestions for engaging with the learnings. 
 



For brevity, we group events by recurring themes, narrate the incidents, link them to proposed 
theories, and discuss their outcomes. Our aim is to identify valuable learning opportunities for 
both privileged and affected decision-makers. 

Positionality Statements 

Author 1: I am a Black male, first-generation low-income PhD candidate. I grew up both in an 
economically segregated country in West Africa and in the metropolitan area of a racially and 
culturally diverse city in the southern United States. During my middle and high school years at 
public schools known for their high poverty rates, I became intimately familiar with the 
challenges of being a low-income student. My identity as a first-generation college student and 
now graduate student has also shaped my experiences in academia, including constant struggles 
to access physical and socioeconomic resources and an unawareness of hidden curricula that 
impact my journey. For both my undergraduate and graduate academic career, I attended elite 
predominantly white institutions where I was trained and educated to be an engineer in 
environments that at times felt hostile and unsafe. Dating back to my early teenage years, I have 
been involved in numerous community efforts focused on bolstering early engagement with 
higher education for underrepresented students at high schools that do not typically get this 
attention. I am passionate about doing work to equip students that are underserved within our 
global community with tools to find success in what they want to do with their lives. 
 
Author 2: I am a Black and non-binary Ph.D. Graduate who worked with Author 1 on the 
summer program discussed in this work. As someone who identified and was perceived as a 
Black woman for most of my life, I always struggled to feel like I belonged in engineering as 
there are so few people like me in the field. Fortunately, I had access to lots of academic 
resources throughout my childhood, but the ones that had the greatest impact were those run by 
Black women and queer engineering students. For that reason, I have been involved in running 
outreach programs focused on bolstering education and retention for minoritized middle and high 
school students interested in STEM since I was an undergraduate student. I am passionate about 
providing these kinds of opportunities for underrepresented students because those same kinds of 
programs are what made me feel confident I belonged and could succeed in an engineering 
program. 
 
Author 3: I am a Black woman sociologist (B.A) from the California Bay Area and have been 
working in private higher education at the director and programmatic level for the last 5 years. I 
am interested in liberatory practices and programs created in higher education spaces both in and 
out of institutions, especially for those of marginalized identities and how their identity shapes as 
their environment refuses to shift to accommodate them. I have found myself specifically 
involved in cohort programs that cater to students who identify as Black, first generation, low 
income, or all three. In these spaces I have been most interested in dissecting how these 
programs come to be needed and how universities keep them on the fringes.  



Autoethnographic Narratives Illustrating the Theory  
First, the overview of the actions of relevant parties (specified below) during the creation and 
implementation of the 2023 educational access program is summarized below. We offer this as a 
tool for orienting detailed dissections and discussions about more specific events further in this 
section. We have also provided a timeline (See Figure 3). For the purposes of maintaining 
anonymity, the anecdotes presented below have been de-identified. 
 
Involved parties: the volunteering faculty member from the meeting, the two graduate students 
from the meeting, faculty from the host department, various other university representatives, 
program participants, community members. 

 
Figure 3. Program Development Timeline 

Program Development Overview 

● The volunteering faculty and two graduate students designed a small-scale pilot program 
in summer 2022 to maximize student learning outcomes and gather feedback. 

● The two graduate students administered the pilot and gathered insights for the 2023 
program. 



● The volunteering faculty proposed housing the 2023 program in a new department within 
which they held an executive role. 

● The volunteering faculty and two graduate students coordinated discussions with 
university offices and representatives relevant to the process of institutionalizing the 2023 
program. 

● One of the involved graduate students joined a university program designed to offer 
training and resources (including financial) for community engaged programming. 

● In effectuating the 2023 educational access program, the two graduate students  
○ Recruited students via partnerships with local high schools and non-profit 

organizations.  
○ Raised funds for program costs including but not limited to feeding the students 

and compensating students and their mentor for their labor. 
○ Held meetings with education experts, teachers, leaders of other institutionalized 

programs to solicit their guidance with designing the program structure, content 
and administration. 

○ Administered and oversaw the program. 
 

Anecdotes 

The following anecdotes describe the experiences of the two graduate students who established 
the educational access program—a paid high school research internship for first-generation and 
low-income students, with added consideration for racially minoritized students. Gender balance 
was also considered although the program wasn’t specifically targeted at gender minorities. 
These anecdotes reveal how institutional norms persist within garbage can decision-making and 
loosely coupled systems when faced with non-normative solutions. We also highlight instances 
where choice opportunities are altered to fit more conventional solutions and discuss the toll this 
takes on those making up the difference. 
 

Leveraging the insights of one of us as a FGLI student, we understood the pressure on 
low-income youth to earn money, sometimes significantly contributing to their 
households. We also saw that lost income from unpaid internships limited low-income 
students' participation in research programs. Believing students should be paid for their 
lab work, we insisted that our educational access program be a paid internship. 
 
To figure out how high school students could be employed and compensated at our 
institution, we contacted other high school research internship programs. Of the seven 
programs we found, only one offered financial compensation, and this was only for those 
with demonstrated need. The rest were unpaid or required interns to pay fees, recruiting 
mainly from schools with few low-income students. These programs acknowledged the 
challenge of attracting low-income students, though this was not their intention. 



 
While most programs expressed confusion at the idea of compensating students, the 
representative of the one program that did offer stipends emphasized, unprompted, their 
importance for attracting low-income students. As a former FGLI student themselves, 
they understood the necessity of financial support for low-income students. They 
explained their stipend mechanisms were specific to their department and advised us to 
seek similar solutions in our own department, while also sharing potential funding 
sources. 
 

Here, we observe how atypical it is within this institution to monetarily compensate high school 
interns. The confusion expressed by some programs further illustrates that this practice is not the 
norm. Research indicates that low-income students, who face greater pressure to work long 
hours, struggle to find jobs that enhance their academic and career prospects [46]. Expecting 
them to engage in unpaid work over the summer, when they could earn essential income, deters 
them from applying. The correlation between these programs’ lack of stipends and their low 
recruitment of low-income students is noteworthy. Other high school internship programs across 
the U.S. have successfully utilized stipends to attract low-income participants [47], [48], [49], 
[50], [51], [52]. Despite this precedent, these programs adhere to institutional norms, leading to a 
demonstrated recruitment gap. Framing all work within a university as an educational 
opportunity, even when it isn't formal instruction, is reductive and overlooks the significant 
contributions of interns. For instance, students in our program performed tasks such as 3D printer 
maintenance, characterizing novel sensing mechanisms, and contributing to published research. 
Here, we also start to recognize the relevance of a decision maker’s identity in engaging with 
non-normative solutions. The representative of the one program that did offer compensation to 
their students shares how their experience as a low-income student made them feel that it was 
critical to offer these stipends. We, the authors, also share similar experiences that sparked our 
insistence on offering stipends. While we did have the option to settle as the other programs did, 
this shared identity uniquely primed us to have to engage with this problem space nonetheless 
illustrating the realities of afflicted decision makers. 
 
Another brief note here is how loose coupling within the institution starts to show up. In 
inquiring about disbursement mechanisms, we learn that disbursement mechanisms can be 
specific to individual departments, not standardized across the institution, exemplifying loose 
coupling. 
 

From these conversations with other institutional programs for high school students, we 
were advised to contact the office responsible for youth program policy. The faculty 
member emphasized involving the host department’s HR representatives as key 
stakeholders. This led us to schedule a meeting with both offices to understand the 
university’s policies and requirements. While the meeting had positive outcomes, many 



questions remained unanswered. It became clear that the offices had redundant and 
contradictory action items, which neither was aware of, attributing this to the 
decentralized governance of the university. 
 
Specific queries about identifying appropriate personnel for different aspects of hosting 
outreach programs were met with hypothetical answers and mentions of needing to 
persuade certain individuals. Neither office had clear guidance on compensating students. 
Policies on onboarding requirements, such as documentation and training for high school 
interns, were either misaligned between the offices or dependent on individual buy-in. 
Additionally, frequent personnel turnover led to a loss of expertise in handling similar 
situations, with some attendees revealing they were transitioning out of their roles. 
 
We and the volunteering faculty member provided feedback, suggesting that both offices 
gain more knowledge about each other to streamline the program development process. 

 
The meeting highlighted many aspects of the institution’s governance, showcasing hallmarks of 
loosely coupled systems and garbage can decision-making. Loosely coupled systems were 
evident in the lack of coordination and consensus between offices handling the same situation, 
resulting in incomplete and conflicting information [11]. Simply put, each office had its own 
rules, despite being part of the same institution, which hindered the implementation of global 
initiatives. Garbage can decision-making was observed in the discretion allowed to individual 
decision-makers regarding their level of engagement and the determination of efficacy. 
Attendees mentioned relying on individual discretion rather than a general policy. There was also 
a lack of clarity about who could serve in the university-defined roles required for outreach 
programs. High personnel turnover further exemplified the weak information base characteristic 
of garbage can models, leading to the loss of institutional knowledge and poor knowledge 
transfer. This aligns with the theory that limited information leads to haphazard decision-making, 
connecting problems to solutions simply because they coexist, causing conflicting priorities and 
confusion[12]. 
 
However, the meeting also illustrated how individual decision-makers can effectively navigate 
garbage can decision-making to build momentum towards their solutions. By organizing a 
meeting with all stakeholders present, we facilitated coordination, reduced ambiguity, and 
brainstormed solutions that worked for everyone involved. This effort helped tighten the 
coupling between offices and clarify available resources and mechanisms within the 
organization. 
 

In the original meeting where faculty expressed concerns about the equity of high school 
research opportunities, we volunteered to figure out the university mechanisms to address 
the gap. Towards gaining insights of the process and content of running such a research 



internship, we started with a small-scale pilot program hosting four high school students 
who had already reached out to faculty. None of the students were from underrepresented 
backgrounds in STEM; some had family ties to the institution, and all had previous R1 
university experience. Although the intern pool did not include our target population, we 
saw the program as a learning opportunity for both us and the students. We were 
transparent about this and actively sought their feedback on the program content and 
mentorship needs. 
 
After the pilot, we convinced the faculty member of the need to compensate high school 
interns for equity reasons, but we faced the challenge of securing funds. The faculty 
member suggested housing the program within an institutional center that might provide 
funding. We agreed to help with logistics but emphasized that, as graduate students with 
full-time research responsibilities, we should not run the program. The faculty member 
then proposed placing the program in a new department where they held an executive 
role and offered to pitch the program to the rest of the executive team. They assured us 
that administrative staff would be hired to manage it. We agreed to run the first official 
year of the internship, applying our learnings from the pilot and expert advice, with the 
plan to transfer responsibilities to the department’s administrative staff once hired. 

 
After meeting with the executive team, the faculty member excitedly informed us that the 
team loved the idea and agreed to host the program, though they couldn't provide funds 
that year. When we asked if they specified the target student population, they said it 
wasn't necessary. We raised concerns that this might affect the program's long-term 
identity. The faculty member reassured us that the department would hire more staff to 
take over the program's responsibilities. 
 
Trusting this, we organized and ran the program through the 2022/2023 academic year 
and the 2023 summer, despite it adding 20 hours per week to our graduate research 
workload. However, each time we revisited the topic, there was no progress on hiring a 
staff member to take over the program. At the end of the program, we stated that we 
would not run it again, having fulfilled our commitment to demonstrate its viability. We 
also realized the harmful health effects of the extra workload, which added stress and felt 
like an additional job, all while needing to make significant research progress. 
 
We communicated our willingness to share all resources once the department was ready 
to continue the program. After making this clear, the faculty member tried to convince 
one of us to adjust our academic and professional responsibilities to keep running the 
program. This person explained the toll it would take on their academic progress and 
reiterated that graduate students were never meant to run the program indefinitely. The 
faculty member then stated they didn't believe the program justified hiring full-time or 



part-time staff, suggesting the work was only for the summer. This person countered by 
explaining the program required year-round effort, citing examples from our experience, 
other roles within our university and even other institutions. The faculty member 
accepted that we would not be running the program again and promised to facilitate a 
meeting to transfer knowledge to newly hired staff. However, in that meeting, the 
department showed no commitment to the program and made questionable remarks about 
the trustworthiness of our target student population. As a result, the program only ran 
during the summer of 2023 and no longer exists, with no visible effort from the 
department to revive it. 

 
It's important to note that the volunteering faculty member in this anecdote has not experienced 
being a first-generation or low-income student and has achieved significant success within the 
institution. This positions them as a privileged decision-maker on issues of institutional 
inequality and injustice for these identities. Without a personal connection, they are likely to 
adopt institutional norms, making it harder to implement non-traditional solutions. Their 
previous success within the institution reinforces this tendency. However, they still have the 
ability to reflect on their position and use their influence to support non-normative solutions. 
This manifests in various ways in the development of the program. Initially, the faculty member 
acknowledges the institutional gap and shows a willingness to address it. They leverage their 
position to find a host department for the program. Their presence and advocacy in meetings, as 
we, the afflicted decision-makers, laid the groundwork, helped us overcome potential roadblocks. 
Although they lack first-hand experience with the challenges faced by FGLI students, the faculty 
member recognizes the issue and takes action to address it. 
 
Fioretti [26]warns that incorporating normative solutions alongside non-normative ones can 
undermine efforts for institutional change and act as a diversionary tactic. The faculty member 
unintentionally does this at several points, contributing to the program not surviving. One key 
example is when they failed to mention FGLI students as the target population to the executive 
committee. This omission left the program’s objectives unclear, creating a disparity among 
stakeholders and resulting in a lack of shared vision and alignment. Without clearly articulating 
the program's focus, the executive committee struggled to prioritize it as a necessity, as these 
issues are not ingrained in the institution's priorities. This caused problems when the committee 
showed no commitment to continue the program or prepare new staff to take it over. The faculty 
member did not properly inform them about the program's goals, resulting in ambiguity and 
jeopardizing the program’s future. 
 
We also see the faculty member's reluctance towards non-normative solutions in their discomfort 
with hiring staff for the educational access program, while being comfortable having us, the 
afflicted decision-makers, do the labor for free even to our own detriment. Pressuring one of us 
to do this uncompensated work adds to the minority tax already placed on us. This aligns with 



academia’s history of asking marginalized individuals to address institutional gaps they did not 
create and are negatively affected by [21], [34], [53]. In adhering to the norm of unpaid labor 
from marginalized groups, the faculty member struggles with the solution of transferring the 
program to hired staff, despite initially agreeing. By not reflecting on how their position 
influences their view of this solution, the faculty member fails to assess its viability thoroughly, 
despite examples of this framework from other institutions. They fall back on institutional 
norms, leading to the program’s demise while they remain free from blame. 
 

Our fundraising campaign involved reaching out to both internal and external entities 
within the institution. First, we asked the research groups hosting the students if they 
could provide stipends while we sought funding for the remaining program costs. Our 
reasoning was based on faculty PIs' acknowledgment that they sought opportunities to 
host underrepresented high school students. These labs had included such promises in 
large research grant applications to entities like the National Science Foundation, as part 
of their broader impact. However, they struggled to reach and onboard these students. 
Our program aimed to simplify this process. We proposed that the labs use a small 
portion of their grant funds—where they promise research outreach to underrepresented 
students—to cover the stipends for the interns they hosted. This proposal faced 
significant pushback. Some faculty were confused by the idea of compensating interns, 
while others cited lab expenses as a barrier. When it became clear that faculty PIs were 
not interested in this model, we continued searching for other resources. Ultimately, we 
pieced together over $25,000 in funding from university community outreach offices, a 
company connected to us by the volunteering faculty member, and community nonprofits 
invested in our initiative.  

 
This anecdote highlights how privileged decision-makers struggle to accept non-normative 
solutions, hindering institutional change. The faculty PIs, who largely lack marginalized 
identities, benefit from the unpaid labor of both us and the high school interns. Despite 
promising in their grants to dedicate funds to educational access programs for underrepresented 
students, they instinctively prefer the normative solution of unpaid labor. In 2022, the average 
National Science Foundation research grant was $778,647 [54], while the stipend we offered 
participants was just $2000. Graduate students at the institution cost around $110,000 including 
stipend and tuition, but many have prestigious fellowships to offset these costs. Some PIs even 
require fellowships for lab positions. Yet, they couldn't justify paying $2000 for one student. As 
a result, we had to handle fundraising ourselves, relying on already underfunded outreach offices 
and community nonprofits [55], [56]. 
 

During the development and eventual end of the program, we undertook many additional 
tasks to run its first year. Beyond meetings with over 15 education experts and program 
leaders, we reached out to 11 local high schools and nonprofits serving underrepresented 



students to recruit applicants. We recruited and trained mentors, developed and delivered 
workshops, found industry and academic speakers, and handled administrative tasks like 
catering, room bookings, background checks, and managing diverse funding sources with 
separate disbursement mechanisms. 
 
We were also still searching for an institutional mechanism to compensate the interns and 
fundraising as the host department and its PIs had said they would not be able to support 
monetarily. During this work, we discovered a program similar to ours that had been 
suspended at the pandemic's onset. With many pandemic-impacted programs resuming, 
we inquired about its return and were told to contact the university outreach 
representative. In a meeting, the representative confirmed the original department had 
decided not to revive the program. They expressed excitement about our efforts and 
agreed on the importance of compensating interns to reach low-income students, offering 
valuable information and some financial support for administration and stipends. They 
also didn't know the exact process for paying high school interns but promised to help. 
The representative soon found the mechanism, which required coordination among three 
university offices and was not well-known. They assured us that any pushback could be 
directed to them. When we encountered confusion from other offices, the representative 
intervened to clarify and collaborate. 

 
Across each anecdotal piece, we have exemplified the tolls of making up the difference as 
afflicted decision makers. We invested extensive hours to make the program happen and 
encountered conflicts when proposing non-normative solutions. In the last anecdote, we detailed 
the extra work required to address loose coupling, acting as the connection between internal 
institutional offices and the broader community. We sought out individuals like the representative 
who acknowledged the loose coupling and helped bridge multiple offices. We advocated for 
paying the students despite other programs not doing so. We consulted education experts to 
ensure the program engaged first-generation and low-income students effectively and recruited 
and trained mentors to be inclusive and conscious of biases. All this while being expected to 
maintain full-time productivity as graduate students. Had privileged decision-makers, such as the 
faculty member, the host department executive committee, and faculty PIs, acknowledged their 
positions and supported these research-backed, non-normative solutions, our load would have 
been significantly lighter. Instead, we had to fill in the gaps, ultimately leaving the problem 
behind, burdened by the labor we undertook and the disappointment of unfulfilled potential. 

Now What?  

In this work, we have discussed how a lack of critical reflection on positionality among 
university decision-makers hinders the efficacy of institutional access. We presented a theoretical 
analysis linking this lack of reflection to institutional norms that shape garbage can 
decision-making in loosely coupled university structures. We also introduced the dichotomy of 



privileged and afflicted decision-makers and illustrated the theory with our critical self-reflective 
autoethnography. 
 
All decision-makers, regardless of their position, can leverage the ambiguity of the garbage can 
model to push for transformative change. As graduate students, we navigated the university's 
cracks, using institutional flexibility to advocate for and implement our program. We identified 
underused resources and found allies like the supportive representative to push for our 
non-normative solutions. This process showed that decision-makers could use institutional 
ambiguity to support, rather than obstruct, non-normative solutions. 
 
We recognize that privileged decision-makers, like those in the anecdotes, are subject to 
institutional inertia and limitations despite their insider status. While being an insider does not 
grant unlimited power, such decision-makers often possess the social capital needed to drive 
lasting change and overcome these challenges. Simply going with the flow is insufficient to 
address harmful institutional gaps. Although institutional constraints do exist, privileged 
decision-makers should actively challenge these barriers. The choice by many in the anecdotes to 
maintain the status quo underscores missed opportunities for meaningful progress.  
 
We hope this work serves as a call to action for individual university decision-makers to 
recognize their roles in supporting institutional access programs. We urge them to constantly 
reflect on the ideas they consider, question why they trust certain ideas over others, and assess 
their proximity to institutional norms and how these intersections shape their motivations. 
University governance models in the United States trend towards bureaucratic structures that 
stifle innovation and thoughtful reflection [29], [57]. We encourage decision-makers to challenge 
the status quo continuously. Understanding the unsavory pasts of our institutions, privileged 
decision-makers should remain vigilant to avoid perpetuating unjust norms. Listen to afflicted 
decision-makers within your institutions and offer support. As Patricia Hill Collins reminds us, 
they are uniquely positioned to identify gaps that privileged decision-makers might miss and are 
more inclined to generate non-normative solutions leading to positive change. 
 
Finally, we reacknowledge that the privileged/afflicted binary allows room for a more nuanced 
understanding of interpersonal dynamics with intersectional identities. We encourage further 
discourse and research on this topic. 
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